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There’s a story I heard in my youth about an architect who made his pastor an 
astounding offer.  He said that he would pay for the building of a brand-new church 
if he could be allowed to design it just the way he wanted it.  It took very little 
convincing of the church leaders, and in short order the new church was finished. 
 
When the pastor walked in on the inaugural Sunday of the beautiful new church, 
with all the pews full, the sight so inspired him that he decided to let the 
congregation have a little extra “word from God” that Sunday.  He let loose with his 
best sermon, and was just getting warmed up when, after 15 minutes precisely, a 
trap door opened in the pulpit and he vanished from sight. 
 
I know this story is consistent with some peoples’ feelings on the subject of 
sermons.  Most of us are quite accustomed to preaching as a primary part of most 
worship services.  You probably are particularly if you have been a Protestant for 
any length of time.  The centrality of preaching in Protestantism has its roots in the 
very beginnings of the Reformation in the 1500’s.  The goal of reformers was to 
restore the scriptural word of God to its rightful place of prominence in worship.  
This was reflected not only in Protestant worship, where the sermon was made the 
primary component, but it is also often evident in the design of Protestant 
churches, ours included.  We still refer to the “altar” when we talk about the front of 
the church, but we really don’t have one.  It’s been replaced with a communion 
table.  The central focal points are the cross, and the pulpit.   
 
Roman Catholic masses still have a sermon of sorts, that they call a homily.  
Homilies are usually fairly short.  One of my Roman Catholic friends, who might 
define the lower limit of tolerance for preaching among Catholic laity, is fond of 
repeating, “If you can’t say it in five minutes, it’s probably not worth saying.”  My 
prayers are with his priests.  On the Protestant side, sermons in some churches go 
significantly longer than our entire service. 
 
Long or short, what’s the point, anyway?  Why do we preach? We know sermons 
are supposed to be words from God, and every week I pray that I can get myself 
out of the way enough to let God speak a little.  But what I am asking specifically 
is, what’s a sermon supposed to do?  Is it primarily for teaching?  Is it 
entertainment, but with a moral message?  Is preaching supposed to inspire us, or 
make us feel really good about ourselves?  For some, I suppose, the sermon is a 
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great time to click mentally through the afternoon’s plans, enjoy a daydream, or 
catch a few winks of sleep.  I say that without any condemnation, because I will 
admit that I’ve done all three listening to any number of sermons throughout my 
life. 
 
If the title of this sermon wasn’t enough, by now you’ve figured out its subject.  
This Sunday, I’m preaching about preaching.  The title might require a little 
explanation – it’s is a phrase that is very familiar to ministers, but maybe not to 
most of you.  When we are in conversation with a colleague who makes a 
particularly insightful or inspired point, it’s common to show agreement and 
affirmation by responding, “That’ll preach.”  It’s sort of an “in-group amen.” 
 
Now, I’m willing to bet that most of you have never heard a sermon about sermons 
before, and some of you are probably thinking that I am being ground-breaking 
and innovative.  But it’s equally likely that some of you suspect that I was stuck for 
an idea this week, and saw preaching about preaching as an easy way out.  
Neither of these is actually the case.  My subject was inspired completely by the 
lectionary because, in fact, both of our readings this week are about preaching – 
the proclamation, explanation, and interpretation of God’s word.  The two readings 
also suggest the things that preaching is supposed to do, that I will share as we 
get into the readings.   
 

Today’s reading from the book of Nehemiah describes the first public reading of 
the law since the Jewish people had returned home from forty years of exile in 
Babylon.  According to Nehemiah, the people gathered in the town square and 
listened attentively as Ezra read the law aloud to them.  This took from daybreak 
to noon.  Ezra is assisted by the Levites, the priests, who explained the law to the 
people, “making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people could 
understand what was being read.” (Nehemiah 8:8) 
 
Now, on what we might expect to be one of happiest days in Hebrew history, the 
people have a rather strange reaction.  As they listened to the reading of the law, 
and had it explained to them, they wept.  We know it was not tears of joy – it says 
in the reading that the people were mourning.  They were crying because they 
were sad and ashamed.  They were crying because it had become clear to them 
how far they had strayed from God’s ways. 
 
Our new testament reading from Luke is the story of Jesus’ first official sermon.  
Jesus has returned to his hometown, and he preaches in the temple in front of his 
friends and family.  Everything is going along fine as he focuses on a piece of 
scripture telling all about God’s blessings.  Luke says, “All spoke well of him and 
were amazed at the gracious words that came from his lips.” (Luke 4:22)   
 
Then Jesus says one thing that makes the wheels come off.  What he tells them, 
in a roundabout way, is this.  He says that the blessings of God that this scripture 
talks about aren’t only for the children of Israel.  The love of God is for everyone, 
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everywhere.  This idea so enrages the worshippers that they grab Jesus and try to 
take him outside, intending to throw him off a cliff. 
 
Now, these might sound like examples of two relatively unsuccessful sermons.  
But in fact, they both accomplished the first of the two primary things preaching is 
supposed to do.  Preaching is supposed to make us feel bad.  If you were here 
last week, you heard me talk a little about Dr. Martin Luther King and how I would 
call him a prophet of God.  Prophets are people who are called to tell other people 
things that they’d rather not hear.  A preacher has to be a prophet, at least from 
time-to-time, and that can upset people.  We like to agree with St. John that “the 
truth shall set you free,” but we can also understand the various people who have 
added, “but before it sets you free, it’s going to tick you off.”  When we first 
encounter it, the truth is often more threatening and offensive than liberating.   
 
The violent anger of the Galileans to whom Jesus was preaching is contrasted 
sharply by the response of the people in the story from Nehemiah.  The surprising 
thing about the reaction in Nehemiah was how readily the people accepted the 
reading and preaching of the law as a judgment on themselves.  It’s surprising 
because as people, we’re often not very good at acknowledging the ways we have 
fallen down.   
 
Our human tendency is more often to protect ourselves from truths that make us 
uncomfortable.  Sometimes we respond to them by telling ourselves we know 
someone else who has that problem, but we don’t.  Jesus knew we like to think 
that way. You remember the time Jesus advised us to take the log out of our own 
eye before trying to take the speck out of someone else’s.   Sometimes, like the 
people today in Luke, we protect ourselves by getting angry.  Or we might be 
inclined to say, sure, we recognize that particular shortcoming in ourselves – we 
do need to be more compassionate, or more generous, or more willing to forgive 
others.  But it’s not that big a deal because we have all these other good qualities, 
and we’re still pretty good people, basically.   
 
The allure of that rationalization is that it’s usually true.  Most of us are pretty good 
people, basically.  But it misses the real issue.  Preaching is supposed to alert us 
to our blind spots.  Everybody has them.  I do, and you do.  I know it’s patently 
obvious, but it bears saying: we call them “blind spots” because we can’t see 
them.  They are things about us everyone is clued into, except us.  And if we can’t, 
or won’t, become aware of the ways God needs us to grow, we won’t ever grow.  
And if we can’t or won’t permit God to reveal to us the things about ourselves that 
God wants to heal and transform, we won’t ever be healed or transformed. 
 
But if the only thing preaching were for was to tell us what we’re doing wrong, we’d 
be part of a pretty dismal faith.  I’m not sure how long I’d go to a church where all I 
heard, Sunday after Sunday, was preaching about how unworthy and damaged I 
am.  But remember I said earlier that preaching is supposed to do two things.  The 
second is to tell about “the way out” – to deliver a message of profound hope.  It’s 
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the very same message that so enraged the people of Jesus’ hometown in today’s 
gospel lesson.  The love and favor of God is there for everyone, everywhere.  This 
second important focus of preaching is there in Nehemiah, too.  Nehemiah doesn’t 
send the people of Israel home in their shame and sadness, but with these words: 
“Do not grieve, for the joy of the LORD is your strength." (Nehemiah 8:10) 
 
Preaching must be about two seemingly contradictory things at the same time.  
The first is that as human beings, we are sinful, and there’s no getting around it.  
The second is that as children of God, we have had the price for our sinfulness 
paid for us.  Christ paid it, as he hung on the cross.  These two are equally 
important – preaching either message without the other just doesn’t work.  The 
message of sin by itself just compels us to protect our egos by remaining willfully 
self-ignorant, or else we live in constant guilt and despair.  The message of the 
cross by itself makes no sense.  What could be good about the “good news” of 
Christ’s saving work if we can think of no reason in the world why we need saving? 
 
A famous pastor once said that the problem with our understanding the gospel of 
Christ lies in the fact that we are an either/or people in the hands of a both/and 
God.  That’s the point.  No one is either good, or bad.  No one is either “in” or 
“out.”  But each and every one of us is both estranged from God and eternally 
reconciled to him; both under judgment of sin, and loved and forgiven; both broken 
and redeemed.  There’s a shorter way to describe this wonderful truth.  We call it 
living in God’s grace. 
 
And that’ll preach.  


