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  Introduction 


  Wizened or Wise? 


  I was preaching on the Incarnation from the second chapter of Philippians. I wanted my congregation to understand the rich implications   of Christ’s humanity without falling into the ancient trap of   diminishing his deity. I waxed long and carefully over the correct   understanding of the seventh verse, where the ancient hymn records that   Jesus “made himself nothing.” I even got a bit excited about the   original language wording. I pounded my fist on the pulpit to emphasize a   proper understanding of the Greek term kenosis. But the   congregation seemed to share little of my excitement. I went home   questioning whether, despite my fervor, anyone knew anything more than   when they entered church that Sunday. I had the sneaking suspicion that   more than one spouse asked the other on the way home what the pastor was   so worked up about that morning—only to be answered by shrugged   shoulders. 


  A few weeks after my kenosis sermon,   our church hosted a missions conference. Paul and Carolyn London from   Sudan Interior Mission were our speakers. To my horror, on the first   Sunday morning of the conference Paul announced that he would be   preaching on the same passage of Philippians I had so recently   expounded. I feared the congregation would be frustrated at this   redundancy since I had just explained the text so thoroughly. My fears   initially seemed to be confirmed. The missionary began his message by   emphasizing the continuing divinity of Christ just as I had. He narrowed   his exposition to verse 7 just as I had. Then, however, his preaching   took a different turn. Instead of concentrating on the Greek   translation, the experienced missionary explained the text this way: 


   


  Where Carolyn and I minister in Africa the strongest man of the tribe is the chief. You might think this is because the chief must wear a very large headdressand heavy ceremonial robes,but there are other reasons, as you shall soon see. 


  Water   is very scarce where these people live, so they have to dig deep wells.   These are not wells as we know them—with brick walls, a pulley, and a   bucket at the end of a rope. The African people sink a narrow well shaft   as much as 100 feet into the ground. Even though the well is deep, the   ground water of that dry land seeps very slowly into it and there is   never a drop to waste. If the water were too easy to reach, the people   might not use it sparingly, or an enemy might steal the next day’s   supply at night. So, the tribesmen cut a1ternating slits into the wall   of the well all the way down to the water. By alternating his weight   from one leg to the other, a man can use these slits as steps to walk   down the shaft to the water. Only the largest, strongest men can make   the arduous climb down the well and back up again with a full water skin   for the whole tribe. 


  One   day a man carrying water out of the shaft fell and broke his leg. He   lay at the bottom of the well. No one dared to help because no one had   the strength to make the climb carrying another man. The chief was   summoned. When he saw the plight of the injured man, he doffed his   massive headdress and discarded his ceremonial robe.   Then the chief climbed down into the well, took the weight of the   injured man on himself, and brought the man to safety. The chief did   what no one else could do. 


  This   is just what Jesus did for us. He came down to rescue us by taking the   weight of our sin on himself. He put aside his heavenly honors, just as   the chief put aside his headdress and robe, in order to save us. But let   me ask you a question, friends. When that chief took off his headdress   and robe, did he stop being the chief? No, of course not. In the same   way, when Jesus “made himself nothing” and put aside his heavenly glory,   he never ceased being God. 


   


  I   stood beside Paul London as he shook hands with the people leaving   church that morning. Almost everyone said something about the story he   told. The most common comment was, “I never understood that verse until you explained it that way.” No one was trying to insult me. Probably not one in fifty even remembered my kenosis epic. But now they not only remembered the Scripture, they understood   it. The missionary’s illustration had more than entertained. It had   communicated biblical truth effectively—more effectively than my   propositions. 


  The   experience shook me because it challenged some of my basic assumptions   about preaching. Only a few weeks earlier I had nodded in agreement when   a wizened visiting professor leaned back in his armchair in our den and   began a ten-minute complaint against the faults of current   preaching—chief among them the use of illustrations. “All we do is   entertain people,” he said. “It is not enough just to preach. Now we   must tell stories and be comedians. It’s all because of TV. People just   cannot sit and think anymore. We have to parade illustrations before   them like hosts of a variety show. I will sprinkle some illustrations in   my sermons because I must in order to make people listen, but how I   hate it.” 


  I   had heard this attitude expressed many times. I accepted its validity   in part because it was often expressed by those I respected. I also   adopted the attitude because I could identify with this eminent   scholar’s discomfort over pandering to an audience’s weaknesses in order   to hold attention on God’s Word. I have sensed the inappropriateness of   my own calculated use of illustrations and have looked down on those   who seem to rely on them without shame. Still, something wonderful had   happened when Paul London spoke. The truth I valued had rung clearly in   the hearts of my people, and I could sense no compromise in the man or   the message. 


  My   mind began to whirl with questions I previously had not dared to ask. I   expected the scholar to be right, yet I witnessed my congregation   sharing little of his antipathy for illustrations. The church seemed to   reflect attitudes common among evangelicals. Unless the preaching   degenerates into “just telling stories,” people do not complain about   the illustrative content of sermons. In fact, congregations seem to   think illustrations are often the most memorable, informative, and   moving portions of many sermons. Is this because laypeople just do not   appreciate good preaching? Is it, as the professor suggested, because   television dominates the expectations and diminishes the capabilities of   the modern mind? Or, could it be that illustrations contain a hidden   dynamic of living truth that captures attention and furthers   understanding in a way that no other sermonic tool can match? Such was   my dilemma: Should I believe my colleague or my experience with the   Londons? 


  The   more I considered the contrast in my own recent experience and the   scholar’s assessment, the more questions I had. The use of illustrations   has persisted through nearly two thousand years of Western preaching.   My mailbox still overflows weekly with advertisements for periodicals,   card catalogs, and computer services that market sermonic illustrations.   Preachers as well as laypeople seem to have an almost insatiable   appetite for this material. Have so many abandoned solid preaching, or   do they instinctively know illustrations make their preaching more   effective? As a conscientious preacher I recognized that, while   responsible, biblical preaching must never pander to worldly pragmatics,   neither must it reject an age-old tool without fully evaluating its   usefulness. My search for some answers about the value of illustrations   led to some unanticipated conclusions, which are the foundation of this   book. 


  I   discovered that today’s congregations are not necessarily more   dependent on illustrations than their historic Christian predecessors.   Television has certainly changed our public-speaking expectations, but   it does not seem radically to have changed the way the human mind   functions and processes information. The mind yearns for, and needs, the   concrete to anchor the abstract. 


  To   say that illustrations aid the intellect, however, does not mean that   they are merely a cognitive crutch. Illustrations are not supplemental   to good exposition; they are a necessary form of exposition in which   biblical truths are explained to the emotions and the will as well as to   the intellect. Illustrations will not allow mere head knowledge. They   exegete Scripture in the terms of human experience to create a   whole-person understanding of God’s Word. By framing biblical truths in   the world in which we live and move and have our being, illustrations   unite our personalities, our pasts, our present, our affections, our   fears, our frustrations, our hopes, our hearts, our minds, and our souls   in the understanding of that which is divine. They are integral to   effective preaching, not merely because they may entertain or clarify, but because they expand and deepen the applications the mind and heart can make. 


  The   purpose of this book is to demonstrate why and how illustrations can be   used in biblical preaching. My motivation is twofold: (1) I want to   share an appreciation for the ways in which the effective use of   illustrations can reach the people of God with the truths of his Word;   and (2) I love the truths of God’s Word more than illustrations. The   complaint of my senior colleague is not without basis. Illustrations can   be, and often are, used for all the wrong reasons. If this book can   help provide insight into the proper use and development of   illustrations in biblical preaching, then perhaps we can avoid the uses   that damage our messages and preach with greater clarity of content and   purity of purpose. 


  The   charge to do no harm with illustrations has created an added obligation   since I first wrote this book a decade ago. In the intervening years   the narrative principles that underscroe the importance of sermonic   illustrations have enjoyed a flowering influence that has swept across   the homiletics landscape. Now we speak about narrative sermons as much   as we speak about narrative illustrations in sermons. The shift from   illustrating propositions in expository messages to substituting   narrative for propositional truth in entire messages has been pronounced   and pervasive. Lest preachers make this shift without an awareness of   what may be sacrificed in the rush to satisfy our culture’s thirst for   “personal experience” and antipathy for “Scriptural authority,” I have   included new material in the appendix on “The Limits of Narrative.” My   goal is not to deny the power of narrative but to keep it functioning   according to biblical principles. 


  My   goal is to keep occasions such as when Paul London spoke so effectively   from being isolated or rare. The power and integrity with which he   expressed the Word of God can be duplicated. This does not diminish the   wonderful impact of his words. It gives us hope that our words can be   just as effective when we understand the illustrative tools he so   masterfully employed. 







 

  PART ONE



  Background and Theory:


  DECIDING ABOUT


    ILLUSTRATIONS  
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  1 


  The Art and the Argument 


  crisis in Preaching 


  Widespread   dissatisfaction with preaching cuts across our churches. The   disenchantment began to boil to the surface almost a generation ago.   Young and old alike complained of preaching that was lost in   abstraction, buried in jargon, and frozen in formula words incapable of   firing the courage or of forging the answers needed for an age of   unprecedented change. Thoughts too lofty to touch the realities of life   precipitated criticism, the like of which American preachers had not   endured since battles over slavery eroded public reverence for pulpit   robes. Preachers cried for answers. Experts studied, surveyed, and   assessed. 


  Clyde Reid offered the perspective of religious professionals: 


   


  (1)   Preachers tend to use complex, archaic language which the average   person does not understand; (2) most sermons today are dull, boring, and   uninteresting; (3) most preaching today is irrelevant; (4) preaching   today is not courageous preaching; (5) preaching does not communicate;   (6) preaching does not lead to change in persons; (7) preaching has been   overemphasized. 


  Reuel Howe spoke to laypeople and catalogued similar complaints: 


  (1)   sermons often contain too many complex ideas; (2) sermons have too much   analysis and too little answer; (3) sermons are too formal and too   impersonal; (4) sermons use too much theological jargon; (5) sermons are too propositional, not enough illustrations; (6) too many sermons simply reach a dead end and give no guidance to commitment and action.1 


  The crisis continues. These seminal surveys and many subsequent   studies have triggered an explosion of works advocating novel   approaches to preaching. Baby and bathwater often seem flung out the   back door together in this rush to develop new forms. Time will tell   whether the new approaches have enduring value. What is obvious now is   that few seem satisfied. The willingness of so many to experiment with   so important a spiritual task highlights how desperate many consider   their situation. Both pulpit and pew echo the concern that too many   sermons have no direct connection with everyday life. 


  This   book contends that preachers who properly develop and use   life-situation illustrations in expository messages already possess a   powerful corrective for the crisis in contemporary preaching. Such   illustrations live where people live. They communicate meaning by common   experience and, thus, do not allow biblical truths to fly over heads or   reside in the surreal world of doctrinal jargon and abstract principle.   Through this vehicle, true communication takes place and sermons   themselves are filled with vibrant life. 


  Definitions 


  Preachers   searching for illustrative materials soon find a variety of options   available to use in their messages. The array of alternatives can itself   create important questions about the types of illustrative content that   best suit a sermon. The following hierarchy ranks such material by its   complexity and relative emphasis on “lived-body” (i.e., descriptive)   details:2 


   


  An Illustrative Hierarchy


  Novella   


  Allegory   


  Parable
   

  Illustration   


  Allusion


  Example   


  Analogy   


  Figure of Speech 


  The   illustrative materials listed lower than “Illustration” on this   hierarchy are characterized by their brevity. Figures, analogies, and   examples can add rich expression to a sermon, but they do not involve   listeners to the same degree as do true illustrations. A quote from an   ancient saint or a statistic from a contemporary newspaper may add   interest to a sermon, but neither carries the listener into a tangible   understanding of a message as effectively as a full illustration.   On the other hand, the categories of illustrative material higher than   “Illustration” usually have greater length than is appropriate for   sermons or reflect a particular literary genre conforming to conventions   not typical of most sermons.3 The   aspect of the hierarchy most ideally suited to relevant   preaching—preaching that communicates the powerful and living Word of   God most effectively to its audience—is illustration. 


  A   brief definition of true illustrations is as follows: Illustrations are   “life-situation” stories within sermons whose details (whether   explicitly told or imaginatively elicited) allow listeners to identify   with an experience that elaborates, develops, and explains scriptural   principles.4 Through   the details of the story, the listener is able imaginatively to enter an   experience in which a sermonic truth can be observed. The preacher   tells the what, when, where, and why of an occurrence to give listeners   personal access to the occasion. He encourages each listener to see,   feel, taste, or smell features of an event as though he or she were   bodily present in the unfolding account. Then, along with these sensory   details, the preacher also suggests the emotions, thoughts, or reactions   that would typify the experience of one living the account. 


  These   life and body descriptions create the “lived-body” details that   distinguish true illustration from mere allusion or example. In both   allusion and example the speaker refers to an account, whereas in an   illustration the preacher invites the listener into the experience. The   lived-body details flesh out the illustration in such a way that the   listener can vicariously enter the narrative world of the illustration.5 It   is true that listeners can supply details out of their own imaginations   to experience a concept to which the preacher refers in an example or   an allusion. The categories cannot be strictly drawn. The point is that   in examples and allusions the listener primarily supplies the lived-body   details, whereas in true illustrations the preacher supplies them. 


  Illustrations,   therefore, lead listeners into events. In an example, the preacher   says, “I have observed . . .” In an allusion, the preacher says, “This   reminds me of . . .” With an illustration, the preacher says, “I’ll take   you there.” In essence, when the preacher illustrates, he says, “You   will know what I mean by comparing this to a memory from your life,” or   “Live through this new experience with me so you will know.” This means   that illustrations, however briefly expressed, reflect life-stories.   Whether the account is new to the listener or conjured from memory, the   preacher verbally re-creates a slice of life that defines a sermon’s   ideas. 


  historical overview 


  It   would be incorrect to suggest that ours is the first generation to   discover the value of using illustrations in preaching. We need but   glimpse the best preaching of practically every era in the history of   the church to discern illustrations’ value. With rare exceptions the   most esteemed preaching has consistently relied on the vision of the   inner eye. 


  Had   not the apostle Paul punctuated his words with images of the full armor   of God, the race course, and the altar to an unknown God, we would   strain to remember his instruction. Had not Jonathan Edwards dangled   sinful spiders over the pit of flame, no one would know “Sinners in the   Hands of an Angry God.” If William Jennings Bryan had not decried, “You   shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of gold,” his political “sermon”   would have been forgotten the next day. If Martin Luther King, Jr. had   not led us through a “dream” and onto a “mountaintop,” the march on   Washington might have become nothing more than a ragged hike across a   majestic mall. 


  Books   have extolled the sensory appeals of Charles Spurgeon, the images of   Peter Marshall, the characterizations of Clovis Chappell, and the human   dramas of Harry Emerson Fosdick. None of these men, of widely varying   theological perspectives, preached in times dominated by visual   electronics, yet they dressed their sermons in strong illustrative   images with powerful results. Prior to our contemporary “age of visual   literacy,”6 these preaching giants tapped something deep and fundamental in human understanding. We are just beginning to discover in scientific terms what this fundamental something is. 


  Hidden Prejudice 


  Many   recent studies support the use of sermonic storytelling and   illustration by citing the long tradition of their use. Contemporary   insights into the narrative structure of Scripture have spawned a spate   of books and articles defending the use of stories in sermons and   organic “story sermons.”7 Other   works explore the role of storytelling and illustration in various   preaching traditions in order to prove their use is neither novel nor   damaging.8 Unfortunately,   such an appeal to past works potentially reinforces a hidden prejudice   that these devices are the preaching forms of preliterate, unlearned, or   folk cultures and are thus ill-suited to today’s sophisticated   audiences. 


  The   twentieth century’s classic textbooks on preaching often stereotype   illustration as primitive or elementary. Henry Grady Davis reflects this   attitude in his Design for Preaching, the most widely used homiletics textbook of the last hundred years:9 


   


  Again   it is contended that illustrative stories are necessary to supply   interest, to give the human touch, and to make the message relevant to   concrete human situations. The answer is the same. What does this imply   concerning the texture of the thought before and after the story? . . .   If the preacher has something relevant to say, and if   the fabric of his thought is a woof of particulars on a warp of clear   generalizations, his sermon will need no artificial adornments to make   it interesting. 


  Further   it is said illustrative stories are needed to supply pauses and resting   places for listeners in the progress of the sermon’s movement. This is   by all odds the most valid claim made for them, in my opinion. That they   are necessary in the contemporary sermon, however, is a dubious   argument.10 


   


  For   this premier homiletician, illustrations are popular frill rather than   an essential element of excellent preaching. His cautions and   qualifications virtually outlaw illustrations from “quality” preaching. 


  Other classic texts of the century show less antipathy to illustrations   than Davis, but they reflect his prejudice nonetheless. John Broadus   devotes just thirteen pages to illustration in his massive On the Preparation and Delivery of Sermons—and the last two pages of the chapter are cautions. More revealing, he begins his discussion with this “faint praise”: 


  Strictly speaking, one would not call illustration a distinct element of the sermon co-ordinate with explanation and argument, or with persuasion, which will be studied in the next chapter. Its function is solely auxiliary, coming to the support now of one and now of another of the principal elements [emphasis added].11 


  Such a lukewarm introduction hardly fires serious consideration of the subject. 


  Illustration receives a little more favorable treatment in Ilion T. Jones’s still popular Principles and Practice of Preaching. His chapter—also relatively short—on illustration begins, “Illustrations are essential because of the way the human mind functions.”12 This auspicious beginning makes the following lines all the more disappointing: 


  Abstract statements of truth, detached from the practical experiences   of real people in live human situations, have little power to convince   ordinary minds. . . . It is safe to say that the great masses of the   people do not think—are not prepared to think— in exact, carefully   worded formulas.13 


  Jones   has excellent insights into the practice of illustrating, but he only   considers illustrations “essential” because preachers must accommodate   people with “ordinary” minds who are “not prepared to think.” In this   light, illustration remains a demeaning chore. 


  Most newer textbooks still relegate illustrations to the category of “preaching aids,”14 though some offer exceptionally valuable insight into their use.15 An attitude of reservation pervades the advice on illustration given to prudent preachers. 


  Holy Pollutants 


  There are good reasons for caution. Though the marketing of illustrations is as old as the collections of “exempla” that flourished in Medieval Europe,16 no one has yet found a way to control the mania that often accompanies them.17 Where   there are illustrations there are showmen, and where there are showmen   there are charlatans. Ralph Lewis, for example, records the performance   of a contemporary preacher who jumped on the pulpit and rode it as a   camel going “Whumpf! Whumpf! Whumpf!” over eight-hundred miles of   imaginary desert dunes, imitating Eliezer’s quest to find a bride for   Isaac.18 


  Such   antics are not new—nor extreme by some ancient standards. Catharine   Regan records the medieval cases of a friar who surrounded his pulpit   with decomposing bodies for illustrative impact and of a preacher who,   with a magician’s timing, would withdraw a skull from under his cloak.19 It   may seem unnecessary to assert that the potential for abuse should not   preclude the use of illustrations, for the obvious excesses of the past   need not be mimicked in order for illustrations to be of value today.   But in the ministry, where the integrity of speakers and the purity of   messages are of utmost importance, past errors greatly influence present   thought. 


  For   the best of motives preachers may conscientiously shun any appearance   of popularizing a message lest truth appear to be compromised for   appeal. After all, the apostle Paul urged that preaching not be   characterized by “enticing words” (1 Cor. 2:4), “flattering words” (1   Thess. 2:5), or “the wisdom of this world” (1 Cor. 2:6). No doubt these   apostolic injunctions have inhibited the use of communication tools that   are perceived as mere “rhetorical devices.” Godly pastors are rightly   concerned that worldly wisdom or popular artifice not pollute biblical   preaching. Unfortunately, such concerns are often translated to mean   that a message that appeals to an audience, or is readily understood, is   somehow inherently flawed. These are matters of attitude and opinion   that may sound ridiculous to nonpastors, but they cannot help but affect   the conscientious preacher who would rather fail than manipulate. 


  In   addition to the possibility of manipulating audiences, the use of   illustrations has sometimes raised suspicions because of its propensity   for manhandling truth. For example, medieval interpreters asserted that a   variety of allegorical meanings underlay every biblical text. A literal   interpretation based upon grammatical-historical insights was   considered simplistic. The approaches considered more profitable   attempted to expose hidden, spiritual meanings behind the plain sense of   every biblical statement or object. The intent of the author was not as   important as allegorical insight in determining what a text meant.   Analogy piled upon analogy led to wild interpretations that left the   church with few, biblical anchors since a text could mean whatever a   good imagination determined. The Protestant Reformers of the sixteenth   and seventeenth centuries rebelled against this hermeneutic, as   Augustine had centuries before (in theory more than in actual practice)   in early Catholicism and as modern Catholics have done again in the   nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 


  Centuries   of effort to rid the church of allegorical imprecision has resulted in a   latent suspicion of all analogies including illustrations. Preachers   must understand this background to use illustrations intelligently. To   use the words of Ralph Lewis: 


   


  Analogy   ran amuck for centuries, plaguing the Christian church with wild   excesses. Legitimate Bible analogy slid to absurd depths when preachers   allowed their imaginations to race without restraint, reason or   responsibility. . . . 


  Such   excesses led to the basic exegetical principle of the Reformation   insisting every Scripture passage has but one meaning. John Calvin   championed the cause against allegories. Luther too said, “Origen’s   allegories are not worth so much dirt.” 


  The   conflict in the church persists. . . . It’s true that freedom to expand   meaning has often become license to distort truth with illusory fancy,   fiction and figments. Yet scriptural models suggest there must be a   legitimate use of analogy. While the ministerial record warrants caution   with this technique, analogy can be another effective inductive   ingredient in sermons.20 


  Discoveries of the trailblazers 


  We   can be thankful that three recent approaches to preaching have moved in   the direction of supporting the use of illustrations by high lighting   the importance of linking understanding to experience. Each   trailblazing effort more clearly marks a fundamental role for   illustrations. 


  Inductive Preaching 


  The   first school is “inductive preaching.” An inductive sermon focuses on   particular human dilemmas, personal problems, or common concerns that   help listeners discover scriptural truths. In contrast to a deductive   sermon that tries to prove doctrinal principles before making specific   applications, inductive messages start with the human need. The sermon   and its major divisions typically try to lead to conclusions on a   personal level rather than prove universal principles. Particulars take   precedence over propositions. Interest and relevance drive the message   as doctrinal answers unfold. Whereas logical proof and expositional   argument dominate a traditional deductive sermon, personal concerns and   real-life experiences highlight inductive approaches. 


  

  Two well-known works on inductive preaching are Fred B. Craddock’s As One without Authority21 and   Ralph Lewis’s Inductive Preaching (coauthored with son Gregg Lewis).   Though they come with differing theological perspectives, both authors   conclude that Scripture consistently gives greater attention to   personalities and particulars than to propositions and principles. Both   authors question whether traditional Western preaching consistently   reflects this scriptural model and mind. Lewis asks: 


   


  Could   our longstanding practice of deductive method be part of our problem in   winning involvement in our preaching today? Could deduction be a   contribution to the feeling many laypersons have that sermons tend to   drone along one flight above reality? Could a re-thinking of sermon   structure provide any help or hope? 


  .   . . Inductive preaching can do those things. So why have we ignored the   potential of inductive structure and logic in our sermons? 


  Induction   begins with the particulars of life experience and points toward   principles, concepts, conclusions. The inductive course can grow out of   the hearers’ needs rather than the uncertainty of the preacher. The   preacher seeks to lead rather than push. He explores with the people   before he explains what they find. Inductive preaching is a quest for   discovery. It can disarm, interest and involve the people in the   exploration and capitalize on the psychological process of learning from   experience.22 


  In other words, inductive preaching links a sermon’s effectiveness to the real-life associations it contains. 


  But   two problems confront inductive preaching. The first is the matter of   authority. Because the inductive process emphasizes matters not directly   off the pages of Scripture, it raises suspicions similar to those faced   above. Even worse, while illustrations attempt to illuminate   exposition, the inductive approach de-emphasizes (or, at least delays)   authoritative conclusions based on divine revelation. This does not sit   well in evangelical circles.23 


  The   second problem is inertia—that is, resistance to change. While Lewis   contends that the best preaching throughout history is inductive, he is   hard-pressed to find examples; he offers mainly those of preachers using   illustrations in traditional sermon formats.24 Both Craddock   and Lewis ultimately admit that Western preaching in general is   unlikely to embrace the inductive style any time soon. The best they can   hope for is that their approach will supplement traditional approaches.25 The   older forms of preaching are not easily overcome and, given their two   thousand years of usefulness, probably this is appropriate. The   proponents of inductive preaching may have made a better case for   elevating elements of traditional sermons that involve listeners than   for creating a different type of sermon. 


  Narrative Preaching 


  Another novel approach to preaching takes advantage of the burgeoning research in narrative theory. Craddock writes: 


   


  Actually   in good preaching what is referred to as illustrations are, in fact,   stories or anecdotes which do not illustrate the point; rather they are   the point. In other words, a story may carry in its bosom the whole   message—rather than the illumination of a message which had already been   related in another but less clear way.26 If,   as many now suggest, illustrations are stories in either elaborated or   embryonic form, then narrative theory can help us determine how they   communicate so efficiently and deeply. 


  Narrative   theory presumes that a community’s most basic values are stored,   transmitted, and communicated through stories. Researchers have   discovered that the most simple expressions have nearly infinite   interpretive possibilities based upon the varying definitions, nuances,   contexts, and motives that can characterize every word. For the words to   make sense to more than one person, they must arise from the contexts   of shared experiences. Narratives provide such contexts. A community’s   stories are the dictionaries that define words through experiences   everyone recognizes. Thus, shared stories enable persons to think and   act in common.27 


  Narrative   theory often explores the ways in which religious stories can help us   better interpret, understand, and share spiritual truths. Unfortunately,   few of these studies offer concrete guidance on how the principles of   narrative, uncovered in the biblical record, can help the communication   of spiritual truths today.28 One senses that the narrative   theorists have a unique perspective on preaching that may shake   traditional notions and patterns, but so far they offer little concrete   guidance on how this Sunday’s sermon should change.29 However,   if the theorists are correct, illustrations in story form possess   extraordinary communication power. We need only determine how to tap   into that power. [Note: As the appendix to this edition indicates, we   should also determine “the limits of narrative” lest story principles   and proportions undermine the propositional content of sermons.] 


  Life-Situation Preaching 


  Stories   make sermons understandable and relevant. This brings us to the third   school of thought that underscores the value of   illustrations—life-situation preaching. This approach was pioneered by   Harold W. Ruopp in the thirties and forties, popularized by Charles F.   Kemp in the fifties and sixties, and revitalized in the eighties by   Lloyd M. Perry and Charles Sell. Life-situation preaching “strives to   reach into the core of distress in personal, modern living and apply the   healing of the gospel.”30 


  Practitioners   of life-situation sermons recognize that when “preaching is directed to   people in definite situations with specific needs,” messages are more   relevant, powerful, and potentially helpful. Robert J. McCracken’s   definition of life-situation preaching spells out the emphasis: 


  Seeking   to avoid the remoteness and irrelevance, not to say unreality of much   biblical exposition, it starts with people where they are, which was   what Jesus did over and over again. The point of departure is a live   issue of some kind. It may be personal or social; it may be theological   or ethical. Whatever it is, the preacher makes it his business to get at   the core of the problem, and, that done, he goes on to work out the   solution, with biblical revelation, and the mind and Spirit of Christ,   as the constraint points of reference and direction.31 


  This   definition of life-situation preaching offers distinctives that are   also helpful in defining one type of illustration. Though there is no   standard definition of what a “life-situation illustration” might be,   the philosophy behind “life-situation preaching” suggests some   possibilities. Life-situation illustrations would be those that reflect   the real problems and common emotions confronted by ordinary persons as   they seek to apply biblical principles to common or extraordinary   experiences. 


  In   other contexts, such illustrations might be known as “human interest   accounts,” but when they are identified as life-situation illustrations,   preachers are more likely to see their value.32 A   life-situation illustration showing persons applying biblical truths to   real-world circumstances captures those truths in the most relevant,   realistic, and approachable terms. Criticisms of irrelevancy ring   hollow. Truth is removed from the ethereal world of abstract dogma.   Scripture becomes real, accessible, and meaningful because its message   gets rooted in real life. 


  The   chief concern with this approach to preaching is that, as traditionally   advocated, it is weak on exposition of the Bible. The sermon revolves   around the life situation, and whatever is said about the Scriptures is   often tangential to the message rather than its central core.   The approach advocated in the present book intends to integrate life   situations with the exegesis of the Word of God and with biblical   propositions. 


  A Unifying Theory 


  These   three modern preaching schools are subsumed under a more ancient   tradition—illustration—and imply the power of that tool. The diverse   threads of thought weave a consistent pattern: Understanding requires   experience, a maxim that we will explore more thoroughly in chapter 3.   This fundamental assumption underlying these schools suggests that   illustrations may hold the key to addressing their concerns while   simultaneously addressing the ineffectiveness of much contemporary   preaching. In other words, life-situation illustrations can revitalize   the traditional forms without challenging them and, thus, avoid the   hostility and inertia more revolutionary methods have confronted. 


  a conclUDing illUstration 


  A   missionary to Uganda recently told how he came to understand that what   is often decried for its abuse may not necessarily need to be denied   use. His wife was invited to a rural village to play piano for a worship   service. While she was traveling to the remote church, an unseasonable   rainstorm deluged the village and the shelter the people had erected for   the service. The piano was so thoroughly doused that it was unplayable.   The villagers adjusted by accompanying the hymns of the worship service   with some of their traditional tortoiseshell instruments. One of the   church’s elders later profusely apologized to the missionary’s wife for   his people’s use of tribal instruments in accompanying the Christian   hymns. She was confused by his embarrassment and asked why he would   apologize for using instruments that added such a wonderful, cultural   flavor to a worship tradition that is usually so foreign to his people.   “Don’t you know?” asked the elder. “My people have sometimes used   tortoiseshell instruments in devil worship!” “Oh,” replied the smiling   missionary, “you should see how my people have sometimes used pianos.” 


  Remembering   that simply because an instrument can be used for the wrong purposes   does not make the instrument itself wrong will help allay many worries   about the use of illustrations in biblical preaching. 


  Standing   in tension are two legitimate concerns. The first is that the biblical   content of a sermon may be diluted by undue emphasis on the   extrabiblical material upon which illustration-oriented preachers   depend. The second equally legitimate concern is that sermons whose   chief priorities are exegetical may be too dry for congregational   consumption without the communication benefits that illustrations   provide. The first concern is that biblical truth will not be heard with   illustrations. The latter concern is that biblical truth cannot be   heard without illustrations. Several scholars have chronicled the   debate,33 but it will   not cease unless someone provides convincing proof that using   illustrations does not automatically distort or diminish biblical truth.   To that task this book has been dedicated. 
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