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There is a definite sense among many that, as a result of all the cultural changes which have taken 

place over recent decades, preaching has had its day. This is particularly since the digital revolution 

has lead to multidimensional and mediated communication styles which means that one person 

standing up in front of a whole lot of others telling them what to believe and what to do is simply no 

longer effective. So, after a long and honourable history, it is time to recognise its death and allow it 

to ‘rest in peace’.  

 

For those of us who have been around for some time this is not a new contention. I heard it often 

enough when I was training for ministry in the antiestablishment 1970s. But going back another 

century, in his famous Lyman Beecher lectures on preaching at Yale Divinity School in the 1870s, 

Phillips Brooks spoke of the “obstinate aversion the age has to preaching.” If he were to be giving 

those lectures today no doubt Brooks could make the same reference. However I am sure that, if he 

did, he would also assert, as he did then, that if we felt that was so we should “look first for the fault 

in [y]our preaching, and not in the age.”  

 

In agreement with Brooks, the argument I want to advance is that if many think that preaching is 

dead, in the sense of being finished, it is because much of it is in fact dead, in the sense of being 

boring and dull rather than living and lifegiving. When we were reworking our course structure for the 

new Knox Centre for Ministry and Leadership, we decided to name our course on preaching 

“Transformational Preaching” because we were concerned to emphasise the fact that preaching is 

active and about doing something – bringing life that transforms the lives of individuals and 

communities. Another contention I would make is that much of the problem in our church life is that 

much of the preaching does not in fact achieve this, nor indeed aim to do so. 

 

Again the argument is not new. In 1965 the great postwar German preacher Helmut Thielicke wrote a 

book called The Trouble with the Church. In it he argued the core of the trouble was the quality of the 

preaching which “has disintegrated to the point where it is close to the stage of dying” and “no longer 

reaches people, because it is boring and colorless.” Once again fifty years on I would suggest sadly 

the same diagnosis might be made, and if that is so then maybe it is time to bury it.  

 

There are two things we need to pay attention to in order to renew our preaching and free it to again 

be able to accomplish in the life of the church what it has done through the 2000 years of its history. 

The first is to allow God, or perhaps more specifically Christ, to occupy the central place in our 

preaching. Phillips Brooks in those lectures at Yale defined preaching as “truth through personality” a 

definition that became central for over a century. It involves two factors; the truth of the Scriptures 

and the personality of the preacher. In the 1970s others began drawing attention to the need to give 

consideration to our context, the world we communicate into. Finally others drew our attention to the 

role of the specific hearers of the sermon. So there were four elements to pay attention to in 

preaching: the scriptures, the preacher, the world and the hearers. I used this model, popularised in 

New Zealand by Paul Windsor
1
, for a number of years, and there is much that is helpful in it.  

 

However over the past few years I have come to realise that ‘the’ critical element in life giving 

preaching is missing from it. God who gives new life through Christ by the Spirit.  James Torrance in 

Worship Community and the Triune God of Grace argues that many preachers are in effect unitarian 

and have a view of preaching which has “no doctrine of the mediator or sole priesthood of Christ, is 

human centred, has no proper doctrine of the Holy Spirit… We sit in the pew watching the minister 

‘doing his thing’, exhorting us ‘to do our thing,’ until we go home thinking we have done our duty for 

another week.” The aim of preaching is not the sermon itself, but the one to whom it is directing those 

who hear it, the living Christ. Tom Wright claims that “Preaching is meant to be an occasion, when so 

to speak, God happens; when that strange and yet familiar moment comes upon us, and we know we 

have been addressed, healed, confronted and kindled by the one who made us and loves us.” For me 
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this is the critical factor in evaluating whether preaching or mere talking has occurred. Have those 

present encountered the living God. Do you and I as we prepare our sermons have a sense of God’s 

Spirit revealing good news to us as we study the scriptures? Do we have a sense of Christ being 

present with us as we begin to share this with others? When that occurs the preaching is certainly not 

dead. So that is the first thing. Do we have an expectation that God will act in and through our 

preaching and do we give space for God to do so? 

 

The second thing we need to pay attention to is our style or form. While I would argue that preaching 

is one of the unchanging means God uses to fulfil God’s mission (indeed in agreement with Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer I would regard it as a sacramentum verbi -  sacrament of the word), I would contend just 

as strongly that in order to achieve this its form and style have changed as it has encountered different 

cultural and historical contexts. So black preaching in the US is appropriately very different than that 

which might be found in Anglo Saxon England. With the vast cultural changes which have occurred 

in our society then it would be foolish to think that the forms and styles in which we preach as we 

move into the second decade of the 21
st
 century should be the same as they were fifty, or even twenty, 

years ago. And again a part of the problem is that many preachers have not taken the task of preaching 

seriously enough to make it a priority to spend time working to change their preaching style and 

develop as preachers so the form and style of their preaching connects better with the kind of world 

we live in. They simply continue to preach in the kind of outmoded form they learned to preach when 

they trained twenty or thirty years ago. 

 

I came to this realisation in the late 1990s. I had a very good reputation as a preacher. It was perhaps 

the thing I was most well known for. But I came to the realisation that with all the changes in the 

culture the way in which I preached needed to change if I was going to communicate in a way that 

was effective with people under about 35. So I began a process, which included taking a sabbatical 

from preaching for a year, through study and listening to other effective preachers of changing how I 

did. I now find that when I pull out any of my sermons that are more than about ten years old I 

couldn’t preach them. They belong, as it were, to a different era. They may have been effective then 

but today would sound dead. 

 

There is much talk of and call for renewal and reformation in our church life today. What will bring 

this about? Many look to new programmes, techniques or even technologies. However the more 

prophetic and helpful thinkers on the challenges we face, such as those in the missional church 

movement, see the problem as being much deeper than a few tweaks here and there that these might 

bring. What is needed is a fresh vision, or a new imagination, of what it  means to be the people of 

God in this very different world we live in. This is a reimagination that must by birthed and inspired 

by God and as always God does this most profoundly and creatively through the Scriptures. Thus 

these advocates for change see preaching as being more important, not less important, in the life of the 

church today. Walter Brueggemann speaks of “Preaching as Reimagination.” He says that “Pastors 

are world makers. Like the prophets of Israel, we render a new world through our words… And if you 

won’t let God use you to make a new world, through faithful words, then all you can do is service the 

old one.” 

 

This is the role we are called to as ministers and leaders and so nothing is more central to our calling 

than giving ourselves to the task of preaching, which helps those who are our church understand what 

it means to be a living, breathing, visible, communal sign of the presence of Christ and the in breaking 

of the kingdom of God. Church historian E. C. Dargan writes that “Decline of spiritual life and 

activity in the churches is commonly accompanied by a lifeless, formal, unfruitful preaching, and this 

is partly as cause, partly as effect. On the other hand, the greatest revivals of Christian history can 

most usually be traced to the work of the pulpit, and in their progress they have developed and 

rendered possible a high order of preaching.” Is preaching dead? Sadly I would have to answer often 

yes, and the consequence is a dead church. A critical factor in the resurrection of the latter is the 

resurrection of preaching that is living with the presence of God, shaped so as to connect with the 

culture we inhabit and so bringing the new life in Christ to God’s people.  
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