
[image: Cover: Mark R. Glanville, Preaching in a New Key, Crafting Expository Sermons in Post-Christian Communities, InterVarsity Press]



[image: Title page: Mark R. Glanville, Preaching in a New Key, Crafting Expository Sermons in Post-Christian Communities, InterVarsity Press]


To my father, 

George Glanville

in gratitude for your infectious love for
Scripture and for your unconditional love.





  

    
      Acknowledgments

    

    
      AS IT TAKES A TRIBE TO RAISE A CHILD, it takes a tribe to raise a preacher. Surely, any skills we acquire as preachers (or as teachers of preaching) have been inspired and shaped by others. From my kayaking buddy Bob, who helped me to recognize that visual learners need preachers to give them something to look at (see chapter eleven), to my psychologist friends who help me to understand my inner caves (see chapter one), to the masters of the craft, such as Frank Thomas, who have slowed down long enough to show us all how that do it, everything I offer comes from others. You will meet many of the people who have shaped my preaching and teaching in these pages, so I will not repeat myself by naming them all here.

      Yet, it is not only wisdom for preaching that fuels effective sermons but wisdom for life. This book shows that effective preaching comes from a lifetime of living, decades of growing in tenderness toward others and toward Jesus. So I thank all those who have raised me: my father, George; my mother, June (no longer with us); and even my children, Mahla and Lewin. I thank, especially, my wife, Erin, who raises me daily. Erin’s insight as a cultural exegete animates every chapter. I thank our Aussie family, Sarah and Luke, and their dear ones. And I thank our Canadian family, Ben, Britt, and Brie, and their dear ones. Because it takes a tribe to raise a preacher, I am indebted to every friend who has loved me and modeled for me the wisdom of Christ.

      It takes a tribe to raise a book. A group gathered at Brooksdale Farm, A Rocha, to offer feedback on a draft. This gathering included Diana Gee, Erin Glanville, Matt McCoy, Sarah Jeong, Noah Collins, David Groen, Ross Lockhart, Ella Emsheimer, Jeff Schuliger, and Drew Melton. Jeff Schuliger improved the book with his outstanding editorial skills. My teaching assistants, Noah Collins and Daniel Melvill Jones, also offered valuable editorial comments. Eugene Hor and Toni Kim offered comments on early drafts of select chapters. I am grateful to them all.

      Michael Goheen generously shared with me his preaching lecture notes, alongside countless conversations. I am grateful to Lois and Paul Carter, and Rosemary Toye and Tim Klauke, who financially supported this project, and to Richard Vanderkooy, who offered bookkeeping skills.

      The artwork of Ella Emsheimer brings this book alive. As I wrote each chapter, it brought me incredible joy to receive Ella’s illustrations for the chapter I had just completed. Ella has expressed my words with an artistic intuition, infusing each graphic with emotion. I am grateful to Sandra Park, who first suggested that this book would benefit from visual illustrations.

      I am deeply grateful to my editor, Rachel Hastings, for our ongoing partnership. The team at IVP Academic partners with its authors with extraordinary grace and skill. This includes Alexandra Horn, Krista Clayton, Karin DeHaven, and Jon Boyd.

      







  

    
      
        [image: The head and shoulders of a smiling man with wavy hair and glasses.]

      

      







  

    
      
        [image: A page from a “preaching sketchpad,” featuring various notes and doodles.]

     









  

    Introduction



    
      YOU CANNOT PREACH WITHOUT LIVING. I preached my first-ever sermon on the seven seals of Revelation 6. Aged nineteen, I had just read a good book on Revelation. Thrilled at the thought of sharing my latest discoveries about this complex passage, I unpacked everything I had learned through my studies to the congregation. My excitement was met with amusement by my piano teacher, Phyllis, and it seemed she was not the only one. My own father, while encouraging, gently told me over Sunday lunch that perhaps a simpler passage might have landed a bit better with the congregation.

      My first sermon on the seven seals exposed how it takes more than a book to learn to preach—whether a book on Revelation or this book you are holding in your hand. The art of preaching grows out of a lifetime of serving, listening, studying, making, practicing justice, growing in self-awareness, forgiving, and being forgiven.

      Perhaps our most real sermon will be the one we preach in our last week of life, looking back over our life. But while our deathbed may grant us perspective, we do not preach from there; we preach from the middle of life. And our lives are embodied—native to particular neighborhoods, interpreted within fast-changing cultures, interwoven in communities, incarnated in churches seeking to bear witness. We preach from the middle of life.

      Yet, why? Why preach at all, given the vast shift into post-Christian cultures and given the pressing need for fresh imagination for the life and witness of our churches? People are asking what the point of a sermon is. Should we preach at all? Undoubtedly, cultural shifts are real, and we must attune our preaching to them. Yet, precisely because of these shifts, unless our people encounter Christ on the Lord’s Day, unless people meet Christ in the word, they will swap out church for Sunday brunch.

      Shortly before Paul’s death, the great apostle to the Gentiles exhorted his trusted partner Timothy, “Preach the word” (2 Tim 4:2 NIV). Preaching can be participatory; preaching can and should be creative (I often preach from the piano), and yet we are always directly and demonstrably unpacking the Word of God in Scripture, nourishing one another to faithfully play our part in the story of redemption. We preach the Word, as Maggie Low puts it, “to invite listeners to encounter Christ.”1

      The cultural shift toward post-Christian society calls for two significant shifts in the practice of expository preaching. First, we need to understand the complexity of faith in this season and learn to hold out the Word of life sensitively and effectively. While in the past we could generally assume that people in our church had a simple and secure faith in Jesus and agreed with the authority of Scripture, this is no longer the case. Preaching should aim to nourish faith in Jesus. Second, following the example of the biblical authors, preaching should aim to nourish communities of hope, communities that receive and extend the healing of Christ in particular neighborhoods. We need to shift from an overly individualistic approach within traditional expository preaching.

      These two significant shifts in what is required of preaching come alongside other necessary shifts, such as

      
        	
          valuing beauty

        

        	
          a preacher’s holistic health

        

        	
          trauma-informed preaching

        

        	
          a hermeneutic of witnessing community

        

        	
          a preacher’s posture

        

        	
          biblical kinship

        

        	
          fresh phrases that connect

        

        	
          preaching seemingly violent and misogynistic texts intentionally

        

        	
          preaching texts calling us to justice

        

        	
          awareness of which voices are centered . . . and much more.

        

      

      In a nutshell, Preaching in a New Key responds to the pressing need to recontextualize expository preaching for today. It is an introductory textbook that teaches the craft of expository preaching from the ground up. It is also written for practitioners who have been traveling the road of preaching for a long time and recognize that it is time to reset their compasses.

      
        A Preaching Jazz Pianist

        When I look back over my life and notice the times my preaching has reinvented itself, I feel grateful for the many moments of learning and growth. During my twenties, I worked as a professional jazz pianist. I also gave hundreds of evangelizing talks at outreach events and in the school where I taught. I trained others and experimented with speaking about Jesus from the piano. If there is one lesson from those days that I still carry with me, it is the power of retelling stories about Jesus from the four Gospels. Telling stories about Jesus clearly, with simplicity and depth, is powerful, whomever we are speaking with.

        In my late twenties, I trained at a reformed Presbyterian seminary in Australia. Haddon Robinson’s book Biblical Preaching was my ready-at-hand guide.2 Then I started out pastoring in a relatively poor government-housing area in Western Sydney, Australia. This neighborhood and its people gave much more to me than I ever gave to them, forming me deeply. As a bright-eyed, young, Reformed preacher, I prepared studiously (which is a good thing), eagerly translating from the original language (not for everyone). Listening to my sermons was sometimes akin to running an ultramarathon.

        Soon our church began to serve the neighborhood. From open-invitation feasts on the front lawn to English-as-a-second language classes for newcomers to Australia, we began sharing in the life of our neighborhood, and people came to Christ. This in turn shaped my Bible reading and preaching. In those days I began to realize that Scripture is shaping God’s people to be the presence of Christ in a particular place. I began to preach in the same way, nourishing our witness in life, word, and deed in our particular place.

        At the same time, I engaged deeply with literature from missiology (e.g., Lesslie Newbigin), Christian ethics (e.g., Juan Luis Segundo, Ronald J. Sider), Dutch Reformed theology (e.g., Abraham Kuyper), and Old Testament studies (I eventually wrote a PhD on Deuteronomy). This study helped me to read the Bible for all it is worth and to understand it for my context. Yet, as I grew theologically, I found it difficult to integrate what I was learning into my preaching. This led me to another realization: as our interpretation of Scripture deepens, integrating it into our preaching takes years of intentionality.

      

      
      
        Nourishing Faith and Contrastive Community

        In 2011, our family moved to Vancouver, Canada, where I pastored in a Christian Reformed Church, a Dutch immigrant community. In those days Tim Keller was helpfully coaching preachers to always preach in a way that is winsome for people outside the church. “Preach as if they are there, and they will be there,” Keller would say. Keller’s advice was and is insightful, and Keller was a master: “Preach as if they are there.” I worked hard to do just that.

        While pastoring in the Christian Reformed Church, I sensed a cultural shift: it was so difficult for our young adults to believe in Jesus, even those who had grown up in the church. Over many pastoral conversations, I noticed that Christianity made less and less sense for many millennials. It did not resonate with their experience of the world; we might say it was outside their plausibility structure. (By plausibility structure I mean the interconnected matrix of values and experiences that shape how we interpret the world.) For these millennials, Christianity was becoming harder to believe, mostly at a preconscious level. I recall chatting with two university students after church. While assuring me that they would keep coming to church, they were by no means sure that the Christian faith was true. As they spoke, I realized that this was not the faith-versus-science or new-atheism kind of conversation I had been used to. I was good at engaging with rational argumentation, but this was different. For them, the disconnect ran along the lines of their experience of life, at the level of plausibility. The presence of many other religious traditions in our city, some with attractive embodied practices, contributed to their uncertainty.

        In time, I moved into a new pastoral role in East Van, as we call it, an artistic hub of our fascinating and thoroughly post-Christian city, Vancouver. Our new church was full of artists and social workers; as a church and as individuals, we were deeply engaged in the life and grief of our East Van neighborhood. Over years of meals and conversations, I had formed a trusting relationship with Kate, a professional artist in her late twenties. She shared with me her growing doubts in her journey with Christ. “Evangelicalism seems so cold-hearted,” she would say. “Why doesn’t the church care about the creation? And about art and artists?” We both knew that our own church cared about these things, but the negligence of the broader church on these issues worried her. In fact, it rocked her faith. One damp afternoon during the fall of 2016, Kate told me hesitatingly that she was going to take twelve months off attending church to give herself space to sort out her faith. We are still good friends, but Kate never returned regularly to worship. Kate no longer identifies as Christian.

        Kate was experiencing a profound disconnect between her values and the wider church: values around beauty, justice, community, and creation (of course, these values are found throughout Scripture). This disconnect of values amplified a disconnect that was already there, a baseline of disconnection between Christian faith and her life experience: for Kate, like my two young friends in the Christian Reformed Church, Christianity did not resonate at the level of plausibility.

        In 2016 I learned to recognize this disconnection of plausibility and values that Kate experienced. I also realized that this is the experience of many people who remain in the church, not only young people but people of all ages, including boomers. Many people in your church are also struggling with doubt—not a doubt that can be solved at a rational level but a doubt that resides at the level of plausibility and of values.

        
          [image: A worried-looking girl sitting cross-legged has various doubts at the level of plausibility and values.]

        

        Let us return to Keller’s helpful line, “Preach as if they are there and they will be there.” Keller used this line to refer to people who did not know Jesus. The emerging reality is that the “they” includes many people who regularly attend church, along with those who were brought up in the church. This is not to say that many people in the church do not know Jesus but that people who are faithfully turning up to church struggle to believe in a way that they did not ten years ago. In post-Christian cities, it is difficult to believe, and so preachers are always nourishing faith—everybody’s faith—in a contested space. Preachers are nourishing their church to be a community of hope and justice, a community to which people like Kate can belong and find healing in their faith. These are our goalposts as preachers.

        Returning to the story, our East Van church embodied Christ’s love in our neighborhood in creative and costly ways, seeking justice for people on the margins and discerning ways of living well in creation. In this way, we were living as a community of hope in the name of Jesus (in this book I often refer to such communities as “contrastive communities” or “incarnational communities”). I began to more deeply understand the importance of the shared life of a witnessing community. I grew in my ability to preach to nourish our shared life in our particular place as we sought to both embody and put words to the gospel.

        Today I train Christian leaders in Vancouver and beyond. In my own preaching practices I am seeking to integrate jazz piano more naturally in my preaching. I am also seeking to explore untold themes and stories in Scripture, such as a biblical ethic of kinship. In my journey I have traveled from a traditional approach to expository preaching toward an approach that is calibrated to post-Christian contexts. For new preachers, this book aims to train you to preach within post-Christian contexts from the get-go, learning to preach in a way that is contextualized from the start. This new generation of preachers has the exciting task of forging a new path for a new era, bringing to expository preaching creativity, pastoral sensitivity, and a tenderness that forms beautiful churches. This book is also for experienced preachers. Like me, you are resetting your coordinates mid-journey. For all readers—newbies and seasoned preachers—this book is like a backcountry hiking store, where you can collect tools and supplies for the journey of preaching.

      

      
      
        Cultural Context and the Preaching Conversation

        I use the phrase “traditional expository preaching” to refer to the method of preaching that I was trained in, as reflected in the methods of teachers such as Haddon Robinson, Bryan Chapell, Sidney Greidanus, and others. I am grateful for this legacy, in particular for its conviction of the power of the Word, and for the thoughtful guidance in these books for moving from the text to the sermon. This book shares these important emphases. Yet traditional expository preaching is not attuned to the dynamics that I named in the opening paragraphs, namely, contested faith; the need for communities of hope, beauty, and holistic health; a hermeneutic of witness and justice; and so on.

        Preachers trained in the traditional expository mode might hesitate at the thought of any new direction for expository preaching, asking, “Shouldn’t we just explain and apply the text?” The impulse behind this hesitation is understandable: Are we not preaching God’s unchanging word, which is “sure, making wise the simple” (Ps 19:7)? Where, then, is the need for fresh thinking?

        We need fresh thinking because, whether we are aware of it or not, preaching is always contextualized. Fifty years ago, most Westerners not only identified as Christian, but they relied on a local church (that they may or may not have attended) “to conduct spiritual practices, ritualize life moments . . . inspire morality . . . mark holidays, support family.”3 Those who attended church walked to church with their Bibles literally under their arms. The preacher finished his sermon by saying, “And all God’s people said . . . ,” and the congregation willingly responded, “Amen” (the volume of their response often depended on the length of the sermon: the shorter, the louder). In my church growing up, we all assumed that the Bible was the Word of God, and we knew we would come back next Sunday to hear another sermon. This in turn shaped the way preachers preached: they simply expounded the text. Here is the rub: this is the cultural context in which many of the preaching textbooks still in use were written.4 Robinson’s book was literally written for Jimmy Carter’s America. There is another group of prominent textbooks, written more recently, that nonetheless assumes the same increasingly outdated cultural realities.5 While these more recent books certainly work for some present-day contexts, more and more communities find that this mode of preaching does not resonate.

        The point is that there is no such thing as culturally neutral preaching; we need to calibrate expository preaching to the context in which we preach.6 So much has changed, and the preaching conversation has not kept up. It seems to me that most preaching in the West is calibrated to Western culture at the turn of the millennium, if not earlier. The rich conversation around Black preaching is an exception to this trend.7 Leading Black preachers are learning from narrative and call-and-response aspects of their tradition, preaching with a blues tonality to address new cultural moments (I will say more in chapter six).

        
          
            There is no such thing as culturally neutral preaching.

          

        

        Here are just four of the many ways in which people’s experience of preaching and faith has shifted (chapter three explores these dynamics more fully). For one, a good number of people in our churches do not assume that Scripture is authoritative; rather, they have complex relationships with Scripture. For another, ecclesial authority is diminished, and pastoral scandals have reduced the respect people have for preachers.8 Also, many people of every age long for the church to truly be a community of hope, a people who reflect the tenderness of Jesus. And many people lament the absence of aesthetics and beauty in the church. Our approach to expository preaching must be attuned to these four realities and many more.

        Importantly, our preaching methods have also not kept pace with the rich conversation around witness, which is so vital for the church today. Pastors seek to lead “missionally,” and yet they have a thin conception of what it means for a community to witness in life, word, and deed, and how to preach in order to get there.9

        A shadow side of traditional expository preaching is that many of its practitioners give the impression that theirs is the one and only way to preach biblically. Familiarity with diverse cultural expressions of preaching shows us that there is more than one way to preach the Bible, each with its strengths and weaknesses. The White, male, North American traditional expository preaching method has been exported throughout the world, to some degree at the expense of Indigenous preaching methods.10

        Moving to today, it is difficult to overstate the significance of the cultural shift we are experiencing. In our lifetime, our societies have become (or are becoming) post-Christian. The union of Christianity and the state fostered seventeen hundred years ago by the Edict of Milan (313 CE) during the reign of Constantine the Great has become undone. If there is not a pressing need to recontextualize preaching now, then there will never be such a need.

        There have been some notable attempts at recasting the preaching conversation in recent years, including books by Graham Johnson (2001) and Tim Keller (2015).11 Both Keller and Johnson assert that contemporary preaching has not grappled with the reality that hearers do not share traditional assumptions about the lordship of Jesus and the authority of Scripture. As Keller puts it, most preaching today “expects hearers to carry that historical imprint of Christendom.”12

        
          
            Keller and Johnson offer an approach to preaching that is both expository and thoughtfully contextualized. Yet, it is helpful to note ways in which this present book takes the conversation further. First, Keller and Johnson were unable to address the contested nature of faith in our churches today (perhaps because experiences of faith have shifted since the publication date of their books). Second, these books ignore the goal of nourishing communities of hope and justice as crucial not only for responding to our cultural moment but for faithfulness to the nature of Scripture itself. Other differences include a lack of postcolonial and trauma-informed sensitivities, which were less discussed then, as well as the conception of a preacher’s authority (as we will see). And there is a reliance on rational argumentation, which simply does not work with people like Kate.

            In addition, certain concepts Keller and Johnson use to describe culture belong to an older paradigm. For example, Keller describes this period as “an increasingly skeptical age.”a The phrase “skeptical age” has the effect of centering Christianity as the default worldview. Yet, is skeptical the right word to describe people today? To be sure, people are skeptical of institutional religion and religious authority.b But people are not staying there: untethered from traditional religion, they are busy bundling together elements from diverse traditions to make meaning for themselves, as I will describe in chapter three. While these differences may sound subtle, they are a part of a very different way of feeling out culture as preachers. Without recontextualizing preaching (yet again), people like Kate will not find a place in your church.

          

        

      

      
      
        Shifts: Subtle and Yet Seismic

        It can be difficult to discern these cultural shifts, so let me hold out for you a two-sided coin for purposes of illustration. This coin in my hand demonstrates the difference between living in a city in the fading twilight of Christian culture (e.g., many American cities) and a city in its total eclipse (e.g., Vancouver). The first side of the coin is the position of Christianity in culture. In the twilight of Christian society, Christianity continues to be a topic of conversation; in its total eclipse, Christianity is no more a topic of conversation than, say, Hinduism. Christianity has comprehensively taken its place as merely one religious tradition among many (except for Christianity’s colonial legacy). Now I flip the coin over; here is the other side: reactions to people speaking about Jesus. In the twilight of Christian society, people may react in frustration when a Christian begins speaking about Jesus; in its total eclipse, people are curious about another person’s spiritual experiences. In dialogue with one another, folks are eager to learn how other people make meaning for themselves—including Christians—and conversations often flow easily.

        
          [image: 2 coins being flipped. One is labeled “church’s position in society.” The other is labeled “speaking about Jesus.”]

        

        What does this mean for preaching? Expository preaching has never been more important. Today, people desire to know and understand the teaching of their tradition. Yet apologetics—even Keller’s approach to apologetics (undeniably brilliant as it is)—is more fitted to the fading of Christian society than to its total eclipse. For in the eclipse of Christian society, people are assessing faith at the level of plausibility and values. So we should preach to nourish churches that display the tenderness of Christ within our neighborhood: the beauty of the church is our apologetic. Yet it will take this whole book to unfold an approach to expository preaching that is calibrated for post-Christian neighborhoods.

        Some pastors reading this introduction might respond, “The traditional approach to expository preaching is working just fine for me!” This response is reasonable, for their church communities may only partially reflect the cultural shifts I am describing. A congregation may even react to these cultural shifts, desiring to turn back the clock. I find it curious to look back over my time pastoring in Western Sydney. By 2010, Australian society was essentially post-Christian. Yet my church itself did not reflect the cultural shift. That is to say, the dynamics of contested faith that I am describing were not the experience of most people in our church. So, I could preach in pretty much the same way as pastors preached back in Jimmy Carter’s America, and all was fine. Nonetheless, these cultural winds were gusting all around us. For you, these shifts will characterize your future ministry, and they are probably a subtext in your current ministry more than you realize.

        Another reason to take these shifts seriously is that our people can feel these winds in their places of work and relationships from Monday to Saturday. By recontextualizing our preaching to our post-Christian contexts, we can model for our people how to act, think, and speak in these places, reconnecting church with the rest of life.

        
          The Ironic Authority of Scripture

          
            Much of what I have said gives the impression of loss: loss of faith, loss of trust, loss of identity. Yet, in my experience, where the cultural turn brings loss, it also brings gain. I want to offer an example so that you can turn to chapter one with curiosity and hope. Consider the concept of preaching with authority. Teachers of preaching have long spoken of a desire to preach with authority.c Yet Tim Keller rightly reflects, “We live in a time when many are resistant to any hint of authority in pronouncements.”d What is this resistance to “authority in pronouncements” when it comes to preaching? It would surely be complex relationships with Scripture, complex relationships with preachers, suspicion of a preacher’s hermeneutical bias, the posture of preachers, and more.

            Yet, stripped of its cultural gravitas, Scripture has a different kind of authority, what I call the ironic authority of wisdom. This is ironic because only when Scripture lacks cultural plausibility can it freely commend itself to its hearers as a work of God and not of Christian culture. Its wisdom and beauty are now compelling, not because Scripture dwells securely within our plausibility structures but because it can be truly recognized as Spirit breathed and Spirit enlivened. As Spirit breathed (rather than culturally animated), it has the power to touch our hearts and to turn our world upside down.

            This is a season when the power of the gospel (Rom 1:16) and the efficacy of the word (Is 55:10-11) will be truly seen and experienced in ways that were obscured twenty years ago.e On the days where we feel the most resistant to Scripture, it will most surprise us. Our experience will be close to that of the apostle Paul when he wrote, “For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim 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 Cor 1:22-24).

            I am certainly not saying that those who came to faith in the past were merely engaging in cultural Christianity. Rather, I am looking ahead, saying, Do not hanker after what has been; instead, inhale the fresh night air. God is about to work powerfully among us, and you have a role to play as a preacher.

          

        

        
          
            It is only when Scripture lacks cultural plausibility that it can freely commend itself to its hearers as a work of God and not of Christian culture.

          

        

        My location in Vancouver, Canada, is significant for writing this book. Ministering in Vancouver is like being an early feedback viewer for every newly released film: we experience first the cultural narratives that are coming everywhere. Vancouver views these cultural shifts earlier than most suburbs and cities in America, for example. You may experience the cultural shifts I am describing here as a mere film trailer, but I can alert you from Vancouver that the feature film is on its way.

        I acknowledge that as a White, Australian-Canadian, male preacher, my primary influence is traditions of White, Western expository preaching. In my preaching and teaching, I seek to draw from diverse traditions, especially the Black preaching tradition that lilts with the rhythms of jazz and blues music. We all need to draw from diverse traditions and listen to diverse voices; the work of discerning a fresh approach to expository preaching for post-Christian societies requires an intercultural lens.

      

      
      
        This Book

        What do these cultural shifts mean for preaching? Given what we have said so far, you might be tempted to put this book down and develop a sermon series on religious pluralism or doubt. However, the problems and the solutions are more complex. Our new context requires more than one shift. It requires everything that is in this book and more.

        There are numerous writers we can learn from along the way. Nancy Lammers Gross and Otis Moss III have each written an outstanding book in recent years that zeroes in on specific aspects of preaching within our new context.13 In our journey we will refer to these and many other examples of helpful, contextualized books. Yet it is not enough to merely renew and update one or two aspects of preaching while maintaining the old frameworks. This is like changing the tires on a rusty car. We need to see the big picture, to recontextualize expository preaching from start to finish. That’s where Preaching in a New Key steps in. This book uniquely offers a method and theology for expository preaching in post-Christian neighborhoods as an introductory textbook for new preachers and a recalibration for experienced preachers.

        In a nutshell, this is a guidebook for preaching that forms communities to play a role in the drama of God’s redemption, contextualized to post-Christian societies. Biblical preaching, rightly performed, nourishes communities of witness—churches that receive and extend the healing of Christ in their neighborhood or city.

        The book begins with a prologue, where we examine the nature of preaching from Scripture itself. From there, Preaching in a New Key divides into four sections. Part one, “Deeper,” explores the communal and personal dimensions of preaching. It investigates how a growing awareness both of ourselves and of people’s experience of faith is crucial to effective preaching, taking us deeper than traditional expository preaching approaches.

        
          	
            Chapter one, “Deeper Self: A Preacher’s Emotional Health”: We explore how our health (as preachers), holistically conceived, affects our preaching (including our emotions, backstories, relationships, bodies, etc.).

          

          	
            Chapter two, “Deeper Church: Preaching to Nourish Our Shared Life”: We preach Scripture to nourish our community to be salt and light in our particular place.

          

          	
            Chapter three, “Deeper Context: Doubt in Post-Christendom”: We seek to understand the complexities of faith in post-Christian neighborhoods, learning to hold out the Word of life sensitively and effectively.

          

        

        Part two, “Craft,” considers the art of composing a sermon, teaching skills for writing cohesively, creatively, and compellingly.

        
          	
            Chapter four, “Composing”: We create, by following the text’s structure.

          

          	
            Chapter five, “Artisan Skills”: We hone skills, the tricks of the trade.

          

          	
            Chapter six, “Playing with Heart”: We engage emotions, by sensing God’s heart in the text.

          

          	
            Chapter seven, “Preaching Sketchpad”: We hold it all together, using a sketchpad.

          

        

        Part three, “Tradition,” is an invitation to learn our tradition—Scripture—understanding it in all its richness, correcting flawed paradigms, and learning to exegete its texts.

        
          	
            Chapter eight, “Learning the Tradition”: We address four key questions: (1) What is the biblical story? (2) What is the gospel? (3) What is the nature of witness? (4) What is biblical ethics?

          

          	
            Chapter nine, “Trusting the Tradition”: We explore the nature of Scripture’s authority and Christ-centered preaching.

          

          	
            Chapter ten, “Exegeting the Tradition”: We learn how to exegete a text (via a communal hermeneutic of witness).

          

        

        Part four, “Beauty,” explores aesthetics in preaching, not only in our use of creativity but also in our posture and imagination for the shared life of our community. The word beauty calls for an artistic intuition. It reaches beyond the mechanics of preparation, turning our attention to imagination and form.

        
          	
            Chapter eleven, “Creativity”: How can we seek beauty in preaching, using creativity, imagination, and the arts?

          

          	
            Chapter twelve, “Posture”: What is an effective manner? How can we invite participation? How can we preach interculturally? How can preaching be trauma informed?

          

          	
            Chapter thirteen, “Church”: How can we preach to nourish incarnational communities?

          

          	
            Chapter fourteen, “Justice and Violence”: How can we preach violent texts and texts about social justice?

          

        

        I then offer a concluding chapter, followed by three appendixes: appendix A, “Preaching on a Theme”; appendix B, “Preaching on a Short Text”; and appendix C, “Monday-Through-Saturday Vocations.”

        This book is a rediscovery of expository preaching as an art form, as a human form, as a culturally relevant form in our new context. The cultural shift requires much fresh imagination for the church in all its aspects, with the Bible in our hands. We will see in these chapters that as we seek this fresh imagination, far from leaving biblical literacy behind, Scripture can be at the center of our shared life in new ways.

      

      


  





  

    
Prologue

      Preach the Word




    
      BEFORE WE DIVE INTO CHAPTER ONE, which explores the inner life of a preacher, it is important to take a moment to think about the nature of preaching. Jazz music is a helpful metaphor for understanding this. In my previous book, Improvising Church: Scripture as the Source of Harmony, Rhythm, and Soul, I explain how jazz musicians immerse themselves in the jazz tradition for literally thousands of hours.1 Album after album, scales upon scales, we get the rhythms of jazz into our muscles and its melodies into our ears. Then, each time we come to play, we improvise on the tradition with lyrical creativity. We play something new for the new moment. The jazz musician’s discipline of learning the tradition is very much like the church’s task of immersing ourselves in the tradition of Scripture. Together, we get Scripture into our muscles. We learn its themes, we meet its characters, we know its stories. Then, when it comes to doing church together, we discern how to improvise new melodies on the biblical story in our neighborhood.

      This is a helpful way to understand preaching too. Each time we preach, we improvise a new melody on the biblical tradition. Our melodies connect with the heart and shine with the beauty and harmony found in Jesus; like jazz, they also hold tensions and complexities that resonate with our world and lived experiences.

      As with jazz, there is plenty of room for fresh thinking around the form of preaching. Yet the tradition is the tradition: Scripture is Scripture, and our understanding of the nature of Christian preaching is not a free-for-all, a blank space for each preacher to fill in. Christian preaching is a concept that comes to us from Scripture itself. Let us then go to Scripture to see what it means to preach.

      
        We Preach the Word

        The New Testament uses numerous terms to describe preaching, and here we explore three of these terms as particularly informative: preaching is proclamation, bearing witness, and teaching.2 Each term illuminates a different dimension of the preaching task. I am reminded of how my daughter illuminates her bedroom with different-colored LED lights. Changing the hues allows her to experience the same room with different emphases and moods. These three words have a similar effect, as each illuminates preaching with a different hue. Each of these three words connects to a Greek word used in the New Testament: kērygma (proclamation), martys (witness), and didachē (teaching).

        Proclamation. The Greek noun kērygma can be translated “proclamation” or “declaration.” The verb kēryssō refers “to the proclamation or declaration of something that is new and startling,” New Testament scholar Herman Ridderbos says.3 Yet, what is proclaimed in the New Testament? The content of the proclamation is the historical event of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Jesus is the long-awaited fulfillment of the Old Testament story, the very event on which history turns. Mark’s Gospel uses this terminology to describe Jesus’ proclamation: the kingdom of God has come at last in his life and ministry (see Mt 4:17). This is what we preach. “Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee proclaiming [kēryssō] the good news of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news’” (Mk 1:14-15).

        Paul uses it to describe his own preaching, recalling the gospel that he proclaimed to the churches: “For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire wisdom, but we proclaim [kēryssō] Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to gentiles” (1 Cor 1:22-23). These verses show that to proclaim (kēryssō) and to “preach the gospel” (e.g., Lk 1:19) have the same meaning.4 Preaching as kēryssō is a proclamation requiring a response from those who hear it.

        Witness. A witness is someone who tells others about what they have seen. The term witness (the Greek noun is martys) comes from the courtroom, where a third party gives testimony to what they have observed and experienced (e.g., Mk 14:55-56). In Acts, Jesus commissions his apostles to bear witness to him: “You will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses” (Acts 1:8; see Jn 3:32-33). The witness of the apostles is distinctive, as a one-off salvation-historical event. The apostles’ witness to what they have seen and heard becomes the foundation for the church (see 1 Pet 5:1).

        Paul uses the verbal form of this word, saying to the Ephesian elders, “But I do not count my life of any value to myself, if only I may finish my course and the ministry that I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify [martyreō] to the good news of God’s grace” (Acts 20:24). Interestingly, in his preaching and letters, Paul bears witness to more than what he saw with his eyes. He speaks of the events of Jesus’ life and death (1 Cor 15:1-5; Acts 28:23)—events he did not see. In a similar way, you and I bear witness to the Christ event, although we did not see it with our eyes. We also bear witness to how Christ is encountering us and transforming us today by the power of the resurrection.5

        Teaching. Didachē, a Greek noun meaning “teaching,” refers to instruction that builds up in the faith. The sense of didachē is reflected in Jesus’ words to Peter in his resurrection appearance on the beach, “Feed my lambs” (Jn 21:15).6 Jesus was commissioning Peter to teach the church, building the church up in him. Jesus exemplifies the act of teaching in the Sermon on the Mount, where the verb form is used: Jesus “taught them [didaskō], saying: ‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’” (Mt 5:2-3). What was Christ’s purpose in teaching his followers? Was it merely to fill their brains with information? In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is teaching his followers in order to form them as a contrastive community that displays the beauty of God. The setting itself is important: Jesus’ disciples gather around him (Mt 5:1). Jesus says to them, “A city built on a hill cannot be hid” (Mt 5:14). With these words, Jesus is using Old Testament imagery to identify his followers as the Jerusalem of the new age (“a city on a hill”; Is 2:2-5), a renewed Israel. Jesus’ didachē is gathering and forming a renewed people of God around himself—a people who display his own tenderness. We should align our preaching to this dynamic within Scripture. We teach to nourish our shared life as God’s people, as a contrastive community (I will say more on this in chapter two).

        Ridderbos observes that the New Testament often pairs teaching with proclamation (e.g., Mt 4:23). While teaching may encompass many themes, in the end it is always connected to Jesus’ life and ministry.7

        These three terms, kērygma (proclamation), martys (witness), and didachē (teaching), each illuminate different elements of the act of preaching. Sometimes social roles are described in creative ways within community-building circles today. Reflecting this genre, we could restate these three dimensions of preaching as broadcaster (proclaimer), seer (witness), and sage (teacher).

        
          
            One final thought: all three terms suggest that our heart is fully engaged when we are preaching. We are proclaiming Christ, who is everything to us and everything to the world. We ourselves have encountered Jesus, and now we bear witness. So, we seek not only to inform but to move the hearts of our people. Our people need Jesus, as Paul writes: “From him and through him and to him are all things” (Rom 11:36). As a preacher, recapture your first love (see Rev 2:4) and prayerfully invite the Spirit to recapture the hearts of your people. On the Lord’s Day, stand with your people with the Bible in your hand and remember: it is all about Jesus. Our love for Jesus creates a wholeheartedness and an intangible energy as we preach.

          

        

      

      
      
        Creativity in Context

        I have said that preaching is similar to playing jazz. Each time we preach, we improvise a new melody on the biblical tradition. Because jazz is at once deeply rooted in tradition and at the same time deeply creative, it reminds us that any divide between expository preaching and creativity is a false distinction. Preaching at its best is at the same time deeply rooted and creative. As we will see, the nature of Scripture itself demands creativity.

        The first place for creativity is contextualization. Contextualization means communicating in the forms, language, and symbols of a culture, taking into consideration the ways in which people interpret the world and make meaning for themselves. The biblical writers in both the Old and New Testaments relentlessly contextualize their proclamation.

        Take the Old Testament festivals as an example of contextualization. The festival texts call Israel to communal feasting before the Lord—remember Passover, the Feast of Unleavened Bread, the Feast of Tabernacles (e.g., Lev 23; Deut 16:1-17)? Interestingly, these festival texts of the Old Testament have literary forms that were recognizable in ancient times, for the scribes reappropriated the ancient literary forms of festival calendars. Yet, these texts also changed it up: the biblical festival calendars were shaping Israel to incorporate the refugee, the fatherless, and the widow into the community through the feasts (Deut 16:11, 14). This example displays the thoughtfulness of the Old Testament scribes as communicators, expressing God’s Word with the symbols, rituals, and forms of their culture.

        Reflecting the contextualizing practices of the Old Testament scribes who came before him, the apostle Paul relentlessly contextualizes the gospel. Paul writes, “To those under the law I became as one under the law. . . . To those outside the law I became as one outside the law. . . . I do it all for the sake of the gospel” (1 Cor 9:20-23). We too have the task of relentless contextualization. This is an act of love for our people and for the sake of the gospel. Respected teacher of preaching Jared Alcántara defines contextualization as “the intelligible interpretation and transmission of Christian faith through concepts and means that are tailor-made and custom-fit to the needs of a particular community.”8 Contextualization has a double benefit: each time we recontextualize, we experience something new about our faith. Because we are always recontextualizing the gospel, we must also refresh the preaching conversation. In fact, the art of preaching must constantly undergo a process of refinement and recontextualization.

        Yet, we should not think of contextualization as occurring only across time, for on any given Sunday there are diverse cultures present within our churches. While in this book we may speak of post-Christian culture (singular), it is more accurate to speak of cultures (plural). The cultural differences in your church likely run along the lines of ethnic groups, education, wealth, ideology, life experience, and more.
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