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Preaching Grace on Special Occasions:

Sermons in Particular Settings and Circumstances

· Overviews

· Suggestions for Particular Special Occasions

· Occasions where Persons are of Primary Importance

· Occasions where Days are of Primary Importance

· Occasions where Circumstances are of Primary Importance

· Extemporaneous-Impromptu Preaching

· Seasonal Preaching

Adapted and expanded from What Makes This Day Different?: Preaching Grace on Special Occasions.  Cowley Publications:  Cambridge, MA, 1998

Sermons for Special Occasions – An Overview

1) Chronos, Kairos, and the Special Occasion Sermon:  How do we mark time at 

high time?

2) “Preaching Punctuation” and “Grace Catchers”:  Special Occasion Sermons as sacramental centers in the life of the Faith Community

· Descriptive – recognizing uniqueness

· Interpretive – setting the occasion in context

· Historical – honoring the past 

· Eschatological – pointing toward the future

· Celebrative – affirming positive value

· Counseling – alerting to dangers and demands

· Performative – facilitating transformation

· Benedictory – pronouncing blessing

3)  False starts in possible “categories”

· Momentous occasion—Lesser feast

· Happy time—Sad time

· One time event—Repeated observation of past event

· Individual situation—Sacred community celebration—Secular society event

4) Persons, Days, Circumstances:  The Interplay of “occasional” dimensions

5) “Around,” “About,” “At”:  Three ways NOT to preach an occasional sermon

6)  “Through” the occasion:  A particular lens for a sacramental adventure

Superficial Nourishment versus The True Bread
Adapted from an article by

Stephen Weissmann

A couple of years ago I attended a service where a group of youngsters were receiving Holy Communion for the first time.  The girls were all in white dresses and the boys in navy blazers.  They were loveable, and the grandparents who were packing the nave knew it.  Most were bearing camcorders to inflict the occasion on their friends.  The walls were hung with banners the children had made.  They had even baked the communion bread.


The service unfolded as a graduation ceremony.  The focus was on the children’s achievements and their new status as communicants.  The Awesome One with whom they were entering into Holy Communion was scarcely given a nod.  The Mass became an occasion to congratulate the communicants, rather than an occasion to adore the True Bread.


Since then, I have encountered other similar oddities.  I have been to a baptism where nearly all the attention was on the cute baby and her beaming parents.  As the minister gushed on about the baby’s joining this wonderful church family, I heard scant reference to the Creator who had called that child into existence, and who was forgiving her the innate tendency to folly and depravity.  The exercise was self-congratulatory—like a baby shower instead of a Christening.


Last year I attended a wedding which appeared to be entirely about being in love, and sustaining togetherness, through sunrise and sunset, with little regard for the Love Divine who sanctifies our sexuality and who sends us mates to help us live according to his will.  The clergyman’s words were as sweet as icing on a wedding cake, and as lacking in nourishment.  I felt indigestion.


Finally, I went to a fuzzy, out-of-focus funeral that was more like a retirement party than a requiem.  People stood up and offered anecdotes illustrating the absent man’s endearing personality, his sincere friendliness, and his rakish sense of humor.  The speakers seemed to be avoiding the fact of death that was staring everyone in the face, and shouting to anyone with open ears that every human enterprise is vain in the face of death.  There was no acknowledgement that all human enterprise is futile without the help of that Immortal Being who brought from the grave his sacrificed Son—and humanity with him.  That Word is the True Bread which gives life to the dead, not our unctuousness, our cheeriness, our romance, and our whistling in the dark.

Do not misunderstand:  I am glad when youngsters make their first Communion; I think babies are cute; I love young lovers; I grieve lost friends.  All these are good—God given—and they call for thanksgiving in churches.  But they are creatures, not the Bread of Life.


Putting the primary emphasis on them will steer a service 90 degrees off course.  Such an off-course service is directed more towards making participants feel good than toward glorifying God.  Any religious rite that celebrates human passages apart from their Great Origin and End is an exercise is human self-admiration.  The Bible’s term for self-admiration is “idolatry”.
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Suggestions for Preaching at Various Special Occasions
Occasions Where Persons are of Primary Importance
At Weddings
Try to Avoid / Avert:
·    Advice or admonition to the couple, the family, or those who have gathered to wish the newly married well.

·    Rhapsodies on the glories of married love, or dirges over the demise of marriage as a stable cultural institution.

·  
Heavy-handed theological connections between marriage and the church (since such an association is affirmed already in the liturgy; and, when heavily handled, can be painfully and dangerously excluding to the experience of many who are not married, or who are struggling in their marriages).

· 
Personal stories about this or other couples (except insofar as the story is



   comfortable for all concerned, and clearly functions as a lens for 



   illuminating a dimension of grace in the life of couple, and in the 



   Scripture lessons of the day).

Try to Express / Evoke:

· A sense of the uniqueness of the two persons who are entering this particular marriage.

· A celebrative sense of God's freeing, forgiving, forbearing, and fascinating grace in the joys and strains of marriage.

· Assurance for the couple (without targeting them) of the continuing, tangible but non-intrusive support of those present, and of the church.

     A suggestion as to how this marriage bears particular witness to the

     grace of God.

At Funerals
Try to Avoid / Avert:

· Simplistic, up-beat assertions about resurrection and eternal life.

· An elaborate "Curriculum Vita," trumpeting the virtues and the achievements of the deceased.

· Instructions to those who mourn concerning how they should do their grieving.

· Proffered "solutions" to the paradoxes of evil and death, or easy escapes from these paradoxes by naming them simply as "mysteries".

· Arbitrary imposition of the Gospel's invitation.

· Total detachment from, or utter immersion in the dynamics of grieving.

Try to Express /Evoke:
· Sensitivity to the particular circumstances of the life and death being celebrated and mourned.

· Thanksgiving for the grace manifested in the life of the deceased.

· An honoring of the grief process--expressing sorrow, addressing questions, exploring mystery, and finding consolation.

· A promise of continuing community support through the healing journey.

· A vision of realistic hope, through naming the inextricable link between



    resurrection power and shared suffering.
· Some clear, focused mark points from Scripture for the ongoing journey into comfort.

At Baptisms, Confirmations, Ordinations, and Celebrations of New Ministry
Try to Avoid / Avert:
· Extended, complex, or controversial discussions about the state of the church.

· Erudite treatments of the theology of ministry

· Complementary commentary concerning the soon-to-be-baptized, ordained, or installed.

· Heavy-handed exhortations to the new minister or the congregation.

· Sentimental statements about the trials and triumphs of ministry

· Appeals for more ministers (lay or ordained) or for more "faithful" ministerial involvement.

Try to Express /Evoke:
· A celebration of the ministry of Christ as the model for all ministry.

· Some connection with stories from Scripture that show God at work in the human struggle to discern and live out sacred vocation.

· An invitation to Christian vocation as an unfolding adventure.

· An awareness of the tensions, struggles, gifts, and graces of ministry that are evident in the ministers being inducted, and the community in which they minister.

· An assurance of God's presence with, and a promise of communal support for those who are marking a transition point in ministry.

At Celebrations of a Saint
Try to Avoid / Avert:
· Extended historical background and biographical details (except insofar as this is directly relevant to the thrust and plot of the sermon).

· General information about church history or theology (which might be appropriate in a lecture or a group study session) unless it has an immediate bearing on the insight that the sermon is attempting to foster or evoke.

· Presentation of the saint as either a hero, or as an "all too human" anti-hero. ("Trashing" a saint's reputation is no more helpful than sentimental hagiography.)

· Moralistic observations, comparisons, condemnations, and exhortations.

Try to Express / Evoke:
· A mutually illuminating connection between some aspect of the appointed Scripture text, some feature of the saint's life, and some dimension of experience currently conditioning those who have come for worship

· Praise and thanksgiving for the rich diversity of gifts that are manifest in the whole Communion of Saints.

· Awareness of particular ways in which the grace of God is evident unexpectedly through unlikely circumstances.

· Recognition of how God uses experiences and idiosyncrasies that are analogous to (rather than "just like" our own).

· Visceral identification with spiritual achievement as an eschatological adventure (rather than a series of "success" and "failure" points).
· Energy for the race we are running, derived through encouragement from the "great cloud of witnesses".

Occasions Where Days are of Primary Importance
High Holy Days Shaped by Proper Liturgies

Ash Wednesday
Try to Avoid / Avert:
· 
Moralistic injunctions against, or soft-peddling psychological rationalizations of self-destructive and sinful behavior.

· 
Discussions or suggestions about what to "give up" or "take on" for Lent.

Try to Express /Evoke:
· 
Engaging descriptions of a merciful, compassionate, "remembering" God that will enable listeners to reflect upon, and begin to turn loose from ways in which they are (perhaps even unconsciously) are making a rather poor job of "playing God".

Palm Sunday
Try to Avoid / Avert:
· 
Abstract moralizing, extended theologizing, or pious devotionalizing about the Passion of Jesus, or the depravity of those (then or now) who crucify him (one way or another).

       Try to Express / Evoke:
· 
Sharp, focused descriptions (perhaps through particular scenes, characters, images, or actions) of how, in the Passion of Jesus, God is redemptively present to all the conflicting forces that fruitlessly vie for control of the human condition.

· 
A dawning awareness of how the mystery of our redemption will be further encountered in the liturgies of the coming week.

Maundy Thursday
Try to Avoid / Avert:
· 
Abstract exhortations concerning humility and service.

· 
Reflections on the Eucharist that come across like well-written food recipes, instead of appetizing invitations to a nourishing meal.

Try to Express / Evoke:
· 
A sense of reverence for, and a close identification with the One who calls us friends, and shows us what he meant by that in two dramatic, seemingly incompatible, but deeply complementary "hands on" actions.

Good Friday
Try to Avoid / Avert:
· 
Outdoing the drama of the Passion Gospel by attempting to reiterate it.

· 
Abstract but manipulating moralizing or theologizing.

· 
Sentimentalities about suffering

Try to Express /Evoke:
· 
A celebration of the powerful grace of a vulnerable God, which is perfected in suffering for and with the whole human family.

· 
A vision of "things that were cast down" that are "being raised up," and of "things that had grown old" which are "being made new" through the creative, suffering love of God in Jesus Christ.

Easter Vigil
Try to Avoid / Avert:
· Analysis of the Vigil readings, or simple recounting of narrative details in the "deliverance" stories.

Try to Express / Evoke:
· By the judicious selecting and weaving of images, actions, or motifs from the Scripture lessons appointed for the liturgy, an experience of resurrection power that touches and transforms the tombs and prisons of present human experience.

At All of the Above
Try to Avoid / Avert:
· Sermonic preoccupation with the liturgical details of the day (talking about the liturgy that distracts from participating in the liturgy).

      Try to Express  / Evoke:
· A choreographic interplay of liturgical movement, theological thrust, and homiletical plot.

Major Festival Celebrations
Christmas and Easter
Try to Avoid / Avert:
·   Abstractions about the "meaning" of the events, or explanations of what "actually happened".

· 
Easy injunctions concerning what is or isn't "Christian" in a celebration of Christmas or Easter.

· 
Religious romanticizing that will add to, rather than relieve the particular "holiday baggage" that many people bring to church on these days.

Try to Express / Evoke:
· A fresh, vigorous expression of grace in unexpected places that may facilitate unexpected encounters with the incarnate, risen Lord.

Epiphany and Pentecost
Try to Avoid / Avert:
· 
Telling a story, or providing an analysis about an event that is disconnected, or a distance from the present community that has gathered to celebrate the feast.

Try to Express / Evoke:
· 
An experience of the manifestation of Christ, and an outpouring of the Spirit in the lives and language of the congregation--one that is as varied and creative as the gifts and imaginations of those who are present.

At All of the Above
Try to Avoid / Avert:
· 
Analyses or injunctions concerning how and why these days are "the really important ones" for all Christians to attend or understand.

· 
Veiled (or unveiled) criticism of those who only show upon these occasions (or elaborate attempts at special welcome--which send a similar signal).

Try to Express /Evoke:
· 
A metaphorical orientation point, based on the occasion, for understanding places where we may have just been, and places toward which we may next be invited in the journey of faith.

Civic Holidays and Local Observances
Try to Avoid / Avert:
· 
Bypassing, superficial acknowledgment, or abstract pontification on the "theme," "issue," or "topic" of the occasion.

· 
Injunctions as to what people ought to think, feel, or do as an "appropriate response" to a day such as this.

Try to Express / Evoke:
· 
Dialogical interplay between Scripture, celebration, and congregational situation that generates a sense of resonance and deeper understanding.

Occasions Where Circumstances are of Primary Importance
Occasions Where Listeners Are Facing "Troubled Waters"
Try to Avoid / Avert:
· 
Platitudes and generalizations which suggest that "This is not a problem".

· 
Pronouncements and planning strategies to the effect that “This can be fixed if we will but realize X, or undertake Y”

Try to Express / Evoke:
· 
Clear articulation of the tension, conflict, or trouble, in ways that invite listeners progressively and viscerally into the heart of the struggle.

· 
Provocative (not imperious) suggestion as to how grace may be present in the storm, and how God may be leading the community intro painful and costly choice--while yet providing resources as to how such choices are not only possible, but energizing and transforming.

· 
Fresh insight on both circumstances and Scripture by approaching each from the vantage point of the other.

· 
Awareness of where the preacher stands in relation to the congregation in the face of the troubling situation.

Sunday/Weekday Preaching Occasions

(Formal and Informal Sermon Settings)

1)
Regardless of how formal or informal the basic preaching setting (e.g. “large church/small church,” “city church/country church”) there is still a distinction to be drawn between the kind of relatively "full dress" preparation/presentation which one does for the Sunday "principal celebration" and the care one' gives to week-day celebrations.  This does not mean that what goes on at smaller, week-day celebrations is less important (indeed, for some people at certain points in their experiences, such celebrations may be more significant).  The importance is different.  Well reflected upon, each will-complement the focus of the other.

2)
While both preaching opportunities give perspective to our lives in addressing a Word to our circumstances, the Sunday celebration is a withdrawing to reflect and set in context, while the week-day celebration is a briefer pause "to get one's bearings".  The former, of course, has more of an emphasis on the gathered community.

3)
It is exceedingly important that the briefer week-day homily be sharply and simply focused.  This is not the place to develop complex plots.

4)
While it is always important to bear in mind that using one's own experience can function as an idol rather than an icon for one's listeners, there is probably greater latitude for such focus in a week-day homily.

5)
The week-day homily is a particularly good place to do brief character sketches of Biblical personalities or saints or movements in Church history.  It is probably more permissible for the catechesis/kerygma balance to tilt toward the "left" than on a Sunday morning.

6)
The week-day homily, particularly if connected to a study program, may be an appropriate place to "try out" with those presumably more educated and intentional some practical strategies for mission and social justice--especially if speaking for and with" as distinct from "speaking at or to" is emphasized.

7)
There is often more latitude in the setting of a week-day homily to invite immediate oral participation as a part of the sermon.

8)
As it is sometimes appropriate to be more direct with respect to sharing one's own experiences in a week-day homily, it may also be possible to bring in onging concerns of present participants—particularly if the trust level of the group is high and well established.

9)
In general, the Sunday sermon paints with a broader brush--this is more the place to deal with fundamental questions of doctrine, seasonal themes, etc.  The week-day homily can be more "nuts and bolts"--focused toward matters of detail and individual interest.

Occasions When One Preaches as a Guest

(And as the Parish Pastor)

1)
It is both harder and easier to preach to one's own parish family than to be a guest.  Obviously, familiarity with the folks and with the liturgical drill reduces performance anxiety to a certain extent.  This is a mixed blessing--for often it is possible to use the extra adrenaline to good advantage.

2)
The old adage "familiarity breeds contempt" often works for both preacher and congregation.  A congregation may not be able to appreciate what it is hearing precisely because it knows (or thinks it knows) its priest; a priest may easily get stuck in a rut from having worked with the same people in the same situation for a number of years.  Thus a fresh voice in the pulpit is often a very good think for speaker and listeners alike.  “A prophet is not without honor save in his own country,”.' however must be balanced by another adage: “everyone is an expert away from home.” There can be a certain lack of responsibility on both sides that is masked by hearing (or preaching to) somebody new and different.

3)
The visiting preacher has much less right (and the resident priest much more responsibility) to deal with particular circumstances that are troubling to a community.

4)
It follows from this that the visiting preacher will be well advised to concentrate his or her exegetical and homiletical interests on that which is troublesome in a particular passage.  Or, put differently, each preacher will bring particular gifts to the preaching process.  In a single performance one does well to exercise those particular gifts, so that the hearers may have the benefit of one's distinctive homiletical "slant".

5)
Part of what gets parishes and their resident preachers in ruts is the tendency of the preacher, probably unconsciously, to approach preaching from a single vantage point.  (This can, take a number of different forms--the same sort of sermon illustrations, the same theological axes ground, the same way of approaching a text for preaching.)

6)
A visiting preacher will do well to find out everything he or she can about the setting in which the guest sermon will be delivered.  What is the parish like?  What are its current concerns?  What are the particular difficulties and possibilities of the liturgical space? (If possible, one should practice in that space, or failing that, at least stand in the pulpit or sit in the pews.)

7)
Guest preachers and parish priests can make good use of each other if they can get some sense of the flow of each other's preaching.  Rather than being threatened by response to an "out of town prophet",,"-the resident priest can often capitalize on that which has been said in a different voice.

8)
Although it is frequently difficult, because the visiting preacher tends to be preoccupied, it is very important for him/her to be particularly attentive to signals about the life of the parish which can be picked up prior to the service, and during the opening part of the liturgy. Whether or not specific reference is made (or is even appropriate) there will be an unconscious "focusing" of the message, rather than a "to whom it may concern" flavor.

Preaching Occasions in Large and Small Churches

1)
Certain physical factors have a bearing on delivery in a larger church.  Obviously, one must speak louder, more slowly, and more precisely in order to be heard.  It does not follow, however, that the same sermon can simply be "adjusted" according to the-acoustical dictates of larger gatherings. (Cf. the incongruity of doing chamber music in an orchestra hall, and a piece for brass ensemble in the living room.)

2)
A sense of presence, as mediated through gesture and eye contact, is equally important, regardless of the size of the gathering.  Yet the way in which these need to be effected varies.  Generally, gestures need to be bolder in larger gatherings, and eye contact less explicitly "fixed" on individuals--at least for extended periods of time.

3)
Being tied to a manuscript is an inhibition in either setting, yet it is usually experienced as more of a block to interaction in a small preaching setting.

4)
One is tempted to say that a smaller setting is a more "intimate" one, and that the suggestions above are simply different practical implications of this.  That identification, however, can easily be overdrawn. (There can be considerable intimacy in some large settings, and some small settings are anything but intimate!)   Perhaps a better focus on the difference is to say that the smaller the preaching setting, the more conversational the flavor and tone needs to be.

5) 
Maybe another way of coming at this is to say that, while all preaching should be oriented toward participation, large spaces and large gatherings dictate different expressions of participation.  In a large group, congregational participation must be either more interior and private, or more in concert with the responses of others.  There is more room, in a smaller setting, for individual response, even individual interaction.  (For instance, with safe material, it is possible to incorporate stories/references to individuals present in the congregation.  It may be possible to incorporate dialogical interaction in the context of preaching to a small congregation.

6)
It is likely, but by no means assured, that small congregations will share more in common with each other than will the members of large congregations.  This, presents a particular opportunity and a particular pitfall.  The opportunity, of course, is that worship will not be divorced from the wider concerns of life in the community.  The pitfall is the opposite side of the coin--there may be insufficient sense of awe, reverence for the Transcendent--the congregation may become a "club".  The smaller the congregation, the more likely it is that the group will be culturally monochromatic and (potentially) provincial.  The challenge for a large congregation is to recognize themselves as an integrated Christian community; the challenge for the smaller congregation is to see beyond itself.  In both cases there can be a loss of the sense of mission and witness.  The task for preaching in each setting is to focus and evoke that sense.

7)
There is (usually) a direct relationship between the size of the space/gathering and the necessity for using a pulpit, rather than preaching from the center of the congregation.

Preaching Occasions with Children and Young People

1)
It is important to distinguish between engaging the world of young persons,

and talking down to them, either by overtly patronizing them, or by assuming that they

are incapable of addressing issues in depth.

2)
While children/young people do not have the range of experience that adults

do, they are usually able to think both as clearly and as deeply about what they

have experienced as adults can. (Sometimes the lack of additional "clutter" makes for keener perceptivity.) Thus, within a restricted range, young persons should be "leveled with," not entertained.

3)
One must consciously stay more close to the sensory and the concrete in preaching to young persons.  It is also helpful to be much more flexible with respect to inviting/engaging their participation in the preaching process.  Since attention spans tend to be shorter (especially in a generation raised on TV)., both the overall length, and the length of particular focus need to be consciously short.

4.)
There is a pervasive tendency, to make sermons to the young little more than moral object lessons.  The challenge is to confront them with the Gospel instead.

5)
It is important not to answer questions that a young congregation is not asking.  An  effective youth ministry requires time spent with the kids themselves, and a good deal of reading in the area of child development.  It can also be very helpful to spend some time reading children's (and young adult) literature.

Sermon Occasions and Occasions for Meditations

1)

Clear focus and direction need to be part of both sermons and meditations, so does the shaping of rich and engaging images.  Sermons and meditations, however, make use of these literary elements in somewhat different ways.  While both need to allow for a degree of openness (neither should be an air-tight "argument"), a meditation has a greater "space" intentionally built in.

2)
This will usually mean that a mediation is delivered over a longer period of time than a sermon, or that the focus will be much more limited. (A meditation, in other words, will tend to be either a "guided tour" or a brief, vivid vignette.)

3)
The space in a mediation provides more opportunity than does a sermon for the listener's consciousness to "meander".  There will be less concern for evoking a common conclusion and commitment from all one's listeners. (The "meandering,” however, is for the listener, not the speaker.  "Meditation" is not a euphemism for "half-baked homily." Indeed, providing the space being described here requires every bit as much precision in preparation as that demanded from a sermon.)

4)
Perhaps this can be summarized by saying that the function of a sermon is primarily to sharpen perspective, while the function of a meditation is to broaden perspective (even though either function can sometimes generate the other).  While both sermons and meditations will leave us with both "questions" and "answers," The proportion of "questions" to "answers" will probably be higher in a meditation.

5)
Put yet another way, in a sermon, one makes use of images as a means for an
 intended purpose.  In a meditation, on the other hand, images are more ends in themselves--trusted to do their own work.  A meditation may thus be understood as a form of group spiritual direction, where "direction" is understood as a facilitating of whatever the Spirit may be trying to say.

6)
Sermon and meditation thus both function as spiritual nourishment.  The former, however, has more the flavor of a meal in the midst of the journey, while the latter is a meal when one pulls off at an oasis for vacation or retreat.

7)
If some meditative elements are not preserved in sermons, they may sooner or later degenerate into moralistic or doctrinaire didacticism.  On the other hand, if meditations proceed without something of the intentional focus more explicitly at work in a homily, the meditations will probably not have much value as mediations.

Occasions for Saying “Goodbye” in a Sermon

1) The principles for special occasion preaching generally apply here:

· It will not do to preach around the farewell, ignoring it altogether.

               If the issues are not named, congregational preoccupation with them will block any 

               hearing of whatever else you are trying to say.

· Nor is it appropriate to preach about your leave-taking.

               Talking in psychological abstractions about “closure,” “grief work,” “separation 

               anxiety,” etc., or playing out your own internal processes “live” tend to exacerbate 

               without eliminating the feelings that need to be engaged.

· And it certainly won’t be effective or edifying to preach at the situation.

         Using the occasion as an opportunity for unloading “must’s, and ought’s, and

         should’s” is probably a manipulation of vulnerable feelings at a tender time.

· A way of preaching through the occasion is what we want to find.

   We want to convey a sense of the journey we have taken with the congregation,

   and we want to find a lens in the Scriptures for interpreting the occasion, and in the

   occasion for interpreting the Scriptures.

2) A sense of proportion is important.  More is at stake if one has been with a congregation for a long time, in a capacity of formal leadership, and/or if there are significant issues surrounding the leave-taking, than if one has been in the parish for six weeks as an Intern. 

3) Propers assigned for the valedictory occasion will seldom be directly relevant, and probably not entirely appropriate if they are (e.g. John 14, Acts 20, 1 Samuel 12).  In looking for a lens, or a dimension of resonance, it is better to examine the dynamics that have characterized the relationship between you and your congregation, and to see if there are analogous dynamics at work in one or more of the lessons.

4) A celebration of mutual ministry in the parish by way of a representative and commonly 

shared story or icon can be very helpful.

5) Grace that has been is continuous with grace that will be—yet no particular manifestation of grace is ever maintained without modification.  Clinging to what was inhibits embracing what can be.  This truth can be named in many ways—not as edict from preacher to people, but as a mutual emerging discovery.

6) Naming what has been descriptively—success and failure, joy and frustration—and 

      interpreting that theologically (not in terms of compliment, criticism, or exhortation) can be 

      healing, closure-fostering, and forward-looking.

7) Painful though it is to say: “I don’t want to leave!”; that is infinitely preferable to finding oneself muttering:  “Good riddance!”

Extemporaneous-Impromptu Preaching

Extemporaneous Preaching always evokes a certain degree of understandable anxiety.  It is also generates energy around a number of important, related, but distinguishable issues

Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary lists two relevant definitions of “extemporaneous”:  

· “composed, performed, or uttered on the spur of the moment”

· “carefully prepared but delivered without notes or text”

Only the second of these has relevance here.  Expressions of faith are appropriate or required on “the spur of the moment”.  Preaching, however, always requires that appropriate  time be invested in “careful preparation”.

Certain preachers, in particular settings, on some occasions are able to preach disciplined sermons very effectively “without text” (or even “without notes”).  There are advantages (and disadvantages) inherent in any preaching style.  It is fruitless, however, to debate the relative merits of “manuscript” preaching versus “extemporaneous” in the abstract.  In homiletics, as elsewhere in the Body of Christ, there are “different gifts” among the “many members”.

Most, if not all preachers will find themselves in situations where preparation time is relatively limited, and the prospect of producing a finished manuscript is essentially unrealistic, e.g.:

· A crisis, or an unexpected turn of events either thrusts one into a pulpit that would otherwise be empty, or renders a previously prepared message out of place.

· Frequent, brief, relatively informal services, are a regular feature of  the liturgical life in a parish.

· Certain congregations (e.g. the very young, the very old, the informally educated, those previously conditioned to extemporaneous preaching) are not effectively engaged by manuscript preaching (however well delivered).

· An unexpected overload of events (e.g. three parish deaths occuring during a week of two scheduled weddings) means that many sermons must be shaped in a short space of time.

It is reasonable, therefore, for all preachers to practice the art of “careful preparation” for 

sermons that can be delivered “without text” (with or without minimal notes).  Over time, 

in one’s developing preaching experience, “careful preparation” of extemporaneous 

preaching skills will enhance your skills in preparing for manuscript sermons, and vice versa.

Why undertake it at all?

· Sometimes you just get "stuck" with it—it is suddenly dropped on you (e.g. the appointed preacher does not appear, a crisis situation occurs that renders one’s previously prepared sermon irrelevant).

· Sometimes there is a combination of sheer numbers, plus unexpected situations in 

which you are called upon to preach (e.g. you have three different scheduled preaching events in the week already, and then receive word of the untimely deaths of three parishioners).

· Sometimes (very rarely) a wrong Scripture lesson is read in a service, and to proceed with your sermon on the “right” lesson is clearly inadvisable.

· Some preachers do not communicate well when reading a manuscript, no matter how well they practice—and rote memorization seems an inappropriate use of time

·   Some liturgical/congregational contexts clearly invite or call for less formality.

·   Since other parts of the service are often done “by the book,” a different style of preaching can be an effective complement to that in the liturgy as a whole.

· The often-heard piece of conventional congregational wisdom: "Spontaneous preach 

 is more inspiring because it comes from the heart," though often misguided, does have a 

     point.  However:
· There is, in fact, no direct correlation between speaking off the cuff and being filled with the Spirit.

· The implied judgment is profoundly unfair to those who do not react rapidly to situations of immediate challenge, and to those who are introverts rather than extroverts.

· This conventional homiletical wisdom can easily mask an itch for easy answers, platitudes, familiar phrases, and comfortable approaches that reinforce, rather than challenge one's world view.  "That was inspiring" can easily be shorthand for "I didn't have to think."   Yet, on the other hand:
· It seems strange to require a script to express, or an extended time to compose one's thoughts about God for the community of faith—even in response to a particular text.  After all, when relationships are well established, people speak with each other spontaneously about matters of common concern.

·   It is understandable that people feel more directly engaged in the absence of

  prepared texts and formal language.  There seems to be a connection between     

  intimacy, significance, and informality.

·  There is a sense in which one's whole life orientation and discipline shows itself 

           clearly in situations of immediate challenge. 

The preceding need not degenerate into a fruitless debate.  The valid points on both sides can be set within the context of a more fundamental principle of preaching:

There is no such thing as a “cost free” sermon strategy
The relevant homiletical corollary in this case is this:

Extemporaneous and impromptu preaching are different homiletical genres than formal preaching—ones in which immediacy and open-endedness are opted for instead of precision crafting.

Extemporaneous and impromptu preaching are never appropriate substitutes for the discipline of systematic preaching preparation.  Occasional preaching in these forms, however, when the occasion calls for it, will keep your formal preparation and delivery patterns fresh.  Conversely, your regular preparation will, over time, lend depth, precision, and richness to your impromptu preaching.

How are “extemporaneous” and “impromptu” preaching related?

The two terms are often used interchangeably, but each has a distinct technical focus:

· Extemporaneous preaching is done without a manuscript—that is, with an outline, notes, or without notes.  (The more detailed one’s outline or notes, the less “extemporaneous” is the sermon.)

· Impromptu preaching is done with minimal advance preparation—that is, “on the spur of the moment,” or with a limited amount of “lead time.”   (The longer one has in which to prepare, the less “impromptu” is the sermon.)

Since it is hard to envision an “impromptu” situation in which a preacher has the time to write out a manuscript, it is reasonable to say that ”all impromptu preaching is extemporaneous,”  but that “not all extemporaneous preaching is impromptu”. 

Many preachers regularly preach extemporaneously—some well prepared, some poorly

prepared  (just like their manuscript-preaching colleagues!)  There is NO excuse for impromptu preaching as the regular preparation mode for sermons offered at principal services of weekly worship.

For practical purposes, an impromptu sermon can be arbitrarily defined as one that is given in response to an immediately presented situation, where the preacher has limited time (if any) to prepare.

How is impromptu preparation related to preparation for regular preaching?

Impromptu preparation is a more concentrated and restricted form of regular preparation.

· More weight is given to naive reading (as informed by what theological sophistication one can bring) than to systematic exegesis.

· The "plot line" of one's sermon must be significantly less complex.

· The "single thrust/unifying theme" requirement for all preaching holds with

            special force.

Suggestions for Approaching Extemporaneous-Impromptu Preaching

The critical task in preaching with severely limited preparation time is to ascertain quickly a focus, context, gestalt, direction, or meaning pattern that can provide the TELOS for the sermon.  Once that is discerned, the momentum generated will frequently "carry you" through the development of ideas as you prepare them—and on into the process of delivery. .

Some "Pump Primers" for evoking such a TELOS

· A particular emotion, image, situation, act, or phrase in the Scripture text that arrests your attention.

· A problem that cries out for resolution.

· An obvious resonance between the text and some current pastoral/cultural situation.

· A connection/contrast with some other Scriptural situation or theme.

· A seasonal focus.

· A connection between the text and some issue in liturgy, church history, or theology.

· A striking character or geographical/political element in the text.

Some possible approaches for working with these "Pump Primers"

· A simple delineation of an issue that need to be wrestled with.

· A view of the dramatic action from the standpoint of a minor character.

· An imaginative, empathetic "raw" human identification with a major character, as contrasted with a stock/stereotypical "religious" response.

· A quick look at Scriptural material that precedes or follows one's text.

· An attempt to pick up on a theme or issue that will be in the congregation's mind from a previous meeting.

· A description of how grace may be operating in some surprising ways in the text.

Patterns for preparation and delivery

1) ATTENTION:
Listen to the text carefully, but with as much relaxation as possible.  Give space for something to grab you, rather than grasping after straws.  Listen for what the Spirit is saying to you, rather than scrambling to figure out what you are going to say.

2) DIRECTION:
Go with the first clear (or quasi-clear) idea that strikes you.  Don't second guess, qualify, or complexify that idea (or image, action, etc.). Do not shift focus unless you clearly feel that the focus is being decisively shifted out from under you.

3) PREPARATION:
Concentrate your time on the theme/thrust, and the opening move, not on the details of the "plotline" or the specific conclusion. (Unless it is the conclusion that is "given" to you--in which case, work backward.)  Keep the plot line fluid--rework it quickly and repeatedly "from the top," going back through the whole flow if you bog down or hit a snag.  The momentum generated will, in all probability, allow you to sharpen the previous material, and see new directions for what still needs to be said.  Listen for emotional energy movement, rather than for conceptual framing or sentence construction.

4) PRESENTATION:
· When beginning to speak, take your time, achieve as much balance and centering as possible, breathe slowly and deeply.

· Set out the problem area or situation you are addressing clearly and without rushing.  Create a space within which the message my take shape.

· Speak slowly, and deliberately, unless you feel a "roll" coming on.  Do not fill in empty spaces with chattering asides.

· Listen intently to what it is that you are saying, rather than trying to scramble, while talking, for what you will say next. (It should almost be as though you are listening to someone else preach.) Catch the sense of direction as it is emerging, and follow it.

· Keep clearly in mind (and mouth) the one central thrust and focus.

· If your next move is not clear, try restating the move you have just made in a different way.

· Use short, simple sentences.  Don't be afraid to repeat key words or phrases

· Talk TO someone, or to specific people. (There will be a tendency to avoid eye contact, but you may well read your next move in the eyes and faces of those to whom you speak.)

·   Be alert to a way in which you can end succinctly and forcefully.  If you can't find it, quit while you are ahead.

Outside Practice

In the silence after readings in any service, imagine yourself as having to deliver a homily immediately on that text.  Plan a direction and an opening move.  Take notes afterward on anything that seems particularly promising.  Preparation for this kind of preaching has a cumulative effect.  As you gain experience with various texts, with theological perspectives, with tradition, deeper and richer connections will come more and more quickly.

Summary:
Stages in Preparation and Delivery 

1)   Sensing

· Center

· Receive (rather than “reach”)

· Respond

· Focus

· An image, action, statement in the text

· A question, concern, association brought to the text

2)
Shaping

· Pose the focus cleanly and quickly

· Sketch a tentative trajectory through the focal point

· Lightly elaborate/modify the trajectory in terms of background/context/energy

· Refine the tentative trajectory into a telos-track
· Search for a clean closure

· An emerging issue/question

· A surprise of grace

3)
Sharing

· Center

· Start cleanly

· Listen to your own words; watch for congregational "cues"

· Make clear moves (even if some are explicit restatements)

· QUIT! 

     TEXT          -------          OUTLINE/NOTES          -------          NO NOTES

(VARIABLES RELEVANT IN MAKING THE CHOICE)

         Audience

           Large

                                Small

           Unfamiliar
                                Familiar

           Hostile
                    Friendly

           Formally educated
                    Informally educated

           Adult
                                                                                                   Young/Elderly

           Attentive                                                                                               Distracted

        Occasion

           Ordinary time
                    "High" time

           Celebrations of ministry                                                                       Pastoral offices


Content

           Complex
                    Simple

           Controversial
                    Non-controversial

           Argument-shaped
                      Story-shaped

           Less intimate
                      More intimate


Environment

           Pulpit
                      Aisle/Pace

           Large space*
                      Small space

           Elaborate*
                      Simple

           Accoustically live*                                                                              Accoustically flat

        Preacher  
Anxious                                                                                              Relaxed

Tendency to wander                                                                           Compact/Terse

Introvert                                                                                              Extrovert

Slow speaker                                                                                      Rapid speaker

Seasonal Preaching

The Importance of Seasonal Preaching

1)
Redemption is a process, not a zap or a series of blips.  This fact can be communicated more effectively by preaching that exhibits continuity and development from sermon to sermon, than it can by sermons that are unrelated episodes.

2)
The growth process of individuals can best be facilitated in the context of a community’s growth—and Christian community's growth is healthiest if set in the context of a Gospel telos.  Unless preaching is sensitive to these potentials for movement, the passing of liturgical seasons becomes more like digging of a rut than the climbing of a mountain.

3)
Most of our parishioners spend a relatively low proportion of their time engaged in explicitly Christo-centric focus.  This means that, for practical purposes, they have to all but "start over" every Sunday when they come back to church for their "hour of religion." If preaching is shaped in terms of seasonal development, it is more possible for people to "pick up where they left off," in terms of adding to a learning gestalt.  It is also more possible with such preaching to fix points of reference from which the rest of their experiences in the week can be interpreted.

4)
The regularity of repetition in the form of the liturgy is better complemented by the rhythm of sermon "plotting" than it is by random sermonic "shots".  The overall effect of the liturgy can thus approximate a musical fugue, rather than the juxtaposition of monotony and discontinuity.

5)
It is much easier to respect the integrity of Gospel and Epistle readings,  which frequently are presented in course, by preaching from a broader context than simply snatching short "bytes" from the lectionary book. (In the long run, this also makes for much more efficient and effective sermon preparation.)

6)       It is likely that social and cultural concerns of the day will be more appropriately addressed in the context of seasonal preaching than by treating them as "issues" to be preached “about."   Exegesis of both scripture and culture will be better served by seasonal preaching.

Cautions, Concerns, and Caveats about Seasonal Preaching

1)
Preaching seasonally is not synonymous with preaching about the liturgical seasons (just as lectionary preaching is not preaching about the lectionary).

2)
Continuity is not achieved simply by continuation. (E.g. "At the end of the last episode, we saw that Jesus in the middle of . . . . “)

3)
Neither is continuity simply a matter of variations on an image, or a series of sermons on concepts.

4)  It is not always necessary (and it is sometimes not appropriate to explicitly announce

  one's intended seasonal thrust or direction.

5)
The most important dimension to seasonal preaching is one of contextual orientation.  Study must be done well in advance, and (preferably) in blocks of time during which the pressing urgency of next Sunday sermon does not exercise immediate control.

6)
Planning for a season of sermons can take place in the same way as planning for a single sermon does—in stages.  It is, in fact, best, if one's seasonal pattern is not plotted out too tightly.  (This could easily make the outline too abstract, and insufficiently sensitive to events in the life of the community that have a way of popping up unanticipated.) It also does not leave sufficient room for subsequent developments in one's own reflection and imagination.  On the other hand, seasonal preparation should not be superficial.  It is important to listen carefully to the particular nuances involved in the movements of grace that each season distinctively searches and celebrates.
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