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Preaching as Mutual Critical
Correlation through Conversation

RONALD J. ALLEN

The calling of the preacher is to help the congregation move
toward a Christian interpretation of the world. The preacher wants
to help the congregation learn to think, feel, and act from the
perspective of the gospel. Week by week the cumulative effect of
sermons should contribute to the congregation responding to the
deepest questions of life. Who is God? From the perspective of the
gospel, who are we as individuals and communities? How are we to
understand the world? What does God offer? What does God ask?
What are we to do to fulfill the divine purposes for us and for the
world? Preaching is theological interpretation of life.

I join a number of other preachers and teachers of preaching by
thinking of the sermon as a conversation in which congregation,
preacher, and others search for an adequate theological interpretation
of life in all its dimensions.1  The content of the conversation is mutual
critical correlation of Christian tradition with the contemporary
setting.

Preaching as Conversation
By “conversation” I do not typically mean give-and-take, out

loud, between the preacher and the congregation in the worship
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space. Rather, the experience of preaching and hearing the sermon
can have the qualities of a vibrant conversation. More than thirty years
ago, Reuel Howe pointed out that a sermon spoken by a single person
can have a dialogical character when the preacher “feels responsible
for and responds to the patterns of experience and understanding” of
the listeners, and when the community recognizes its own life and issues
in the sermon.2  The preaching conversation often involves voices in
addition to the preacher and the congregation.

The preacher speaks in monologue, but the congregation feels
as though they are participating in the sermon in a way similar to
conversing around a dinner table.

YOUTH: “We’ve got a big assignment at school.”
PARENT: “Oh, what’s that?”
YOUTH: [Gives bare outline of assignment.]

[Sibling surreptitiously tosses a pea at the Youth. Momentary
laughter.]

FRIEND OF YOUTH STAYING FOR SUPPER: “I can’t believe our
teacher is asking us to do this project.” [Gives further
details.]

PARENT: “Maybe you could ask your teacher about the
rationale for this assignment.”
[Thoughtful silence]

PARENT: “Hmm. How do you feel about this assignment?”
[Youth and Friend report feelings of curiosity, adventure, anxiety,
and fear.]

FRIEND: “I’ve never thought of anything like this, and it’s a
little scary. I mean, what if we take it seriously?”

GRANDPARENT: “Oh, I remember we had to do something like
what you have to do when I was young in the days of Noah.
[Gets out family photo album. Tells story]. I didn’t like it, but it
helped me and I lived to tell you about it.”

PARENT: “So, Youth, what do you need?”
[Youth and Friend begin to name things they need.]

SIBLING: “I have some of that stuff. If you promise to respect
it, I’ll loan it to you—that is, if your addled brain can
handle it.” [Shoots pea at Youth but hits Friend.]

PARENT: “Speaking of respect [looking at Sibling], we need to
show respect for everyone at the table.”

COUSIN: “Your topic seems strange to you, but have you
thought about how it might seem to people who don’t
have what you have?”
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NEIGHBOR: [popping into the kitchen to borrow sugar]: “I heard
something on National Public Radio about that just today.
You can log on to their Web site and get a transcript.”
[Phone call (during dinner, of course) for The Youth, who returns]

YOUTH: “Some kids are getting together at the library tonight
to work on this project. We need to be there.”

PARENT: “I suppose you’ll need the car to go to the library.”
YOUTH: “Yes, and when I had it earlier today, it was low on

gas. The only thing lower is the amount of money in my
pocket. Hint. Hint.”

Although this vignette is stilted, it still reveals the essence of
conversation, as identified by the contemporary philosopher Hans-
Georg Gadamer. “A conversation is a process of…people
understanding each other.”3  We usually think of conversations as
verbal interchanges among people; however, we can also have
conversations with written materials, artistic expressions, political
and social events, or other phenomena. As in the interchange above,
participants not only seek to understand one another but also to
clarify values and anticipate courses of action.

 According to Gadamer, “The first condition of the art of
conversation is to ensure that the other person is with us.”4  Each
participant must respect the otherness or integrity of all other
participants.5 We need to identify clearly and accurately what the
others truly believe and do not believe, how they act and do not act.
We are ethically obligated to listen to, and respect, the other. As
Gadamer continues, in “true conversation” all participants open
themselves to the others in interchange, considering the viewpoints
and trying to understand the issue from the others’ points of view.6

David Tracy, a leading systematic theologian at the University
of Chicago, points out that the heart of conversation is questioning.
We “learn to give in to the movement required by questions worth
exploring.” While we certainly take account of the points of view
with which we start, “Neither my present opinions on the question
nor the text’s original response to the question, but the question
itself, must control every conversation.” Tracy stresses that a
conversation “is not a confrontation. It is not a debate. It is not an
exam. It is questioning itself. It is a willingness to follow the question
wherever it may go. It is dialogue.”7

Authentic conversation is not easy. Tracy points out that
conversation has hard rules: Say only what you mean; say it as
accurately as you can; listen to and respect what the other says,
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however different or other; be willing to correct or defend your
opinions if challenged by the conversation partner; be willing to
argue if necessary, to confront if demanded, to endure necessary
conflict, to change your mind if the evidence suggests it.8  When
these rules hold sway, conversation is energetic—while sometimes
difficult and occasionally painful—but nearly always important.

While the first rule is respect for the other, that does not mean
all opinions turn out to be equally authoritative. Clark M. Williamson
has written a systematic theology on a conversational model. He
notes, “Lest one’s mind become a garbage-heap of accumulated
meanings deposited there by one’s conversation partners, one must
critically integrate these meanings with the values and perspectives
that one brought to the conversation. Commitment to a more
supreme and embracing good facilitates this kind of integration.”9

One of the purposes of conversation is to sort out those things that
seem more and less promising.

A conversation often affects us. It may reinforce what we already
think, feel, or do. It may prompt us to modify our thoughts and
actions. It may introduce us to possibilities that are so generative
and promising that we turn away from previous patterns of thought,
emotion, and action and toward new ones. It may raise questions
that we have not previously considered and about which we are not
ready to make up our minds.

When the image of conversation is transferred to preaching, Justo
and Catherine Gonzalez, church historians and theologians, point
out that the preacher is not “a lone-ranger” but is a member of an
interpreting community. 10  The conversation begins in sermon
preparation as the preacher listens to others, and honors their
otherness. The sermon itself has the ethos of a conversation in that
the various conversation partners engage in honest, sensitive probing
of questions related to life in Christian perspective.

The goal of the preaching conversation is to help the Christian
community move toward a theologically adequate Christian
interpretation of the world. From the standpoint of Christian vision,
how should we evaluate and appropriate the past? How should we
understand and live in the present? What should we plan for a future
that will embody the gospel in personal and social reality?

Partners in the Preaching Conversation
Preachers often assume that the purpose of preaching is to offer

an exposition of the significance of a biblical text for today’s world.11
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While I certainly affirm that preaching from biblical passages can
be an important way to help the congregation interpret God and
the world theologically, the motif of preaching as conversation
suggests that the preparation and movement of the sermon could
(and sometimes should) originate from other points and involve other
voices.

The partners in the sermon conversation include not only the
Bible (both individual passages and themes), but also elements of
Christian history, doctrine, and practice; voices in the broader
contemporary Christian community; and contributions from the
wider world—personal and social situations and experiences, the arts,
the social sciences, and the life of the preacher. A sermon could start
from any of these points and involve several of these voices with the
goal of helping the congregation move toward an adequate
theological understanding of the text, topic, or situation.

 In the case of each conversation partner, the preacher asks,
“What does this partner ask us to believe is true of God? What does
it ask us to accept as God’s purposes for the world? What does it ask
us to do?” The preacher and the congregation engage these partners
through listening, questioning, critical reflection, and naming insight
to determine the degree to which their interaction with each partner
helps the community come to an understanding and behavior
concerning God and the world.

Conversation takes place throughout the life of the sermon—
from the time the preacher is thinking about the focus of the sermon
through preparation and embodiment. Hopefully, the conversation
continues in the hearts and minds of individuals and among
community members after the preacher finishes speaking.

The Bible is one of the preacher’s most consistent conversation
partners. The Bible is not a single book but a library of interpretations
of the presence and purposes of God from the perspective of different
communities—e.g., Elohists, Yahwists, deuteronomists, priests, sages,
apocalyptists, and Hellenistic Jewish communities. While the
different biblical trajectories share important perspectives, they also
put forward different nuances of understanding God and the world.

The sermon conversation usually focuses on one or two biblical
passages; however, preachers can also develop sermons in dialogue
with biblical themes—ideas or images that develop across several
passages or books.12  The pastor and people ask, “What does this
passage or theme ask us to believe concerning God, the divine
purposes for the world, and what we should do?”
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The Bible is more than an ordinary voice in the preaching
conversation. It has a proven record for helping communities in
very different times and places come to clear and compelling senses
of the presence and leading of God; however, congregations (and
preachers) sometimes develop myopic views of scripture. While it
is a primal theological guide, it is not imperial; selected passages
and themes do not represent optimum understandings of God or
the divine purposes for the world. Approaching the Bible
conversationally encourages us to identify points at which the Bible
is more and less helpful.

Contemporary sermons often leapfrog from the world of the
Bible to today without taking into account the fact that Christians in
the intervening millennia have often thought in very helpful ways
about the subject of the sermon. Christian history and tradition are
often potent partners in the preaching conversation. I think of
Christian history and tradition as reaching from the time of the Bible
to the present. This tradition is not a monolithic body of fixed and
unchanging ideas, but like the Bible contains multiple voices who
interpret Christian faith from the perspective of the worldviews and
issues of their times and places. These voices include events,
movements, theologians (e.g., Augustine, Calvin, Campbell) as well
as official collective statements (e.g., Nicene Creed, Westminster
Shorter Catechism). The preaching community has recently begun
to listen to voices that the tradition has often marginalized. Clark
Williamson points out that Christian tradition is constantly in the
process of critically rethinking itself in light of new questions,
information, and circumstances.13  The sermon continues such
conversations into the present.

While a pastor or congregation may sometimes be overwhelmed
by the idea of bringing “Christian history and tradition” into a
preaching conversation, a preacher can often ferret out a few voices
that are particularly important to the congregation. These voices
would ordinarily include the historic denomination of the
congregation.

Contemporary theologians often contribute in an important way to
the sermon. Such theologians try to help the church think afresh
about the gospel and its implications for today. Theologians try to
help congregations understand what is most important to believe
about God, Christ, the Holy Spirit, the church, and the world; and
help the community grasp how these things contribute to the shaping
of personal and corporate life.14  Contemporary theologians
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frequently speak from social locations that have not been prominent
in previous generations—e.g., from the place of women in the social
world, or those who are repressed by racism, or otherwise oppressed
or abused. Theologians often help the church reinforce traditional
teachings and actions, but sometimes they lead the church to
reformulate and even reject aspects of the tradition when such aspects
do not serve God’s purposes.

Along this line, one of the most important impulses in
contemporary theology is an emphasis on suspicion. We learn to
ask of every biblical text or theme, every Christian teaching from
history, Christian practice, and personal and social situation: Do
voices in the conversation ask us to believe and act in ways that are
contrary to the divine purposes?

The congregation seldom talks aloud as part of the message;
however, John S. McClure, a leading thinker in contemporary
preaching, points out that the preacher can involve the members of
the congregation directly in the preparation of the sermon by creating
a feed-forward group.15  A small group of people meets with the
preacher and talks about the text, doctrine, Christian practice, or
personal or social situation that is the focus of the sermon. A pastor
who does not meet with a feed-forward group sometimes imagines
a group of people in the study during the preparation of the sermon.
A minister may want to interview specific people in the congregation
who are related to the subject of the sermon. Preachers can also
ascertain congregational perspectives through everyday pastoral life—
e.g., calling in hospitals and homes, committee meetings, encounters
in the mall.

Voices from the wider world beyond the congregation and even
the Christian community can also become a part of the sermon
interchange. These voices can come from individual persons or from
events and movements. I am often helped by listening to
contemporary philosophy and the media (e.g., movies, talk shows);
by the social and physical sciences (e.g., sociology, psychology); and
by the arts. Each is a genuine other who may contribute insights,
questions, experiences, and images to the conversation. While a
pastor and people may initially feel inundated by the number of
sources to whom they could listen, the preacher can often find a
guide in the congregation or neighborhood (or on the Internet) who
can help sort voices that are more and less promising.

The life experience of the preacher is a part of the sermon
conversation whether or not the preacher is aware of it. Our
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experiences, our values, and our predispositions (conscious and
unconscious) inevitably affect how we interpret God, congregation,
and world. Preachers need to name and reflect critically on how
their experience impinges upon the interpretation of the matters
that are important to the preaching conversation. In the sermon
itself, preachers can often speak from their own experience.
Congregants often identify with the preacher’s struggles, fears, and
hopes.

God is omnipresent and, therefore, is involved in all phases of
the sermon. As a relational (process) theologian, I do not believe
that God tries to write the sermon word for word, but is present with
the preacher and the congregation to try to lure the conversation to
the optimum possibility for the community available when the
sermon is preached. God is with the preacher and the people in the
phase of preparation, urging them to be sensitive to the highest
possibilities for helping the community to realize God’s unconditional
love and to respond to God’s vision for a just world. During the
sermon itself, God urges all to be open to the same insights. Of
course, a minister or church may not perceive the divine leading, or
may subvert or even reject it. In these latter cases, God works with
the preacher, the sermon, and the congregation in order to make
the most of the possibilities that result from the choices of the preacher
and the congregation. God never gives up on a preacher, a sermon,
or a congregation.

The Preaching Conversation as Mutual Critical Correlation
The preaching conversation seeks a mutual critical correlation

between claims of Christian tradition from the past (or from other
communities in the present) and the congregation in its present time,
place, and social-intellectual-theological location. The notion of
correlation received its most famous relatively recent explication in
the Systematic Theology of Paul Tillich. The preacher attempts to
correlate what people believed to be true in the past (or in other
locations) with what the preacher’s current congregation-community
believes to be true. This approach recognizes that all human
awareness and expression contains elements of interpretation that
are tied to the worldview and other assumptions in each historical
era. People in different situations may use different language to talk
about similar experiences and phenomena. Tillich sought to correlate
the questions and issues of contemporary people with elements of
Christian tradition to show how the tradition addressed such
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questions and issues. The preacher’s primary task is to interpret
contemporary questions in such a way that the tradition can answer
them and vice versa.16

For instance, in one of the most famous sermons of the twentieth
century, “You are Accepted,” Tillich identifies the yearning for
acceptance as one of the primary yearnings of persons living in mid-
to late-twentieth-century North America.17  Tillich correlates grace
(unmerited favor) with acceptance. The experience of unmerited
acceptance by a power greater than the human being is a
contemporary correlate of the experience of grace. In order for their
yearning to be put to rest, people need to accept the fact that they
are accepted.

Preachers sometimes refer to this approach (and others similar
to it) as building a bridge from the ancient text to the contemporary
world. This way of thinking assumes that the preacher can always
find a positive meaning in the ancient source that will strengthen
the congregation’s perception of the gospel and witness to it.

One of Tillich’s perceptive students, David Tracy, saw problems
in Tillich’s approach, however.18  The correlation largely went one
way: The present raised the question or the issue while the tradition
supplied the answer. Tracy observes that the tradition often criticizes
aspects of life in the present, and calls for repentance and for
reformulating current beliefs and actions to bring them more fully
into accord with the gospel. Furthermore, Tillich’s approach assumes
the trustworthiness of the tradition. Tracy, however, notes that insights
and issues from the contemporary world can raise questions about
the adequacy of affirmations and prescriptions for action in the
tradition.

The preacher, then, is called to mutual critical correlation.19  The
preacher not only identifies today’s questions to which the tradition
gives answer, but also criticizes the contemporary world from the
perspective of the gospel; at the same time, the preacher criticizes
the Christian tradition from the perspective of contemporary insights
and experiences. As a result of the practice of mutual critical
correlation, the congregation must also reevaluate and even
reformulate aspects of its interpretation of the gospel

For instance, the biblical world generally assumes the validity of
patriarchy and slavery. By contrast, many contemporary people
recognize that patriarchy and slavery are oppressive, abusive, and
even violent. Patriarchy and slavery go against the grain of the gospel
with its assurance of God’s love for all and God’s will for justice for
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all. They institutionalize injustice. The church, then, must criticize
these aspects of the tradition if its witness to the gospel is to be
adequate.

Preachers do not assume that they can build a positive bridge
from the past to the present. Before building a bridge, preacher and
community engage in a conversation with the various partners in
the congregation to determine whether voices from the past can
directly strengthen today’s community.

Criteria for Mutual Critical Correlation
Clark Williamson points out that in order to practice mutual

critical correlation, the church must have norms by which to gauge
the adequacy of both Christian tradition and contemporary
experience.20  To pick up an earlier example, the preacher needs to
have norms by which to say that the experience of acceptance is
equivalent to the experience of grace. The church needs to be able
to say why patriarchy and slavery are inadequate. Toward this end,
Williamson proposes three criteria intended to distill the core of
Christian witness: appropriateness to the gospel, intelligibility, and
moral plausibility.

The preacher asks, “What does an element of Christian tradition
(e.g., a passage from the Bible, a doctrine, a Christian practice, or
other Christian witness) ask me to believe and do? Is that appropriate
to the gospel, intelligible, and morally plausible?”21  The preacher
also asks, “What does an element of contemporary thinking and
experience (e.g., a personal or social event, or a perspective, value,
or behavior) ask me to believe and do? Is it appropriate to the gospel,
intelligible, morally plausible?”

1. Appropriateness to the gospel. The preacher aims to help the
church determine the degree to which every voice in the sermon
conversation—e.g., a biblical passage or theme, an element of doctrine
and practice, ethical prescriptions, feelings, personal and social
circumstances—is appropriate to (or consistent with) the gospel.
Following Williamson, I take the gospel to be the news (revealed
through Israel and confirmed for the church through Jesus Christ)
of the promise of God’s unconditional love for each and every created
entity and the call of God for justice (that is relationships of love and
abundance) for each and all. The preacher asks of each partner in
the preaching conversation, “Is this text, etc., appropriate to the news
of God’s unconditional love promised to each and all, and God’s
call for justice?”
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Williamson points out why this criterion is crucial. “The church
lives by and from the proclamation of the gospel.” The only reason
the church exists is to alert the world to the presence and implications
of the good news. “The church claims to be proclaiming the gospel.”
The norm of appropriateness “asks whether this is really so. The
church can be so eager to be popular and accepted, or so zealous to
be contextualized in a given culture or ethos, that it forgets that the
word it is given to proclaim transcends and criticizes all cultures as
it also calls for being critically contextualized in them. We are always
in danger in the church of running amok with our latest cliché.”22

Most passages from the Bible or other elements of Christian
tradition are appropriate to the gospel. For instance, Isaiah 42:1–9,
the first of four servant songs in Isaiah, describes Israel as a “light to
the nations.” The life of Israel is to be a model (a light) to the gentile
peoples of God’s steadfast love and of how God wants all peoples to
live so that they may be blessed. This hope is consistent with the
news of God’s love for all and of God’s will for justice for all. The
preaching conversation might explore how today’s congregation can
model God’s love and justice in the early twenty-first century.

Occasional elements of Christian tradition, however, deny that
God loves some people or that God wills justice for some people or
communities. John 8:39–47 denies that certain Jewish people are
children of Sarah and Abraham but are, instead, descendents of the
devil. This text denies God’s love for these people. The sermon
conversation needs to name the theological inadequacy of this text
and expose its ideological (anti-Jewish) bias.

2. Intelligibility. The sermon needs to ask the congregation to
believe and do things that are intelligible in the contemporary world.
As Williamson pungently says, “The simplest defense of the criterion
of intelligibility is to point out that there is no alternative to it other
than incoherence and meaninglessness.”23  This criterion has three
dimensions.

(a) The content of the sermon must be clear enough for people to
understand it. The congregation must understand what the preacher
says so that they can enter into the conversation. The preacher needs
not only to use clear language, but must sometimes provide basic
information about aspects of the biblical text or other elements of
Christian tradition. For example, when the book of Hebrews says that
Christ is a priest according to the order of Melchizedek (4:14—5:10),
the preacher needs not only to pronounce Melchizedek correctly but
also to explain what it means to call Christ a priest in that order.
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(b) The preaching conversation must come to a conclusion that is
logically consistent with other affirmations and actions that the church
accepts and does. “Preachers who do not have some systematic, coherent
way” of making sense of the diversity of sacred scripture, Christian
doctrine and practice, and the wider Christian world can easily
“proclaim messages that contradict and undercut one another. If
preachers are blown this way and that by every wind of thought and
feeling that comes along, indeed, by diverse texts from week to week,
what will happen to their hearers?”24 Of course, this norm assumes the
criterion of appropriateness to the gospel: to be logically consistent
within the Christian house, elements of tradition and contemporary
experience must be consistent with the gospel.

For instance, Psalm 105 celebrates divine hesed (God’s steadfast
love) for Israel. In the process of celebrating God’s steadfast love for
Israel, however, the Psalm claims that God carried out multiple acts
of violence on the Egyptians including fouling their water and
destroying their supply of fish there by turning their river to blood,
inflicting them with painful and debilitating plagues, sending hunger
throughout the land by causing famine, striking their firstborn dead,
and drowning the Egyptian army in the sea. While such actions
liberated Israel from slavery, they are not logically consistent with
the idea that God loves all and wills justice for all.

Diversity and difference in the Christian house do not always
mean contradiction. The Christian tradition, for instance, contains
several different understandings of salvation ranging from
unmediated access to God in the heavenly world to political, social,
and economic liberation. While these views differ from one another,
they seldom contradict. They represent different ways of
understanding salvation in different historical moments and contexts.

(c) The sermon must be believable.25  David Kelsey, a well-known
theologian, says that a claim must be “seriously imaginable.”26  The
sermon can ask us only to believe and do things that make sense
given how people in today’s world interpret the world and its
operation. “It is important to observe that in being concerned with
intelligibility, we are not importing into the [Christian] tradition
something from outside it. A living tradition is always concerned
with intelligibility, with ‘making sense’ of the situation and the
inheritance of faith.” Indeed, “that the scriptures themselves represent
a process of reinterpretation through five major cultural epochs itself
testifies to the fact that the biblical tradition persistently sought to
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‘make sense’ of itself in new situations, as well as to make sense of
new situations in the light of its legacy of faith.”27

Preacher and congregation need to handle this norm carefully.
On one hand, the preaching conversation should seek an
interpretation of a biblical text, theme, doctrine, practice, or
experience that does not ask the community to suspend what it
otherwise believes to be true. In the latter case, the claim of the
sermon becomes unintelligible and unbelievable. Such preaching
undermines the credibility of the Christian community. For example,
2 Kings 4:1–7 tells the story of God providing an unending supply
of oil for a needy widow through the prophet Elisha. Few residents
of contemporary North America seriously imagine that God could
miraculously fill our vessels with oil. Furthermore, if God could help
needy people by intervening in the world in such a direct way, but
does not, then is God truly trustworthy?

On the other hand, the sermon conversation may need to
consider the possibility that a biblical text or some other element
from Christian tradition invites us to enlarge or reframe our
understanding of how God works in the world or how we can
respond. Preachers and congregants are finite. Our perception is
often too limited. At the surface level, we may not believe that God
literally fills the jugs of needy widows. At a deeper level, the story
may speak figuratively of God making provision.

3. Moral plausibility. Does the element of Christian tradition that
is the focus of the sermon invite the community to believe and do
things that are morally plausible, that is, to treat all persons as beloved
of God and with justice? This criterion makes explicit an aspect of
the criterion of appropriateness to the gospel. Clark Williamson
shows the immediate and urgent practicality of this criterion.

Frequently there is in the text itself an attitude toward, e.g., women,
or Jews, or slavery which simply must be rejected by any Christian
who even remotely tries to live a Christian life. After hundreds of years
of experience with slavery in this country and apartheid in South Africa,
after thousands of years of anti-Judaism, of pogroms and Holocaust,
after millennia of the oppression of women, one must simply say no to
all attitudes from the past that would justify and reinforce such prejudices
today.28 While Williamson particularly has biblical passages in view,
his point applies to Christian doctrines, writings, practices, and
behaviors. The sermon conversation can also consider values and
behaviors in the contemporary culture from the perspective of this
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criterion. Of course, the preacher must do more than say no to
injustices. Minister and sermon must show how the congregation
and the wider community can move toward embodying divine love
for all and can facilitate justice for all.

Preacher and congregation can sometimes make a distinction
between the surface and deeper meanings of a text or other aspect of
Christian witness that helps the community find positive significance
in a witness that is troubling (theologically, intellectually, or morally).
The surface meaning is the plain meaning of what a text asks us to
believe or do in the language, imagery, presuppositions, and
worldview of its culture. That dimension of the text may be troubling.
The deeper meaning is dimensions of the text that are not limited to
particular cultural associations. The deeper point of a text or doctrine
often has abiding significance. Elements of experience in the ancient
and contemporary settings are often similar but go by different
names. Through conversation, preacher and congregation explore
points of deeper contact.

For instance, Isaiah pleads to God, “O that you would tear open
the heavens and come down,” and manifest justice in the world
(64:1). On the surface, Isaiah assumes a three-story universe. The
upper story is heaven, where God dwells, and is separated from the
middle story (earth) by a dome. Isaiah asks God to rip a hole in the
dome and literally climb down from the upper story. Few people
today accept this cosmology. However, at a deeper level, Isaiah
asks for God to work toward manifesting justice in the present
world. The preaching conversation might explore how today’s
community can understand God to be at work in the world for
justice.

Moments in the Preaching Conversation
I think of the preaching conversation emerging in moments.

For convenience of discussion, I list these phases in a linear sequence.
Sometimes these moments occur in the order that follows. In actual
practice, they often take place in much different sequences.
Sometimes multiple moments occur simultaneously.

The first moment in the movement of a preaching conversation
is to identify the focus of the sermon.29  As I have already indicated,
this subject is usually suggested by the community’s encounter with
one more of the following: a biblical text or theme; a Christian
doctrine or other element of Christian history or tradition (e.g., an
affirmation of faith, a day in the church year such as Pentecost, a
particular figure or event); a perspective from Christian practice (e.g.,
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prayer); a perspective from systematic theology; or a personal or
social experience.

The second moment is for preacher and community to name
their pre-understandings of the focus. Pastor and people name the
naïve and often uncritical perspectives that they bring to the
conversation. This phase is important so that these nascent
inclinations will not inappropriately preform the conversation. The
preacher can help the members of the community (including the
preacher) list and describe their preexisting viewpoints and
experiences. This moment in the preaching conversation may bring
to the surface points and associations that are unsettled, points at
which minister and flock are in need of further information or
perspective, or points at which the community has limited or atypical
experience.30  Such pre-associations often reflect the social location
of the preacher and the congregation. When these pre-
understandings are named, the minister and congregation can take
them into account and reflect critically on them and bring them into
the sermon. The hermeneutic of suspicion is often of particular
illumination in this phase.31

The third moment is to listen to the various others in the
preaching conversation—the Bible, representatives from history and
tradition, theologians, the members of the congregation, voices from
the wider world, and the preacher’s own life. This moment includes
exegesis of biblical passages and themes, taking account of the
historical settings of partners from other times and places, analyzing
the contexts of contemporary voices, and looking into one’s own
heart and life with honesty. These participants will raise questions,
alert the community to necessary information, share feelings, state
preferences, articulate why they believe and do certain things (and
why not others), and describe behaviors that accompany the focus
of the preaching conversation. The preacher will often listen to
written texts (e.g., the Bible, voices from history), but will sometimes
speak directly with people (e.g., personal interviews or through a
collaborative conversation, as described by John McClure, between
pastor and a small group of people) or review (or imagine) how the
subject of the conversation relates to various members of the
community, or have another kind of experience in the medium of
the partner (e.g., watching a movie, viewing a painting).

Both John McClure and Lucy Rose use the image of a round
table in the midst of their discussions of preaching as conversation.32

During this phase of sermon preparation, I sometimes find it helpful
to take this visual clue and draw a round table with each participant
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in the conversation in a separate seat. I then draw lines that show
how the different participants in the congregation interact with one
another. Others frequently help us see things that we may not catch
in biblical passages and themes; in persons, events, and doctrines
from Christian history; in Christian practices; in personal and social
situations, and experiences in our own lives.

The initial three moments perform the indispensable function
of listening to the others in the conversation voice their own
perceptions. The fourth phase is the heart of the preaching
conversation: identifying interpretive possibilities and engaging in
mutual critical correlation among the multiple voices. Preacher and
congregation compare and contrast the various interpretations with
one another in light of the criteria of appropriateness to the gospel,
intelligibility, and moral plausibility, and decide which one(s) make
the most sense.

One of the most penetrating insights of contemporary philosophy
and theology is that all human awareness contains elements of
interpretation. We never achieve completely pure, objective
understanding. David Tracy eloquently summarizes an implication
of this insight for preaching.

If one demands certainty, one is assured of failure. We can
never possess absolute certainty. But we can achieve a good—
that is, a relatively adequate—interpretation: relative to the
power of disclosure and concealment of the text, relative to
the skills and attentiveness of the interpreter, relative to the
kind of conversation possible for the interpreter in a particular
culture at a particular time.33

A specific sermon is seldom the last word of a preacher and
congregation on a subject. A sermon is a mile-marker that indicates
where the community’s capacity for discernment has led them at a
particular moment in history. Later, minister and congregation may
look back on that sermon and rethink its conclusion from the
perspective of fresher insights.

The idea of the sermon as an interpretation of the gospel emerging
from the give-and-take of conversation and resulting in a relatively
adequate witness may seem thin to preachers who are accustomed to
thinking of the sermon as “the word of God.” To such preachers, I
maintain that I am only making explicit aspects of preaching that
are sometimes implicit or even hidden. Even preachers who believe
that the words of the Bible and the words of the preacher are, syllable
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by syllable, God’s words must take account of the fact that persons
in the church disagree about how best to interpret the Bible and
Christian doctrine and practice. Biblical scholars have made a holy
industry of different interpretations, as have church historians and
theologians. Preachers interpret when they prefer the opinion of
one scholar to the opinion of another. I am simply trying to put the
interpretive dimensions of preaching on the table for critical
reflection.

Preaching conversations that are pursued straightforwardly with
depth, imagination, and rigor will usually come to a “good enough”
interpretive possibility. Some preaching dialogues, however, may
not arrive at resolution. The community may not come to clarity. In
such cases, preacher and people may need to agree to continue the
conversation. Borrowing an image from the computer world, the
minister and flock may need to “keep the file open.” At such times,
the congregation may need to live in ambiguity while recognizing
that God is with them as they pursue further insight.

This conversational approach to interpretation has certain
dangers. The participants may be thoughtless, hurtful, self-serving,
and idolatrous. The preacher or the people may confuse a majority
opinion with a satisfactory mutual critical correlation. A congregation
that cannot come to consensus may too quickly use that irresolution
as an excuse to put the issue aside. The pastor needs to be aware
that a congregational consensus may be so mistaken that the optimum
contribution a sermon may make in the ongoing dialogue is to go
against the community’s prevailing view.

General Directions in the Preaching Conversation
A preaching conversation usually results in a pastor and

community coming to one of three possible interpretive directions.
The sermon can run with the text, doctrine, practice, or situation.

The subject of the sermon is appropriate to the gospel, intelligible,
and morally plausible. The sermon may need to explain (through
exegesis, historical recollection, or contemporary reflection) elements
of the subject of the sermon so that all in the congregation have a
sufficient grasp of them. The main work of the sermon itself, however,
is to help the community identify these positive possibilities and
how to respond to them.

The preaching conversation may recognize elements in the subject of
the sermon that contribute positively to the world of the congregation as well
as aspects that are problematic. When I was preaching every week as
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the minister of a congregation, this relationship was the most frequent
between the subject of the sermon and our community. This case
usually comes about when a text, historical witness, theological voice,
practice, or situation appears on the surface to be unintelligible.
Moving deeper, however, shows that the subject of the sermon does
contain elements that are intelligible. When preacher and
congregants are theologically alert, this path can sometimes lead
the community to identify a positive message in some materials,
practices, and experiences whose surface meaning appears to be
inappropriate to the gospel or morally implausible. The preaching
conversation helps the Christian community retrieve the deep
dimensions of the text and apply them to the local situation.

The preaching conversation can take issue with the focus of the sermon.
People and pastor may disagree with what the text, historical voice,
theological witness, practice, or situation asks them to believe or do.
The preaching conversation takes this turn when the material or
experience that is the subject of the sermon is fundamentally
inappropriate to the gospel or morally implausible. Few congregations
are accustomed to learning that aspects of Christian tradition are
mistaken. My experience when preaching in this mode is that some in
the congregation are relieved. I remember a woman who burst out, “I
wanted to believe your way for a long time, but I didn’t know I could
and still be a Christian.” Some members of the community, however,
will be nervous and even hostile about this direction. When the
preaching conversation disagrees with a text or other element of
Christian life, preacher and people are advised to do so in a gentle and
probing way and to avoid being cavalier or inflammatory. The
conversation in the sermon itself can carefully and patiently explain
the point at disagreement and offer an alternative theological vision.
As someone asked me during a Bible study, “If I can’t believe that God
wants us to dash the babies of our enemies against the rocks [in reference
to Psalm 137], what can I believe?”

What about the Form of the Sermon?
For the last thirty years, the subject of the form of the sermon

has been at the center of the preaching community. Scholars and
preachers use the word form to refer to the shape, structure,
movement, genre, pattern of organization, or outline of the sermon.
Preaching classes usually encourage preachers to find their own styles
and voices through which to bring the sermon to life. Preachers
often spend quite a bit of time mulling over whether to use (or adapt)
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a stock sermon form, or whether to create a form for the sermon
much as an author writes a novel.

The anthology Patterns of Preaching: A Sermon Sampler describes
thirty different approaches to preaching and illustrates each with a
sermon from a different recognized preacher.34  For example, this
collection summarizes the Puritan Plain Style (beginning, exegesis,
theological reflection, application); Henry Mitchell’s sermon as a
journey to celebration, preaching verse by verse; Eugene Lowry’s
five-step “loop” (oops, ugh, aha, whee, yeah); Paul Scott Wilson’s
“four pages of the sermon”; David Buttrick’s “plot and moves.”
Students assigned this book sometimes exclaim, “I didn’t know there
are thirty-four ways to preach,” to which an instructor can only reply,
“These thirty-four are just the beginning of the range of possibilities.”
Patterns of Preaching, for instance, does not mention sermon as midrash
(an interpretive possibility from the tradition), or the new modes of
preaching as testimony and preaching as confession.

The idea of preaching as conversation does not dictate a specific
structure for the sermon. There is no uniform pattern for preaching
as conversation. The conversational approach to the sermon is more
a matter of ethos, spirit, or purpose than of outline. Such a sermon is
marked by the qualities of careful listening to others, questioning,
being questioned by them, identifying and assessing interpretive
options, and moving toward as much consensus as the interpretive
conversation will allow. Almost any sermonic form can manifest
such characteristics, though some forms of preaching are more
congenial to these purposes than others.

A few remarks on form may nonetheless help the reader who is
wondering, “How do I take the thoughts, questions, images, and
insights that emerge from the give-and-take of interaction with texts,
people, and experiences, and put them together for a sermon that
has a conversational character?”

At times a preacher can select a stock sermon form (e.g., Ricoeur’s
movement from first naiveté through critical reflection to second naiveté).
At other times, a preacher may approach this phase of the life of the
sermon after the model of an author creating a novel (as presented below).
Sometimes I start with a definite movement in mind for the sermon,
only to find that the sermon evolves unexpectedly. As a preacher, I find
four approaches to the structure of the sermon regularly serve my own
efforts to help the sermon itself take on a conversational quality.

Frequently the sermon develops as an author creates a novel.35

When an author starts a novel, that writer usually has several things
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in mind—settings, characters, tensions, symbols and associations, and
a broad outline for the plot. The characters develop almost as if
they have a life of their own. Although the fingers of the writer create
the characters on the screen (or on paper), the author frequently
finds the characters saying and doing things that the author did not
intend and did not imagine when the writing began. Similarly, I
often begin to formulate the sermon itself with a question or issue,
exegetical background, contributions from theologians (historical
and contemporary), contemporary experience (including my own)
with the focus of the sermon, scenes from novels or movies, and
other materials. I have an inkling of where to begin the sermon as
well as a general sense of the flow of the sermon. As I work, the
sermon sort of emerges—sometimes quickly and easily, but frequently
through struggle. The process of formalizing the sermon itself has
similarities with a good conversation. The message sometimes takes
very different turns than I had originally imagined.

A sermon can follow Paul Ricoeur’s movement from first naiveté
through critical reflection to second naiveté.36  In first naiveté,
preacher and community listen to the text or other focus of the
sermon on its own terms. They ask, “What does the task ask us to
believe or do?” In the phase of critical reflection, preacher and people
note both the difficulties they have believing and doing as the text
recommends, and reasons they can name that compel them to take
the text seriously. For instance, the conversation might discover that
a text contains mythological elements that we no longer believe. In
the moment of second naiveté, the preaching conversation
encourages the community to return to the text with a mature, critical
perception of its difficulties while being willing to let the text name
the world in ways that are appropriate to the gospel, intelligible,
and morally credible. Preacher and community, for instance, might
use mythological symbols from the text to speak figuratively of the
congregation’s experience in the world. Or the preaching
conversation might diminish the element of naiveté in the third phase
by stating unambiguously and nonmythologically what a
congregation can believe and do.

Fred Craddock suggests that the preacher might recreate in the
pulpit the earlier phases of the preaching conversation.37  The preacher
uses the various steps and moments in the prior phases of the
preaching conversation as the outline for the sermon itself. By
recreating the earlier moments of the preaching conversation in the
presence of the congregation, the preacher invites the congregation
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to join in listening to the many voices in the exploration—questioning,
probing, researching, reflecting, storytelling. Of course, for the
sermon itself the preacher must greatly condense the several hours
that went into the prior phases of conversation to the length of time
that the typical congregation allows for the sermon.

The Wesleyan quadrilateral—a model for theological reflection—
can easily be adapted to preaching.38 The underlying premise of the
quadrilateral is that the Christian community listens to four sources
and their interaction to discern theologically how to interpret aspects
of Christian life and witness. These four sources and their
interworking can easily provide the outline for a sermon. In each
case, minister and congregants seek to listen to the source in its
otherness. First, the community asks what the Bible asks us to believe
and do. Scholars in the Wesleyan tradition often stress that the Bible
is not simply one source alongside others, but that it has a privileged
(though not dictatorial) place. The second source is Christian
tradition. What do important voices in the Christian past ask us to
believe and do? The third source is experience. The conversation
needs to help us name and analyze our experience of the subject of
the sermon. What does our experience suggest we might say and
do? Reason is the fourth source. Through reason we bring the other
sources into interaction with one another, and we bring them into
interaction with how we understand the world today. This step seeks
to answer the question, “What makes sense for us to believe and do
today?”

Conclusion
I close with a reminder that the sermon conversation should

help the congregation encounter good news from God. Indeed, the
word gospel translates a Greek word, euangellion, that means “good
news.” To be sure, preacher and people must confront their
complicity in sin and evil, and must repent. We must sometimes
come face to face with some very sorry things about our world and
ourselves. Christian preaching, however, ultimately aims to help the
community recognize and respond positively to the message of God’s
love for all and God’s will for justice for all. Key questions to ask of
every sermon are, “What is the good news in this sermon? For whom?
How will it help them (us) experience and embody God’s love and
God’s will for justice?”

More than fifty years ago, Russell Dicks, a professor of pastoral
care, described conversation between pastor and parishioner as
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sacramental because, through conversation, the grace of God comes
to expression.39  While Dicks had in mind the relationships of pastor
and individual persons, the point can extend to the sermon in the
context of the congregational community. The preaching
conversation can be sacramental, for the grace of God can pulse
afresh throughout the conversation.
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