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                            Stages in the Play of Preaching Preparation:  

A Rapid Overview

STAGE ONE—PROBING PLAY:        “Trying Out”



(SOFT Focus)      
·   What catches my eye, my ear, my heart in the Scripture text—especially in light of

     congregational, cultural, liturgical, and personal dynamics that are currently at play?

·   What catches my attention when the text is brought into play with biblical, historical,

   and theological factors that surround and influence it?

  STAGE TWO—PLUNGING PLAY:        “Taking On”

           
         (SHARP Focus) 
·   What understandings do I need concerning these various voices to make  

                 the preaching conversation "live" --  to have both energy and integrity?

·   What resources are important for gaining these understandings?

·   What plot flow, or unfolding dynamic thrust, suggests itself in light of this

                
progressively deepening, more animated conversation?

· What primary rhetorical strategy—image, story, or argument—suggests itself as best suited for taking listeners directly in this flow and thrust?

· How might the other strategies be orchestrated in support of the primary one?

STAGE THREE—POLISHING PLAY:         “Tuning Up”               (SYNERGIZING Focus)
· What moves in the trial plot are extraneous, or have been left out?

· What details in description or explanation need fleshing out, or pruning down?

· How can the sermon's opening, critical turn, and concluding thrust be sharpened?

·    How can the language be made more immediate (less "distant" or "abstract")?

·    How can the sermon flow became more engaging (speaking for and with its listeners,
      rather than around, about, or at them)?

       Attending to a Living Word:

Suggestions for Stage One Preparation

How can I position myself, in the reading of  Scripture, to be attentive—not to “points,” and “propositions,” “issues” and “concepts,” but, rather, to the action of God, and to the unfolding interactions between God and God’s people that are the underlying energy in a Biblical text?

1) Read the text aloud.  If possible, read it in dramatic dialogue with a small group of readers (which is not the same as “taking turns reading verses”).

2) Do the same thing in one or two other translations.  This will have the effect of returning the text to the medium for which it was first prepared, and in which it was first encountered—whether as a hymn sung in worship, a story recounted to a community, or a letter read out to a waiting congregation.  The written form is secondary, the oral form is primary.  Don’t treat the Scriptures as though they were a “secondary source”!

3) Now try out different interpretive readings—different tones of voice, inflections, phrasings. What difference does it make to the hearing if the sound is earnest? Angry?  Ironic?  Pleading?  Compassionate?  Probing?  Cooperative?  Contentious?

4) Ask the text some “hard questions”—not rhetorical questions, questions that will only allow for quick, easy answers, not even questions of  “exegetical context”—at least, not yet.  

Instead, ask questions that court tension, ambiguity, and a sense of imbalance. 

Approach the text, not with beady theological eyes, but with soft focus, prepared to turn your gaze toward movements in the area of your peripheral vision.  

5)   In response to what you see and hear, “talk back” to the text:

· “What’s this?”  (When you see Something curious, perplexing, seemingly irrelevant, utterly mundane, rather off-putting, very unsettling, or even downright sacrilegious)

· “That’s crazy!”  (When it doesn’t seem fit into the biggger Biblical picture in which it occurs.  When it seems out of sync with what “everybody knows” about religion—especially pious bodies!)

· “Yes, but . . .”   (When what meets the eye makes a certain amount of sense—but on the other hand, it surely doesn’t seem to be the whole truth, and nothing but the truth about what we experience.)

· “What’s at stake here?”  (When the writer, or a character portrayed by the writer, is clearly “exercised” about what is being said.)

6) Now step back and try to get a bigger picture, asking:

· “Where did this come from?”  (What, in this book, or in previous Biblical history or writings,

is the preliminary act to which this particular scene is reacting, or which it is extending?)

· “Then what happens?”  (What, in this book, or in subsequent Biblical history or writings, 

is the subsequent scene, reaction, or string of unfolding events?)

· “Where is this taking us?  (Where are we hanging when the reading leaves off?  What has been resolved?  What remains to be resolved?  What things seemingly resolved before have been undone

by this?  What implications seem to follow?)

7)   Finally, look for “jars” and “sparks”—places of dissonance and resonance— 

· with other Biblical texts

· with what is going on in your community (local, national, international, congregational)  

· with what else is taking place in the liturgy of the day

· with circumstances in your personal life
· with issues live in the culture at large

· with assertions and affirmations from Christian tradition, and from ecclesial communitities and institutions

8)   In Summary:  Do not look for the “point,”—the “period,” the “full stop.”  Look for the question mark, exclamation point, comma, or semi-colon.  Look for the knot, arrow, clash, stretch, and spark.

What you are doing in all of this is not trying to “get the point”.  Rather, you are “positioning yourself to be surprised” by “the shock of recognition”.   Soft focus will facilitate peripheral vision, which, in time, will generate a doubletake. When You catch your breath, and say, almost involuntarily (and all but literally):  “Oh, God!”; you are probably close to the energy in the text—an energy that will almost certainly take you on a “wild ride.”

In his book, The Sermon:  Dancing the Edge of Mystery, Eugene Lowry suggests the following strategies:.

Try to get out of control.

·  Look for trouble, for what is unsettling, weird, or “up in the air”



               (Look for anything that forestalls closure that seems to court disaster)

· Position yourself to be surprised in relation to characters in the text 

        (Identify with someone whose position is alien to your own)

· Role play the text with others

· Talk out loud with others about the text

· Paraphrase the text

· Ask what assumptions you are bringing to the text

· Look for a different angle from which to approach a familiar landing field 


   (A different chord structure that might underlie a familiar melody)

· Identify any clear images in the text, or that the text triggers in  your consciousness

· Note the actions, and the unresolved tensions in the text

· Trace the back-and-forth of dialogue in the text.

· Note seems left unsaid, what is being said "between the lines"

· Underline everything “ important” in the text; then go back and look at what is left.

Name the unresolved issues, the hanging questions, what is at stake.  

Then look for the TURN of the text. -- what is not initially obvious, but, in a surprising way, makes deep sense).

The suggestions offered above can be integrated into a sequential set of “soft focus” readings of the Lessons appointed for a given occasion:

1)  Beginning to End



An “out loud/acting out reading and moving through the lesson as assigned.



This reading focuses on what catches attention, what moves, what jangles.



It is an attempt to access the immediate energy awaiting release in the score/script.



An opening of awarness to the SENSE of the text—in all “senses” of that term.

2)  Before and After



A broader “dyamic framing” of the scene/section that will be read from the lecturn.



This reading moves, in a series of brief stages, behind and ahead of the text.



It is an attempt to hear, see, and feel the narrative flow through which the text emerges.



An opening of awareness to the SWEEP of Sacred Energy in which the text participates.

3)  Back and Forth
A comparative reading of the passage (especially if a Gospel) with Biblical parallels.



This reading seeks to discover what is distinctive about the text under exploration.



It is an attempt to discern the Voicing Nuance of this text’s author.



An opening of awareness to the SLANT—the particular angle/tone color of sacred artistry.

4)  Around and Under



A gentle scanning of other lections appointed for the day (in their immediate contexts).

This reading seeks to ascertain possible illuminating “deep structure” dynamics.



It is an attempt, not to pin down themes, but to listen for Covenantal Resonance.

An opening to SPARKS of analogous Sacred Fire alight in other times and places.

These readings need to be undertaken prior to the connections named in #7, above, otherwise the integrity, potential freshness, ideosyncracy, and dynamic relevance (as opposed to superficial similarities of “topic,” “issue,” or “theme”) may arise as authentic voices for interplay in the larger Spirit-ed Conversation.

Stage Two Sermon Preparation

A Sense of the Gospel in the Shape of a Sermon:

Plotting the Drama of Amazing Grace

1) Showing Before Telling:  A Transforming Narrative 

2) “I Once Was Lost, But Now I’m Found”:  The Narrative Logic of Gospel Witness

To re-present God’s Redeeming Love, sermons must be “organized” as adventures

Effective sermons follow a simple rule:  IT’S GOT TO PLOT! in order to honor:

· The givens of an oral genre-- 

A performance art deployed in temporal sequence,




NOT a visual art for immediate observation,

 

OR a reflective essay for retrospective analysis

· The integrity of the listener
           A presentation issuing open invitations, 

NOT imposing directed verdicts

· The participation of the speaker
An engagement offering guided tours/shared experiences,

NOT announcing assigned lessons/graded exercises

· The character of contemporary culture
A pluralistic, option-demanding association of individuals,

NOT a single community uncritically accepting common authority 

· The nature of a spiritual faith journey
An exploratory pilgrimage, 

NOT a course in skill mastery

· The historical-eschatological trajectory of God’s creating-redeeming acts
A dramatically unfolding mystery,

NOT an unmoved abstract intelligibility

3) A well-plotted sermon, therefore, will manifest the following marks:

· SPARK—an immediately established, continually maintained point of contact,



a piquing place of interest and identification with the drama of human life

· SPECIFICITY—constant recourse to particulars persons, places, objects, and

 feelings, not just (or primarily) abstractions, concepts, universals, ideals.

· SUBSTANCE—exploratory venture into matters in which something is 

AT STAKE for those who listen from “inside,” and “outside” the room.

· STRESS—utterly honest, appropriately vivid depiction of what is complex,

confusing, and conflicted in the issues and concerns that are “at stake”

· SEQUENCE—an unfolding of the elements, above, in a “narrative logic,” a

playing out of images, events, ideas, actions over well-defined and well-

directed dramatic time, a movement from—to. 

· SUSPENSE—a deliberate, strategic delay in the introduction of that toward

which the dramatic-divine action has been leading, an appropriately shaped

space for dramatic complication and crisis.

· SURPRISE—an infusion of critical turn, and climax—where the NOD of
observation, and LURE of anticipation transpose into the SHOCK of 

recognition, where the utterly unexpected become redemptively obvious.

· SATISFACTION—a realistic resolution or reformulation of the issues in ways 
that generates not “closure” but focused future direction

· SPACING—in order to achieve dramatic comprehensiveness and coherence in all of the above, an appropriate pacing and proportion in the unfolding of the elements.
4) The elements named above are always present in well-shaped stories.  They are not, however, unique to stories.  They are the defining features of NARRATIVITY.  All stories are narratives, but not all narratives are stories.  As a literary genre, stories are a sub-set within the wider domain of narrativity.  Stories, per se, have three additional features: setting, characters, and interactions between characters within the context of setting (and/or interactions between characters and environment).

5) Showing after Telling:  Amazing Grace 

6) Practical Applications and Tests

· A sermon that the preacher can “follow,” or has “organized” may not plotted.

· Grocery List

· Rabbit Trail

· Forest  Wander

· Airplane Holding Pattern

· Minutes of a Meeting

· Headings of an Essay

· Travel Brochure

· Personal Journey

· UNFOLDING ADVENTURE

· How can one assess whether or not one’s own sermon is plotted, rather than “organized” in one of the aforementioned ways?

· Lay out (in sketch outline form) the discrete sections of the sermon in process (paragraphs, pages, sections, etc.)

· Try to rearrange the order of these sections, to eliminate sections, or to add additional sections.  
· If the sermon thus reshaped sounds just as clear—that is a BAD sign.
If the sermon thus reshaped sounds less clear—that is a GOOD sign.
· Another way to “cross check” for PLOT-sense:  At each major juncture in the  sermon text or outline, stop and ask, without looking:
· “How did we get here?” and  “Where do we go from here?”
· “What previous steps have helped us to anticipate, and to discover this without announcing or explaining it “in advance”?

7) Showing after Telling – Luke’s Account of a Resurrection Appearance 

1) Two disciples going to Emmaus—the wrong way—talking themselves to death.

2) Jesus (a stranger) joins them—going the wrong way
3) Jesus gives a non-intrusive opening invitation to reflect on where there are going, and what that means—What are you saying/seeing?—What lens are you using to make sense out of your experience?

4) The disciples recount a Narrative of Disintegration, Despair, and Disorientation

5) Jesus, after listening, gives a second invitation to reflect upon the direction in which they are going—Oh foolish ones . . .Was it not necessary . . .?—Might there be another lens through which to make sense out of what you have experienced?

6) Jesus recounts a Narrative of Reorientation, Reconstitution, and Recreation, using “Moses and the prophets”—from slavery to freedom, out of death into life—might a subversive pattern be at work here?
7) Jesus makes a move to leave them—giving them a space to make their own response to his reframing of their situation.

8) The disciples invite him to stay for supper.

9) Jesus makes a “wordless move”—which triggers recognition in the disciples—and disappears (giving them a second space to make their own moves).

10) The disciples observe to each other:  Were not our hearts burning when he was explaining the Scriptures on the road?
11) The disciples return to Jerusalem (a literal conversion experience).

12) Arriving in Jerusalem, they discover he has been there before them (which further validates, through the word of other witnesses, their own experience.

13) The disciples tell their own story (which does for the other witnesses what they have done for them)—How Jesus had been known to them in the breaking of the bread.
Prompt Questions for the Tentative Trajectory of a Sermon Plot

What we are seeking to foster, in first attempts to feel our way toward a sermon “plot line” is something akin to an artist's first sketch for a painting, or the notes a composer might make of engaging but unfinished phrases of a melody line (or harmonic orchestration).  What we are seeking to do is nurture creative sermon development by focusing--softly, but specifically.  Posing the following questions, roughly in sequence, may be helpful in this process:

1) Name what you see as the critical issue, engaging image, energizing movement in this passage. Where, as you see and hear it, (and in light of your initial exegesis) is it "coming from," and what is it "leading toward"? What has addressed YOU here?

2) What aspect of life in our present setting (current events, liturgical givens, cultural concerns, media images, etc) seem to be somehow "in dialogue with" the dynamic center of this passage (as described above)?

3) What stages in thinking, sequences of mental images, action scenes might be effective in 

leading your listeners from where they will "join" the preacher at the beginning of the 

sermon to where you hope to "leave" them when you finish speaking?

4) What, at this point in your preparation, have you discovered that seems to have significant

exegetical, theological, moral, and/or spiritual significance?  What pieces of information, ways of expression, etc might assist those who will listen (in minutes) to discover for themselves what you have discovered (in hours)?

5) Where will YOU stand in this sermon?  With the narrator?  With a character?  As a

reflective observer on the text?  As a somewhat bewildered listener from a different time and place? Will you make strategic shifts in your stance as you move along?  If so, where, why, and how?  Where will your listeners be standing, if they really "hear" you?  What steps might you need to help them take in order to move toward that angle of vision?

Some Strategies for “Orchestrating” a Sermon

1)   Image

·    Cluster of images

·    Juxtaposition of images

·   
Succession of images

· Shift of perspective on an image

· Evolution of images

· Alternation of image and commentary

· Sequence of vignettes (moving images)

2)  Story

· Run a story—the sermon is the story

· Delay the telling of a story until after setting a context for hearing it

· Suspend a story—begin it, pause to engage in reflective commentary, them resume it

· Alternate between telling a story and giving reflective commentary

· Set more than one story in a broader sequence that serves a larger sermon plot

· Interweave a series of suspended stories in developing a larger sermon plot

· Intersperse stories and commentary (where stories unfold the plot of the sermon, rather than illustrating the “point” of the sermon      

3)  Argument

· Offer evidence that eventually “tips the balance” for an issue on which “the jury is out”

· Do a conceptual “detective hunt”

· Unfold a justification for a questionable (even seemingly outrageous) assumption

· Forge a chain of reasoning

· Proceed via negativa  (“Not this, not this, not this; BUT THIS!”)

· Move from "either/or" to "both/and"

· Construct a dialectic of “Thesis—Antithesis—Synthesis” 

Giving Voice to a Living Word:

Suggestions for Stage Three Preparation

            Whether a sermon takes the primary shape of an image, story, or argument, it needs to draw listeners directly into the impressions, interactions, or issues it presents.  An effective sermon takes us on a spiritual adventure; it does not just report what the preacher thinks, feels, or believes—and exhort listeners to do the same.


This may sound obvious (after all, few of us are helped when we are subjected to lectures or harangues).  But it is not easy to use words in ways that engage, convince, and inspire people—without coercing, seducing, or manipulating then.  Most theological writing falls into the "essay" category.  Sermons, however, are not reports or essays.


The Gospel is not a report or a well-crafted "theme".  It is an ongoing activity of divine initiative and human response, an activity that has a history, a present movement, and a specific future direction.  If a sermon is a "freeze dried" report of God's saving work, then the medium is not faithful to the message.  As preachers, we are not in the business of reporting "truths;" we are attempting, in the power of the Spirit, to regenerate the impact and further extend the effect of God's "mighty acts".   Preaching is not primarily a propositional analysis of the conceptual implication of the ontological dimensions of divine essence; it is an adventure into the mysterious moves of God’s relentless love.     


If our sermons have the kind of “objectivity” that is perfectly appropriate for reports and essays, our listeners will sense, if only half-consciously, that preacher and listener are objectively detached from each other—and that God is objectively detached from both.  An objective proclamation about "how God loves us personally—each and every one" will actually foster the impression that God is a distant object, not a tangible presence.


How, then, can we shape sermons our sermons in ways that draw listeners in, rather than leave them looking on?  How can preaching enable listeners to participate—but leave them free to make their own responsible decisions?  No set of rules is absolute and exhaustive, but the following guidelines are a place to begin as a way of helping people experience God as a Living Word, and the Life of Faith as High and Holy Adventure.

1)  Give priority to:

·  present tense over past tense verbs

·  active voice over passive voice constructions

·  simple over complex sentences

·  shorter over longer sentences


This does not mean past tense, passive voice, and long sentences are never appropriate.  But these constructions convey a sense of distance.  The cumulative effect of their continued use is an impression that God is “there and then”, rather than “here and now”.  If past tense, passive voice, complex sentence structures are used, there should be good reasons. 


Sentence length requires more variety.  Piling on long sentence after long sentence, however, leaves listeners feeling like they are chasing a train as it is pulling out of the station, or like someone is continuing to load their arms with more packages then they can carry in one trip.

2)  Use concrete details and particular instances, rather than abstract generalizations.


This does not mean avoid concepts altogether, or multiply images indiscriminately.  (Concepts can be particular; images can be abstract.)  It does mean that the vaguely general is always perceived as remote.  What is true universally is always best grasped by way of a "for instance".  What is true universally is never generic; it is experienced and expressed uniquely and afresh in each special case. If you show us a real person in live action, we will grasp what is true about "personhood,"—and make the connection with our own experience.

3)  Do not "frame"--in the sermon. That is, unless there is a compelling reason, do not, in the sermon, refer, or direct attention to:

· the sermon itself
·     yourself as the preacher

· your listeners as listeners
· the text of Scripture as “the readings,” “the lessons,” or “the text”
· the liturgical texts as pieces of liturgy 


The effect of this practice is to focus our attention on the act of preaching, listening, worshipping, or thinking about scripture, rather than to engage us as participants in the sermon event. All of these ways of speaking invite listeners to stand outside the sermon event and “watch” it from a distance—instead of entering into the journey of transformation upon which the sermon needs to take us.  


To talk about a story in a story, for example, almost always undoes the impact of the story. The image on a TV screen, within a TV screen, within a TV screen . . . is “framed” and perceived as remote and unreal—regardless of how large the screen on which the viewer is actually watching.  There is an important place for reflection in sermons.  But the preacher must take the listeners into a reflective adventure—one that is live and immediate. 

4)   If possible, use direct dialogue, rather than summarizing statements about  conversations, speeches, or letters.


This invites listeners into the center of the action, rather than leaving them at the periphery.  Scripture can often be effectively employed this way.  (E.g. "Do not be conformed to this world, " Paul tells us, "but be transformed by the renewing of your mind.”)  Brief liturgical or Scriptural phrases can often be incorporated into the flow of the sermon.  Referring to them, however, tends to stop the action, and makes us turn and objectively observe the “reference”.

5)  “Show us, don't tell us about it”  (Flannery O’Connor)


Immerse us in the action of the scene or the story, or in the tension and thrust of the argument.  Don't report the results or announce the conclusions.  Produce scenes, don't hand us scripts sprinkled with “stage directions”.

6)  Don't steal your own thunder by announcing where the argument, story, or image is going before it gets there.


This is the opposite of how we were taught to write essays; but it is essential when writing for the ear rather than for the eye.  By careful shaping, you can prepare us for where you are headed—giving us anticipatory intimations, and sign posts along the way.  But don't give away the plot.  Otherwise we have no incentive to follow you on the sermon's journey.


Even if your sermon is a rigorous arguments, the "point" of which, for some compelling reason, needs to be stated first; you can still create the sense of drama and movement. (E.g., ask: "How in the would could anyone arrive at a conclusion like that?",  then take the congregation on an engaging "detective hunt," maintaining dramatic tension as the train of thought unfolds.

7)  In creating dramatic scenes, go to the center of the action first, then fill in background features as they become necessary for the development of the plot.


Do not spend time describing “streams of consciousness” going through the minds of story characters.  Instead, describe the way in which those mental states register in the character's behavior.  Let listeners infer what is going on "inside" the character—as we do in ”real life”.  Show us what we would see if we were there; don't take us into a mental hall of mirrors.


Incidentally, first person monologue sermons get very old very quickly unless the preacher is very good and uses them very infrequently!  No matter how "dramatic" such sermons are, they remain inside the speaking character's head.  While listeners may be initially drawn in, as the sermon progresses, they are likely to feel increasingly left out--especially since they cannot "talk back" to the character.

8)  Take the listeners on a very specific route during the course of the sermon journey, moving deliberately (though not obviously) from one stage to the next.


Every seeming aside or detour should, in the end, be essential to how the sermon develops and deploys.  Observations with a tenuous or a tangential connection should be cut.

 9)  Honor the intelligence of your listeners by shaping a space for them to draw obvious conclusions and to make their own inferences. 


If the preacher announces everything for the listener, the sermon becomes a monologue, rather than a sacred conversation in community.  Remember that the task of a sermon is to shape space rather than to fill space.

10)  Avoid extended quotations of all kinds


Including Scripture, poetry, and hymns.  The listener will overhear, but not participate.

11)  Differentiate between the process by which vou came to insight, and the process by which listeners may best be able to arrive at a similar insight.


We need to be taken on a journey, but the path you took in coming to the destination may include complex (even convoluted!) experiences and associations that others may not share.  If you find yourself having to fill in a great deal of background material to make a point, ask yourself whether there might be a more accessible route that leads to the same place.

12)  Distinguish between your initial tentative trajectory and your final telos track

As you begin writing, or plot-lining a sermon, you will be working with a tentative trajectory (a felt sense, more or less explicit, of where you are going).  It is quite possible, 

however, that, as you get into the flow of shaping it, the sermon may develop a direction of its own.  As you do final drafts, pay close attention to how the sermon has shifted from its initially projected pathway.  You will probably need to trim some things and add other things as you refine the tentative trajectory into a telos track, (the finally formed sequence of plotted moves that make up the sermon).

13)  Pay particular attention to pacing and proportion, connection and transition


How rapidly the plot moves, how much detail is presented at each stage, how associations are effected, and how shifts in movement and direction are indicated—all these are of critical importance in engaging and retaining listener attention.  Final determinations regarding these elements, however, can seldom be made until close to the end of the preparation process (since the effect of each can be weighted only in relation to the others).
14)   Sharply focus both introductions and conclusions


         Immediately engage listener attention, and set it moving in a particular direction.  While the introduction need not be "dramatic" (and should not be manipulative), it should draw listeners into an unfolding adventure, rather than settling them into a passive posture.  It is perfectly appropriate to 'change the direction of the sermon flow, but a specific focus and momentum must be established before you turn the corner.  You cannot simply “ooze” into where you are going, without risking the possibility that listeners will check out and not return (or wander in and out of the sermon without really following it).



Irrelevant humor, remarks about weather, polite pleasantries, and general explanations concerning what the sermon is about, therefore, seriously counterproductive.  You have, even with resistant listeners, a "window of accessibility" somewhere between thirty seconds and one minute. (Even for sympathetic listeners, you seldom have more than two minutes.)  Do not squander it!



A “summary” seldom produces a sermon culmination that embodies the transforming quality of energizing Grace.  “Appeals” seldom work much better.  An effective conclusion both focuses and releases the Grace it describes.  And STOPS.

Preparing an Oral Manuscript for Preaching

The following format will help in combining the precision of a  sermon text, and the immediate congregational engagement of preaching without text.

· Put no more on a single line than your eye can comfortably pick up in one glance.
· Divide long sentences only at a natural grammatical break point

      (e.g. the beginning of a clause, a phrase, an appositive, a parallel construction).
·     Begin each new sentence at the left margin.

·     Indent any carry-over lines of longer sentences according to an easily identifiable pattern (e.g. put parallel constructions directly under each other; put complex sentences in descending indented "stair steps").

· Single space between each line of text in a paragraph; double space between paragraphs.

· Begin new paragraphs at every change of direction or momentum—

                     much more frequently than you begin new paragraphs in written essays.

If it is helpful, you can further "mark up" the manuscript to indicate word stress, tempo, transition, mood shift, or stages in plot flow.

  The immediate advantages of this format for delivering your sermon are:

· You will not have to return every few seconds to a solid, extended “block of words,”



      and search for your place (which distracts from focusing both on your content and on

                your congregation).  You will know exactly where to look-regardless of whether you

                are at the beginning of a sentence or in the middle.  Your eye will instantly go to the 

                leftmost place on the page, immediately below the line of text you were reading last.

· If you are beginning a new sentence, the capitalized first word at the margin will signal the need for a break and for a fresh surge of energy.  If you are continuing a sentence that carries over from the previous line, the indentation will signal your need to connect the phrase or clause with what has gone before (but also to signal the different grammatical unit with the appropriate energy inflection).

·     Since the text is shaped and displayed according to the rhythm of its natural energy and meaning; you will be able to concentrate more naturally on appropriate variations in pacing, volume, pitch, speed--and on breath control as well.

· Your diction, without being artificial, will be more confident and energized.

· You will be able to spend more time “with” the congregation, and less time “in” the

                  manuscript.

The greatest advantage of this form, however, is not as a set of cues: in the moment of delivery; but rather in the shaping of the words you will subsequently deliver.  The sermon is an oral art form, not a religious essay (even an interesting, well-read one).  This format is not primarily a pattern for laying out a sermon that has already been written.  It is a pattern that defines the "givens" and the creative possibilities of your distinctive art form.

The basic principle behind this format is simple: What your eye cannot see in a single glance, the ears of your congregation will not easily comprehend—or connect, either with what has preceded, or with what follows.
The truth of this maxim is cumulative—its impact increases, the longer it is observed or disregarded.  If this pattern is employed, the preaching event will be experienced as an engaging conversation between preacher and listeners, rather than as a "lecture" from one to the other.

This form of composition will sensitize you intuitively to the rhythms and sounds of language--what words and phrases best convey, by sound and sense, the content and tone of the message.  This manner of sermon construction will even suggest specific language--words with precise and accurate connotations that you might not think of if you were composing your sermon in "essay" mode.  An example of this sermon formatting follows.

So God goes out, and kindles a fire.

Why would God go and do that?

Why take a single bush and torch it?

Set it ablaze, without burning it up?

What’s the point?

Seems like wasted energy.

Such a small fire,

    stuck way out there

        on the far side of the wilderness.    

What could God be thinking?

Why should YHWH even care?

What good does it do?

With galaxies to energize, constellations to choreograph,

     with worlds to ignite, and worlds to incinerate,

     with shooting stars to hurl around for sheer fun,

     with all the pyrotechnic possibilities at God’s disposal,

             why would God light a fire in a little bush?

The answer is so simple, it almost takes your breath away:

God does not like suffering.


Keeping a Homiletical Journal:

The Preaching Life as Continual
Keep a weekly record of ongoing reflections--informal, but focussed with respect to various   

dimensions of the preaching life.  Set aside a specific writing time—and space—roughly  45 

minutes per week.  Address two areas each week, and shift the focus, as appropriate, over time):

· First impressions of lessons for next Sunday ("sparks" for preaching)

· Homiletical observations on a sermon heard during the week 

· Images, events, insights, experiences in the week of potential significance (from


newspapers and magazines, TV, conversations, chance observations and encounters)

· Issues, ideas, observations arising out of readings for, or participation in any formal 

     courses of study

·    Personal struggles, successes, frustrations, visions related to your vocation as a preacher

Use whatever form suits your purposes: a computer, a notebook, a sketchbook, note cards—

whatever.  Feel free to draw diagrams or pictures, write in incomplete sentences and phrases—

SO LONG AS WHAT YOU WRITE WILL BE INTELLIGIBLE TO YOU UPON  

SUBSEQUENT RE-READING.   It is unnecessary to bring any entry or any set of entries to   

closure, although you may find that putting things down gives, in fact, some “open-ended 

closure” to impressions and ideas that have been playing "peek-a-boo" around the fringes of 

your consciousness.

Lightly scan segments of your journal from time to time, just to stay in touch with some of the 

places you have been.  You might give longer or shorter passages a closer look (either analytical

or meditative) when you go on a professional or personal retreat.  It often helps to page through

some of your entries when you are feeling uninspired with respect to a particular sermon.

While this is not a “filing system” for sermon illustration, you may be surprised at how specific

materials will exercise a “pull” on you when they are relevant.  The “lived context” in which they

were recorded will probably be as (or more) efficient for search purposes than the categories of 

other systems of categorization that are more abstract.

Serving as an "Eli" or an "Elizabeth":

The Preaching Life as Collegial

Every preacher (like every person) “knows more than he or she can say”.  If, in their sermon  preparation, preachers listen only to themselves—their own study, their own prayer, their own attempts at sermon construction—it will not be surprising if what is delivered from the pulpit sounds as though it is coming from an echo chamber!  Preachers need to listen for their sermons in community.  They need to be able to ask a compassionate and discerning colleague:  “Do you hear what I hear?”
Sermons shaped in community, however, are not sermons prepared by committee!  Preachers must take ultimate responsibility for what they hear and say.  No helper, regardless of how sympathetic (or controlling!) should deprive the sermon-preparer of that duty or delight.  Yet, at Creation God said:  “It is not good that ADAM should be alone.” Preachers should not be either as prepare to ascend the pulpit.  Taking responsibility for preaching does not mean operating as a homiletical Lone Ranger!

The following simple steps can be followed by intentional colleagues in a preaching process that celebrates and fosters the kind of preaching that is a “sacred conversation”:

1)  The Listener invites the preacher to describe how the sermon is unfolding in his or her understanding.  The Listener shapes a space in which the Preacher can fruitfully 

 explore the tension, trajectory, and centering energy of the sermon.

2)  The Listener asks evocative questions concerning the PLAY of the emerging sermon:

-- The voices it engages (Scripture, culture, congregation, preacher, liturgy) 
-- The “senses” it integrates (image, story, idea/argument)


       -- The plot it unfolds (the sequence of action scenes, and the suspense 




  of Grace-discovery)
       3)
 The Listener raises questions about what he or she is not clear, and responds to

 questions the Preacher has about the sermon.


      4)  The Listener poses questions the sermon raises for him or her—which is not the

 same thing as making objections.  (In a well-established, trusting relationship, points of

 disagreement can perhaps be named.  Dealing with them is at the Preacher’s discretion.)

       5)  The Listener may offer suggestions to illuminate places where the preacher feels 

 stuck.  The Listener may not, however, radically redirect the focus of the sermon

 unless that is invited by the preacher.

Eli does not tell Samuel either what Samuel has heard, or what the revelation means.  He helps Samuel recognize and attend to God's word to Samuel—regardless of the consequences that word may have for Eli. Elizabeth names what is happening within Mary, after which Mary breaks forth in Magnificat.

Listening to Sermon, Self, and Spirit:

The Preaching Life as Contemplative

1) Listening to the sermon that is emerging in your process of preparation.  

      As the sermon comes to the end of its "second" stage, read it aloud, or into a tape recorder; and 

      listen for its "flow," its emerging dramatic trajectory/telos.  Ask the following questions:


Where does it sound strained, bogged down; where does it seem to wander?


Where is the sermon's dramatic turn?


At any particular point in the sermon, where does the listener stand in relation to 

    
where the sermon has been and where it is going?



What is unnecessary to the "flow"?  What is assumed without being stated?



How does the listening you have done to congregation, culture, liturgy, and 




scripture come together in the sermon?

      Now "play" with the text-- enjoying the final shaping and polishing.  This final polishing, in all

      likelihood, will take 10% of the total effort, and produce a 40% increase in listener impact.

      Finally, do a "plotline" (as opposed to an outline), in which the main "movements" of the 

      sermon are sketched in sequential relation to each other.  Whether or not you use a text, try to

      internalize this plotline.  It will make a substantial difference in how you deliver the sermon.

2)  Listening to the "self" who is preparing the sermon.

     The many voices of the preacher (there is always more than one) will be intrusive if you either  

     blurt them out, suppress them, or ignore them.  Pay attention to:

· Your temperament

· Your training and experience

· Your current and past traumas and wounds

· Your temptations

· Your significant relationships

· Your visions--realized and frustrated

· Your sensed limitations

    At several points in the preparation process, pause to reflect upon what brings out strong 

    feelings as you work: feelings of anger, grief, confusion, gratitude, joy, longing, etc.  Ask how

    these feelings might appropriately "color" what you say. Ask what you might say (or how you 

    might say it) that, by virtue of the factors listed above, is your distinctive vantage point and gift 

    to those who gather to be nourished by God's word.  This is not to say that you have only one

    sermon, one theme, or even one voice; but rather that you have a distinctive perspective or voice 

    quality, which, while it may need to be modified in given occasions, must still be honored.

    A deeper issue than how your selfhood is appropriately mediated in your sermons is that of ego

    investment in preaching.  Not to "care" about doing as well as you can would be a bad spiritual 

    symptom.  Being obsessed with homiletical celebrity status, of course, is equally problematic.  

    And a "balance" between these two  pathologies is not necessarily healthy!
    The best thing to do about the whole issue may be not to pay it much attention.  Persistently 

    thinking about ego investment is itself an ego investment.  Since the most distinctive dimension 

    of your vocation is your preaching, your concern is appropriate.  It is natural to feel "up" when 

    you perceive that your sermons are going well,  and ”down” when you think they aren't.

    It is helpful in both cases to keep a "descriptive" mentality operating: WHAT, exactly, seem to 

    be working and not working in your preaching?  The idea here is of an ongoing sermon

    assessment that is somewhat detached from an analysis of it's author.  Would it not be a freeing 

    grace to be able to praise and criticize our own sermons as freely and cleanly as if they were the

    sermons of a preacher with whom I had not particular emotional investment?

   If you are experiencing particular satisfaction, the best spiritual discipline is thanksgiving for the 

   privilege of participating in the Divine Dance.  If you are experiencing particular frustration and 

   ego anxiety in the context of your preaching, first try looking in another area of your experience.  

   Where else are you experiencing exhaustion, strain, conflict, or wound—either in an immediate 

   situation or in some "background noise" from previous experiences.

    What presents itself as a "pride" or an "ego" problem may well be your system asking for some 

   appropriate attention.  If so, your "ego" problem is a healthy warning signal.  To ignore it

   would be to disregard God's temple and God's appointed messenger.  The preaching difficulty 

   may be only a "presenting problem."

   Perhaps the first thing to do is to take practical steps to reassure yourself that you are a 

   member of a community, not its idol, boss, or slave.  Perhaps you need to allow yourself to be 

   ministered to in particular ways--even ways in which you would not expect or even prefer.

   Ego anxiety often attends the pressure of preparing particular sermons.  Maybe, though, you 

   Would profit from spending a greater proportion of time in general sermon preparation—broad 

   reading, talking to people with an ear to their concerns, following the news, movies, the arts.

   Or maybe you need to modify your style of preaching toward something at which you quite 

   clearly have little experience or talent.  The paradoxical freedom emerging from such a panic can 

   be remarkable.  Talk about your fears and frustrations with someone close to you to.  Be 

   responsible to that person for ongoing monitoring.  Ask him or her to pray with you about your 

   preaching.  Bear in mind that, to some extent, the "better" preachers feel about their own 

   preaching, the more likely it is that they are actually preaching to a satisfied audience of one.

   The bottom line is to find ways to lose yourself in the process of sermon preparation, rather than 

   to focus on how well you are doing.  As a series of ego attention-diverting "sprints," take 

   Scripture passages and give yourself ten minutes to come up with a sermon plot you could

   preach on the spot if you had to do so.   If all else fails, ask God for the grace of a bigger ego 

   still--one that bursts the bounds of your own parochial psyche, and finds itself integrated with 

   saints, angels, parishioners, those in deep need, and with the One whose fullness fills all things.

3)   Listening to the Spirit of God through prayer in preparation

    Sooner or later, the question always arises:: "But what about prayer and the work of the Holy   

    Spirit?  Haven't we forgotten the most important thing of  all?"  How do we respond?

· Acknowledgement   We do often lose sight of this central dimension.  And it is particularly easy to do in a culture which worships technique and in a church whose worship is carefully controlled "by the book".  It is not surprising that much preaching in our tradition sounds like benign religious chatter.  Smooth liturgies and well polished sermons can be empty.

· Resistance   The question can signal a mindset that is contemptuous of  careful, responsible scholarship and artistry.  The identification of "the leading of the Spirit" with "emotional spontaneity" is surely as idolatrous as the identification of  "the faith of the Church” with the phrases of the prayer book.  Spontaneous, supposedly "spirit-filled" preaching can be every bit as much empty religious chatter as the ruffles and flourishes of well-turned phrases.

· Perplexity   It is one thing to say that prayer is essential in preaching.  It is quite another,  however, to articulate precisely what this means.  It is easier to issue injunctions and exhortations about the importance of prayer, than to offer substantive reflections on what we are about in such praying, and how we might undertake it effectively.

The relation of prayer and technique is an aspect of a much larger theological issue—one that is foundational to Christian faith: What is the nature of divine human interaction?  How does grace "perfect" nature?  How is the work that we do engaged by the action of God?  What do we believe happens in the praying we do over our preaching?  

· Is it the invocation of a supernatural zap?  Is prayer our "ace-in-the-hole"?  Is the "Spirit" the Divine Fudge Factor that turns tales told by idiots into anthem sung by angels?  If so, how do we account for moments of inspiration that sometimes come in preparation or deliver when people haven't been "praying"?  How do we account for dry periods in which no inspiration seems to come, even though we have been rending the heavens for the sake of a single good sermon idea?

· Is it a self-administered psychological technique?  Is prayer a centering of self, so that we can get in touch with the wellsprings of our own creativity? If we adopt this model, the question can be fairly raised as to whether “prayer” is anything other than religious talk for the psychological relaxation techniques that release perfectly "natural" forces available to anybody who is trained in their use.  (Interesting how both of these options, for all their differences, seem to see prayer as a problem-solving technique.) It may well be that God wants us to make use of such psychological techniques—that they are manifestations of grace in the natural order. But then the question becomes: "Is the leading of the Spirit in prayer" anything more than a way of describing psychological self discipline"?  Is "grace" then, anything other than "nature" uttered in a religious tone of voice?

    Prayer is best understood not as a substitute or a supplement to our natural efforts, nor as a 

    synonym for them; but, rather, as a sacramentalizing of them.  If we assume that the Word who 

    transforms our words is "near” us  (“even in our heart and on our lips") before we hear and 

    speak it, then prayer is not so much invoking, engaging, or even  inviting God's Spirit as it is 

    acknowledging, attending to, and appropriating that Word. And then of offering to others 

    what is offered to us.  If this is so, then prayer becomes a discipline of love, done without regard 

    to whether or not it seem to "work," "pay off,"or "show".

    There is a sense in which all earnest sermon preparation is prayer. The exegesis, the mulling, the 

    plotting, the editing, the delivering are all a part of the action of prayer, which is our responding 
    to God's gracious responding to us.  Formal prayer—whether it takes the form of spontaneous 

    conversation with God, traditional collects, or groanings too deep for words—is a way of setting 

    this prayerful preaching preparation action in context.  It is a way of deliberately attending to 

    what we are doing. (Just as telling someone you love them is a way of setting your actions 

    in focused, relational context.)

    If this is so, an interesting implication follows: prayer is most "productive" when it is 

    undertaken as a "useless" enterprise.  Formal praying in the context of preaching is a deliberate

   “counter- productive” activity--like a photographic ”negative” that produces a “print”. Prayer is:

·  Surrender prior to, and in the context of engagement

·  Listening prior to, and in the context of speaking.

·  Dialogue prior to, and in the context of solo speech.

·  A suspension of time prior to and in the context of a temporal process

·  Resting and taking nourishment prior to and in the context of "working"

    Prayer is a passive-receptive form of sacred action, without which what we do is wasted 

    effort.  Prayer is the soil from which fruitful preaching grows.

The way you pray in preparing to preach is a matter of your own circumstances and temperament.  You may not have time to spend hours on your knees. (Driving to the hospital may be the best you can manage.) You may pray imagistically by entering the story of a text; you may argue across the table with God; you may descend into wordless, imageless Emptiness.  Your means of prayerful approach may shift or modify direction.  What you do is unimportant.  That you do it is terribly important and will show in your preaching.  Your prayer in preaching is simply a way of saying: "I love You and I am listening."
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