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Introduction
 Growing up in  the Churches of Christ,  preaching has always played a major  role 
in  the spiritual formation of the congregation. Preaching is also a significant part of my 
ministry  with the Columbia Church of Christ but this task is meant to serve the bigger 
picture,  forming the congregation to live as a people on mission with God. Yet  there are 
challenges confronting the task of preaching, especially  when this task is understood 
within the larger North American context and the mission  of God. In order to address 
these challenge, this paper will  explore the homiletical practice of my  own preaching 
within a  Church of Christ,  critically  identifying the underlying  assumptions of my 
preaching, and then evaluating  how the church is called to live on mission with the 
Triune God. The final section of this paper  will address some of the changes that must 
occur with my  practice of preaching by  suggesting a narrative homiletic that is new to 
both the Columbia  Church of Christ and myself and explaining how these changes have 
the ability to help the church live on mission with God.

Preaching Among the Columbia Church of Christ
 Any  analysis of preaching within a Church of Christ  must begin with the Stone-
Campbell Restoration Movement and the way  it has shaped the Churches of Christ as a 
“back to the Bible”  people.  The restoration heritage traces it origins back to the late 
1,700’s and the first half of the 1,800’s with the ministries of Alexander Campbell and 
Barton W. Stone. Both Campbell and Stone immigrated from  Scotland where they  were 
raised in Presbyterian  Churches but eventually  grew dissatisfied with  the sectarian 
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practices and the creeds they  regarded as divisive among Christians. With new 
opportunities available in the relatively  young American nation, which undoubtably 
fueled a spirit of optimism, both Campbell and Stone in general believed that Christians 
could unite by  returning to the Bible as well as abandoning both their  denominations 
and their  creeds. While Campbell and Stone had theological differences, they  both were 
influenced by  the Scottish common sense realism of Francis Bacon and John Locke. 
Campbell,  whose influence had far greater  impact on the Churches of Christ, believed 
that an ancient order  or pattern of apostolic Christianity  could be deduced from  the New 
Testament. This set the Stone-Campbell Restoration Movement on a  course attempting 
to restore New Testament Christianity, believing that all Christians could unite on the 
basis of the Bible.  
 In attempting a  restoration of New  Testament Christianity, slogans such as “no 
creed but the Bible”  and “speak where the Bible speaks and be silent where the Bible is 
silent” helped foster the restoration vision. While both phrases emphasized the 
authority  of scripture and the need for biblical preaching, they  also shaped the way  the 
Bible was read. For example, the later phrase applies the regulative principle to the New 
Testament, particularly  Acts and the Epistles, so that  scripture regulates Christian 
worship, excluding the use of instruments in worship since there is not  any  mention of 
instruments.  Consequently, the New Testament becomes a flat  text of legal writ.  For the 
Churches of Christ, this function of the New Testament is prescriptive and restrictive, 
legislating how people become members of the church, the organization of the church, 
and the worship of the church.  This became the doctrine of the Churches of Christ which 
functioned as a de facto creed and it remained an unwritten creed, various 
denominational journals with their editors have functioned as bishops who continued 
reflecting, shaping, and guarding this doctrine. 1  In the local congregations where 
deductive preaching was the standard homiletical method, preaching also reaffirmed 
and guarded this creed as “sound doctrine.”  Believing that they  had restored the 
essential matters of the Bible necessary  for Christian unity  and the restoration  of New 
Testament Christianity, the Churches of Christ  took a polemical posture.  This posture 
was an invitation, using a  proof-text from the King James Version of the Bible, for  other 
denominations to “Come, let us reason together!”  (Isa 1:18). Then the sermon would 
offer logical arguments undergirded with biblical proof-texts in order  to show  how such 
the teaching is of the Bible and therefore the will of God rather than “man’s opinion.”
 Throughout the most of the twentieth century, the Churches of Christ were driven 
by   legalism and sectarianism, believing they  had restored the New Testament church. 
However,  towards the late twentieth  century, as more preachers and other leaders 
pursued advanced theological education, changes began taking place throughout  the 
Churches of Christ. With a more healthy  evangelical view of scripture and the grace of 
God, many  congregations began shedding the status-quo sectarianism  and legalism. Yet 
with  some issues, overcoming old dogmas remains difficult and requires somewhat of a 
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deconstructive approach within the sermon in  order to convey  what scripture actually 
teaches and how it  might be appropriated as a church. For example, as Christians, we 
are admonished to sing to one another (cf. Eph  5:19; Col 3:16)  which,  in  short, is 
concerned with the edification  of the church.  Yet there are still people in the Churches of 
Christ who fail to see the contextually  implicit purpose for this admonishment due to the 
regulative nature in which they were taught to read.
 Consequently, I primarily  preach with  a  didactic purpose, (re)teaching what the 
Bible says.  Rather than using the deductive method I learned as an undergraduate 
ministry  major, I frequently  preach  using inductive and narrative structures I learned 
during a seminary  level homiletics class.2 Nevertheless,  because the Churches of Christ 
have the expectation that the sermon should explicitly  show its biblical basis,  I 
characterize my  preaching as expository  too. With the heavy  biblical emphasis,  Chris 
Altrock labels such preaching as “Bibliocentric,” describing it as preaching “like a lab 
technician skillfully  slicing open the text on the table and explaining each  muscle, organ, 
and tissue.”3 
 In developing every  sermon, the beginning place is always the text in the original 
language.  The selected text is normally  part a  sermon-series based either on a larger 
section of scripture such as a book of the Bible or a  topic.  For example, in the past  I 
preached a six-sermon series covering the book of Philippians titled Dying Is Living and 
currently  I am beginning a  thematic series of three sermons on the subject of grace titled 
Grace: We All Need It! Having a selected text at hand, the next step is reading it with an 
awareness of the historical-grammatical context and forming 1) an understanding of 
what the passage teaches, and 2) a set of further questions to ask of the text.  This is the 
exegetical phase of sermon development even though the point of the sermon is not an 
exegetical presentation. This is also where I bring whatever questions I have of the text 
into conversation with secondary  literature such as commentaries, dictionaries, journal 
articles and other material necessary to the exegetical process.  
 Throughout the exegetical process, I am  completely  aware of the pastoral 
concerns facing the Church of Christ  I serve and how the congregation participates in 
the mission of God. The intent is discerning what message God wants to speak to the 
church with the selected text. Once this message is discerned, the next phase involves 
two steps in developing the sermon. The first  step is writing out  a clear  focus and 
function statement so that the sermon has one clear aim  in terms of what is says and 
does.4  The second step then is sketching  out the movements of the sermon,  including 
any  illustrative stories and ideas that  will assist  achieving the focus and function of the 
sermon. The final phase in the development process is to simply  writing the sermon as a 
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Lowry, The Homiletical Plot, Expanded Edition: The  Sermon as Narrative Art Form (Louisville: 
Westminster  John Knox  Press, 2001); Paul Scott Wilson, The  Four Pages  of the  Sermon: A Guide to 
Biblical Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1999).

 3 Chris Altrock, Preaching to  Pluralists: How  to Proclaim Christ in a Postmodern Age  (St. Louis: 
Chalice Press, 2004), 63, who adds, “Listeners  walk away with a  richer and fuller  understanding of the 
text’s meaning.”

 4  This is based on the suggestion of  Thomas G. Long, The  Witness of Preaching (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1989), 86.



manuscript.  In writing out the sermon as a  manuscript, I am able to think more clearly 
about the words I am using and how the church might hear these words preached. I 
regard this as important since in addition to teaching what the scripture says, I am 
trying to challenge the church and yet do so in a redemptive manner. That is, even when 
the sermon is a  word of rebuke, it still should serve the redemptive aim of the gospel 
rather merely  castigating the church  and to do that requires that the sermon is preached 
with wisdom and discernment.
 Typically  in the Columbia Church of Christ, the sermon follows a  period of 
singing  intermixed with prayers, readings form scripture, and the Lord’s Supper 
followed then by  the reading of the biblical text I am preaching from. On most Sunday’s, 
after  beginning with a small introductory  greeting, I will pray, asking God to open our 
hearts and minds that we, the church, may  hear his word to us and that God will  pour 
upon me the power of his Spirit that  I may  preach the word with grace and truth. As I 
preach, I am often referencing back to the biblical text, reading particular  word and 
phrases, in  order  to teach the church what the scripture is saying and move them with 
the sermon towards its aim. Then as the sermon comes to an end, I may  call for  a 
response, perhaps inviting the church into prayer or offer a benediction.  

The Modernist Assumptions of the Sermon
 Preaching is more than standing before a church talking about a  passage of 
scripture, as any  introductory  book on homiletics will testify  to. Although more than 
mere human endeavor, preaching does involve an array  of skills and techniques even as 
it  is a calling and gift from God. On that  basis, preaching and the discipline of homiletics 
is a practice just  as much as we may  regard counseling, benevolence, or any  other 
ministry of the church as a practice. Alasdair MacIntyre defines a practice as,

any  coherent and complex form  of socially  established cooperative human 
activity  through which goods internal to that form  of activity  are realized 
in  the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are 
appropriate to, and partially  definitive of,  that form  of activity, with the 
result that  human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of 
the ends and goods involved, are systematically extended.5

In other  words, a  practice involves the use of skills and techniques for  the purpose of 
achieving any  number of outcomes. Accordingly  then, preaching is a practice and, like 
any practice, it remains open for criticism and change.
 Building on MacIntyre’s definition of practice,  Bryan Stone offers an analysis of 
evangelism  as a  practice involving various skills and techniques with internal and 
external goods.6 Likewise, preaching is a  practice with both internal and external goods. 
For  preaching the external goods are typically  the anticipated results of the sermon and 
like evangelism, the internal goods are more enigmatic but remain essential in order to 
engage preaching  as a  practice. Stone offers an example of a jogger running simply  for 
the goal of losing weight as an activity  undertaken but one which lacks an internal good 
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as a practice, such as the fulfillment of having jogged. The jogger begins with  the eternal 
goods which determines then how  he or she will jog.  The point is that the internal goods 
of a practice are essential to the essence of practice so that whatever the practice may  be, 
it  begins with the internal goods rather  than the external ends which then determines 
the means of undertaking the practice. 7 
 Understanding the nature of practice here opens a  window to examine more 
carefully  the underlying assumptions of the preaching described above. Historically, 
preaching among the Churches of Christ functions as a means to an end, namely  the 
goal of restoring New Testament Christianity. So the sermon begins with  the end goal 
which determines what the sermon should do.  The most  common technique for  this 
goal has been standard deductive preaching where the sermon serves as a teaching 
presentation of Christian doctrine read through  the credo lens.  As a  denomination that 
has often exhibited sectarianism, preaching has often taken a polemical aim  against 
other denominations and the larger  world of Christianity. Even though I reject the 
sectarianism  and have serious questions regarding the validity  of the original restoration 
vision, I recognize that I preach within a culture that shapes my own preaching. 
 Standing  behind this preaching are also several assumptions which rooted within 
the modern culture of Christendom, a  culture disappearing in North  America and has 
indeed already  disappeared in Columbia, Maryland. There are assumptions often taken 
for granted because the ethos of the Churches of Christ  came of age alongside of 
modernism in America. 
 Modernity  placed humanity  within the center of life, replacing divine revelation 
with  human reason as the authoritative source of truth. Reason was the new 
epistemological foundation where “because the universe was both orderly  and 
knowable, the use of the proper  methods could lead to true knowledge.”8 
Characteristically,  reason asserted a belief in progress through the enlightened human. 
Although the Churches of Christ, like other evangelical denominations, hold to a high 
view of of scripture as divine revelation, preaching still appeals to human reason as the 
epistemological vehicle of truth. Such is the case with apologetic preaching that aims at 
establishing the Bible as the inspired and infallible word of God, having the final 
authority  on all matters of faith. The irony  is that in trying to establish the Bible as the 
authoritative word of God, the sermon replaces the authority  of scripture with  reason. In 
doing so, the sermon continues giving the authority  of scripture away  to reasoning 
where “...the center of control for  the meaning of Scripture has shifted from Scripture to 
the autonomous minds of the listening parishioners.” 9
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 By  appealing to autonomous minds, preaching is speaking  with the assumption of 
a shared common language between the listeners and Christianity. This assumption of a 
shared language emanates with Immanuel Kant  locating the human mind within the 
center of human knowledge and therefore becoming active in  the epistemological 
process, creating a world of knowledge. This Kantian mind has a  rational ability  which 
presumes, according to Grenz, “that in  all essential matters every  person everywhere is 
the same.” 10 Believing that everyone is the same in things that matter such as life and 
spirituality, preaching assumes even a shared religious language with other church 
denominations. For example, as the Churches of Christ  have defended a cappella 
singing  in Christian worship, the argument always proceeds from  a biblical argument. 
Beginning with the premise that silence in scripture is prohibitive, a sermon on 
worshiping without any  mechanical instruments appeals to the relevant passages of 
scripture while insisting that Christians must “speak where the Bible speaks and remain 
silent where the Bible is silent.”  The assumption here is that both the preacher and 
listeners hear the same thing when speaking of the Bible. For  the Churches of Christ, 
when it  comes to the question of Christian worship, the Bible is strictly  the New 
Testament since Christians belong to the new  covenant. However,  for  the listeners who 
belong  to other  denominations, the Bible includes the Psalms which have a  lot to say 
regarding the worship of God The issue of disagreement is not a disregard for Biblical 
authority but a difference in language among other differences. 
 The assumption of a  universal language goes beyond talk about the Bible as 
during the course of the sermon, preaching speaks with a  Christian language. This 
Christian language has a specific meaning when talking about God and it often does so 
with  the assumption that the culture at large knows God as the Trinity. Like wise,  with 
such  Christian speak, there is an assumption that conceptual words such as “sin”  and 
“salvation”  or  the confession “Jesus is Lord” is a  universally  understood meaning. 
Consequently, preaching gives little attention to uncovering the nature of sin, the cosmic 
effects of sin, and how such doctrine is understood within the mission of God’s 
redemptive work in Christ. Instead, with an assumed universal language, evangelistic 
preaching is then aimed towards the goal of eliciting a response of repentance and 
baptism so that individual sinners will have a personal saving relationship with Jesus 
Christ.
 Such preaching also assumes an position of authority,  where the preacher  serves 
as a expository  specialist clarifying the meaning of a particular biblical text. Standing on 
such  an authoritative platform, the preacher is positioned as an objective interpreter of 
scripture who is able, through exegetical work and help from  the Spirit, to correctly 
teach what the Bible says and apply  it theologically  and pastorally  as necessary. 
Although there are many  passages of scripture where much ambiguity  remains, for the 
Churches of Christ the biblical texts which are germane to the restoration of the New 
Testament Christianity  are often regarded as unequivocal. With  the Kantian mind at 
work, preaching from this assumed authority  believes that an objective interpretation of 
the text is certain if the preacher has done the hard work of exegesis.
 However,  twentieth  century  French philosopher  Jacques Derrida, writing as a 
postmodern deconstructionist, rejected the notion of objective interpretation saying, 
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“There is nothing outside the text.”11  For some, such a  claim  against objective 
interpretation, insisting instead that interpreters do not stand above a text and read 
apart from their  own experience, sounds like relativism. For example,  because the 
interpreter’s position is within the text as opposed to standing objectively  above the text, 
every  reading of the text appears as one more step in an  ongoing series of steps which 
requires interpretation.12 In this sense, epistemology  is an interpretative process and in 
this process it appears as though nothing is knowable with reasonable certainty  since 
what is known is just another possibility  in  the process. However, this misunderstands 
the intention of Derrida,  who is not  suggesting that there is nothing left  except 
relativism. Rather, by  claiming that nothing exists outside of the text is to say  that, 
“interpretation is an inescapable part of being human and experiencing  the world.”13 In 
other words,  the point  is not that nothing is knowable and that every  claim of knowledge 
is just as credible as another but that all knowledge claims involve interpretation shaped 
by the lenses through which we ascertain knowledge.
 Because all claims of knowledge involve interpretation,  there is no longer any  
assumed authority  in  preaching.  Though preaching remains an effective way  of teaching 
and shaping the imaginations of the hearers towards the life imagined within scripture, 
preaching cannot begin with “the Bible says...” Therefore preaching must undertake a 
locative shift from  the assumed position of authority  to a position within the practice of 
the church, a  practice that is coherent with the message that preaching proclaims. Then 
with  coherency  between the message and messenger, preaching is able to earn the right 
to be heard. However, this positional shift  makes more sense when the role the church 
has within the mission of God is understood.

Participating in the Mission of the Triune God
 Towards the end of the twentieth-century  came a renewed interest in the missio 
dei or  mission of God among North American Christianity.  While traditionally  the 
mission field was thought of as a foreign place over  seas, North America emerged 
equally  as a mission field requiring churches to take up this challenge.14 Though  North 
American churches have functioned with  an assumed pastoral role to their native 
context, they  need to live as a community  on mission with God is now  recognized. The 
challenge in  learning to live as missional churches, is understanding how the church 
participates in the mission of God.
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 The language of participation is critical in  apprehending the relationship between 
the mission of God and church.  At the outset, churches are slowly  beginning to 
understand that  mission  is an attribute of God that is regarded “as a movement from 
God to the world [and] the church is viewed as an  instrument for that  mission...”15 
Therefore mission cannot be reduced to an activity  of the church because there is an 
order in which the church is a result of mission. Consequently, ecclesiology  proceeds 
from missiology  and mission is understood as God having  a church for his mission 
rather than the church having  it’s own mission. Therefore the church must speak of 
itself as participating in  the mission of God rather than undertaking its own mission. 
Further more, because mission is the activity  of God which the church participates in, 
the church only  truly  exists as the church “insofar as it is in  mission, insofar as it 
participates in the act of Christ,  which is mission.” 16 While this may  sound extreme, this 
is a recognition that participation in the mission of God is as essential to the church’s 
identity  as confession of faith  in  Christ is. Without either, a religious community  may 
exist but not as the church.
 Having established that the church  serves as participants in the mission  of God, 
how then does this participation relate to the Trinitarian doctrine,  in which the Father 
sends the Son and Spirit  as the fulfillment of this mission? In the past, the church has 
understood mission from both christological and pneumatological models.  Engaging  in 
mission christologically, the church regards itself as a community  founded by  Jesus and 
therefore must live “according to the intention of its founder, who has preceded it, 
established it, and determined its form.”17 At minimum then, the intention of the church 
is to live in accordance with what Jesus has accomplished through his ministry  upon 
earth. This entails living as a community  set apart from the world by  the Spirit,  always 
looking to the past as participants of this past since Jesus has already  accomplished the 
end or future of history.18  The task of mission is proclaiming what Christ has done 
through  word and deed. This is differs from  the pneumatological approach where the 
church regards itself as continuance of the incarnation of the Logos  either through the 
indwelling of the Spirit in  Jesus dwelling within the church or  the indwelling of the 
Spirit  among the church as a continuation of the Logos  incarnated.19  From  this 
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approach, the church regards itself as the living expression of what Christ  is presently 
doing in history  rather than what he has already  accomplished. What is lacking here is 
any consideration for the future of history which God has already revealed.
 Before going any  farther though, the christological model of mission has served 
as the default approach of the Churches of Christ. Seeking the restoration of New 
Testament Christianity, the Churches of Christ understand Jesus as the founder  of his 
church and determined its form. Yet as the de facto creed solidified within the Churches 
of Christ, the emphasis of restoring Christianity  became a message of restoring the 
church to the point that the rubrics of classical theology  are now  often understood under 
through  the motif of ecclesiology.20  Consequently, the christological paradigm was 
eclipsed with a church-centric theology  in which form trumped function. A great 
example is what the Churches of Christ regard as their “Exodus”  movement following 
World War II where new congregations were established throughout the industrial 
north  of America.  Prior to this the majority  of the Churches of Christ existed throughout 
the southern Bible-belt states but after  returning from  the war, many  of the veterans 
and their families moved north  to work in the steel mills, auto plants, and other Union 
trades. However, bound by  sectarianism  and church dogma, the only  option was to 
establish a new Church of Christ since joining a church from  a  different denomination—
even a congregation of the Disciples of Christ  or Independent Christian Churches,  who 
also heirs of the Restoration  Movement—was of regarded as abandoning the Christian 
faith.  So new  congregations were established according to the pattern of the New 
Testament church  which resulted in churches completely  identical to each other and to 
their sisters churches from the south.
 Rather than lamenting the more marginalized location North American 
Christianity  now  finds itself in and the challenges faced in such a missional context, the 
church must reconsider  how it participates in the mission of God and what this involves. 
For  the Columbia Church of Christ, this means looking beyond dogmatic ecclesiology 
towards a missiology  that  is deeply  rooted in Christ yet  not merely  Christ  in past  but 
Christ who is Lord in the present and future. This involves first understanding the 
congregation as a local body  of Christ, as a church formed by  the Spirit  to live as an 
extension of Jesus Christ who is the head, continuing the work he has already  begun. 
While the role of the Spirit remains essential for  such participation, the work of the 
Spirit  also remains subordinated to Christ21  so that the course of the church’s 
participation in  the mission of God is set by  Christ.  However, in light of the crucifixion, 
resurrection, and ascension of Jesus Christ upon the throne as Lord, the church is also 
looking with an eschatological lens that shapes the course of participation. Since the 
future of history  is already  revealed as victory,  the congregation is free to follow Jesus 
and live as witnesses of his reign which is known through memory  of the past and the 
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anticipated hope of the future.  In this way, participation in the mission of God is a 
proleptic proclamation based on what has happened and what  will happen, and the 
church neither represents itself as the goal of history  nor  surrenders this gospel to any 
alternative story.22

A Post-Christendom, Missional Homiletic
 Knowing the contextual location among North America as well as the 
participatory  role the Columbia Church of Christ  must live in the mission of God, a new 
homiletic is necessary  as a practice that enables the congregation to engage in missional 
practice. Returning to the earlier  discussion, practice is understood as a  coherent 
activity  composed of both  internal and external goods. Therefore as participants on 
mission with God, the church engages in a  variety  of activities but it must do so 
beginning with the internal goods rather than with an end in mind.  So in  the case of 
evangelism, the responsibility  of the church is faithfulness to the reign of God in Christ 
as the end 23  rather than looking toward a goal of conversions, baptisms, and new 
church members, and new churches. This is what it means to live as a proleptic 
proclamation of Christ through the memory  of the past and the hope of the future and 
even though conversions, baptisms, etc... are welcomed and desired, such responses are 
never  the church’s goal to manufacture through some other means no matter  how noble 
it might appear.
 For  the Church of Christ I serve,  including many  other Churches of Christ, the 
responsibility  of faithfulness to God’s reign in  Christ  requires a  new hermeneutical lens 
for reading scripture. Although the hermeneutical issues are beyond the scope of this 
paper  and far  too expansive to adequately  address here, a new  way  of reading scripture 
is imperative. As already  discussed, what shapes the Churches of Christ is a  doctrinal 
creed which  understands the purpose of the church as the restoration (and now 
maintenance) of the New  Testament Church. This is a hermeneutical issue,24 a matter  of 
how the Bible is read and therefore any  talk of a  new missional practice requires a  new 
way  of reading the Bible as the unfolding drama of the creative-redemptive work of God. 
In this way, the congregation continues reading scripture as an authoritative and true 
account of life within  the scheme of redemptive history  but  it also reads scripture as the 
script by  which the church  improvises in a consistent  yet  innovative manner so that it 
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remains coherent with the story.25 This hermeneutic has to potential of both freeing the 
congregation from  an ecclesiology  that actually  impedes its missional responsibility  and 
allowing the church  to live as a proclamation of what God’s reign in Christ  looks like 
within the Mid-Atlantic suburban context of Columbia, Maryland.
 In this regards, proclamation is the practice of evangelism  done as a social-
community  that lives as an eschatological demonstration of God’s creative-redemptive 
work. Thus, rather  than simply  retelling the gospel story  through Bible studies and 
sermons, the church is able to invite others to be a part of the future made present by 
the power of the Holy  Spirit dwelling in the church community.26 A  helpful image for 
imagining what it  means to live as this eschatologically  formed social community  is 
found in Ephesians 2:10 where the church  is described as poiēma, “God’s work of 
art” (NJB).  In  imagining God’s creative-redemptive work as a  painting in the works, the 
church is the image that  God is painting and even though the painting has yet to be 
completed, the rest of society  should have good idea of what the finished artwork will be 
as it looks upon the church community. As this involves living within the narrative of 
scripture as the internal goods of the church’s missional practice, preaching begins here 
with  a  narrative homiletic that declares this life imagined within scripture.  Such a 
narrative homiletic has the potential of spiritually  forming the church and every 
individual Christian within the church  to live an eschatological social-community 
proclaiming the reign of God. 
 The need for  a new narrative homiletic that calls the church into the biblical 
narrative makes even more sense knowing that every  person is living within a story, with 
the question then of what  story. For  preaching, the question is whether  the story  the 
listeners are living their lives within is the biblical narrative or  some other story. Too 
often, the later  is the case and too often preaching enables this by  translating scripture 
so that  it makes sense within those other stories. This is the result of preaching that 
orients itself towards an external good where what matters is some measurable result 
rather than faithfulness to the biblical narrative. Conversely, when preaching is faithful 
to the biblical narrative and therefore proclaiming the life imagined within that 
narrative, it has the ability  of pointing the church towards its missional responsibility  by 
inviting the hearers into the biblical narrative. Within the movement of the sermon, this 
is done with a “tragic hermeneutical moment” where there is,

the opportunity  for a genuine shift in the horizon of the congregation—a 
shift  of allegiances from those of the society  at  large to those of the church 
in  submission to Christ. The tragic moment unseals the congregation so 
that they  might find their  lives in the biblical narrative, rather than 
absorbing the biblical narrative into theirs.  The consistent in-breaking of 
the Word in proclamation can re-form a congregation into an alternative 
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community,  Christianly  distinct from  the world around them, a particular 
people whose witness lies in the Scriptural horizon of their  communal 
life.27

Arriving at  this turning point requires the development of narrative sermon structure 
that begins with the non-biblical stories the church may  we be living within but is able to 
identify  the limitations  of those stories. Doing so opens the church to enter  into the 
biblical story. The key  here is what Wright  calls a “homiletic of turning” which  in  the 
sermon script involves a paragraph that begins by  stating the limitations of the non-
biblical story  and then pointing the way  forward by  announcing the different way  that is 
found within the biblical text as a window to biblical story.28

 However,  in order to understand and articulate the non-biblical story(s) in a way  
that goes deeper than the level of platitude, I must locate myself pastorally  within the 
church community. Preaching, as a practice oriented towards the internal goods, must 
take place within the community  from  a position of humble service. This is consistent 
with  the logic of the gospel and only  as a servant among the community  am I able to 
listen as a pastor and know the community  of believers,  their struggles, and the stories 
which shape their  lives. Beyond this, as as servant among the church community, I am 
offering myself as a living demonstration, though imperfect as it is, of the very  life 
imagined in the biblical story. This creates a context that  provides meaning to the words 
I preach and the language I speak so that  I am preaching to the church rather than past 
the church. In  doing so, I am are able to speak with  a “Christian language that presents 
the church as a visible manifestation of the redemptive presence of God.”29

 Listening to the church and where the people are at  is only  part process. Knowing 
God and particularly, knowing what God is saying in his word remains imperative. If the 
sermon is to announce the way  forward, the way  of life imagined within the biblical 
narrative through the window of a specific text, then having a reasonable idea of what 
the text says is important. Though the practice of preach remains act of interpretation, 
preparation still solid exegesis of the biblical text. As my  own practice has been in the 
past, I still believe the sermon is better having a clear  focus and function statement for 
every  sermon. While the new  narrative homiletic described in this section has a certain 
innate function, by  writing out a focus and function statement I am able to clarify  such 
qualitative differences as correcting, rebuking, and encouragement (cf. 2 Tim 4:2).
 Finally,  just as the church no longer has a  position of authority  within society, 
neither do I as the preacher. On the surface, this may  appear  as an impasse since 
preaching is a practice of the church  as it participates in the mission of God. The nature 
of the church’s missional responsibility  means the church is a community  living as a 
demonstration of God’s reign as imagined within  the biblical narrative and without 
giving this life away  to an external goal, this is a  life that  will at times attract  others (and 
at times will not) as God’s invitation to become a disciple of Jesus and live this very  life. 
Preaching also articulates this invitation. Yet without automatic authority, the 
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credibility  of the message is established by  the existence of coherency  between that 
message and the life that the church, myself included, lives. Thus, by  preaching out of 
this new narrative homiletic, the church is able to embrace its missional responsibility 
and live as consistent  yet improvisational actors within the biblical story  establishing the 
necessary  credibility  so that the church and it’s message may  be given a hearing by 
society at large.

13


