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Preface

by Dwight A. Moody

This volume is the seventh in a series of annual sermon collections 
published by our partner Chalice Press. Like the others, it contains 
the sermons preached at the National Festival of Young Preachers; 
in this case, in January of 2016 in Lexington, Kentucky, when our 
preaching theme was HEAVEN AND EARTH. The other six 
volumes are listed at the front of this book. In 2015 we gathered many 
of the sermons preached at these festivals by African Americans, 
both Young Preachers and plenary preachers; we published that 
under the title Generation to Generation (2015). 

Together these eight volumes constitute a unique and valuable 
archive of what young Christian leaders are thinking and saying 
about living and preaching the Christian faith in the modern world. 
They are ripe for study, reflection, and critique; the wider Christian 
community needs to hear and respect what these Young Preachers are 
speaking. Perhaps they are awaiting just the right doctoral student!

I thank the many people who made the 2016 National Festival 
such a success: Wyndee Holbrook, Debbie Moody, Susan Waggener, 
Maureen Howell, and Winterbourne Harrison-Jones; plus the large 
cohort of volunteers who take such delight in serving these Young 
Preachers. 

I dedicate this volume to my long-time friend and colleague, 
Dr. Chris Coble. He is now vice president for religion at the Lilly 
Endowment, but when we first connected he was a program officer 
at the Endowment, directing their Programs for the Theological 
Exploration of Vocation. I was then dean of the chapel at Georgetown 
College and directed one of those vocation projects. Now for 16 
years he has been a friend, a confidant, a counselor, a benefactor, 
and a constant source of wisdom and encouragement. Somewhere 
along the way I actually read his PhD dissertation, and it helped me 
in the early days of the Academy of Preachers. He deserves all the 
gratitude I can express on behalf of more than 1,000 Young Preachers 
who have participated in our regional and/or national preaching 
festivals. Thanks be to God. 
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Introduction

by Dwight A. Moody

In 2009, Vanderbilt Divinity School (VDS) wrote a letter of 
endorsement of the Academy of Preachers (AoP). Well-known 
homiletician and VDS Charles G. Finney Professor of Preaching 
and Worship John McClure and James Hudnut-Beumler, then the 
dean of the school, co-signed a letter that read in part: “Vanderbilt 
Divinity School is pleased to become a partner with the Academy of 
Preachers. We believe that this program can be a significant force in 
recruiting, forming, and supporting young preachers as they live into 
their calling to pursue gospel ministry” (letter dated May 20, 2009). 

These words of affirmation were instrumental in giving us 
credibility with a wide network of institutions and organizations; 
they also opened the doors to the student body of one of the premier 
universities in the country. Over these intervening seven years, 
a steady stream of Young Preachers from VDS has watered the 
ecumenical and rhetorical environment of our preaching festivals, 
including (but not limited to): Adam Graham AoP’10, Reginald 
Sharpe AoP’10, Terrance Chandler-Harrison AoP’11, Lauren 
McDuffie AoP’13, and Shantell Hinton AoP’14. In 2015, VDS 
professor Dale P. Andrews was the plenary preacher at the Southeast 
Regional Festival of Young Preachers in Nashville, Tennessee. 

But neither the partnership letter nor the Young Preachers were 
as helpful to the mission and programs of the AoP in those early 
months as the three graduate students who came to our first preaching 
camps and assisted us in coaching, leading, and planning with what 
we called our Young Preachers Leadership Team (now referred 
to as the Gospel Catalyst Network). These three went on to finish 
doctoral dissertations and secure prestigious and influential teaching 
posts: Lisa Davidson, now assistant professor of homiletics at Union 
Theological Seminary in New York City; Gerald Liu, now associate 
professor of preaching and worship at Princeton Theological 
Seminary in Princeton, New Jersey; and Richard Voelz, now assistant 
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professor of preaching and worship at Union Presbyterian Seminary 
in Richmond, Virginia. 

The employment of Voelz at Virginia Union was no doubt aided 
by the publication of his dissertation in the “Lloyd John Ogilvie 
Institute of Preaching Series” at Fuller Seminary: Youthful Preaching: 
Strengthening the Relationship between Youth, Adults, and Preaching. And 
it is this book that is so important to the mission and programs of 
the Academy of Preachers. 

The Voelz book may be the first scholarly book to take seriously 
the preaching of young preachers. Voelz himself so asserts: “To my 
knowledge, this is the only book on preaching and adolescents 
in North America undertaken from the perspective of critical 
homiletics” (Voelz, 7). As such, it is a welcome addition to the 
literature the AoP has itself created with the publication by Chalice 
Press of eight books of sermons preached by adolescents and young 
adults (this one being the eighth). These include: 

• A Beautiful Thing (Huckleberry, ed., 2010)
• Walking to the Holy (Huckleberry, ed., 2011)
• Uncommon Sense (Moody, ed., 2012)
• Gospel and the City (Moody, ed., 2013)
• Questions of the Soul (Valentine, ed., 2014)
• Pentecost on Mockingbird Lane  

(Gieselman and Gieselman, eds., 2015)
• Generation to Generation (Harrison-Jones, ed., 2015)
• Heaven and Earth (Moody, ed., 2016)

The Academy of Preachers was launching just as Voelz was 
concluding his doctoral research. For that reason and for others 
(see his footnote #20 on Voelz, page 107), he was unable to use the 
substantial body of primary sources that had already been created 
by the work of our festivals. But his pre-research mission and his 
post-research conviction express precisely the perspective of the 
AoP. He asserts in his introduction: “… [H]omiletic communities 
are compelled to engage in in-depth, critical, and reflective listening 
to young people, not simply as listeners to, but also as producers of 
preaching (Voelz, 9).” 

Voelz selected 13 sermons preached by teenagers that had 
been video recorded and posted on YouTube. These sermons he 
transcribed and appended in the book. Here again, he was just 
months ahead of the AoP curve; in February 2010 we posted our 
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first festival sermon videos on YouTube, and now we have more 
than 1,000 uploaded there, which have been downloaded more 
than 415,000 times. 

In his book Voelz reviews the “substantial, but yet unwritten 
social history of American adolescents as listeners and preachers” 
(Voelz, 8). Then he formulates a “constructive method that begins 
with listening to adolescents’ sermons, then uses methods of rhetorical 
criticism that are capable of interpreting the ways that adolescents 
construct two kinds of communicative identities: Christian identity 
and homiletic identity” (Voelz, 9). Voelz analyses these sermons “to 
interpret the ways that young people self-identify as people of faith 
and as preachers” (Voelz, 9). 

Voelz then reviews the literature, both primary and secondary, 
describing and interpreting the role played by young people in the 
preaching event. He draws attention especially to the role of youth 
exhorters during the Second Great Awakening and to the emergence 
of specialized youth ministry in modern church life. He summarizes 
his survey by saying that the preaching activity of youth “receives 
meager reflection in literature concerned with either preaching or 
adolescents” (Voelz, 39). He tellingly quotes noted homiletician 
Anna Carter Florence: “In the academy, too, silence reigns: only a 
very few scholars are writing about youth and preaching [she does 
not identify who!], and virtually none of them are homileticians. 
The message to our seminaries and church is clear; this is not an 
issue worth serious time and study” (Voelz, 45; the entire quote is 
from Florence, “Preaching to the Exiles Who Live at Home: Youth, 
Testimony, and a Homiletic of ‘True Speech,’” 24).  

This research coheres precisely with my own. When in 2008 the 
Lilly Endowment asked me to design and launch an initiative that 
created preaching space for youth and young adults, I researched 
more than 125 vocation-oriented programs sponsored and funded by 
the Endowment. These included the 88 Programs for the Theological 
Exploration of Vocation (PTEV), including the one I designed and 
managed at Georgetown College in Kentucky; they also included 
many if not most of the surviving projects of the initial High School 
Theology Programs (the Endowment launched another round of 
these in 2016 with more than 85 schools receiving grants for high 
school programs). 

What I found startled me as well as the Endowment leadership: 
not a single one of these vocation programs in their online or print 



4      Heaven and Earth

descriptions included a preaching component, and this included 
the one I designed and managed! (Thankfully, this is not true of this 
new group of Youth Theology Programs: Georgetown College, the 
University of Evansville, Asbury University, and Morehouse College, 
to name just four of 83, include some element of public speech and/
or preaching in their projects.)

That is not to say that preaching was absent from all of these 
programs; in fact, my own vocation program used some grant funds 
to underwrite both a preaching course and numerous preaching field 
trips. A few other programs as well included small elements of public 
speech in their vocational strategies; mostly these were designing 
and leading worship or giving testimony or witness of vocational 
experiences. But so minor were these that when noted youth ministry 
scholar Kenda Dean summarized “best vocational discernment 
practices” in an address to the leadership of these programs, no form 
of public speech was included; the list of preferred practices included 
reading, writing, and reflecting; serving and helping underprivileged 
persons; planning and leading worship; and engaging nature in 
some form or fashion (??). Later, when Dean edited the published 
book evaluating these vocation programs for high school youth, 
public speech and preaching as means of vocational discernment 
and formation were totally absent. Yes, she said, such vocational 
discernment programs for adolescents have a high degree of success 
in leading young Christian youth toward seminary (Dean, 31-60); 
and yes, the church needs more such programs, which she creatively 
calls “farm teams” (Dean, 265-287); but not a word about preaching 
as a strategy for vocational discernment and religious experience. 

Yes, some of these programs focused on worship; but it is strange 
how regularly the homily and the sermon were absent from these 
worship experiences. Dean herself quotes approvingly a young 
Roman Catholic participant in St. Meinrad’s “One Bread, One Cup” 
program. In the quote, the 16-year-old extolled worship as “the 
source of her community’s Christianity identity” (Dean’s words, in 
Dean, 55); and when she expands on this worship experience, the 
youth mentions holy water, music, prayer, and confession—but no 
public speech of any kind. 

This interest in sermonless worship dominates an essay in the 
same book by Fred Edie, “The Formative Power of Awe: Pedagogies 
of Worship and Wonder” (Dean, 174-192). He names his program 
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at Duke Divinity School, along with those at St. Meinrad, Notre 
Dame, Lutheran Theological at Gettysburg, and Hellenic College, as 
orienting around planning worship, leading worship, and discussing 
worship. He borrows and asserts the phrase: “Worship is the most 
important pedagogical space” (Dean, 174). But the description or 
summary of worship he uses in this chapter includes everything—but 
preaching! For instance, Edie describes Christian worship as “grateful 
praise of God, confession of sin, passing the peace, baptismal washing 
from pretense, and Eucharistic communion” (Dean, 177). Later he 
writes: “Students at the Duke Youth Academy … learn to raise hands 
in praise, extend them in supplication, process into a worship space, 
perform simple dance steps, chant psalms, genuflect, bow, pass the 
peace …, sing the Prayer of Great Thanksgiving, and receive the 
elements of Holy Communion” (Dean, 187). All good stuff; but what 
is missing? Public speech! The homily! A sermon! (Interestingly—
perhaps tellingly—the only reference to preaching in this chapter is 
an anecdote describing (even ridiculing) a guest preacher’s use of 
the altar call in an embarrassing and ineffectual way (Dean, 175).

The irony is this: Every good and true thing Edie writes about 
worship in their high school theology program could be said of 
preaching at the festivals sponsored by the AoP. Young people ages 
13-26 come to campus, regional, and national festivals hosted or 
endorsed by the Academy of Preachers. They come and preach; these 
sermons are heard by peers and professional homileticians, video 
recorded and post-produced for web publication, and often edited 
and published for print distribution. Most preach in small venues 
accompanied by prayer, introductions, and sometimes music; a few 
are given plenary platforms, and some of these sermons occur within 
a service full of other worship elements. In other words, the very 
practice omitted by most if not all of the Lilly-funded Youth Theology 
Programs is center stage at these Festivals of Young Preachers. 

And our research shows that everything that can be said of any 
other discernment practice (service, silence, reading, travel, and 
worship) can be said of preaching. In fact, if the word “preaching” 
were to replace the word “worship” in many places in Edie’s essay, 
the meaning would remain clear and compelling. For instance: “To 
assert the formative power of preaching is to say that, in the act of 
preaching, young people actually experience God meeting them, and 
can name ways in which they have been identified as God’s own” 
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(Dean, 176). And: “Preaching becomes generative for their Christian 
identity, their sense of inner coherence, their claim to belong to a 
people—to God’s people” (Dean, 191). 

This is precisely where the observations of Dean and Edie 
intersect with the groundbreaking work of Voelz. His dissertation 
research, now available in book form, focused on two elements of 
the preaching experience: the development of Christian identity 
and the formation of homiletic identity. In other words, for some 
youth, standing and speaking to the gathered people of God offers 
a powerful opportunity for them to be shaped as Christians and as 
ministers/preachers. He writes: “When young people preach and 
adults engage them in feedback, they become involved in the kind of 
processes that are formative of both their Christian and homiletic [or 
ministerial] identities” (Voelz, 97). The bulk of his research involved 
listening to the preaching of these 13 young people and extracting 
from their speech the markers of their Christian identity and their 
ministerial identity; he is answering the question posed by rhetorical 
criticism, “How do adolescents perform Christian and homiletic 
identities through sermons?” (Voelz, 101). His conclusions: “We 
have seen in this chapter that adolescents demonstrate the ability 
to piece together rhetorically coherent and theological significant 
Christian identity …. We acknowledge their voices as potentially 
powerful participants in our faith communities while voicing the 
ways in which we might offer corrective to young people’s faith” 
(Voelz, 121). And later, he asserts that these young preachers, pushing 
against the tide of “cultural expectations,” including those imbedded 
in the Christian community, “come to voice in new ways through 
the pulpit, and their sermons allow them the opportunity to express 
a theological-homiletical self” (Voelz, 140).

It is hard to imagine any research discovery cohering more fully 
and completely with our own research with the Young Preachers 
of the AoP. In 2014, we engaged the highly esteemed professor 
of communication at the University of Wisconsin – Oshkosh, Dr. 
Lori Carrell, to design and administer a five-year assessment of our 
impact. She and I collaborated on the content, its interpretation, 
and its printing in the booklet “God Whispered to Me: Report of the 
Five Year Assessment of the National Festivals of Young Preachers” 
(Academy of Preachers, 2014). A preliminary qualitative assessment 
of participants presented us with five distinct groups: 1) those still 
discerning a call; 2) those exploring ministry options; 3) those 
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searching for next steps; 4) those confirming the call; and 5) those 
networking to preach (Carrell, 6-7). Of particular note, in relation to 
this essay, were the testimonies of vocational discernment. Sixty-three 
percent of those responding affirmed that “my festival experience 
helped me discern that I am called to preach.” Or, as one anonymous 
Young Preacher wrote: “I felt in the preaching moment that God 
was reaffirming my call, and that was a wonderful feeling” (Carrell 
11-12). One of the most comprehensive and important observations 
by a Young Preacher was this: “I just wish I had known about the 
Festival prior to seminary. It was incredibly powerful for me in the 
midst of seminary, but I feel the Festival arguably has a greater impact 
on those at an earlier stage in their process of discernment” (Carrell, 
12). Even the Young Preachers themselves recognized the value 
of opening up the Sunday pulpit (what Voelz calls the “homiletic 
community”) to those even younger, if for no other reason than its 
impact on the calling evening self. 

Voelz expends considerable energy describing how the youth-
filled pulpit in a Christian community pushes back against the 
anonymity and powerlessness of young people in both the Christian 
community and the wider human community. The hegemony of 
age in both communities and the lack of agency among the young 
can be addressed by creating “homiletic communities” that are 
open to youth as listeners and speakers. He suggests such homiletic 
communities “might find places in their calendars for ‘seasons of 
preaching’ that embody the ethic of listening, opening their pulpits to 
young people beyond limited ‘youth Sundays’ with intergenerational 
feedback groups designed to evaluate young people’s preaching ….” 
(Voelz, 106). AoP Festivals of Young Preachers constitute one of the 
prime examples of these “homiletic communities” now emerging 
on the vocational scene! 

And here, once again and ironically, the appeal of Voelz merges 
with the assertion of Edie. The latter calls for a fuller inclusion of 
youth into the liturgical life of the church: “Fostering such liturgical 
literacy requires repeated opportunities for youth to participate in the 
breadth and depth of the church’s history of worshipping traditions” 
(Dean, 176). He even invokes Apostle Paul and his call for “a new 
form of community wherein old markers of status are relativized if 
not erased” (Dean, 186). “Does our worship,” he rhetorically asks, 
“enact baptismal unity or reassert former status hierarchies? Does 
our holy meal express the paradox of hospitality—all are welcome 
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yet all remain beggars at Christ’ table—or are some left hungry?” 
(Dean, 186). He further asserts that the willingness and ability of 
those within the Christian community toward “erasing hierarchies 
of power” will directly impact our ability and willingness to do the 
same in the wider human community. 

If only Edie had included the pulpit in this exercise of what he 
calls “faithful imagination”! He would have seen what Voelz does in 
his research and what we see in our festivals: that giving homiletic 
agency to the young is liberating for them and for us, is transformative 
for them and for us, is gospel for them and for us. I would even take 
Edie’s published testimony as my own, adding only one word: “In 
my own experience, it is impossible to worship with these preaching 
students and not be filled with wonder and hope” (Dean, 175). Some 
version of the statement “I am leaving the festival with so much 
hope” is the most common commentary offered by senior preachers 
and mentors by those who attend our Festivals of Young Preachers.

And the role of youth preaching in shaping religious and 
ministerial identity among those same young adults is not the only 
arena calling for scholarly research. I commend Dr. Voelz, but I also 
urge other scholars, including doctoral students in both PhD and 
DMin tracks, to take more seriously the preaching of young people 
as worthy of their time and energy. Among the specific elements 
of youth preaching that would profit from scholarly research are: 

• The discernment/call process, especially the act of preaching 
itself: How does engaging in the act of preaching (like any 
other participatory endeavor) shape the imagination of the 
participant toward vocational clarity? 

• The development of skill and enthusiasm: How can we 
recognize and quantify the impact of early experience with 
public speaking, witnessing, preaching, and testifying on the 
eventual talent and impact of these young people? 

• The role of mentors: What role do mentors have in shaping 
the imagination toward preaching or ministry work in general, 
in guiding talented people into ministry in general and 
preaching in particular? 

• The impact of an ecumenical environment: How do these 
festivals of young preachers (or to use Voelz’s phrase, 
homiletic communities) counter the silo effect that shapes 
almost all of these young adults?
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• The content of this preaching: How do these volumes of 
youth sermons, unique and priceless, offer a snapshot of what 
a cross-section of young Christian leaders are thinking and 
speaking?
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BACK TO THE GARDEN

Romans 8:18-25 (CEB)

Matthew Abel

When I was growing up in rural Kentucky, I was taught to 
appreciate the natural world around me. Much of my family consisted 
of farmers who raised burley tobacco, corn, and cattle. In addition to 
producing crops and livestock to sell, we also maintained a sizeable 
garden that we ate from in the summer and fall months, canning 
the leftovers toward the end of the season to last until the next year. 

I also grew up hunting small game and white-tailed deer on the 
farm. While we didn’t hunt because we had to, we were taught to 
eat what we killed and not to take more than we needed. There’s 
something different about the taste of a tomato when it is formed from 
the earth at your feet and the sweat of your brow, and you appreciate 
the piece of meat on your plate more when you’ve brought it from 
field to table rather than from the supermarket. 

It’s poetic, isn’t it? The connection between humanity and the 
Earth we inhabit. It’s a beautiful picture. Why do images of fields 
and gardens resonate so deeply with us? Is it just a mental burst of 
nostalgia, the simple beauty of it all, or is it more than that? When we 
look at the creation account in Genesis 1 and 2, we see that perhaps 
the yearning of humanity for soil and plants comes from the simple 
fact that it is what we were created for. 

When God formed Adam and Eve and placed them in the 
garden, he equipped them by creating them in his image. They 
were given reason, will, and freedom so they could be caretakers 
over creation. John Wesley said humanity was to be “the channel of 
conveyance” of the blessings of God to our fellow creatures, meaning 
that God made us and equipped us to be his hands and feet, to care 
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for the garden and all of creation. How far we have fallen from our 
created purpose. 

God created humanity to care for creation, to be fruitful, to tend 
a garden, but we insisted on a different path. We made decisions 
that drove us out of the garden and into the wilderness. Rather than 
working with creation and one another, we exploited creation and 
one another for our own gain. Instead of looking at one another as 
allies, we began to see people as stepping stones to get where we 
wanted to go, and we saw creation as bricks and mortar to build our 
own personal towers of Babel. Yet we wonder why Paul writes to the 
Romans that all of creation is groaning. He says even we who have 
the Spirit as the first crop of the harvest also groan inside as we wait. 

Sisters and brothers, God had a beautiful image in mind when 
he created the heavens and the Earth. He had a beautiful image in 
mind when he filled the land and waters with living beings, and he 
certainly had a beautiful image in mind when he created man and 
woman in his image. He is the potter, and he turned us from clay 
into the crowning jewel of his creation—and we blew it.

If you don’t believe me, consider this: How many of us can 
honestly connect to the way life is described in scripture before 
the fall? No skyscrapers, no cubicles, no rush hour traffic, no 9-to-5 
grind. Man and woman working together with the creation around 
them. Tending a garden. Walking with their creator in the cool of 
the day. Have you truly experienced life in that way? Look around: 
Is humanity working together with one another and with creation? 
Is the world getting better? 

Before I became a Christian, I was what I’d call a humanist; I 
thought we just needed to keep working harder and trying our best 
and the world would be a better place; but when has that actually 
happened? We abolished slavery 150 years ago, give or take, yet there 
are more slaves in the world today than at any point in history. Not 
just in “third world countries”—right here in Kentucky, slavery exists. 

And the world’s getting better? People are divided over 
everything! Race, religion, politics, sexual orientation, and yet we 
call ourselves the United States of America, member of the United 
Nations; but when we look around, we see everything but unity. So 
what do we do?

Some of you may have heard a song by Crosby, Stills, Nash, 
and Young called Woodstock. In the last chorus of the song the words 
are: “We are stardust, we are golden, we are caught in the devil’s 
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bargain, and we’ve got to get ourselves back to the garden.” We’re 
caught in the devil’s bargain; we can certainly see that. And we’ve 
got to get ourselves back to the garden. Now Crosby, Stills, and 
Nash and were part of a movement back in the ’60s of trying to 
get back to the garden— through free love, psychedelic drugs, and 
good music—that obviously didn’t work. But their message is still 
profoundly meaningful for us, I think: We’ve got to get ourselves 
back to the garden. 

But we can’t get back, can we? At the end of Genesis 3, God 
drives Adam and Eve from the garden and guards the entrance with 
an angel wielding a flaming sword. Sounds kind of awful when you 
first read that, but when we look a bit deeper, we see that this was 
actually an act of divine grace. God’s purpose for stationing the angel 
in the garden was to prevent humanity from eating from the tree 
of life because, if they did, they would live eternally in their fallen, 
sinful state. He drove them from the garden so he could bring a 
new plan to fruition, one even better than the first. A new heaven, 
and a new Earth. 

Even at this stage of the story, God was making way for his son 
to come into the world to atone for sin and establish a new kingdom. 
Isn’t that good news? We don’t have to get back to the garden; 
we’ve got to move forward toward the new garden. The way back 
is forward— following the example of Jesus Christ. 

Now I know that may not be the most encouraging thing you’ve 
heard today. After all, as we heard from Romans, the whole of 
creation is groaning together and suffering labor pains. Verse 23 says 
that even we who have the Spirit as the first crop of the harvest, as 
we wait to be adopted and for our bodies to be set free, the good 
news is that the God hears our groaning.

Better yet, God has felt our pain. He knows of our suffering, he 
knows the world is a mess, and that’s why he sent his son to solve 
the problem of sin; that’s why he’s called his children to pave the 
way for the new kingdom. God has a plan to fix all of this, to make 
it even more spectacular than he intended in the beginning, but he 
hasn’t called us to sit around and wait for it to happen. 

God told Adam and Eve to be fruitful and multiply; Jesus said 
that when we remain in him, we will produce good fruit; Paul said 
some will plant seeds and some will water them, and God will make 
them grow. Even though we blew our first chance, God still wants 
us to be part of the story of salvation. 
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Our job is to produce good fruit, to plant seeds, to tell other 
people about Jesus. To live lives of radical obedience to the gospel 
and the ways of Christ. So as we ring in the year 2016, ask yourself: 
How am I leading others to follow Jesus? How am I producing fruit 
for the kingdom? We were created in a garden: to create, to cultivate, 
to grow, to be fruitful. We’ve got to get back to the garden. 




