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Spirit-ed Conversation in Covenant Community:

Tuning the Ear for a Listening Art

· Listening for the WORD

· Responding to a Sermon

· Helping Preaching Happen

· How and Why it Matters


Adapted and expanded from Surviving the Sermon: A Guide to Preaching for Those

Who Have to Listen.  Cowley Publications:  Cambridge MA, 1992

Listening for the WORD
Whether our primary place is the pulpit or the pew, all of us are engaged in preaching.  How can we, regardless of role, most effectively listen to, reflect on, and talk about the sermons that we hear?  That question is easier to ask than to answer, because Preaching Discernment Groups are not like other “discussion groups” in which we may have participated—groups like:

· Fan clubs—where “star performers” are indiscriminately applauded

· TV talk shows—where strongly held convictions are tossed out (or hurled)
· Political focus or market research groups—where ideas are tested for popularity

· Therapy or support groups—where members offer mutual affirmation and nurture

· Speech contests or jury deliberations—where ratings are given or verdicts rendered
· Advisory committees—where job performances are reviewed and “critiqued”
It can be very difficult to avoid slipping into the patterns of these groups.  Their characteristic behaviors are modeled for us constantly.  We do not easily shed the experiences we have had in such groups when we come together to talk about a sermon.  What, then, is distinctive about a healthy sermon discussion?  

We do not gather just to “be nice” to the preacher, to exchange pious sentiments, to sniff out tendencies toward heresy, to administer criticism “for the preacher’s own good.”   Some of what takes place, in fact, can (on occasion) sound similar to what we might say and hear in some of these other groups.  When we gather for preaching discernment, the deepest question is not: What are we supposed to do? But, rather: Who are we invited to be?  Our primary identity can be described as follows:

A Community of Covenant Listeners in Spirit-ed Conversation
This identity connects us, whether, at any given time, we happen to be a preacher, a respondent, or a group facilitator.  More is required than simply employing the principles of healthy group dynamics.  First and foremost, we gather as expectant listeners for “The Word of the Lord”—as that comes to us through the words we share with each other.  We ground our exchanges in the pattern of Divine Revelation and Human Response that permeates and animates the whole of Judeo-Christian tradition. 

How can we honor this commitment in the practical interchanges of a Preaching Discernment Group?  The process can effectively unfold within a framework like the following:

· Each group session commences with centering silence, or common prayer.
· No notes are taken during sermon delivery.  A time of quiet follows for listeners to make notes.  The group waits until all have finished writing (or drawing!)

· The preacher is invited to express her/his immediate feelings, to speak about the sermon preparation process, and to request specific feedback.  This initial response is brief, and does not include further elaboration, explanation, or justification of what has just been preached.
· Listeners then respond to the following questions, in sequence:

1. What have we heard and seen in the sermon just preached?


A descriptive report of sermon content and listener awareness ONLY, 


NOT an evaluative assessment of theological competence or homiletical skill 

2. Where in God’s name is this sermon taking us?

A expression of where and how listeners experience the dynamic focus of the sermon—where the sermon invites and empowers us to move in our individual/corporate faith adventure

      3.   What strategies does this sermon employ to evoke what we have experienced? 

             A second level description of homiletical craft and hermeneutical stance—

               NOT an approval of, or a disagreement over EITHER

4.   What advantages and disadvantages do we see in these strategies?
Every sermon strategy employed comes with particular benefits and particular liabilities.

An initial attempt at evaluative consensus will be approached in that awareness—and in that spirit.  

5. How might this sermon grow into a fuller, more effective expression of God’s Word to its

      particular listeners through this particular preacher?
Respecting the preacher’s own hearing of the Word, listeners pose the question: “What would happen IF . . .?”
6.
What observations or insights about preaching (our own, or in general) arise from the


process of listening to, and reflecting on this sermon?


We do not simply “take turns” speaking, listening, and helping each other.  What we hear in the preaching of 

               someone else always  helps our own. What we offer others preacher has implications for ours, as well.

· At the end of the session the preacher is invited to respond to the hearings and the discussions that the sermon has evoked. 

These centering points for “Spirit-ed Conversation” maximize the professional learning possibilities for all participants.  Difficult issues are not masked or skirted in interchanges that are shaped by this process.  Whether the issues are homiletical, hermeneutical, sociological, or theological, the discussion generates light, rather than heat.

It takes some practice for this process to become natural.  When preaching discernment groups get “up to speed,” however, they are free-wheeling and imaginative.  While the moving energy embodied in the sequence of these steps is always honored, the process need not (and will not) degenerate into a regimented, mechanical procedure.  These guidelines are only a means for choreographing our participation in the Dance of God’s Spirit among us.

For maximum focus and energy in discussion session, the six questions above can be concentrated into the following FOUR:

1) What are we still hearing?

2) Where might this be leading?

3)   How does this sermon play?
4) How might this sermon grow?

Responding to a Sermon

1) WHAT ARE WE STILL HEARING?

(What do we continue to see, smell, taste, and touch—immediately and reflectively?) 

· Points

· Pictures

· Phrases

· Feelings

· Free Associations

· Fresh Insights

· Hanging Questions

· High Energy “Spikes”

· Centering “Chords”

2) WHERE MIGHT THIS BE LEADING?  

(Where in God’s name are we GOING?  Where does this seem to be TAKING us?)

(What is the sermon’s dynamic direction for us?  What are we moved to do?)

For Example: 

· To offer thanks, praise, or petition 

· To confess doubt, wound, or misdirected behavior

· To think further upon, or differently about

· To talk things over with others                                                              

· To plan, undertake action, enlist the action of others

· To agree, disagree, or “press the issue”      

3) HOW DOES THIS SERMON “PLAY”?  

(Through what strategies does the sermon help listeners “Make Sense of the Gospel”?)

· As “GAME”  —   The Play of  Spirit-ed Voices:

             [An interaction of Scripture, Culture, Congregation, Liturgy, and Preacher] 

· As “MUSIC”  —  The Play of Rhetorical Instruments:

             [An orchestration of Images, Stories, and Arguments/Ideas]                                                       

· As “DRAMA”  — The Play of Narrative Plot:
             [A Sacred Mystery of Tension, Sequence, and Suspense] 
4) HOW MIGHT THE SERMON “GROW”?

(How can the “good work begun” in the sermon be even more effectively “performed”?)

· What costs and benefits are involved in these patterns of “sermon play”?

[There are no “cost free” sermon strategies.  What is gained/lost by those used?]

· Questions posed TO the preacher:  
“What would happen IF . . . . . .” 

[How might this sermon look and sound when it “grows up”?]
[What changes in this sermon might produce:

    -- A more vital center -- a more energetic thrust?                      
    -- A more effective engaging of Spirit-ed voices?

    -- A more effectively orchestration of rhetorical instruments?

    -- A plot more authentic both to the mystery of life and the Mystery of Grace?]

· Questions posed WITH the preacher:

“What seems distinctive in this preaching voice?”  

“How does it seem to be developing over the time?”

“What possibilities and challenges might lie in store for this preacher?”

· Questions for CONTINUING REFLECTION:

What other matters might we fruitfully consider?

[Issues exegetical, theological, social-political, congregational, pastoral, homiletical, 

communicational, personal]

Helping Preaching Happen

Congregations have a significant share in the ministry of preaching—one involving far more than simply "sitting there and taking it".  Preaching is not a "solo performance" by the one in the pulpit or a "spectator sport" for those in the pew.  Preaching is a sacred conversation, in which the Word of God is heard through ongoing dialogue undertaken by every participant in a faith community.

In an Episcopal understanding of the Eucharist, the celebrant convenes the community, and leads it in the Great Thanksgiving.  He or she cannot "make it happen," however.  Christ is sacramentally present to a community in bread and wine only if the Eucharistic prayer is offered by at least "two or three gathered together in His name".

In like manner, a sermon is not simply a speech that a single preacher composes and delivers.  A sermon is a preaching event that unfolds in the spaces and interactions between preachers and listeners.

One way or another, a conversation is always going on when preaching occurs—even though congregational responses may not be audible (and may consist in no more than: "This is boring; I am out of here!").

What role can the congregation play in the shaping of preaching events?  A three dimensional one:

· Conversational listening with the preacher before the event.

· Active informed listening during the event.

· Discerning mutual listening with the preacher after the event

Congregations are often exhorted to listen to the preacher during the event; but seldom invited to listen with the preacher before or after the event.  Perhaps it is no wonder that the injunctions to “LISTEN!” are often abstract, moralistic—and less than very effective!  Congregational participation during the second stage is likely to be more effective if it were enlisted and engaged throughout the entire process.  How might this happen?  The full congregation can seldom gather for communal listening before and after the Sunday sermon, but trained and designated representatives can do so—in accordance with principles like the following:
Conversational listening with the preacher BEFORE the event

Several images in contemporary culture need to be named as potential demons, and exorcised:

· Fan clubs—where “star performers” are indiscriminately applauded

· TV talk shows—where strongly held convictions are tossed out (or hurled)
· Political focus or market research groups—where ideas are tested for popularity

· Therapy or support groups—where members offer mutual affirmation and nurture

· Speech contests or jury deliberations—where ratings are given or verdicts rendered
· Advisory committees—where job performances are reviewed and “critiqued”
Participating in a community of sermon preparation is not a theological free-for all, where individuals take the opportunity to "blow off steam," "make their point," or "have their say."  Simply passing the microphone around, and giving people "the floor," does not guarantee a genuine sermon conversation.  It may, in fact, shut such a conversation down.

Similarly, a community of sermon preparation is not primarily an opportunity for the preacher to test the waters—to take a poll—in order to see what will sell.  As Fred Craddock observes, preaching is articulating what people need to say; it is not telling them what they want to hear.

Those who gather to help a preacher listen for an upcoming sermon do need a nurturing space in order to express what they deeply think and feel.  Furthermore, the sharing of contrasting, even conflicting perspectives is an essential prerequisite to vigorous, vital sermon speech.  But something different is going on when we gather to discern the Word of God than personal affirmation, assertiveness training, conflict management, or dealing with the wounds of “inner children.”

The vivid portrayal of community discussion presented in Acts chapter 15 is an instructive counter-model to these current cultural images.  In that meeting of the "Jerusalem Council," there is frank, vigorous expression of personal experience and conviction.  There is also disciplined mutual attentiveness in the face of strongly conflicting opinions.  The apostle James, convenes the assembly, and eventually takes responsibility for interpreting and announcing the “sense of the meeting.”  And he does so with explicit reference to conversations that have been conducted throughout the history of the faith community, as those conversations have been recorded in its sacred scriptures.

What might a similar conversation pattern look like in the community preparation of a sermon (or a sequence of sermons) for a contemporary congregation?  Perhaps something like the following:

1) Careful, prayerful, repeated readings of the assigned Scripture lessons by all participants prior to a convening of the group.

2) A period of silent centering and focusing prayer after the group has gathered and greeted one another.

3) An oral, meditative reading of the text—followed by silence—and then another reading.

4)   A succinct naming of images, issues, actions, tensions, questions present in, or directly connected

      with the Scripture text that have caught the various attentions of gathered participants.
· These sharings should be focused in single sentences, and recorded where visible to all.

·  No participant should offer more than one observation at a time.  

·  The "naming" stage should be conducted without discussion, except insofar as an observation by one participant triggers an observation by another.

·  The preacher may facilitate and record, but should not be an active participant at  this stage.

5)   An additional oral, meditative reading of the text.

   6)  A naming—as above—of concerns

· in the congregation

· in the community

· in national/international affairs.

7) A brief presentation by the preacher (perhaps with a succinct handout) of historical, theological, literary dimensions of the text that are relevant to deep, contextual listening (as distinct from an initial, spontaneous hearing).

8) The following question, posed for interactive discussion:  "What do we need to hear through a sermon in light of our listening to the Scriptures, to the stories of our own lives, and to the circumstances which we face as a community?" 

The preacher/discussion leader may now take a more active role, but primarily as one who evokes an interchange of ideas, images, feelings, and experiences.  As relevant, the preacher may contribute to the discussion, but should not control it.

9) An integrating summary by the preacher (or other appointed discussion leader) of "the sense of the meeting," or of the distinctive issue currents that have surfaced in the conversation.

10) A "brain storming" session (conducted as in 4 and 6, above) in which images, insights,  

      observations that might have sermon relevance are offered.  This discussion is not an 

      attempt to arrive at consensus, or to "fix" the preacher's sermon "Problem."  Rather, it is a

      sharing of resources to seed the preacher's vision. If a communal sense of specific sermon

      strategies or shapes emerges from this discussion, that is fine; but it is not the intent—which 

      is to open  things up for the preacher, rather than to tie things down.

11) A period of silent reflection and closing prayer, with an invitation to continue a prayerful upholding of the preacher through the subsequent stages of the preaching process.

The sermon preparation community is not a sermon writing committee.  The ultimate responsibility for sermon shaping will reside with the preacher—who understands the preaching role as one of speaking for and with, the community, rather than to or at them.   The preacher IS accountable to the community for his or her careful listening.  The preacher is NOT accountable to the group for issuing in the sermon a set of "minutes" or a "joint resolution."

At the beginning of future meetings, it will often be helpful to ask briefly what group members in the sermon subsequently preached, and how their earlier hearings were reflected in what the preacher.

ultimately delivered.  It will not be surprising if areas that surface in preparation for one sermon find their way into sermons preached later on.  Preaching is, after all, an ongoing conversation.  Care will

wil be taken on the part of all participants to respect the confidentiality of the group.  The preacher will use personal information only with the explicit consent of the one from whom it came.

Some preachers, or group participants might worry that the sermon event following such a reflective discussion would be less interesting, since it has been the subject of a previous discussion (rather like the second hearing of a story that was entertaining or engaging the first time around).  This is seldom, if ever, the case.  The opposite is almost always true.  Anticipatory energy is heightened--all have a shared investment in the sermon's unfolding.  The sense of mutual support among the designated "preacher" and the participants in the sermon preparation community is palpable.  Even though such a process is not frequently practiced, I believe it is the normative ideal.  Once they have tried it, all participants may wonder why the preparation of preaching should ever be undertaken any other way.

Active, informed listening DURING the event

The middle dimension of sermon listening is at once the easiest and the most difficult.  The easiest, because all that is required is focused, receptive openness.  Particularly if the listener has participated in the prior listening, she or he will be tuned already to dynamics at work in the sacred conversation of which the sermon to be delivered is a part.  The most difficult, because, in a so-called “age of communication,” our senses are more barraged and overstimulated, than they are invited and engaged.  “Attention deficit disorder” may be as much a cultural phenomenon as it is an individual pathology.  With all the noise to which we are continually subjected, it can be very difficult to listen.  

We are manipulated by communication media—sometimes even consciously and willingly.  We are also, at times, on guard against our own gullibility. The preacher faces listeners who come to church with contradictory predispositions toward what will be proclaimed.  We can be critically resistant and uncritically accepting—and often both at once.

There is no deep listening without critical listening.  Genuine critical listening, however, has nothing to do with looking for something to “criticize” in what the preacher says, or how the preacher says it.  Critical listening is knowing what to listen for, and how to interact with it.

The first task of a listener is not to agree or disagree, to praise or blame, but rather to describe in one’s own terms what one has heard the preacher say.   The primary question a listener must ask 


is not:  “What do I like or dislike?” but rather, “What, exactly, am I hearing?” 

The second task is descriptive (rather than prescriptive) as well.  The primary question is:  “How is the preacher “making sense”?  What sermon-shaping strategies is the preacher employing that enable me to hear what I am hearing?”  More specifically:

· What voices are represented in the sermon, and how do they converse with each other concerning matters of immediate and eternal significance?  Voices from

· Scripture—the texts of the day in a context that makes them meaningful

· Cultural issues and icons—historical and current

· Congregational concerns—individual and corporate

· Other liturgical elements in the worship of the day

· The preacher’s own experience

· What literary/rhetorical instruments is the preacher using to orchestrate these different voices?

· Sensory images and metaphors

· Stories of human character in conflict

· Concepts and ideas set forth in reasonable arguments

· Through what sequence of movements are the images, stories, and ideas plotted.   Through what stages of discovery does this sermon adventure lead me?  

The third task of a sermon listener is to ask how he or she is being moved to respond to the sermon--perhaps by such means as:

· Saying “YES!”
· Giving thanks

· Posing questions

· Thinking further

· Talking with others

· Confession wound, weakness, or wrong-doing

· Praying in mediation or intercession

· Taking specific action

A sermon listener who is does these things (or even some of them) intentionally and honestly has done deep, critical sermon listening.  And has participated in an unfolding sacred conversation of which “the sermon,” as such, is only a part.  Such listening is both demanding and rewarding.  It is easier on some days than others.  It is a skill that develops over time.  A skill that is far more efficiently and effectively practiced in community than on one’s own.

Having done one’s “homework,” as it were, the listener is now prepared to be a full participant in the third dimension of the preaching event—a  focused, communal celebration of God’s Living Word as it is developing in rich and distinctive variety though those who gathered for worship.

Discerning interaction with the preacher AFTER  the event

A sermon listening and discussion group may seem like an interesting idea in the abstract.  But what is it actually for; how can it effectively operate?   When you pull the chairs into a circle and actually set yourselves to the task, you may find it a bit awkward to share your reflections.  You may be accustomed to keeping your sermon opinions to yourself.  Maybe you have traded a comment here and there in passing with someone else.  But this is clearly different: a group of people gathered for precisely this 

purpose--and the preacher right there in the middle of it!  The following suggestions will give you some initial focus and direction for adventure you are all commencing together.

What is a sermon listening group?

Rather, you gather as a community who has been addressed by God's Word through the human words of a sermon.  So you are really more of a listening group than a "discussion group." You talk about what you have heard of God's Word, and how the sermon seemed to help (or hinder) that hearing.

You are not, therefore, doing sermon "evaluation," in the conventional sense of that term.  Nor is this a time when the preacher gathers reactions from a "focus group".  God's Word in Scripture comes to us through an extended conversation among members of communities that existed in particular social and historical situations.  The sermons you hear are further extension of that dialogue in this time and place.  You are not just "religious consumers"; you are participants in a Spirit-ed Conversation.

The process you undertake will make that conversation live and explicit.  You will all hear God's Word better by "talking back"--and by listening to the rich and different nuances of meaning that have been picked up by others in your faith community.

Every preacher can always improve in methods and techniques.  The deepest need of al1 preachers, however, is for spiritual insight--much of which can come through conversation with members of the 

community who hear and share in the preaching process.  The best help you can give your preacher is not a "critique" of points, illustrations, ideas, or sermon strategies.  Rather, as she or he hears you talk about what you have heard, your preacher will develop sharper ears for listening during sermon preparation.  Based on that deeper hearing, your preacher will be able to speak God's truth more profoundly in the weeks and months ahead.

It is crucial that the distinctive impressions of every group member be honored.  Consensus should not be pressed for (although it will often emerge if the reflections of all participants are given enough space to engage, and complement each other).  Sometimes there will remain clearly divergent impressions and opinions.  No matter.  The Spirit can speak through respectful disagreement as well as through agreement.  Trust each other; and trust the process—both of which take time and patience.

What elements are involved in the process?

FIRST, and foremost, you will want to hear what everyone heard.  (You may be surprised at how many different, even apparently conflicting things are heard by different, people in the same sermon!).  So, share with each other what is most present to your mind.

· It may be a “point”—an idea that can be summarized in a sentence or phrase.

· It may be a “picture”—a mental image, or strong sensory impression.

· It may be a character or an action in a story that was told.

· It may be an unresolved tension, or a particular feeling you are left with.

Whatever you remember—name it, describe it, without either praising it or putting it down.  Do not compliment or criticize it.  Be explicitly and exclusively descriptive.

SECOND (and of related importance), you will want to try, as best you can, to “track” with the sermon process:

· how it developed

· how it moved from one idea or image to the next

· how it focused your attention at the beginning, and where it "took" you

      (or left you) when the last words were spoken.

Sermons don't really have "conclusions," any more than a stimulating conversation ever comes to a screeching halt.  A good sermon "concludes" with a clear "point of departure".  A sermon is prepared for the ear, rather than for the eye (you hear the words, rather than read them).  Its "organization," therefore, will be easier to "follow" if it is more closely akin to the "plot" of a story, than to "points" of an essay outline (or "items." of a grocery list).

THIRD (and only third), you are looking for ways in which the human words of the sermon were effective in helping you hear the Word of God.  Also for ways in which the sermon words might have helped you hear God's Word more clearly and deeply.

How can this process operate smoothly and effectively?

Listen to the sermon carefully--do not take notes while it is being delivered.  Make notes, diagrams,

or sketches soon as convenient afterwards.

Select a listening/discussion facilitator—if possible, someone other than the preacher.  This way the preacher can focus fully on listening and interacting with other listeners.  The leader needs to be experienced and effective in group process skills. (This appointment could be continuing, or rotating.)

Begin with a few moments of shared silence, as you prepare to listen to each other.  You may wish to invite the preacher to express briefly some of his or her feelings about the sermon, and to tell the 

group what kind of feedback would be particularly valuable.  When these preliminaries are completed, proceed as a group according to the pattern presented in the previous section (Listening during the sermon):

1) Share with each other your recollections of what you heard in the sermon. 

2) Talk about how the sermon was shaped and crafted, about what literary and rhetorical elements it contained.

3) Celebrate ways in which the sermon words were effective in communicating God's Word.

4) Suggest ways in which the sermon might be reshaped to foster a clearer, deeper hearing of that aspect of God’s Word already present implicitly in the sermon. 

Your sermon discussion should be focused, but free-wheeling.  It may take you well beyond the bounds of the Scripture or the sermon topic of the day.  This is not only acceptable, it is wonderful!  It is probably best to keep the discussion to 45 minutes, give or take a few.  In any case, set an agreed upon time for adjourning, and honor it.

What specific questions generate a good sermon conversation?

By all means develop questions for reflection, and patterns of interaction that reflect the dynamics of your own listening group.  The following "prompt" questions may help get the process started.  Treat these questions as suggestions and springboards, not as a checklist.

Some questions will seem more relevant than others at any given time.  You will not have time for than one or two questions in each of the discussion phases listed above.  It will be helpful, at least initially, for everyone to read these questions prior to meeting.

Questions about what you heard in the sermon

These questions will invite everyone into the listening and sharing process:

1) What are your clearest recollections of the sermon?

· a word, phrase, or sentence

· an image, sense, or feeling

· an idea, issue, or concept

· a story, action, or tension

2) What is the sermon "about"?  What is its central insight or affirmation?

3) What personal memories does the sermon spark?

4) What did the sermon tell you about the people, the conditions, and the situation of the of the biblical setting from which the Scripture lessons were drawn?

5) How did the sermon enter into dialogue with the stories the ideas, and the images


      that appear in these Scriptures?

6) In what ways did the sermon address issues and concerns that people in your congregation

      are currently wrestling with (e.g.):

· joys, problems, and sorrows of those in the parish community

· your own raw or growing edges

· the specific ministries your church is attempting to undertake?

7) How might this sermon be heard by those who are:

· older or younger than you.

· of the opposite gender or sexual orientation

· of a different racial or ethnic group

· from a different social, economic, or educational environment

· from an entirely different cultural, social, and political context

8) In what ways does the sermon pull you beyond a preoccupation with your immediate desires, fears, and needs to those of people with whom you have little in common—who even frighten or threaten you?  What might these people hear in the sermon?

9) In what way were the personality, experience, gifts, and concerns of the  preacher evident in the sermon?

10) How did the sermon connect with:

· other elements in the liturgy, or the order of worship for the day

· events that have been in the news this week


· other sermons heard in recent weeks

11) Where does the sermon leave you feeling on a spectrum between

· confused    ---    clearly “on track”
· upset    ---    reassured
· joyful    ---    sorrowful
· eager to talk    ---    wanting to go off alone and think
· confirmed in your convictions    ---    confronted about them
· wanting to act   ---   wanting to reassess your actions
Questions about the “sense” or “shape” of the sermon

These questions focus attention on how the sermon “works” to convey the message.

1) What strategies and patterns of communication did the preacher use to express and evoke meaning?  Did the sermon use images, tell stories, present reasoned arguments, or some interplay of these?  If there was an interplay, which of these was used most frequently, or seemed to be most important?

2) How did the sermon "move," develop, unfold, or "flow"?  Where did it place you at the beginning?  Through what steps did it take you?   Where did it place you at the conclusion?  Where does it invite you to go from there?  Can you "track" the stages of the sermon as a journey or an adventure?

Questions about the effectiveness of the sermon 

These questions focus on places for celebration with, and suggestion to the preacher.

1) Does the energy of the sermon arise from celebrating  God's grace, or from condemning faults and imposing moral obligations?   How does the sermon encourage the ongoing process of God's redeeming love in the hearts and lives of its hearers?

2) How has your understanding of the history of the church, of Christian doctrine, and of Christian ministry been enriched or challenged by this sermon?

3) How has the sermon grounded you more deeply in God's love, and thus provided a realistic point of contact with others in the parish, and in the world?

4) What thoughts, feelings, or issues did the Scriptures and the sermon raise for you that were not explicitly dealt with in the sermon itself?

5) Where in the sermon were you listening most intensely?  Where did you drift off or get restless?  What particularly touched you, or helped you listen closely and hear clearly?  What left you confused, bored, unengaged, or upset?

6) Were you brought into the sermon, or 1eft on the side lines looking in?  Did the sermon show vou something, or only tell you about it?

7) What do you think the sermon is attempting to say that it hasn’t yet fully named, or conveyed as clearly and fully as it yet could?  What changes in the sermon would enable its insights to come across with greater effectiveness?

How can you focus the findings of your shared listening?

It is important to bring the threads of the sermon discussion together in a coherent summary.  You do not want a set of “minutes,” or a single interpreter's understanding.  Rather, you seek something that captures the variety, flavor, and  thrust of your conversation—something that conveys (in the old Quaker phrase) a "sense of the meeting".  Here are suggestions for focusing such an expression. 

           1)   What different images, ideas, insights, and perspectives did listeners hear?

2)  What preaching strategies did the preacher employ in helping the congregation to hear and


      participate in the "sacred conversation" of this sermon?

3) How did, the sermon "plot" unfold?  How did the sermon begin; through what succession of steps, stages, or scenes did the sermon flow proceed?  Where did the sermon’s central thrust come to focus in a discovery of grace?

            4)  What significant gifts—to individuals and community—did members receive?

           5)  How were group members invited to grow; where were they encouraged to go?

      6)  What specific features of this sermon helped and/or hindered the hearing of God's Word

            to this community on this day?  If this sermon were to be preached again, what changes 

            would enable its deepest insights to be conveyed with greater clarity and strength?

          7)  What changes or developments in content, focus, or style do members discern in their 

                preacher's sermons over the course of several weeks or months?

          8)  How are lives and ministries of group members affected by participating in this process? 

How and Why it Matters

1)  “Do You Hear What I Hear?”:  Preaching as Conversation

1.1)
   Preaching requires listening—but the imperative “LISTEN” is issued in different ways, 

         
   for different purposes:

· To threaten:  “Now you listen here!”  

· To inform::    “Listen up!”

· To train:        “Listen to that again!”

· To alert:        “Listen!  What was that?”

· To share:       “Listen to this!”

· To invite:       “Listen!  Do you hear what I hear?”

1.2)
   Three paradoxical principles characterize the dynamics of any listening process:
· When we feel forced to listen, we don’t usually hear much.      --  BUT  --
We do our best listening when we are least conscious of “having” to listen.

· When we are being “talked to,” it tends to be harder to listen.  --  BUT  --

When we are being “talked with,” it is often much easier to listen

· If you are talking, you probably aren’t listening.                         --  BUT  -- 

Unless you are “talking,” you probably aren’t “listening”.

[In other words, listening is receptive—but active, not passive]

1.3)   
   We sometimes assume that God’s mode of communication is only and always “Top—Down.” 

               That “Thus Saith the Lord” means “NOW HEAR THIS!” and “DON’T TALK BACK!” 

   
   A perceptive, balanced hearing of Scripture, however, suggests a different model (e.g.): 

· Cain and Abel:  “Does not your brother’s blood cry to me from the ground?”

· Abraham and Lot:  “Far be it from you to slay the righteous with the wicked!”

· Hagar and Ishmael:  “What troubles you?  God has heard the voice of the boy where he is.”

· Moses and the Children of Israel:  “I have heard the cry of my people.”

· Moses and Israel:  “The Lord changed his mind about the disaster he had planned to bring”

· Jonah and Ninevah:  “I knew that you were a gracious God and merciful, ready to relent!”

       “Thus Saith the Lord,” then, always begins with God’s own:  “I HAVE HEARD . . .”.  It then  

 continues with an address to human beings (to whom God is already listening):  “COME 

 NOW, AND LET US REASON TOGETHER.”  

1.4)
  To make this point another way: “The Word of the Lord” always comes with an invitation—

explicit or implied:  “Can we talk?”  “Will you, my children, enter with me into Spirit-ed              Conversation?”  “Will you be active participants in the Community of Covenant Listening

that My Words are creating among us?”

1.5)  
  This dialogical quality of divine-human communication, which comprises God’s “Revelation” 

  
  is woven through the opening interplay of every Eucharist we celebrate:  

  
   
“The Lord be with you.”  
 
   -------                  “And also with you.”

            

 “Lift up your hearts.”
  
      -------                    “We lift them up to the Lord.”

“Let us give thanks to the Lord Our God.”   ----     “It is right to give God thanks and praise.”

1.6)   
Preaching, “The Sacrament of the Word,” when it is “revelatory,” has a similar dialogical dynamic.  It would hardly be fruitful to turn the Sunday sermon space into the equivalent of a so-called TV “Talk Show” (where, in fact, little genuine listening takes place).  Yet, in effective preaching, preacher and congregation alike participate in Spirit-ed Conversation.  All are involved, both listening and in speaking.

1.7)   
What we need, then—and what we gather for—is to develop and to practice strategies for sharing in this energizing sacred art.  One way congregation members can prepare in advance for full participation in this Spirit-ed Conversation is to enter the world (not just “read over the text”) of the Scripture Lessons for each Sunday service.  “Entering the world” involves looking NOT for “the point,” 
or “what this means to me,” BUT:

· What questions are raised here, and left hanging?

· What catches me by surprise?

· What tensions, conflicts, “binds” are being played out?

· What is moving here?  Where has it come from?  Where is it going?  

· How am I caught up in the thrust?  Where is the momentum taking me?

· What sparks, sizzles, snaps in me when I enter this world?  (What soothes, sustains, or deeply satisfies me—not in a way that puts me to sleep, but, rather, that takes my breath away?)

1.9)  
The best way to commence a continuation of the Spirit-ed Conversation that has come to focus in the preacher’s words, is to share succinctly with your fellow communicants your descriptive (NOT prescriptive) first impression--“answers” to a single, simple question:


WHAT DID YOU HEAR---see, feel, taste, encounter, discover---IN THE PREACHER SAID?

2)  Where in God’s Name is This Taking Us?:  Preaching as Action

2.1)
Preaching is “Spirit-ed  Conversation.”  It is not only that, however.  Preaching is more than just     talk: it is action as well.  The truth of this claim is not obvious.  “Talk is cheap” we have often been told.  “Actions speak louder than words.”
2.2)
Yet the words of everyday conversations are more than what they seem.  Words are used to “inform;” but every time we use them, in one way or another, words “perform” as well.  Words are more than mere reports of action, or plans for action; we are always doing things with words.
2.3)
Whether intended or otherwise, words are constantly “acting”:
· To anger, to frighten, to sadden, to discourage, to bore, to curse, to crush, to turn people cynical
· To distract, to entertain, to comfort, to reassure, to empower, to bless, to convert, re-direct, transform
     The impact of these “actions” often extends far beyond the facts or feelings they convey.

2.4)     In certain situations word “perform” directly and decisively—accomplishing definite purposes.
· “The meeting is adjourned.”     “I pronounce that they are husband and wife.”     “Not Guilty”
· “I promise!”        “I apologize!”        “I forgive you.”        “I will not.”        “I love you.” 
· “You’ll never amount to anything.”          “What you do here is important and valuable.”
There is nothing “magic” about such words—yet these words, for good or ill, “get things done.”  

2.5)
These “performing words” are not instant “zaps.”  They involve critical turning points in a more

extended  process.  (No “action” is instantaneous. All significant “actions” develop and unfold

over periods of time.)

2.6)
This understanding of words as actions resonates profoundly with “the Word of the Lord,” in Scripture which always does what it says.  Human language is understood there to share a more limited, but similar (and sometimes deadly) power:

· Creation stories: “Let there be light.”  “Let us make humankind in our own image.”
· Temptation story:  “Has God said you shall not eat . . . ?
· Covenant stories:  “You shall be my people, and I will be your God.”
· Prophetic call stories:  “Mortal!  Prophesy to the bones!”  “I will put my words in your mouth.”
· John’s proclamation concerning Jesus Christ:  The Word became flesh and dwelt among us.
· Jesus’ ministry of teaching/preaching/healing:  “I will; be clean.”     “Your sins are forgiven.”  

· Jesus’ mandate for ministry: “You are my friends.”  “Greater things than these shall you do.”
· Jesus’ provision for ministry:  “This is my Body; this is my Blood.”

· The risen Christ’s promise of what he is about:  “Behold!  I am making all things new!”

2.7) Preaching, then, is not “a report about religion”.  Preaching is “an act of God,” through which 

“the Word of the Lord” continues to “do its thing”.  God’s Word “plays out” in the performing 

words of folks like us who enter as Covenant Listeners into the Spirit-ed Conversation.  The strategies employed by all God’s preachers derive from the way God’s word “works”—and “plays”.   Participating in the preaching art is a life-long process in which every baptized Christian is a continually learning apprentice.   Homiletical theory and preaching technique, are not a “hidden wisdom” available to, and practiced by only those who are ordained.   

3)  What’s the Sense in Speaking of God?”:  Preaching as Orchestration

3.1)     When Jesus preached, “the people heard him gladly, because he taught with authority.”.  This

does not mean that Jesus flashed a title, issued orders, or overwhelmed listeners with esoteric   information.  He invited them into deep conversation; and led them toward action.  How?  

3.2)    Like any speaker, a preacher tries to “prove a case,” and to induce listeners to “buy into a cause”.

          How can this be attempted?  The preacher may try:

· To coerce—by threatening, manipulating, and/or overwhelming
· To convince—by informing, explaining, arguing, warning, and/or urging
· To connect
· Person to Person

· Parts to Whole

· Step to Step

· Head (thought) to Gut (feeling) to Hands (behavior)  to Heart (commitment)

3.3) The “authority” of Jesus’ preaching comes from the fact that he adopts the “connecting” strategy.  Insofar as he employs aspects of the other two, he does so only in the context of attempts to make connections.  (E.g. “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees! . . . . Jerusalem, Jerusalem!  How often I would have gathered you as a hen gathers her chicks!   I tell you, you will see me no longer until you say ‘Blessed is he that comes in the name of the Lord.’”)

3.4) When someone is trying to help us learn a difficult truth, if insight comes, or transformation happens, we usually signal that recognition clearly:

             I get it!       I see what you mean!        I hear you!          That makes sense!

3.5) The challenge of preaching, is to help listeners to “make sense” of themselves and their world in light of God’s Living Word.  The preacher attempts to convey the sense of the Gospel in the shape of the sermon.

3.6)
This challenge is daunting, because listeners are in very different places.  They may be:

· Willing to pay attention—“What’s this about, anyway?”
· Eager to pursue things further—“Say more about that!”
· Lacking a context for understanding—“I don’t know where you are coming from.”
· Certain they know it already—“Yes, of course!  Don’t tell me, tell them!”
· Not ready or able to hear—“I can’t deal with that right now!”
· Distracted by competing voices—“That’s all very well . . .but what about . . .?”
· Nervous and guarded—“What are you trying to put over on me?”
· Overtly hostile—“Get out of my face!”
What “makes sense” to one set of ears, therefore, will not necessarily make sense to another.  It may take different preachers for different listeners.  Preachers can make connections with any of these listeners only if they have a sense of what it is like to be where those listeners are.

3.7)
In a post-Christian culture, where it is increasingly difficult to “make connections,” preachers are constantly tempted by strategies that try to coerce, or to convince.  Failing that (as they usually do), preachers often simply cop out.

3.8)     Effective connecting strategies weave words together in ways that (literally) “make sense”:

· By painting pictures through images (like poets, photographers, visual artists, composers)

· By proving points  through ideas (like philosophers, teachers, lawyers, social analysts)

· By producing parables through stories (like playwrights, novelists, script writers, storytellers )

3.9) The Scriptures (not surprisingly) attempt to “make sense” in similar ways.  Think of how its writers employ language in:

· Psalms and Prophetic Oracles

· Epistles, Pronouncements, and Proclamations

· Narratives (in both the First and Second Testaments)

Think, as well, of the how Jesus fashions language (as portrayed by the Gospel writers) in:

· “Parables” of the Kingdom

·  Accounts of Prodigal Sons, Hired Laborers, Wicked Tenants, and a Surprising Samaritan

·  Debates with religious leaders, and Discourses with disciples

Effective preaching orchestrates these ways of “making sense” (It does not simply toss them out, or mix them indiscriminately.)  In so doing, it makes connections, invites conversation, and empowers action.  Through this mutual understanding of preaching, participants on both sides of the pulpit can help each other converse in ways that encourage those who feel “outside” to overhear and enter in.
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