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Foreword

From the very beginning of Christian witness, preaching has been a central means of communicating the news of the coming kingdom of God. Jesus himself declares that he was sent for this purpose, ‘to preach the kingdom of God’ (Luke 4:43). The book of Acts contains many instances of the Apostles preaching the news of the kingdom and of the decisive role of Jesus in bringing that kingdom to fruition. Elsewhere in the New Testament we hear of Timothy being appointed to the task of preaching the message handed on to him by Paul (2 Timothy 4:2). The surrounding verses make clear how important this task of preaching is in order to preserve the truth and integrity of the gospel. Equally important then is that the message of the gospel be preached in ways that can be clearly understood. 

What happens then when the language used and the manner of preaching fail to communicate effectively with those who listen? What happens when those gathered to hear the preaching of the Word hear it preached in a language that they cannot easily understand? These are the questions that Reupena Maulolo takes up in this timely and important book. It is timely because, as Reupena’s careful research has confirmed, a generation of young Samoan Christians, especially those living outside of Samoa, are finding it increasingly difficult to understand what is proclaimed from the pulpit in the churches they attend.

In the research undertaken for this book, Reupena attended carefully to the stories told by young Samoans. He listened to their frustrations, he heard their stories of disillusionment, and he has taken seriously the advice they gave about how things could be better. Rev Dr Maulolo himself, who is now responsible for teaching the art of preaching at Malua Theological College in Samoa, is uniquely placed to offer guidance and to encourage the changes that are needed if young Samoans are to retain their allegiance to the church and be nourished and inspired once again by the preaching they hear in church. Some young people have departed already, but many remain. They remain because of loyalty to their families; they remain because they believe still in the God who has come among us in the person of Jesus Christ; they remain because they have caught glimpses here and there of what helpful change could look like.

But time is of the essence. More young people will leave the church if the sermons they hear no longer speak of good news for them. More will leave if the preaching is delivered in language they struggle to understand. There is work to be done in order to bring the changes that are needed so that succeeding generations are enabled to hear and receive the gospel with glad and open hearts.

I hope that the church will receive this book as a gift. It is a gift in two parts. It is the gift, first of all, of the voices of young Samoan Christians who have spoken of their faith but also of their frustrations. We ought to give thanks for their faith. And we ought to honour it by attending to their frustrations. The second part of the gift this book offers to us comes in the form of Reupena’s wise advice about how the preaching of the church must change if it is to fulfil its intended purpose.

The purpose of preaching is to proclaim the good news of the coming kingdom of God. It is to nourish and inspire people with the news of the gospel. It is to help people follow faithfully in the footsteps of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Let us take up the task afresh then, so that the preaching of the church will indeed bear fruit among the generations that are coming along after us. 

I am grateful to Reupena for writing this book and warmly commend it to your careful and prayerful reading.

 

Murray Rae
Professor of Systematic Theology
Theology Head of Programme
University of Otago


Introduction: Why We Must Cast the Net Again

Toe timata le ūpega

In the rhythms of Samoan life, the phrase toe timata le ūpega is well known. Literally meaning “let us cast the net again,” it is a proverb used by fisherfolk when their first attempt has come back empty. It speaks to both action and humility. The tide may not have been right. The fish may have moved. The net may need repair. But we do not walk away from the sea in despair. Instead, we regroup. We mend what is torn. We reflect on what we have learned. And then, with wisdom and hope, we cast the net once more.

This book is an invitation to the leaders and members of the Congregational Christian Church Samoa (CCCS) – both in Samoa and in New Zealand – to adopt the posture of toe timata le ūpega in our approach to preaching, especially as it relates to young people in our congregations. We are not here to discard the net. We are here to mend it, reweave it, and learn how to use it again in a new and changing sea.

A Church at a Crossroads

The CCCS is a strong church, rooted in centuries of faith, tradition, and communal identity. It has nurtured generations of Samoans in the faith, given leadership to the Pacific, and upheld the values of family, discipline, worship, and obedience to God. Its preaching has historically been powerful – shaped by biblical exegesis, theological training, and a strong cultural framework.

But we now find ourselves at a crossroads.

Across many CCCS congregations, especially in New Zealand, we hear a painful and consistent refrain from youth and young adults: the preaching no longer connects. For some, it is too long, too abstract, or delivered in a language they struggle to understand. For others, it speaks to issues that feel far removed from their lived experience – offering little guidance for the challenges of growing up biculturally, navigating identity in diaspora, or responding to mental health, peer pressure, racism, or digital life.

Ministers and elders are aware of this drift. Many are deeply committed to the wellbeing of their youth and grieve their gradual disengagement. But too often, the tools they have inherited feel inadequate for the task. They may feel caught between honouring the theological rigour and cultural practices of the CCCS tradition – and responding to a generation who live in a vastly different world.

This is not a failure. It is a moment of truth. A moment when the church must ask hard questions about its future. Because if we do not find ways to preach meaningfully to the next generation, the CCCS risks becoming irrelevant to them – a beautiful canoe left unused on the shore.

The Real Issue Is Not Attention Span

Some critics are quick to blame the youth: “They are distracted,” “They are lazy,” “They only want entertainment.” But this is unfair, and untrue.

Young Samoans – in both Samoa and Aotearoa – are deeply spiritual. They are searching for meaning, belonging, identity, and hope. They are capable of engaging with depth, complexity, and challenge. What they lack is not attention span, but connection. Connection to the message. Connection to the language. Connection to the preacher. 

Young people want sermons that are clear, meaningful to their lives, and lead to practical, relevant action or insight. It’s important to take seriously the real situations modern Christians face in their everyday lives and communities.

When they say that preaching is “boring,” what they often mean is that it feels disconnected from their lives. It does not answer their questions. It does not speak their language – sometimes literally, sometimes metaphorically. It uses illustrations and structures that reflect a world that is no longer theirs. It may lean heavily on obedience and shame, when they are longing for grace and understanding. It may repeat phrases they have heard a thousand times, without ever addressing what it means to be a young Samoan Christian in a world of climate change, digital pressures, casual racism, and shifting cultural expectations.

This is not a call for entertainment. It is a cry for relevance.

The Power and Purpose of Preaching

Preaching is central to worship in the CCCS tradition. It is not a side activity. It is the heart of the service – the moment when Scripture is broken open and the voice of God is discerned. Preaching is a sacred act. It is where the agaga (spirit) of the people and the Spirit of God meet. At its best, it nourishes, provokes, awakens, comforts, and calls. It shapes lives.

But when preaching is disconnected from context, it becomes mere performance. When it is not rooted in the lived experience of the hearer, it becomes a monologue, not a conversation. And when it fails to speak into the spaces where identity and spirituality meet – especially for young people – it becomes a closed door rather than an open table.

This book asks: What does preaching look like when it takes the life experience of young Samoans seriously? What does it sound like when it is both biblically faithful and culturally responsive? How can preachers become bridges, rather than barriers, between the Word of God and the youth of today?

Preaching and Identity

To answer these questions, we must first understand the link between preaching and identity. In Samoan cosmology, the soul – mauli – resides between the fatu (heart) and the māmā (lungs). This imagery speaks to the deep interweaving of breath, life, emotion, and spirit. Identity – fa’asinomaga – is not just individual, but communal. It is shaped by relationships, responsibilities, and rhythms.

When young people say that the church does not feel like their place, they are not rejecting faith. They are expressing a rupture in va – the sacred space between self and other, between youth and elders, between preacher and listener, between their spiritual yearning and the church’s response.

Reclaiming preaching as a tool of spiritual formation means reclaiming its power to shape identity – not through shame or guilt, but through connection and grace. It means exploring how teu le va (cherishing the sacred space between) can become a homiletical practice. And it means helping young Samoans find their place not only in the pew, but in the story of God.

A Samoan Methodology

This book does not begin with a Western model. It begins with toe timata le ūpega. The net is our metaphor and our method. It holds many threads:


	
Theological depth



	
Cultural identity



	
Relational wisdom



	
Practical insight



	
Empirical data



	
Real voices.





This work draws from the voices of ministers, elders, youth, and parents – gathered through interviews, questionnaires, stories, and lived experience. It combines qualitative insight with theological reflection. It uses both Western and Pacific scholarship – but it is rooted in the soil of fa’aSamoa.
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