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Introduction

Sunday morning. The anthem ends. The preacher waits a moment
as the choir settles into their seats, then slips from the chancel pew into
the pulpit, pushes the sides and corners of the sermon manuscript into
line, takes a deep breath, and looks into the faces of the congregation.
G. Edwin Osborn, an influential teacher of worship in the Christian
Church (Disciples of Christ) in an earlier era, painted a montage of
different kinds of people who await the sermon: 

• A bereft soul for whom the heavens seem shut.
• A daughter who has sacrificed her future to care for a widowed

mother.
• Anxious parents who have not heard from an absent child for

two months or more.
• A person under cancer’s death sentence.
• A family trying to live down the scandal that sent the oldest

daughter to suicide.
• An investor whose profitable ventures have inflated…pride and

left that person careless with others’ trust.
• A trusted employee who for months has been embezzling from

the firm.
• A physician under pressure to write narcotics prescriptions for

a patient to whom the physician is financially obligated.
• A high school youth torn between the license brashly advocated

by the high school’s social club and the standards for which this
youth has stood as president of the church youth group. 

• A recently promoted vice-president in a mad scramble for further
advances who begins to exploit other workers, forgetting that the
vice-president was once one of them.

• Social aspirants in whose heart envy and ambition have joined
forces and are running wild.
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• A lay leader in the congregation for whom religion has gradually
lost its vitality and significance and has degenerated into mere
formality.

• A teacher who has devoted a quarter of a century in dedicated
service to the community who is becoming disillusioned because
public education is made a political pawn.

• Some burning with the fires of lust; others smoldering with
hatred’s passion.

• A few for whom jealousy has poisoned life’s cup, and others for
whom the dregs of bitterness have made it the drink of death.1

Every time the congregation gathers for worship, many different
people come from many different points in life with many different needs
and perspectives. The same sermon may touch people in different
ways, because they are at different places in life. Each person refracts
the messages through his or her own world.

The phenomenon of diversity is even more complicated than
Osborn suggested in the preceding collage of a Sunday morning
congregation. In addition to being at different stations in life, people
process language, thought, and feelings differently. Different people take
in the world in different modes of apprehension. People express
themselves and process communications in ways that are influenced
by racial experience, gender, personality type, ethnicity, education, and
social and economic situation. Some people hear the same words but
come away with different nuances of meaning because of their built-
in inclinations to receive communication in certain ways but not in others. 

In this book, we explore selected aspects of such congregational
diversity.2 What does the preacher do when faced by the fact that
congregations contain people who hear and process sermons in different
ways?3

One way of describing the concern of this book is to borrow and
adapt a phrase from Nancy Eiesland, who teaches at Candler School
of Theology at Emory University. In her sensitive work The Disabled
God, she writes of the importance of bringing persons with disabilities
into “the speaking center” of the church (and of the wider world).
Many persons with disabilities have yet to experience being at the
speaking center, where they could speak about themselves as persons,
talking with people with disabilities and with others within the church
and the world. Generally, persons with disabilities have had to learn
how to explain experiences in terms that able-bodied persons can
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grasp. This means translating their own experiences into someone
else’s way of speaking. If this translation is not accompanied by routine
experiences of talking and listening to other people with disabilities,
the understanding of the whole church can be limited and distorted.4

Eiesland’s comments about disabled persons are true of other
groups that make up the congregation. Each group needs to be a part
of the speaking center, that is, to know that its concerns are expressed
clearly and are understood by others in the community. In a similar
way, each element in the congregation needs to be able to hear and
understand others in the community. 

A variety of activities within the life of the church can provide
speaking and listening centers. In worship, the various groups within
the congregation come together. The sermon has an opportunity to
become the literal speaking and listening center of the church. The
preacher must not only give voice to the various groups in the
congregation but help them have an optimum opportunity to hear and
understand the gospel and one another. That can happen as the pastor
discovers the characteristics of the various listening groups in the
congregation and takes them into account in the sermon.

In chapter 1, we consider the congregation as a community composed
of groups (some of them quite informal) that manifest multiple and
sometimes contrasting characteristics that affect ways in which listeners
receive and process sermons. We then turn to six modes of diversity
found within most congregations. In chapter 2, the focus is on preaching
to different generations. How might the preacher take account of the
listening characteristics of Builders, Silents, Boomers, Generation 13,
and subsequent generations? Chapter 3 ponders preaching in the light
of the differing ways in which people know and the differing ways in
which they receive and process communications. Chapter 4 engages
preaching and gender. We begin with matters related to heterosexual
women and men, and then consider preaching and other sexual
orientations. Chapter 5 deals with preaching in a multicultural
community. What does the preacher need to consider when the
congregation contains European Americans, African Americans, Native
Americans, Hispanic Americans, Asian Americans, and others? Chapter
6 concentrates on preaching for the least, for those who are on the margins
of the congregation. How might the preacher speak to—and in behalf
of—the widow, those who are mentally or physically challenged, the
economically poor, and the out-groups in the congregation? In chapter
7, we think about preaching in a congregation in which people hold
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different theological worldviews. How does a preacher make theological
sense to both liberals and conservatives who sometimes sit on the same
pew? These six foci are not the only variables in a listening community,
but they are a place to begin systematic thinking about the enormous
plurality of the listening congregation.

The two authors shared in the conception of the book and talked
about the contents of the various chapters. We jointly drafted chapter
1. Joseph Jeter took the lead in chapters 4, 5 and 6, with Ronald Allen
generating the first drafts on chapters 2, 3, and 7. The two writers
discussed and reshaped each chapter. To be honest, we do not see eye
to eye on each and every matter. But the differences are largely matters
of degree and not of substance. We send this book forth in our first
authorial partnership in the hope that it will enhance the preaching and
hearing of the gospel in our time. We had a great time working on the
book. We hope readers have a great time using it, even when they disagree
with some of our ideas.
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Varieties of Listeners in the
Congregation

A few years ago, Ron spent a summer teaching in Jamaica. While
vacationing at a beach, he went boating on the Caribbean. Looking into
the water from the boat Ron could see fish moving. From the deck of
the boat the fish looked much the same: dark blurs lacking definition
in shape.

After a few minutes, he put on goggles and splashed into the water.
Submerged with the fish, Ron could see their remarkable variety and
distinctiveness. Long fish. Short fish. Round fish. Fish in bold stripes
of color. Fish whose colors gently shaded from one color to the next.
Hues of red, orange, yellow, green, and blue. Fish that appeared to glow.
Indeed, the whole underwater world became luminescent. The fish ate
different things ranging from plankton to other fish. From the surface,
the fish looked dim and much the same. But in the underwater world
itself, Ron could see their remarkable variety.

Preachers sometimes view the congregation from the surface. The
listeners appear to be much the same. But when preachers penetrate
below the surface of the congregation, a more complex picture comes
into view. In the same way that the ocean contains many different kinds
of fish, the typical congregation contains many different kinds of people
who are defined by many different traits. These traits include phenomena
such as gender, race, ethnicity, age, personality type, patterns of mental



operation, modes of perception, and theological worldview. Different
traits incline people to hear the sermon differently. 

People who fish know that different kinds of bait attract different
kinds of fish. In order to catch a certain kind of fish, a certain kind of
bait is often used. Making an approximate parallel between fishing and
arranging material in one of his theological works, the second-century
theologian Clement of Alexandria offers a comment that elucidates the
situation of the preacher. “We must provide a large variety of baits owing
to the varieties of fish.”1 Preaching calls for variety that corresponds to
the variegation in the listening community.2

In this chapter we first explore the notion that the congregation is
a community made up of people who have different listening tendencies.
We then focus on approaches that the preacher might take to help make
the sermon accessible to persons who hear and process sermons in diverse
ways. 

The Congregation Composed 
of Multiple Kinds of Listeners

Some traits in the congregation are constituted by self-conscious,
chosen, institutionally formal relationships. A formally constituted
group often has a life as a distinct community within the larger
congregation. In a sense, a congregation is a community of such groups.3

For example, people belong to Bible school classes or prayer groups
or other small (cell) groups. Koinonia groups sometimes convene
around life situations (e.g., single people). Family networks within a
congregation are sometimes connected by blood or marriage. In some
congregations, people rally around a shared theological or political
agenda. In some congregations, members appear to have deeper loyalty
to their small groups than to the congregation as a whole. Members of
a Sunday school class, for instance, may immediately put considerable
financial muscle behind a call from the class for financial resources,
whereas the same people might be much slower and less generous in
response to a call from the leadership of the wider congregation.

The congregational collage also contains constellations of people
who may not be related to one another by a formal church structure
but who share a characteristic (or constellation of characteristics). Some
of these traits present themselves fairly readily and, therefore, claim a
preacher’s attention. Gender, for example, is often related to tendencies
in speaking and listening. In chapter 4, we examine the spectrum of
women’s “ways of knowing,” that is, patterns by which women perceive
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the world, ranging from women who are almost altogether dependent
on the perceptions of others to women who assertively and critically
take responsibility for their own worldviews. Women are often inclined
to pick up tones of feeling in sermons that do not come to the
consciousness of some men. Some verbal expressions are characteristic
of (though by no means unique to) women. Many women respond more
positively to certain kinds of speech than to other kinds. Similarly, many
men have a proclivity to pick up ideas in speech, but not catch undertones
of feeling. 

Age, as discussed in chapter 2, is another trait that is easily
recognizable and that sometimes affects how people hear and talk.
Persons at different ages often have somewhat different life issues,
tastes, and modes of expression, and worldviews. Persons of different
ages even hear some words differently. A preacher who brings the cross
section of age-related concerns into sermons not only helps members
of individual age cohorts reflect on their own situations from the
perspective of the gospel but helps the congregation understand the
gospel and the world from the perspective of other ages. Such preaching
deepens the spirit of community in the congregation.

While congregations were once largely composed of persons of one
race or ethnicity, congregations increasingly contain persons of multiple
races and ethnic backgrounds. This is one aspect of the multiculturalism
discussed in chapter 5. Without meaning to fall into the pit of racial and
ethnic stereotyping, we observe that modes of expression and response
are sometimes associated with particular racial or ethnic groups.
European Americans in the long-established denominations tend to be
restrained in preaching and in responding to preaching, whereas African
Americans and Latinos tend to be more exuberant. However, these
patterns are not true across the board. Differences exist within racial
and ethnic communities. For instance, some European American
Pentecostals are as exuberant as demonstrative as many African
Americans and Latinos. Some African American preachers are as
subdued as their European American counterparts. Some African
American and Latino laity seek congregations that are quiet. The
challenge to the preacher is multiplied in the multicultural setting in
which European Americans, African Americans, Latinos, Asian
Americans, and Native Americans sit side by side.

Multiculturalism is a phenomenon of more than race and ethnicity.
Every congregation is multicultural, for people from different cultures
comprise nearly every congregation. A typical congregation contains
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persons from a panorama of cultures, such as corporate leadership, blue-
collar labor, welfare subsistence, higher education, professional life,
volunteerism, various sexual orientations, and youth (with its many
subcultures). People of the same race, ethnicity, and social class can operate
out of very different worldviews. For instance, a corporate manager often
exercises quite a different set of values in making decisions than someone
from the culture of a college or seminary faculty.

In some settings, the differences of culture are more dramatic than
in others. In a multicultural congregation, the preaching event brings
together people who often have marked differences in oral expression
and in expectations of what constitutes good and not so good
communication. In a multicultural setting people may even have varying
levels of familiarity with the language spoken by the preacher. Some
multicultural congregations make use of a translator (or more than one
translator), a phenomenon that introduces its own dynamics in a
congregation. 

The congregational collage also contains other traits that are less
obvious and require conscientious pastoral discernment. For instance,
it is well known that people differ according to personality. A warm
and generous personality often responds positively to a preacher whose
preaching has a personal quality and who is warm and generous in
theology and demeanor, whereas the same listener may be put off by
a pastor whose preaching is cast in abstractions and who is distant in
personal relationships. According to our discussion of the Myers-Briggs
Type Indicator in chapter 3, this aspect of congregational pluralism can
be immensely complex. 

People also differ in their patterns of mental operation. Some
members of the community are, by nature, more deductive in the ways
in which they think, while others of the community are more inductive.
Some persons in the community require precise statements pointing
toward definite conclusions to feel that they are in a safe space, while
others are much more comfortable with ambiguity and open-ended
patterns of thinking. The former may think that the latter are hiding
from the hard work of reaching definite conclusions, while those who
are comfortable with ambiguity think that the precisionists have vastly
oversimplified the complexities of life. As someone said to one of the
authors of this book, “Life just can’t be boiled down to a proposition.”
In chapter 3 we explore such differences in connection with research
into stages of faith development proposed by James Fowler.
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In the preceding paragraphs, we have only begun to illustrate the
elements that are part of the typical congregational sea. Sensitive pastors
who listen carefully and who discern the signs of the times in the
community will be able to identify many other distinctive fish below
the surface of the congregational sea.

As we note below, these traits are only listener tendencies. Persons
are not prisoners of their proclivities. Henry Mitchell, a great African
American scholar of preaching, sometimes uses an expression that
describes this situation. Mitchell frequently says that African American
preachers are “prone” to do certain things, for example, use colorful
speech. Not all African American preachers use colorful speech, but
many such preachers have that tendency. They are prone to it. Similarly,
we may say that persons with certain traits (e.g., age, gender, personality
type, theological orientation) are prone to ways of thinking, feeling, or
behaving that are associated with that trait, but they can transcend their
traits.

The Preacher’s Challenge: One Gospel, 
Many Patterns of Listening

Preachers face a challenge in these respects. On the one hand, the
church draws its life and witness from the one gospel of the one living
God. On the other hand, a given congregation has many different
listeners who process the sermon with their own particular sets of
receptors. A further complication is that each preacher has her or his
tendencies of speaking and listening, cultural proclivities, and modes
of apprehending the world. 

By one gospel, we mean a core of meaning that is shared by most
Christians across time and space, and that has implications for every
situation in the cosmos. The preacher’s call is to interpret the world—
both its human and trans-human dimensions—from the standpoint of
the gospel. The preacher also considers points at which the world
might prompt the congregation to enlarge, refocus, or otherwise
reformulate its understanding of the gospel. 

The gospel can be formulated in many different ways. Christians
sometimes debate the precise formulation and content of the gospel.
But in this book, we operate with an understanding of the gospel that,
we believe, can be accepted in most Christian communities. The gospel
is the good news “that God is the God of a singular promise and a singular
command: the promise is that God’s love, confirmed in Jesus Christ,
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is freely, graciously, offered to each and all, and the command is the
twofold requirement that we are to love God with our whole selves and
to love and do justice to our neighbors as ourselves.”4

The gospel is thus dipolar, an ellipse with two centers: the promise
of the unconditional love of God for each and all, and the command
of God for justice for each and all. In this context, the term justice takes
its cue from its Hebrew roots. In the world of the Bible, justice primarily
refers to right relationships in community. To do justice is to live in
covenantal relationship with all neighbors. 

A part of the preacher’s vocation in each situation (and on each
Sunday) is to determine whether to emphasize the word of promise or
the word of command. In either case, appropriateness to the whole gospel
is the norm for the content and style of the sermon. The heart of the
preacher’s creativity is to witness to the gospel in language and
communication patterns that offer the listeners a good opportunity to
understand the witness. When the congregation understands the witness
of the sermon, they can then decide how, or whether, to respond. 

The preacher effects mutual critical correlation.5 This correlation
involves three dimensions. In one dimension, the pastor correlates the
gospel with values, thoughts, practices, ideas, and communication
preferences of a given group. What are the similarities and positive points
of contact between the gospel and the group? In another dimension,
the preacher calls attention to ways in which the gospel criticizes the
contemporary world and calls for repentance and new birth. What are
points at which the gospel calls the congregation (and the world) to change
ways of thinking, acting, and feeling to be more consistent with God’s
unconditional love for all and God’s call for justice for all? In still
another dimension, the preacher is open to reformulating the gospel
in the light of current inclinations and insights. Do insights from the
tradition or from the contemporary world prompt the pastor and
congregation to recognize that their understanding of the gospel is
inadequate and consequently should be considered afresh?

The preacher’s challenge is to prepare sermons so that they have
a good opportunity to be received and processed by the different kinds
of listeners in the congregation. No amount of homiletical skill can
guarantee that the congregation will grasp the message in the full
dimensions intended by the preacher. Factors in the congregation over
which the preacher has no control (and about which the preacher may
have no knowledge) can cause the congregation to listen on one
wavelength when the preacher is broadcasting on another. Nonetheless,
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conscientious preachers shape material so that the gospel and its
implications for life are expressed in ways that are most congenial to
the hearers, recognizing that under ordinary circumstances their efforts
will facilitate communication. 

Transcending One’s Own Style
Preachers, likewise, often spend considerable effort developing

their own styles of preaching. They search for ways to bring the gospel
to life that are consistent with their theologies, with who they are as
persons, with their own patterns of perception and expression, and with
their presuppositions about how people hear sermons. For instance, in
introductory preaching courses, we discover that many students are
innately inclined toward inductive and intuitive patterns of movement
and the use of story and image. They tend to develop a style that
includes those qualities. Other students, however, have a more deductive
and linear approach to preaching. 

A preacher’s style is typically well received by listeners who share
traits that are similar to those of the preacher. Hearers whose traits differ
from those of the preacher sometimes experience some uneasiness, or
even frustration, with the preacher. For example, congregants who are
innately inductive and intuitive often feel an innate empathy with the
inductive and intuitive sermon. Listeners who tend toward the deductive
and linear sometimes feel that inductive and intuitive sermons are
incomplete. After hearing a sermon that many intuitives experienced
as powerful, an engineer was heard to say, “But the preacher never got
to the point.”

On the one hand, the attempt to find one’s style helps bring
congruity between the preacher and the message. On the other hand,
exclusive reliance on one style can leave some listeners feeling that they
have not been full participants in the preaching conversation. Indeed,
they can come away from such sermons feeling a little empty.

This situation is represented in Figure 1 on page 12. For the sake
of illustration, we will say that a congregation represented by circle E
contains sixteen listening groups (Clement’s variety of fish). A pastor
who preaches in only one style is represented by circle A. It is readily
apparent that group 6 (whoever they might be) loves this kind of
sermon. “Oh, that was preaching,” they might say at the door. They
may even tell their friends what a wonderful preacher they have.
Groups 2, 5, 7, and 10 also like the preaching. It seems interesting and
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relevant. Groups 1, 3, 9 and 11 find some points of contact with the
sermon, and would probably say that the preaching is satisfactory,
though not exciting. But the preaching misses altogether groups 4, 8,
12, 13, 14, 15, and 16. They may continue to come to worship (perhaps
out of habit, loyalty to the congregation, duty, or spousal command),
but they get very little out of the sermon. The preacher may never become
aware of these groups’ response (or lack thereof) because they never
mention anything as they slip out the side door. Circles A, B, C, and
D represent different approaches that a preacher might take in order
to communicate with persons whose traits are represented within those
boundaries.

Figure 1

Some preachers actually grow a church just of people who respond
to the preacher’s style. The congregation not only thinks the content
that the preacher thinks, but thinks it after the pattern of the preacher’s
own modes of thought and expression. People with other patterns of
thought unconsciously (in some cases consciously) feel unwelcome. 

Furthermore, not all subject matters and situations are congenial
to a single approach to the sermon. In one sermon, a preacher may need
to ring the fire bell of immediate warning, while another sermon may
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need to apply a healing salve, while still another sermon may need to
do its work like a jackhammer breaking up cement.

While a preacher may be most comfortable with a single style, the
preacher typically needs to be able to preach in a number of different
ways. As Fred Craddock said vividly in a lecture, “We need a number
of arrows in our quiver,” such as inductive, deductive, narrative-story,
conceptual, and imagistic. Thomas G. Long, a leading contemporary
preacher, makes a similar point.

It is important for those preachers who tend to design the
sermon journey in a free-flowing, loosely connected way, with
many side trips and scenic excursions into symbolic imagery,
to depart from that form on occasion and to create a more tightly
structured form for the sake of those in the congregation who
travel better that way. Likewise, the preacher who tends toward
the firmly guided sermon journey, with conceptual mileposts
clearly marked, needs on occasion to supplement that sort of
form with other, more fluid designs.6

In short, the preacher must be multilingual in homiletical form. 
The preacher’s approach for a particular sermon is not imposed a

priori, but emerges from the encounter of the congregation (and the
various subcongregations within it) and its various listener tendencies,
the occasion (with its needs), the biblical text, the gospel, and the
preacher. The preacher assesses which arrow has the best chance of
striking the target.

Preaching Beyond Zarzuelas
By advocating that the preacher shape the form and expression of

the sermon to facilitate communication with the congregation, we do
not intend to suggest that the preacher compromise gospel content. The
preacher hopes to help people understand the gospel with its promise
and command as fully as they can in a given circumstance. Our purpose
is to encourage the preacher to enhance the possibility for the hearing
of the gospel in its fullness and force by consciously shaping sermons
to account for the plurality of the listening community.

However, the preacher’s efforts in this direction will be for naught
unless the sermon has something to say. James Michener in his book
Iberia speaks to this situation. Writing about Spanish music in the
seventeenth century and the effects of the Inquisition, Michener says,
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The more I listened to Spanish music the more I began to suspect
that it failed because it lacked inherent seriousness; it did not
direct itself to the major themes of life and thereby
condemned itself to a secondary accomplishment. It could
produce zarzuelas [brief, light musical playlets] but not
operas or symphonies. The fault could not lie with the
composers ,  for they gave ample evidence of  their
competence; it must have lain with the society in which
they worked. Something quite stifling happened to Spanish
intellectual life [in the seventeenth century] and it is reflected
in the decline of Spanish music…The melodies remain, the
rhythms, the technical competence and the brilliant
orchestration, but the heart has gone dry.7

The public seemed to prefer, says Michener, “the brief and incidental
to the sustained and generic.”8

Michener’s comments about Spanish music in the seventeenth
century can be transferred to some Christian preachers in North
America. Preachers sometimes become purveyors of homiletical
zarzuelas when they (we) become fascinated with the technology of
preaching but lose sight of the importance of theological substance. We
can imagine ministers who could become so fascinated with the
technology of adapting the sermon to the diverse congregations within
the congregation that the preachers do not spend sufficient time or
creativity in finding something important to say. Preaching must move
beyond zarzuelas to a substantial theological agenda. 

Sermons are great precisely when preachers have something
significant to say. The fourth, sixteenth, and nineteenth centuries are
three periods of Western history in which there were many great
preachers. The preaching was vital because the preachers dealt with
great themes: the evangelization of the Roman Empire, the reform of
the church, the great missionary impulse. The great themes for the
preacher today are quite different. Indeed, we can rightly criticize
aspects of leading themes of our ancestors in these three signal centuries.
When the church became confident of the state and other dominant
forces in society, faithful witness was often compromised. The reform
of the sixteenth century exacerbated the divisions in the church. The
missionary impulse of the nineteenth century sometimes confused
conversion to Christian faith with adopting Western culture. However,
the point remains: preaching is powerful (and has far-reaching effects)
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when it deals with matters of importance in such a way as to make
existential connection with the congregation. 

The preacher whose heart has gone dry will be renewed by a
generative theological vision under a fresh impulse of the Holy Spirit.
No amount of tinkering with cohort-friendly modes of expression can
substitute for theological dynamism. Nonetheless, when the content of
the sermon is life-giving and engaging, the sermon has a better
opportunity to make live contact with the hearts, minds, and wills of
the congregation when the material is shaped to account for the diversity
within the listening community. The preacher who uses a variety of baits
likely will attract a variety of fish.

Four Approaches to Communicating 
with Listeners of Different Types

Every person and every congregation are unique. The data and
perspectives that we discuss in this book are found in persons and
groups in many congregations. Nonetheless, each congregation has its
own particular combinations, peculiarities, and exceptions. Through
priestly listening, the pastor can discover the distinctive listening profile
of the community so that the pastor can incorporate as many listening
orientations as possible into the designs of the sermons. Toward this
end, the preacher might adopt one of the following four approaches.
The preacher selects an approach based on pastoral analysis of the
congregation and its needs on a given Sunday or during a particular
season of the congregation’s life.

First, the preacher may prepare a single sermon (or a series of
sermons) with one particular group of listeners in mind. The minister
shapes the sermon to speak especially to a target group. The preacher
adopts this strategy when pastoral reflection on the congregation reveals
that a particular group needs a specific message. Returning to the motif
of the speaking center from the Introduction, the preacher can bring
this group into the speaking and listening center of the congregation
for the whole sermon.

For example, a preacher may shape a sermon so that it will appeal
particularly to women who have a particular way of knowing. Some
women, for instance, are silent knowers (as described in chapter 4). They
lack confidence in their own capacity to receive and process information
about the world. Hence, they remain silent. The preacher may design a
sermon or series of sermons to help increase the confidence of such silent
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women in their ability to discern the divine presence and to make their
own decisions in how to respond to the liberating movement of God.

Some readers may object that by shaping the sermon for a particular
segment of the congregation, others will be excluded from the circle of
those who can benefit from the sermon. We reply that listeners usually
have enough flexibility that they can hear messages that do not correspond
completely to their proclivities. They may experience a little static, but
the sermon can certainly communicate. At this juncture, Fred Craddock’s
famous notion of overhearing may come into play.9 Though not addressed
directly, some listeners “overhear” the sermon, and, in the process, may
find themselves drawn into it. Persons who did not arrive at worship with
a question about the inspiration of the Bible may find themselves
contemplating that issue as they overhear the preacher in conversation
with the Bible class. Women who are not silent knowers may identify
with silent knowers and join the movement toward liberation. 

Second, for a single sermon, the preacher may conscientiously
integrate several distinct qualities that enhance receptivity for distinct
listening groups. The preacher would consciously include material that
speaks to a range of groups. 

For example, in the last part of chapter 3, we mention that a person
is usually prone to take in the world through one of the following
modes of perception: visual, auditory, or kinesthetic. While nearly all
people include all modes, one mode usually predominates in a given
person. Hence, the preacher can include material in a sermon that appeals
to the senses of sight, hearing, and feeling. The sermon thereby has a
good chance to connect with persons whose primary means of perception
is visual, with those who relate to the world largely through hearing,
and with those who are kinesthetic in their orientation. To take another
example, in a multicultural congregation, as discussed in chapter 5, the
preacher can explicitly name matters of race and ethnicity, and can
provide basic information about the communities present. The sermon
might celebrate the divine movement through each culture, help the
various groups recognize how they enrich one another, and address the
tensions within the congregation (and in the larger culture) that configure
around race and ethnicity. Of course, regardless of whether a
congregation is made up of persons of more than one race or ethnic
background, a preacher is called to address racial and ethnic matters,
both because they are points of tension and injustice in the wider
human family, and because the reign of God inherently calls people
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who are different into deeper communion. The preacher who ignores
such matters allows the silence of the sermon to reinforce racial
stereotypes and divisions that are typical in aspects of North American
culture beyond the church.

Third, over a season of preaching, the preacher may combine
aspects of the two previous approaches and give attention to the full
range of variables in congregational perception. While no single sermon
would include material designed to speak to all listeners in their various
modes of perception, the whole listening community would be included
over several Sundays.

For example, in chapter 2, we describe characteristics of listeners
in age cohorts: Builders, Silents, Boomers, and Gen13. During Advent,
the preacher might deal with the theme of hope as refracted through
the Bible readings for Advent in ways that could be positively received
by each generation. What are the hopes of each generation? How does
each generation speak about its hopes? How do the hopes of the
generations compare and contrast with Christian hope as expressed in
the Advent season? How do their notions need to be reshaped according
to core Christian thinking? The preacher can search for questions,
issues, and figures of speech regarding Christian hope that have a good
chance of being welcomed by each generation. 

A fourth approach is to begin work on the sermon by focusing on
the text and occasion and then to take the various listeners into account.
Joey frequently follows this path. When preparing to preach at a regional
gathering of the church, for instance, the material initially takes a
leading role in shaping the sermon—the biblical text, the theme of the
assembly and its purpose. Along the way, Joey pauses to ask How will
the listening groups at the assembly hear (or not hear) this sermon? Are some
groups excluded? Will some groups feel that they received too much attention?
The preacher can then calibrate the material in the sermon to account
for this aspect of pastoral analysis. 

As every preacher knows, communication between pastor and
people can transcend conventional homiletical rules. The response of
the congregation to the Holy Spirit, the hunger of the listeners for a gospel
word, or some other factor—any such factor can transform the poorest
sermon into a moment of grace. A sermon that is theologically insightful,
related to life, warm, genuine, and communicative can often be heard
within each pocket of diversity that is discussed in this work. The most
careful preparation cannot guarantee that the congregation will
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understand a sermon. Nonetheless, most sermons benefit from crafting
that accounts for the characteristics of the different groups of listeners
in the congregation. In any event preachers are ethically obligated to
prepare as carefully as possible.10

By shaping sermons to account for differences in congregational
perception, the preacher embodies an important theological point: the
church is one. The pastor’s homiletical approach is itself a witness to
the breadth and depth of divine love as the preacher attempts to include
as many as possible in the community of those who can receive and
process the sermon. The preacher hopes that the congregation will be
one and thus testify that God is one (Deut. 6:4). A multifaceted preaching
program can help the congregation name (and become able to deal with)
its own diversity. It can also help prevent the congregation from making
idols of certain listener preferences. 

Caveats
While the preacher can certainly help people have an opportunity

to enter the world of the sermon by taking account of the tendencies
of the listening community, this effort requires caveats. People are not
trapped by the characteristics of the groups in which they find themselves.
Belonging to a particular cohort does not completely predetermine how
a person will respond to a particular mode of expression or to a
particular sermon. Although people possess distinctive listener traits,
a particular person can never be reduced to those traits as if the traits
function mechanically to predetermine how a person will receive and
process a sermon. A tendency is not a straitjacket, but an indicator of
probability. 

Furthermore, people do not always manifest listener traits in a
pure way. A person often contains aspects of differing traits. For example,
the authors of this book are Boomers by age cohort. Although we have
many characteristics in common with other Boomers, we often relate
to the church in ways that more resemble Builders (who are older, see
chapter 2). 

The configuration of listener traits in a particular person can change.
For instance, we regularly see people who enter theological seminary
at a level of faith development that James Fowler would catalogue as
Stage 2 evolve into someone at Stage 3 or Stage 4 in response to the
stimuli of the seminary. Changing life circumstances can prompt a
change in listener tendencies. 
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People who share one trait may vary widely in others. For example,
persons of the same age may have very different patterns of mental
operation and contrasting theological worldviews. Each person is a collage
with a unique combination of listener tendencies. 

The fact that listeners fall into multiple categories at the same time
can present the preacher with a dizzying array of possibilities for
shaping the sermon: A European American, conservative, widow,
Builder, who takes in the world visually and may be at Stage 5 in
Fowler’s trajectory of faith development. Does the preacher speak with
her as a European American? a conservative? a woman? one of the least?
a Builder? a Fowler Stage 5? as a person who is oriented to visuality?
or some combination thereof? This woman represents the almost
endless possibilities that combine in the different members of the
congregation. The preacher cannot possibly take all configurations
into account. Probably the preacher thinks of the sermon with persons
with particular traits in mind on the basis of the intention of a particular
sermon. A preacher may want to have conversation particularly with
conservatives, or women, or Builders (or some combination).

Moreover, human beings often think, feel, and act in unexpected
ways. A human being can transcend the limitations of many qualities.
People sometimes choose not to think, feel, or act within their traits.
For instance, a person who relates intuitively to the world may decide
that a particular issue calls for a linear analysis. Sometimes a person
responds differently to new circumstances without conscientiously
deciding to do so. For example, a person who thinks in a linear fashion
may get caught up in a sermon that is largely impressionistic or intuitive. 

Thomas G. Long, a leading authority in the preaching community
today, notes that preacher and congregation affect each other. “The
preacher who speaks week in, week out, to a congregation is learning
how to preach effectively to them, but they are learning also, discovering
how to listen to this preacher. Over time, and under the surface, preacher
and listener are gradually adjusting to achieve the best communication
fit.”11 Factors such as sensitivity to life, specific experiences, education,
moral commitments, and other factors, can manifest qualities that are
often associated with groups other than the listener’s natural one. For
example, a member of the Builder generation need not inherently and
in all ways manifest the characteristics of the Builders. A particular
Builder’s experience and education may lead her or him to be more
like a member of the Boomer generation, at least in selected ways. 
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These observations emphasize the importance of Long’s perceptive
observations:

Listeners do have diverse listening styles, and these are complex
and not-fully-understood processes, but these styles are to be
seen more as band spreads than single frequencies. In other
words, while it is true that certain hearers may prefer to listen
to sermons that are shaped in a particular way, may say that
they get more out of a certain style of preaching, and may in
fact find such sermons clearer and more compelling precisely
because they are designed in a way that more or less matches
their listening style, it does not follow that this is the only style
of sermon they can “hear.” If they are exposed to a sermon in
an alien form, they may resist it somewhat, not like it much,
or even reformulate it so that it fits more comfortably into their
listening equation, but the fact of the matter is that they can hear
it if it is not completely outside their range.12

The simple fact is that most listeners are able to receive and process
a wide variety of communication styles. A preacher who has something
significant to say in concert with the congregational context will often
find people listening eagerly from across the various listening spectra.
The preacher hopes to develop sermons that broadcast across a broad
band. 

Given the remarkable diversity of the listening community, a
sermon never achieves complete communication with all members of
the congregation. Nonetheless, a preacher can help the community have
a good opportunity to enter into the world of the message. No amount
of preaching skill can guarantee that the congregation will fully grasp
the message as the preacher intends it. The preacher is called to shape
the content and style of the sermon in the reasonable but not guaranteed
hope that the sermon will intersect with patterns of human perception
at work in the congregation on the Sunday that the minister preaches
the sermon. This book aims to help people have an opportunity to receive
the sermon.
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