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CHAPTER ONE

Something’s Missing

Bring Your Neighbor Day. Ten years ago. Las Cruces, New
Mexico. Our college students brought ten of their unchurched
friends from the university across the street. Kendra and I had our
non-Christian neighbors, a young married couple, sitting beside
us on the pew. A recent convert to a non-Christian religion smiled,
shook hands, and sat down beside her coworker and friend, a core
leader of our church who had invited her to attend our church on
this special day.

After several songs, I stepped up on stage and stood at the
pulpit. Quickly scanning the five hundred faces before me, my heart
rate sped up. My eyes filled with dozens of faces I didn’t recognize.
Faces of people our church members had invited. I realized that
several were present this morning who had never responded in
faith to the message of Jesus.

Expecting God to do great things today, I launched into the
message. I had wrestled with it and prayed over it for twenty hours
during the last three weeks. The message was a simple yet potent
presentation of the gospel. Just hours earlier in our study at home,
I had prayed for God to lead our non-Christian guests to respond
in faith at the end of my message, and for God to lead many others
to respond in the days and weeks to come.

For twenty minutes I preached passionately. As I came to the
conclusion, I felt that I had rarely preached so effectively. I explained
to our guests how they could, this very minute, through faith and
baptism, ask Jesus to be their leader and forgiver. I invited them to
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come to the front of the auditorium to indicate their desire to follow
Jesus. I also told them that I’d be willing to meet with them after
the service or during the week.

The church stood and sang. I walked off the stage to the front
aisle, praying, hoping, for some non-Christians to respond.

Stanza one.
No responses.
Stanza two.
No responses.
Stanza three.
No responses.
Disappointed, I walked to the back of the auditorium. I

consoled myself with the hope that many of those who didn’t
respond by coming forward would respond by talking privately
to me after the service, or by calling me later that week.

After the closing prayer, I shook five hundred hands while
people exited the service. None of them belonged to a seeker
wanting to talk further about Jesus.

In the days and weeks after, I stared expectantly at my office
phone, hoping with each ring that it was a non-Christian from
Bring Your Neighbor Day wanting to talk about Jesus. The call
never came.

In the “funk” that followed, a gnawing realization began to stir in
the back of my mind: something’s missing in my preaching. Don’t
misunderstand me. I knew that Paul said that wise and persuasive
words were not what would win people. It was only the
proclamation of Christ crucified that would win people (1 Cor. 2:4).
It was the power of the divine gospel, not the power of my human
words, which would draw people to faith. Still, I felt that I had just
preached Christ crucified. Yet, I felt that I had preached it in a way
that was ineffective. I had preached Christ, yet, for some reason,
no one was won.

I had read the stories in seminary. Jonathan Edwards. Charles
Finney. Billy Sunday. Thousands upon thousands of non-Christians
responding to the gospel preaching of old. But few lost people were
responding to my own preaching. Why? I was preaching the same
gospel they had preached, I thought. Why wasn’t I experiencing
the same results?

That Bring Your Neighbor Day was my first suspicion that
something was wrong with my preaching. Somehow, I was getting
in the way of God. Somehow, I was inhibiting God’s work of
conversion and conviction. Somehow, Christ crucified wasn’t what
our guests were hearing.
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And that suspicion wouldn’t go away. It hung on like a bad
flu. It clung so tenaciously that I was compelled to investigate it.
For the next ten years, I threw myself into finding an answer to
that question: why? Why wasn’t my preaching as effective at
reaching lost people as the preaching of the great revivalists and
evangelists of years gone by? For the last ten years I’ve searched
for the answer to that question.

Along the way, I discovered that I’m not alone. With some
exceptions, not only is there something missing in my preaching;
something’s missing in the preaching of the Western church. It’s not as
effective as it could be.

The Harvest Is Plentiful

In Matthew 9:37, Jesus states that “the harvest is plentiful, but
the laborers are few.” Something’s wrong, Jesus says. But the
problem is not with the harvest. The problem is not with the lost.
The problem is with the saved. The laborers, Jesus says. That’s
where the real crisis lies.

In the last ten years, I’ve reached the same conclusion. The
problem is not with the harvest. The problem is not with the lost.
The problem is not that I have fewer or more hostile non-Christians
to preach to today than Jonathan Edwards or Charles Finney had
in their day. The problem is not that the Western church can only
find a handful of people in desperate need of Jesus to whom she
can preach. If anything, the harvest facing the Western church is
even more plentiful than the one facing those early preachers of
the eighteenth century.

And we’ve known this for years. In his 1995 book, Evangelism
That Works, George Barna presented the results of a study to
determine the religious beliefs of Americans. While half a decade
old, the findings are sobering. Consider this: approximately 1.1
million Americans die each year outside of Christ. 1  Barna
determined this figure by asking American adults if they were
“Christian.” He defined Christian as “those who say they have made
a personal commitment to Jesus Christ that is still important in
their lives today and . . . those who believe that when they die they
will go to heaven because they have confessed their sins and have
accepted Jesus Christ as their Savior.”2

Only 35% of American adults met these criteria. This suggests
that nearly two-thirds of the American adult population in 1995
did not adhere to even these minimal Christian characteristics.3

When asked this question in 2001, only 41% of American adults
met the criteria. When asked in 2003, only 38% met the criteria.
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Thus today about 60% of American adults do not subscribe to even these
minimal characteristics.4

The harvest is plentiful.
When the question is made more specific, the harvest becomes

even larger. Barna searched for American adults who met the
criteria above as well as who met the following criteria: their faith
was very important in their life today; they believed they had a
personal responsibility to share their religious beliefs about Christ
with non-Christians; they believed that Satan exists; that eternal
salvation is possible only through grace not works; that Jesus lived
a sinless life on earth; and they described God as the all-knowing,
all-powerful, perfect deity who created the universe and rules it
today. Only 7% of  American adults in 2001 met these criteria.
Ninety-three percent of Americans did not.5  Ninety-three percent of
Americans are not what we might describe as evangelical Christians.

The harvest is plentiful.
Barna is not alone in painting such a picture of North America.

Over ten years ago, George Hunter III offered this image:
Imagine a football team playing every game on its home field

. . . During the ‘Christendom’ era (from Constantine’s conversion
to the Renaissance) the Western Church scored for a thousand years
like a football team with perennial ‘home field advantage.’ The
Church even defined the game, announced the rules, and briefed
the referees, and the Church’s team always had the crowd behind
it, and the wind as well. All of that has changed. If the Church
plays today, it plays on opposition turf . . . Once, the countries and
peoples of Europe and North America were ‘Christian’ and the
countries and peoples of the Third World were mission fields. The
picture today is starkly different. Today a higher percentage of
Angolans are active professing Christians than Americans, a higher
percentage of Koreans than Canadians, a higher percentage in Fiji
than in any country in Europe. The USA has become the largest mission
field in the Western hemisphere, and many countries of Europe are almost
secular wastelands.6

The harvest is plentiful.
Similar descriptions are given by missiologists who suggest

that we are in the midst of a paradigm shift in missions. No longer
is the dominant direction for missions from the first world (e.g.,
Europe) to the third world (e.g., Africa). It is now reversed. In 1900,
50% of the world’s Christians lived in Europe and 2% lived in
Africa. In 1980, 25% of the world’s Christians lived in Europe and
15% lived in Africa. In 2000, approximately 20% of the world’s
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Christians lived in Europe and 20% lived in Africa. In Europe and
North America, an average of 53,000 people leave a Christian church
from one Sunday to the next, while in Africa, an average of 115,000 join
a Christian church from one Sunday to the next.7

Darrell Guder calls attention to two “great new facts of our
time”: 1) Christianity has become worldwide with churches in every
continent and in every major cultural group; and 2) Christianity in
America has experienced a loss of numbers, power, and influence.8

David F. Wells argues that America is in a “unique cultural
moment.” He suggests that most otherworld cultures (and past
American cultures) have religious assumptions behind them
(Hindu, Muslim, Christian, etc.). There are no such assumptions
behind the public culture of America today, however, and this is
the first time any major civilization has attempted to build itself in
this way. Our public life finds neither its justification nor its
direction from a divine or supernatural order.9

The harvest is plentiful.
Leonard Sweet states that there are 120 million “pre-Christian”

people living in the United States who are fourteen years old and
above. There are only two countries with more non-believers: India
and China. The United States is thus the third largest mission field in
the world.10  Indeed, Craig Van Gelder states a “great new fact of
our day” is this: America is a mission field.11

The harvest is plentiful.
The location of the Christian church with the largest

attendance? Korea, with the second largest in  Nigeria. The location
of the world’s largest Buddhist temple? The United States.
The location of the world’s largest Muslim training center? The
United States.12

These facts are difficult to believe. I recently presented the
information above to a gathering of preachers and students.
Afterwards, one of the preachers shook his head in disbelief,
“America is a mission field?!” This was news to him.

Yet there is no denying it. The harvest is indeed plentiful.
The problem is not with the harvest.

The Problem with Preaching

The problem, it seems, is with us: the harvesters, the preachers. We
work hard. We preach hard. Our lessons aren’t entirely ineffective.
They bear some fruit. But not the kind of fruit they could.
Something’s missing.

The evidence?
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In the year 2000, 3,750 churches in America closed their doors.
Half of the approximately 350,000 churches in America did not

lead a single person to faith in Christ all year.
My own fellowship, Churches of Christ, lost forty-eight

churches between 1997 and 2000.
In my own state, it took ten Tennessee Churches of Christ to

reach one new person a year between 1997 and 2000.13

The harvest is plentiful. But the workers are few—or at least
ineffective. Much of our preaching is missing the mark. Ninety-
three percent of Americans admit to being non-Christian, yet
175,000 churches in America did not reach a single one of those
millions of Americans in 2000.

There are sufficient numbers of lost people. There is a lot
of preaching. But the preaching doesn’t seem to be making
much difference.

The problem, however, is not with preaching in general. Some may
take the information above and conclude that preaching itself is
outdated and ineffective. You’ll never reach lost people today
through preaching, they might say. I disagree. The problem is not
with preaching in general.

After all, it was preaching which God used in Acts 2 to lead
three thousand people to confess Jesus as their Lord. And it is
preaching that God is still using today. While most churches are
not reaching lost people in significant numbers, a handful are. Thom
Rainer analyzed part of that handful. In a survey of the most
evangelistic churches of the Southern Baptist Association, he found
that they shared three things in common. One of those things
was this: effective evangelistic preaching.14  Preaching can make
a difference.

But why wasn’t it in my church ten years ago on Bring Your
Neighbor Day? And why isn’t it in hundreds of thousands of
churches today? Why did it take the combined preaching of ten churches
in Tennessee to win one lost person, when the preaching of just one man
in Acts 2 won 3,000 lost people?

The Challenge of Postmodernism

The answer to that question, I believe, lies in the analysis of
those to whom we preach. What’s missing, I believe, is an adequate
understanding of the non-Christians we long to reach through our
preaching. We do not know our audience. As a result, our approach
to scripture and to preaching creates messages that miss their target.
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The more I’ve prayerfully researched my own ineffectiveness
with preaching, the more I’ve realized that the Western world
around me has changed. Ten years ago, I thought I was preaching
to non-Christians who shared the same values, held the same
worldview, dreamed the same dreams as non-Christians have for
decades. Today, however, I realize how wrong I was. Today, I feel
like a preacher who fell asleep and woke up in a foreign country.
And the preaching that connected in that old world of Jonathan
Edwards won’t connect in this one.

A few years ago I flew to Ukraine to preach in two of our church
plants. I boarded the plane in Memphis, Tennessee. I sat down in
my seat and closed my eyes in a world I knew, a world where I
spoke the language. I ate the food. I knew some of the history.

But hours later, I opened my eyes and we had landed in
Amsterdam. Suddenly I was in a world full of people who spoke a
language I did not speak, held values I did not, ate food I could
not pronounce, and shared a history foreign from mine. While I
slept, my world changed completely.

That experience is a parable for preaching. While we preachers
may have stayed the same, the non-Christian world around us has
changed. It is as radically different from the non-Christian world
of decades ago as the world of Memphis was from Amsterdam.

The problem is that we are still preaching as if we live in Memphis.
Meanwhile, Amsterdam is showing up in our services. And our lessons,
geared to reach Memphis, leave Amsterdam confused,
unconvinced, and, in some cases, not even understanding the
language in which we are preaching.

This book explains this radical change and the kind of preaching which
best connects in this brand new world.

This world-change has happened because North America and
Western culture is in the midst of a cultural shift from modernism
to postmodernism.

Western culture can be divided into three epochs, each
characterized by a different worldview. The first epoch, pre-
modernism, was dominated by a pre-scientific worldview in which
meaning was determined by tradition. The worldview was
communicated through myths. The second epoch, modernism,
commenced with the Enlightenment. It was dominated by respect
for science. The empirical method was the primary arbiter of truth.

The third epoch, postmodernism, came into its own by the
1970s. It places limits on modernism’s reliance upon science for
truth. Its primary characteristic is that it denies the possibility of
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impartial objectivity in human knowledge. It affirms that all
knowledge is subjective and the result of interpretation. As a result,
pluralism and relativism are the hallmarks of postmodernism.15

Postmoderns believe in a plural number of truths (Christianity may
be right for some, but not for all) and that all truth is relative (you
may not want to engage in homosexuality but that doesn’t make it
wrong for me to).

Another way of viewing postmodernism is suggested by Marva
Dawn in her book Is It a Lost Cause?16  The real difference between
the three worlds of pre-modernism, modernism, and
postmodernism comes in the beliefs held by its leadership.  In the
pre-modern world most people, especially the leadership of society,
believed that God was truth. In the modern world most people,
but especially the leadership of society, believed that science was
truth.  In the postmodern world most people, especially the
leadership of society, believes in many truths. It’s not simply that
pluralism is found among people in the postmodern era; it’s that
pluralism is espoused by and validated by the political, media,
literary, and other forms of leadership.

The postmodern era could also be called post-Christian or anti-
Christian. The Boomers (ages thirty-six to fifty-four), Busters (ages
twenty to thirty-five), and Net-Gens (ages twenty and younger)
are the transitional generations within this cultural shift.17  The
highly publicized differences between these generations can thus
be attributed to factors beyond simply generational differences.
Their differences are largely the result of the varying degrees to
which they have been raised in postmodernism.18

This cultural shift, which will be explored in detail in later
chapters, has brought about significant changes in the worldviews
of the non-Christians to whom we preach. The non-Christians within
homiletical earshot today are simply not the same as those within earshot
fifty years ago. Few churches and preachers realize the radical degree to
which our audience has changed. I didn’t. For this reason, much preaching
has ceased to be effective in reaching them.

While our audience has changed, our preaching methods have
not. Many of us rely on preaching methods and strategies that
worked fifty years ago, but do not work in a postmodern setting.
We’ve been trained in preaching styles that reached those from
the modern epoch, but are impotent to reach those in the
postmodern epoch.

From the day of Pentecost to the twenty-first century, preaching
has played a pivotal role in the church’s evangelistic growth.19

While it is not the church’s sole method, preaching has historically
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ranked among those methods that consistently reap a harvest.20

Postmodernism, however, presents a unique challenge to
preaching. Its greatest obstacle is found in how it questions the
existence of absolute truth and authority and therefore weakens
the potency of preaching, which makes radical claims about
absolute truth and authority.21

The problem is not with the harvest. It is as plentiful in the
Western world as it ever has been. The problem is with the workers,
with our preaching. We put our preaching scythes to the stalks of
the lost, and it’s like trying to cut steel with a butter knife. The
homiletical strategies which once cut cleanly and swiftly through
the stalks do not do so any more. Postmodernism has created the
need for a different scythe to reap the plentiful harvest.

The problem is that my preaching was geared towards winning
barbeque-eating, blues-music-listening, English-speaking, lost
people (to return to my earlier parable). But those who showed up
were cheese eating, Dutch-speaking, lost people.

Seven Faces of Postmoderns

In the succeeding chapters we’ll explore seven basic
characteristics or faces of postmodernism. These seven
characteristics are critical to understanding the new audience to
whom we now preach and hope to reach. In the last ten years, I’ve
found these seven qualities not only in literature, but also in the
lives of those non-Christians closest to my preaching ministry. As
we walk through the seven qualities, you’ll recognize them in the
lives of the non-Christians in your church and community. In
summary, here they are:

Postmoderns are uninformed about the basics of Christianity.
They are the first generation with little to no Christian memory.
They do not know the stories, doctrines, and vocabulary of the
gospel and the Bible.

Postmoderns are interested in spiritual matters. Unlike
their Modern counterparts, who embraced science or reason
over spiritual issues, postmoderns are highly interested
in spirituality.

Postmoderns are anti-institutional. While they are attracted to
spirituality, they are repelled by institutional religion. While
community appeals to them, organized religion does not. They like
Jesus, but not the institution of his church.

Postmoderns are pluralistic . This is the dominant characteristic
of postmoderns. They do not believe in the existence of one
absolute truth that applies to all people at all times. Thus they
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do not believe that one religion can claim to have a monopoly on
religious truth.

Postmoderns are pragmatic. They are not interested in life after
death as much as they are interested in life before death. They do
not want to hear theology for theology’s sake. They want to know
“So what?” They want something that is going to work in the here
and now to make life better.

Postmoderns are relational. Where Moderns could be
characterized by the old television show The Fugitive—one man
alone against the world, postmoderns can be characterized by the
more recent show Friends—a community of people supporting and
encouraging one another.22

Postmoderns are experiential . They trust what can be
experienced over what is simply reasonable or logical. They are
more persuaded by a personal encounter with something or the
story of someone’s personal encounter than by an analytical
argument. They long for an encounter with God, not just for
information about God.

Of course, individual non-Christians and even groups of non-
Christians before the postmodern era have possessed some of these
qualities. For instance, as a rule, non-Christians have almost always
been uninformed about basic Christianity. And generally, they have
always tended to shy away from the church, even when attracted
to Jesus. However, no generation of non-Christians, has, as a whole,
been characterized as deeply by these qualities as the postmodern
generation is.

For instance, while other non-Christian generations in the
Western world have been uninformed, none has been as broadly
and as deeply uninformed as postmoderns are. In addition, since
its founding, never have a greater percentage of Americans been
as hostile to the institution of the church as the postmodern
generation is.

For some of these seven characteristics, it is the depth in which
they are held, and the vast number of people who hold them, which
distinguish postmoderns from other generations who may have
shared similar qualities in the past.

In addition, some of these qualities are particularly unique to
postmoderns. Their reliance upon experience over reason, and their
pluralistic bent cause them to stand out from other previous
generations in the Western world.

We are missionaries who find ourselves preaching in the foreign
country of Postmodernity. As we step on stage and stand at the pulpit,
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these are the qualities predominant in the lives of lost guests in
our service: uninformed, spiritual, anti-institutional, pluralistic,
pragmatic, relational, and experiential.

How do we preach to such people in a way that draws them to
Christ? After reviewing these seven characteristics, we’ll explore
the answer to this question. We’ll go back through each of the seven
characteristics, noting specific strategies for preaching
evangelistically to people characterized in each of these seven ways.
In a nutshell, here are the strategies we’ll explore:

Evangelistic preaching will address postmoderns’ uninformed
status in at least two ways: 1) in general, by using vocabulary,
illustrations, and images which do not assume prior knowledge of
the biblical story; and 2) specifically, by preaching messages
designed to tutor them in the basics of the gospel and the
biblical story.

Evangelistic preaching will address the postmodern interest
in spirituality in at least two ways: 1) by preaching in ways designed
to facilitate an encounter between the lost postmodern and the
saving God; and 2) by preaching in ways designed to equip lost
listeners to daily experience the presence of God.

Evangelistic preaching will overcome the anti-institutional bias
of postmoderns in at least two ways: 1) by preaching messages
designed to reveal the benefits of belonging to a faith community;
and 2) by partnering with efforts which enable them to experience
those benefits first hand.

Evangelistic preaching will address postmoderns’ pluralism by
preaching at least three kinds of messages: 1) those which reveal
the inclusive and tolerant nature of the gospel; 2) those which
explore the uniqueness of the gospel and Jesus (and thus the basis
for their exclusivity); and 3) those which highlight the inaccuracies
and inadequacies of pluralism.

Evangelistic preaching will address postmoderns’ pragmatism
by preaching at least two kinds of messages: 1) those which show
how the gospel “works” in dealing with practical issues of daily
life; and 2) those which reveal how the gospel brings a better life
before death, not just after death.

Evangelistic preaching will address the relational nature of
postmoderns in at least three ways: 1) by preaching messages which
reveal the community which is available in church; 2) by preaching
messages which reveal the help the gospel brings to practical
matters in relationships; and 3) by partnering with efforts to help
the listener connect in meaningful relationships with Christians.
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Evangelistic preaching will address the experiential bias of
postmoderns in at least four ways: 1) by leading the listener to
experience the gospel through inductive and narrative preaching;
2) through testimonies; 3) through worship which engages multiple
senses; and 4) by enabling them to observe the gospel lived in
community outside the worship service.

It will be helpful for me to note at this point two important
items.  First, throughout this book I’ll refer to non-Christian
postmoderns.  Clearly we all could identify Christians who have
certain postmodern qualities.  This book, however, is about non-
Christian postmoderns. I am not identifying non-Christians by
whether or not they attend a particular denomination or hold a
specific theological view.  For the sake of simplicity, I’ll define non-
Christians as those who identify with the characteristics of the
postmodern worldview listed above and from the basis of this
perspective do not accept the truth and validity of Christianity as
a basis for their own beliefs, actions, and way of life.

Second, I’ve purposely chosen to use the word non-Christian
rather than unchurched or seeker, or some other term in order to
force us to remember the fate of those to whom we are preaching.
The more we think of these individuals as non-Christian, the more
deeply convicted we may be to consider how to preach
evangelistically to them.  This term, however, is meant to be
“insider” language.  It would not be effective in a sermon for a
preacher to state, “Now, to all you non-Christians out there who
are pluralistic, let me explain why pluralism is not a credible way
of life. . . ”

It’s my prayer that these seven descriptions of postmoderns
will drastically affect your understanding of the non-Christians to
whom you are or could be preaching. It’s my hope that the seven
characteristics of preaching to postmoderns will deeply affect your
preaching.

And ultimately, it’s my prayer that this book will so sharpen
your scythe, that Sunday mornings find you praising God for the
harvest reaped rather than cursing yourself, as I did that one
Sunday ten years ago, for the harvest which remains untouched.
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