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Derrick McQueen
FROM TEXT TO SERMON: A Few Directions

There are many ways to move from the scripture text to the preached sermon.  The following are some guidelines for making the move...

ENCOUNTERING THE SCRIPTURE TEXT

Pray



Pray for attentiveness to the Spirit’s presence, for openness to voices of the

congregation and community. 

Read the scripture text 

Sit in silence with the text. Don’t do anything, just let text get inside you. Pay attention to your initial responses to the text. Honor your feelings. 
Read the text with your whole body:

· Stand up and read the text aloud. Move as you read. Let your body read the text: stop, bend down, lie down, jump, cower in fear, kneel, tense up -- whatever your body wants to do in response to the text.  

· Free up your voice to go with the text: weep, whisper, shout, argue, laugh, sigh, take time for long pauses, etc. 

Ask someone to read the text to you. Then write without stopping for 20 minutes:

· Start writing and don’t stop! Don’t worry whether your ideas are good or bad: don’t censor! Write ANYTHING that comes to mind: anger, sadness, questions, arguments, confusion, celebration, wonder, etc. 

What images come to mind? What music do you hear with this text? 

Take the text to different places in your community:

How does this scripture text sound on the corner of South Prince Street and West Grant Street? On the Red Rose Bus? Near a playground in Lancaster County Central Park? In the laundromat? In the soup kitchen? Sitting on the steps of Lancaster City Hall? In the waiting room at Lancaster General Hospital?  In the Front of Lark?  

[NOTE: take a notebook with you wherever you go so you can jot down scenes, conversations, graffiti, etc.]

Read the text carefully… [much of this work is done in your BX 201 group]
· Are there insights from the original language, Hebrew or Greek?
· Does the text have a center of gravity or a clear climax?

· Basic Information:  what needs to be clarified? Where will you go for the answers?
Watch for key words that move the text:  “but” often signals contrast or new direction;
 “therefore” often introduces a climax to a teaching or the moral of the story; 

“Then” as first word tells you something has gone before
Pay attention to odd things!  
Why don’t any of the women have names? Why is the basket described in such 

detail? 
Compare various translations: are there major differences?

If a word is translated several different ways, check a Greek or Hebrew lexicon, an Interlinear version and a good commentary

Do a word study using a concordance or Bible computer program
Where is this word found elsewhere in this book of the Bible? how is it used in other contexts?

Set the passage within its larger context: chapter and book


   a. what came just before these verses?


   b. what comes immediately after these verses?


   c. where does this passage fit in the scheme of this book?


   d. can you think of connections in other parts of this book? 

Set the passage within its socio-political context: what do you know about the time and situation in which this text was written? 

If you are working with Matthew, Mark or Luke, is there a parallel passage in one of the other synoptic gospel?  (Gospel Parallels is helpful here.)


  a. what differences are there between the various synoptic versions? 


  b. do these differences give any hints for important themes for this gospel 



writer?

If you are working with a text from the First Testament/Hebrew Bible, what different questions need to be asked? 

Take a break before any further work with the text:

What have you learned about this passage? All your insights from

Text partner and your own study have given you much raw material
for your sermon, but these insights are not yet a sermon. 

Take time now to think about the listeners, their questions, responses, needs, etc. Your congregation will be a small group of people in this class. 
ENCOUNTERING THE COMMUNITY/CONGREGATIONAL TEXT

In this class the congregation will be your assigned pod in this class, not a congregation beyond LTS. Think of these particular people as you prepare your sermon. 
· Imagine your preaching partners: give voice to their responses

Imagine 3-4 people in the congregation.  Name them and think about their lives. How do you think they will respond to hearing this text?  Let them respond in your imagination: write down their reactions. You’ll remember some responses from 
your BX discussions.

What pressing questions does the text pose for these people? 

What are the concerns of the larger community beyond the congregation?
Where do you sense resistance to the text? 


What common experiences do you share that might bring the text alive? 

(scenes in the neighborhood, music, TV shows, city images, etc.)   

Do you discern a certain focus emerging in the MEETING PLACE between the scripture text and the community text? 
Remember: every text has a surplus of meaning – you can’t say everything you’ve learned from your exegetical work in this sermon. Discerning a focus or theme is one of the hardest tasks in moving toward your sermon. 
A FOCUS OR THEME FOR THIS SERMON AT THIS TIME TO THESE PEOPLE
Following are some different ways to get at your sermon theme. Use whichever form helps you! The descriptions below are fleshed out by authors in the books noted: 
[A] Tom Long, The Witness of Preaching
Focus for my sermon is (primary message from this text for this congregation): 



Function of my sermon (what do I hope happens in lives of listeners?)




[B] Frank Thomas, They Like To Never Quit Praisin’ God
I propose 












so that hearers will 










[C] Fred Craddock, Preaching: One simple, affirmative sentence: 

[OR] One proposition, Isaac Rufus Clark in Teaching Preaching by Katie Cannon: 
 [D] Samuel Proctor, The Certain Sound of the Trumpet
Antithesis (bad news in text or community):








Thesis (text’s answer to bad news): 









Synthesis (how to live this out): 









[E] Barbara Lundblad
What message do I hear in this text? 







Why does it matter? 











Keep this focus or theme in front of you for the rest of your work. It will shape your further study and your means of connecting with the congregation.

What additional work is needed for this particular focus or theme? 
· More work on a particular word or concept in the scripture text

· Intentional work with commentaries on the text with your focus statement in mind

· Brainstorming on stories that might flesh out the theme (from your journal, movies, newspapers, etc.)

· Images you’ve seen on the street, in the newspaper, artist’s work, etc.

· Character study of person in the text; free-form writing as that character

Does the SHAPE of the scripture text suggest a shape for your sermon?

· Strong images in the text: an IMAGE sermon with focus on visual, picture language
(the basket so carefully crafted…the river…the women from different races, classes)
· A narrative (story) may mean your sermon will take the form of narrative retelling of the text with community text woven alongside the biblical story 
· A teaching may call for a question-answer sermon or a “mining” sermon where you

give a  superficial answer, then a deeper answer, until you reach deepest answer
· A call to repentance or transformation: may begin with call in the text confronted by reality of present situation moving toward needed transformation
· “Four pages”: Paul Scott Wilson suggests shaping sermon in four parts:  (1) bad news in the text, (2) bad news in our community/world; (3) good news in the text, (4) good news in our world. He doesn’t mean literally 4 pages, put 4 parts; they can be in different order (i.e. you could start with bad news in our world) 
· Celebration: what do you celebrate in this text? How can you invite listeners to celebrate with you? (see Frank Thomas for more details)
SKETCH OUT A SERMON   (preliminary!)

· Write your focus statement or theme on a piece of paper; then go on to...



...a rough outline 



...a bunch of circles or quilt pieces or building blocks



...a tree with branches or river with streams



...groups of words on a page
· Include what you’ve learned from your reflection and study of the text AND


  ideas for fleshing out the focus statement:



visual images: city park, street, a nearby farm, art work


stories from your own life or life of the community

written resources: newspapers, novels, poems
media: radio, TV, movies, internet, songs
· What other textual study do you need to do? where will you go for help?

· What parts of the sermon sketch need the most work? are there stories, poems, etc. you need to look up?  

WRITE YOUR FIRST DRAFT

1) use your own method: hand-written or computer, full manuscript or phrases/outline

    index cards or scraps of paper you can arrange and rearrange on the floor, etc.

2) SAY the text as you write it: IS THIS ORAL LANGUAGE?  (or is it a term paper?)

Watch for long, complex sentences; big words; theological terminology not

known outside seminary;  words that are hard to pronounce; words that have


little meaning if they cannot be seen (like a play on words: wholly holy or the


Word, capital W in John’s prologue)


Use contractions when possible (“it’s” rather than “it is” for example)

Write like you talk! Read what you’ve written out loud. 

3) how can you put these words on a page to help you remember them?



Some people draw pictures



Some use an outline



Some write out sermon word for word (see below)



Some write only material that’s difficult to remember or quotes 

REVISE AND WRITE SECOND, THIRD…FINAL DRAFTS

You might choose to preach from…
· Notes of the main moves in your sermon

· An outline (but avoid saying 1, 2, 3)
· Nothing written at all when you preach – you have the text inside you
· The 2 pages you’ve written transformed into ORAL format…

If you want to have all your words in front of you, that’s fine. Make a copy of your two pages, then turn those two pages into an oral script. 
Create a script rather than a manuscript. That script might be longer than 2 pages because you’ll choose bigger fonts!  


BIG BOLD PRINT for important points or divisions
WIDE MARGINS so your eye scans only 5” - 6” across the page.
Type on TOP HALF of the page only so you don’t have to look too far down on the lectern 
Circle or underline important words or use color clues -- use cues that work for you
Basket 
Write key words in the margin as a visual roadmap



Use at least DOUBLE SPACING if not more



DON’T break sentence or thought at page-turn!



Give yourself and your listeners space for  [ 
                   ] PAUSES. 
Beginning: The first seconds of a sermon are very important. Know the beginning well so
                    you can look at your listeners and invite them to come with you. 
Movement: How will I move from one paragraph to the next? Pay special attention to
        TRANSITIONS so listeners can follow you. 
Ending: Where do I hope people will be at the end of the sermon? 
 
 Last sentence should be memorable...simple, not complicated. 
 Avoid terms such as “finally” or “last of all” or “in conclusion”
 End ONCE, not twice or more

 Look at people when you say your last sentences
Balance:  Are sections of the sermon balanced or lop-sided? Too much bad news and no
                 good news? Is opening story too long and detailed? Is there to much “I” and not 

     enough “we”?

IS THERE ONE CLEAR FOCUS OR AM I TRYING TO INCLUDE THREE SERMONS? 
Practice, practice, practice
· Preach your sermon aloud. Walk around as you preach. Let the sermon get inside your body. (Your cells will remember and gestures will come naturally. Really)

· Use a tape recorder if possible to see how you sound: too fast? Where did you trip over words? Is this oral language? 
· Do your transitions help people follow your sermon? 

· Do you know your ending well? Can you say the last 2-3 sentences from memory? 
· Time yourself: Do you have to race through your sermon to fit the time limit? What can you leave behind? 

· What needs further work? 
The preaching moment

When working with your script on the lectern or pulpit consider these things: 

· Don’t staple pages together but number them in visible place so you don’t skip a page

· Sliding pages is less obvious than flipping them over 

· If you have read from the Bible, place the Bible on your chair or some place nearby so you have ample room for your script. 
Remember to:

· Take a moment to breathe/pray in your seat before getting up

· Get centered on both feet, arms at your side

· Look around at the congregation – let them know you care they are there!

· Preach the first sentences without reading: you can look down when you need to but try NOT to be tied to your written script

· Take time for PAUSES

· Know your ending well – hopefully from memory. Look at people as you say your final words. Stay a moment before you sit down. 

And more prayer. Always, more prayer.

