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Preaching:

Rooted in Scripture,
Living and Contemporary

Whatever else preaching is—
introducing Jesus to the unchurched,
milk for infants in the faith, or strong
food for the faithful—Christian preach-
ing is the proclamation of Christ cruci-
fied. Saint Paul writes, “For Jews demand
signs and Greeks desire
wisdom, but we preach
Christ crucified, a
stumbling block to Jews
and foolishness to
Gentiles, but to those
who are the called, both
Jews and Greeks, Christ
the power of God and
the wisdom of God” (1
Corinthians 1:22-24).
The Church preaches
Christ crucified, not as
something that hap-
pened long ago, but as God’s saving
activity in our midst. “Preaching,” says
the ELCA’s The Use of the Means of Grace:
A Statement on the Practice of Word and
Sacrament, “is the living and contempo-
rary voice of one who interprets in all the
Scriptures the things concerning Jesus
Christ.”! By being both rooted in Scrip-
ture and living and contemporary,

Christian preaching is the power of God
to bring people from death to new life.
When we say that preaching is
rooted in Scripture, we mean that the
sermon connects the biblical world of
“there and then” to our world of “here
and now.” We do not
preach Scripture as the
telling of events that
happened long ago and
far away. We preach the
events of Scripture as
models or paradigms or
prototypes that reveal
how God has dealt with
God’s people and is
dealing with God’s
people now. The task in
preaching is to help
God’s people move from
how God is communicating with us in
the events of the Bible to how God is
communicating with us here and now in
the events of the world in which we live.
For Christians, the events of the Bible are
united with the events of today. The
connection is the love of God made
Iknown in the life, death, and resurrection
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of Christ Jesus. The sermon penetrates
Scripture in order to proclaim the
central act of God in Christ. Luther
would say that the one and only theme
in preaching is Christ and all sermons
are variations on this great theme.
“The preaching of the Gospel of
the crucified and risen Christ is rooted
in the readings of the Scriptures in the
assemblies for worship.” The public
reading of Scripture in worship forms

world. Finally, the lectionary protects
the Church against those whom Luther
described as preaching whatever they
like; instead of the Gospel and its
exposition, they preach about blue
ducks.?

In addition to being rooted in
Scripture, preaching is also living and
contemporary. It is God’s Word for
today addressed to a particular Chris-
tian community. As a living and contem-

the basis for the public porary proclamation of the
proclamation of the he Gospel, preaching is not
Gospel. Using an ELCA achi concerned with getting the
approved lectionary, a E))l;e‘[ﬁ(é 1ung Gospel said, but with

system of readings, such
as the Revised Common
Lectionary and the
lectionaries in Lutheran
Book of Worship, to
determine the Scripture
lessons to be read in
worship brings several
benefits to preaching. First, the
lectionary assures that the congrega-
tion hears much of the Bible. An Old
Testament reading, a psalm, a second
reading and a portion of a gospel are
heard each week. The more familiar
people are with the Bible, the better
able they are to actively participate in
preaching. Second, using a lectionary
provides a greater breadth for preach-
ing. The assigned readings push the
preacher and assembly into areas of
Scripture where they might prefer not
to go. The lectionary leads them into
topics like money, divorce and remar-
riage, what it means to forgive, and
our responsibility to the poor. From
another perspective, the lectionary
furnishes the opportunity, or even the
obligation, to address critical, some-
times explosive issues. Rather than the
lone voice of the preacher, such ser-
mons are the Church confronting itself
with its own Scripture. Using a
lectionary also promotes Christian
unity as the same lessons are read and
proclaimed in congregations through-
out a local community and around the

worship.

Gospel. . .is rooted
in the readings of
the Scriptures in
the assemblies for

getting the Gospel heard. If
the Gospel is to be heard,
the congregation must trust
the preacher as a messenger
from God and the preacher
must trust the congregation
to actively participate in
preaching. This trust
requires that both preacher and congre-
gation regard the sermon as a word sent
by God in which everyone participates.
The preacher speaks this word and the
hearers listen to this word attentively
and expectantly. By their participation
in the sermon, the entire assembly
makes an offering to God.

Living and contemporary preach-
ing has several characteristics. First, as a
word sent from God, preaching is good
news. This does not mean that the word
preached is cheap or easy. In preaching
we name with equal vigor sin and grace,
cross and resurrection, Law and Gospel,
judgment and mercy. Then we fall on
the side of grace. Christian preaching
convicts the hearers of their sin, but
then convinces them of God’s grace.
People need to experience both sides of
this coin. More importantly, they need
to hear an explicit statement of the
Gospel. Second, to fully express the
good news of the Gospel, sermons
should be applicable to life today.
Preaching is concrete and reflects the
community’s experience. We express
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theological concepts such as salvation in
terms of what is happening in people’s
lives and in the life of the community.
Third, if the Gospel is to be heard,
sermons need to be preached using
language that people understand.
Preachers do well to explain theological
language and do even better to avoid
using it. Rather than concepts and
definitions, good preaching seeks to
follow Jesus’ example and use stories and
examples. Finally, sermons are urgent
and missional, leading the assembly to do
something in the coming week. Despite our
best efforts and urgent
desires, preaching
rarely brings about
earth shattering,
lifelong change.
Preaching works over
time, forming the
faithful gradually like
water polishing rocks
in an ever-moving
stream. Leading God’s
people to respond to
the Gospel by doing
something concrete in
the coming week is an
admirable goal for any sermon. The
assembly’s initial response to the sermon
is participation in the liturgy. We do not
applaud or give the preacher a standing
ovation. Instead, the assembly gives God
thanks and praise within the context of
worship. We might say that preaching
Christ crucified leaves the hearers with a
eucharistic attitude—"1 want to give God
thanks and praise.” This is distinct from
“I' want to feel good.” We can come away
from a sermon keenly aware of our failure
to be God’s people, but still thanking
and praising God for our new life in
Christ.

In preparation for their response in
the world, the assembled people of God
respond in worship to the good news
they hear in the sermon. The liturgy—
the context of worship—both shows us
how to give God thanks and praise and
offers us the chance to do so. In the

Liturgy of the Word, the Spirit
gathers a diverse group of indi-
viduals and forms them into a
worshiping body. When Scripture
is read and preached, God speaks
to God’s people. In faithfulness to
the readings appointed for the
day, the preacher proclaims our
need for God’s grace and freely
offers that grace. The Word of
God that is preached elicits a
response from those who hear it.
When the Gospel is preached,
that response is one of thanks and
praise for God’s
love in Christ.
Liturgical ele-
ments—hymns,
creed, prayers,
peace, offering,
and Holy Com-
munion—reinforce
the message of the
sermon and
provide the
assembly with the
words, actions and
opportunity to
respond to the
message in faith. Special care
should therefore be taken to
coordinate all the elements of
worship to insure that they
support each other.

Preaching also equips the
community to respond in thanks
and praise by explaining the
liturgy. Luther called preaching
the exposition of the mass. In the
sermon the Word is proclaimed
publicly, while in the Lord’s
Supper the promise is given to
each person individually. In this
way the Lord’s Supper confirms
what the sermon proclaims—
Christ crucified and risen, his
body and blood, given and shed,
for you—and empowers those
assembled to live the new life to
which the sermon calls them.

Continued on page 4
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Preaching prepares the assembly to
celebrate and receive the sacrament
by guaranteeing that God’s word of
promise is proclaimed and heard. In
this way, the fixed forms of the liturgy
become the expression of the spirit
and freedom of a particular people.
Thus, preaching helps us to under-
stand what we are doing in worship
and why we do it.

Yet, the relationship of sermon
and liturgy is not
one-sided. Just as
preaching pre-
pares the assem-
bly to celebrate
the liturgy, so,
too, the liturgy
shapes preaching
in several ways.
First, festivals and
seasons help us to
hear the Gospel
from different
perspectives and
with different
emphases. For
example, in
Advent we celebrate the good news
that Christ will come again and on
Pentecost we hear of the Spirit of the
risen Christ being poured out upon
us. Second, the language of prayer
and Scripture, ritual action, physical
environment, and structures of
ministry all cooperate to form a
specific style that influences the style
and content of the sermon.* The
shape of the liturgy suggests con-
straints on the form of preaching (for
example, the sermon cannot be two
hours long!) and the liturgy itself
teaches the preacher how to image
theological concepts such as praise,
salvation, grace, sin, and repentance.
Geoffrey Wainwright asserts that the
constant features and qualitative
wholeness of the liturgy also provide
preaching with a certain freedom.’
Surrounded as it is by the stable
elements of Scripture readings, creed,

and Eucharistic Prayer, the unrepeatable
sermon can afford a certain boldness of
mind and heart as it seeks to bring home
the Christian message imaginatively and
penetratingly to a particular group of
people at a particular time and place. As
long as the traditional actions of the
liturgy keep the classical expression of the
faith before the people, the preacher may
attempt new ways of communicating the
Gospel. These ways may change as
culture may demand. Thus, preaching
may occasionally take
an alternative form
such as music, drama,
dialogue or multime-
dia.

The point: Rather
than being either an
interruption of the
liturgical action or the
main event for which
everything else in
worship is but window
dressing, preaching is
integral to the liturgy.
The freshness of the
sermon and the stabil-
ity of the liturgy
complete each other. While preaching
speaks through the ears to the mind and
heart, the lessons contained in the
objects, gestures and outward signs of the
liturgy have great power because truths
reach us through all of the senses.
Gordon Lathrop describes this relation-
ship of Word and Sacrament in another
way. Lathrop rightly observes that
speaking about God with just one
“word”—one connected and logical
discourse, for example--almost inevitably
means speaking a distortion because it
suggests that God is a consequent idea,
not a mysterious presence.® For this
reason, in the liturgy, side by side with
the “proclaimed word,” there is also the
“visible word” of the table. Without
Scripture readings and preaching, the
“visible word” of the table may be

Continued on page 5




Worship 2000, September 5

Preaching

Continued from page 4

experienced as a sacred encounter with
God in the present time, but without
any history or any future. Similarly,
without the table, the “proclaimed
word” may easily become a lecture, a
conjecture, a distant history with no
“for you” that anchors it in present
experience. The table requires the
preacher to move toward saying in
words what the bread and cup will say.
And the sermon calls us to make our
celebration around the table larger,
“begging God to bring the time of the
great universal feast, giving a name and
a history and a future to our eating and
drinking.”” Thus, The Use of the Means of
Grace declares that “the two principal
parts of the liturgy of Holy Commun-
ion, the proclamation of the Word of
God and the celebration of the sacra-
mental meal, are so intimately con-
nected as to form one act of worship.”®
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Revised Common Lectionary Texts

Online Helps

Complete, readable texts for years A, B and C of the Revised Common
Lectionary. The site includes both the “semi-continuous,” and the “typologically
related” Old Testament readings. Note: The ELCA uses the typologically related
Old 'Iestament readings. On this site, semi-continuous Old Testament readings
are listed before the typologically related Old Testament readings.

Go to: http:/divinitylibraryvanderbilt.edu/lectionary

Brief RCL Lections Commentary

Provides brief one or two paragraph commentaries on the RCL readings,
distilled from many reputable commentary sources.
Go to: http:/www.montreal.anglican.org/comment

General Preaching Helps

resources.

Ideal for the rare occasions when preachers are willing, but weary.
Includes readable texts from RCL (including both semi-continuous and
typological tracks), ideas of children’s sermons, preachers' chat room, prayer

Go to: http://www.desperatepreacher.com
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Preaching Basics: a Model and a
Method (Liturgy Training Publica-
tions) by Edward Foley, Capuchin.
This resource provides insight into
liturgical preaching and a way of
homily preparation that works.
Included are a definition of
liturgical preaching, a model for a
preacher to use, and a method for
preparing to preach, using seasonal
reflection and a day-by-day plan.
$12. Order code PREACH, ISBN
1-56854-170-8. To order, call 800/
933-1800.

Best Advice for Preaching (Fortress
Press) editor, John S. McClure.

A bright new resource for the
working preacher, Best Advice for
Preaching garners the preaching
wisdom of America’s most out-
standing preachers and
homileticians. A collaborative
effort of 27 seasoned preachers,
men and women from a variety of
religious traditions and ethnic
backgrounds, this guide is designed
to improve all phases of the
practice of preaching. The authors
freely share their experiences and
wisdom on a host of topics such as
the initial call to preach, discipline,
study patterns, conveying a mes-
sage, using the lectionary, coordi-
nating with the church year,
preaching sermon series, illustrat-
ing sermons, keeping notes and
files, how to organize material,
polishing the sermon, delivery, and
more. $14. ISBN 0-8006-2997-3. To
order, call 800/328-4648

A Little Book for Preachers, 101
Ideas for Better Sermons (Augsburg
Fortress) by James E. Miller. A
powerhouse of ideas, insights and
resources for preachers. The perfect
gift for anyone who delivers
sermons. Inspired by his daughter’s
decision to enter seminary, and
drawn from his own preaching and
speaking experience, Miller’s book
is filled with essential tips on
effective preaching: “Preparing the
Preacher,” “Preparing the Sermon,”
“Preparing for Worship,” “Preach-

ing the Sermon,” and “Finishing the
Process"—101 invaluable ideas in all.
$6.99. Order code 0-8066-2991-6.
To order, call 800/328-4648.

Augsburg Sermons 3, Year C, Luke
(Augsburg Fortress). This third of
three new Augsburg sermon volumes
provides a fresh look at the Gospel
texts for Series C of the three-year
lectionary. Featuring complete
sermons for 65 Sundays and major
festivals, this book is an ideal
resource for use in denominations
following either the three—year
lectionary or a free-text tradition.
$16.99. Order code 0-8066-2620-8.
To order, call 800/328-4648.

Homiletic, Moves and Structures
(Fortress Press) by David Buttrick
(Professor of Homiletics and
Worship at Vanderbilt Divinity
School). Buttrick presents a com-
plete homiletic that focuses on how
sermons form in consciousness and
how the language of preaching
functions in the communal
consciousness of a congregation. His
“phenomenological” approach marks
a sharp departure from older
homiletics. $24. Order code 8-0006-
2096-8. To order, call 800/328-4648.

Remembering the Women:

Women’s Stories from Scripture for
Sundays and Festivals (Liturgy
Training Publications) compiled by
J. Frank Henderson, foreword by
Marjorie Proctor-Smith, contains
stories still told in churches and
stories that have been forgotten.
Discover hundreds of scriptural
passages witnessing to the presence
of women in the Bible. Find stories
that use feminine images of God,
stories that use imagery based on
the physical lives of women, and
stories that refer to the female
figure of Holy Wisdom. Ideal for
groups praying in common, for
inspiring sermons and homilies, for
preparing liturgies for which
specific readings are not assigned,
and for personal reflection. $25.
Order code, 1-5685-4174-0. To order,
call 800/328-4648.

How to Reach us by
Phone or E-mail:

The Division for Congregational
Ministries worship staff welcomes your
questions. Reach us by phone or E-mail
in the following ways:

Through our site on the ELCA home
page, http://www.elca.org/decm/worship.

We are available by phone at 1-800/
638-3522. Personal messages can also
be sent through the Internet from any
online system to

Dr. Paul R. Nelson, director for worship,
ext. 2552; pnelson@elca.org

Ruth A. Allin, associate director for
worship program coordination, ext.
2587; rallin@elca.org

Kevin Anderson, associate director for
worship and music education, ext.
2559; KAnderson@elca.org

Katherine Carter, administrative staff
for worship, ext. 2812;
kecarter@elca.org

Rhonda Griffith, administrative assistant
for worship, ext. 2590; rgriffit@elca.org

The Rev. Ted Schroeder, director for
congregational resource development,
ext. 2569; schroede@elca.org

The Rev. Karen M. Ward, associate
director for worship, (editor of Worship
2000), ext. 2577; kward@elca.org

Scott C. Weidler, associate director for
worship and music, ext. 2554;
sweidler@elca.org
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