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★  Introduction to Preaching  
 
The fact that you have been asked to preach also means that, at this time, you 
have been called to preach. However intimidating this might feel when you are 
staring at a blank computer screen or the thin pages of your Bible, it can also 
be quite liberating. By virtue of being called, you have something to say. It is 
your perspectives and reflections that God has requested, and it is you that 
your congregation wants to hear.  
 
Every sermon is different just like every preacher is different. You will know 
that your sermon is good when you can say with assurance that you have done 
your best and that you have authentically and honestly brought yourself to the 
process of preparation and delivery. That is all that God asks of you and all 
that your congregation can ask as well. 
 
 
★ Finding Your Readings  
 
The Episcopal Church is one of several mainline denominations to follow the 
Revised Common Lectionary (RCL) for Sunday services. Right now, the RCL is 
not printed in the Book of Common Prayer, so you will have to find the readings 
for the day online or in a liturgical calendar (I recommend 
www.textweek.com).  
 
A benefit of preaching with a lectionary is that it provides a certain element of 
surprise, both for you and for your congregation. You do not have the 
temptation of simply riding the same hobbyhorse week after week. Instead, the 
lectionary (and the Holy Spirit) will stretch you with new readings to consider 
and new ways of thinking theologically about what is affecting your 
community.  
 
The RCL provides four different readings for each Sunday: A passage from the 
Hebrew Scriptures (Old Testament), a psalm, a reading from the Epistles, and a 
gospel reading. Sometimes the readings are woven together by a common 
thread and sometimes they are not. Some preachers will tell you that you 
should find a way to preach on all four of the readings in the same sermon. This 
is not true. Sometimes only one of the readings will speak to you during your 
preparation, and that reading becomes the scriptural foundation of your 
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sermon. More often than not, the gospel reading will be the one that you focus 
on, although it doesn’t have to be.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
★ Process and Preparation  
 
The more that you preach, the better of a feeling you will have for how to best 
prepare for a sermon. For example, you may find that you are more 
comfortable preaching with a few notes instead of with a whole manuscript. 
Or, you might realize that you are much more comfortable telling stories 
instead of giving a didactic lecture. Whatever the end result turns out to be, 
when you are just starting out it may be helpful to follow the following process 
of preparation and writing: 
 

1. Give yourself at least one week between first reading the assigned 
texts and preaching the completed sermon. In the beginning, you 
might need even more time to feel prepared. Look up the lectionary 
and read all four of the readings at least twice. Pay attention to 
which themes pop up, which words and images engage your 
imagination, and whether you see any connections between the 
readings. Then, put the Bible down and don’t look at the readings 
again for another day or two.  

 

A sermon should deliver the Gospel to the congregation gathered. 
Preaching the Gospel, however, does not necessarily mean 
preaching on the gospel. The word “Gospel,” after all, means the 
“good news,” and the good news of our faith can be found 
throughout the Holy Scriptures. A Gospel sermon can focus on any 
of the four readings in the lectionary or on combinations of more 
than one. 

In addition to the scriptural texts of the week, preachers need to pay 
attention to other important “texts” that may influence their 
sermon. For example, when thinking about themes for your sermon, 
you might want to consider how your ideas are informed by the 
liturgical season. When preaching on a major feast day, it can be 
helpful to reflect on what the feast means in the Christian tradition. 
Finally, it is important to consider how the events in your 
community and in the world might be represented in your sermon. 
People come to church, in part, to be guided through the process of 
reflecting theologically on their world. As a preacher, you can model 
how this is done.  
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2. After spending a couple of days away from the scripture, take a look 
at it again. Does anything strike you that you didn’t notice the last 
time that you read it? Have any of the ideas that you had last time 
developed into something more? Spend some time exploring your 
initial thoughts and ideas. It is important to know what you think—at 
least initially—about the texts before reading commentaries. Pause 
frequently to pray. Invite the Holy Spirit into your reflections and 
ask that God guide you toward God’s will for the sermon. Remember: 
Even as the preacher, you are still a member of the congregation. 
God will guide you to preach to yourself as well as to the rest of the 
congregation.  

 
3. Spend a significant amount of time looking at commentaries about 

the assigned texts. You may want to start with the footnotes of a 
good annotated Bible (I recommend the Oxford Annotated Bible, 
published by Oxford University Press). Consult commentaries, Bible 
dictionaries, and previously written sermons on the same texts or on 
similar themes. You can find good information online and also in the 
parish library. Take notes on the pertinent information that you 
encounter and allow your imagination to wander into territories that 
you hadn’t yet considered. When you are done studying, put the 
sermon away and go about your business—the ideas will marinate in 
your mind without you even knowing it.  

 
4. After some time away from your sermon, return to the information 

that you have gathered and the thoughts that you have written down. 
You will want to start writing soon, so get comfortable. By now, you 
should have some idea of where you want to go with the sermon. 
Remember, you don’t have to reinvent the wheel. People have been 
reflecting on these texts for thousands of years, so it is not up to you 
to say something totally new. Your honest reflections on the texts 
are all that is asked of you. You may start writing the sermon and not 
know entirely where it will end up. That is okay, but it means that 
you will have to work through several drafts. Allow yourself plenty of 
time to walk away from the sermon, to write and re-write sections, 
to share it with friends, and to re-arrange paragraphs. In the end, 
you want to be sure that you gave the sermon the attention that it 
needed and that you were not rushed. When starting to write, 
consider the following: 

 
a. What does the text tell you about God? 
b. What does it tell you about yourself, about the Church? 
c. Is anything in the readings particularly difficult to understand? 

Does anything make you uncomfortable? Sometimes these are 
the texts that call us the loudest. 
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d. Can you think of any stories from your life or from literature or 
film that relate to the stories in the text? If so, how do they 
inform your understanding of the scripture?  
 
 

5. After your text is written and edited, practice, practice, practice. 
Read the sermon out loud several times.  Pay special attention to 
voice projection, speed, and gesticulation. If possible, you might 
want to practice the sermon from the very pulpit from which you will 
be preaching. Get plenty of sleep the night before the sermon and 
remember to eat a good breakfast when you get up. 

 
6. When you actually preach the sermon, try to relax as much as 

possible. It is helpful to pray before the service begins and as you 
approach the pulpit. Just like any other genre of public speaking, 
remember to slow down your pace. It is easy to start talking quickly 
without even realizing it. Slowing down will allow the fullness of your 
words and theology to sink really reach the congregation. When the 
sermon is finished, your work is done.  

 
 
★ Some Thoughts on Preaching 
 
Your style of preaching and the type of sermons that you produce are 
ultimately up to you and to the way that God is calling you to share God’s 
word. However, it might be helpful to keep some things in mind when you 
begin as a preacher:  
 

1. According to a school of preaching known as the “new homiletic,” 
the real sermon that is preached is the sermon that the congregation 
hears. Every person who hears your sermon will understand it 
differently and will make connections that you may have never 
anticipated. It is important to keep this in mind while you are 
preparing your sermon. People do not need to have their hands held 
throughout your sermon. In fact, you will have done your job as a 
preacher if members of your congregation continue chewing on the 
sermon long after the service is over. Leave enough space in your 
sermon for individual reflections, for questioning, and for the un-
answerable.  
 

2. Sermons are ultimately theological statements and you don’t want to 
be heretic without knowing it! If you are unsure about the theological 
statements that you are making, run them by some trusted advisors 
before you reach the pulpit.  
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3. The more you preach, the more you will start thinking like a 
preacher. You will read newspapers differently, hear stories in new 
ways, and will constantly be on the lookout for things “that preach.” 
Encourage this impulse and strengthen it as much as possible. One 
way to do this is to keep a preaching journal, where you can store 
ideas for future sermons and play around with concepts and images. 
Also, it may be helpful to have at least one Bible that you feel 
comfortable writing in. The more you interact with scripture in a 
personal way, the easier the sermons will come. 

 
 

 
 

4. Pay attention to other sermons as much as possible. Listen carefully 
to the sermons that you hear in church and read other sermons as 
much as you can. What did the sermon do? How did it do it? Was the 
preacher effective in getting the point across? What will you take 
away from the sermon? What did the sermon say about God? About 
us? Remember, not every sermon is good. It is just as important to 
reflect on what a sermon does poorly as what it does well.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Barbara Brown Taylor, a well-known Episcopal preacher, is 
known as a creative, engaging, and poignant homilist. Perhaps 
most striking about her sermons is that she often simply re-tells 
scriptural stories with an eye for sensory detail. By placing 
herself and the rest of her congregation inside of well-known 
Bible stories, Taylor helps the text come to life, revealing its truth 
to God’s people. Sometimes, writing a good sermon means being 
creative with a well-worn text and using your imagination to see 
things anew. An added benefit to this type of preaching is that it 
shows your congregation that they, too, can be creative with the 
Bible. One does not need an advanced theological degree to use his 
or her imagination! 
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★ Resources for Further Reading 
 
There is a lot of good information out there about preaching. The more you 
read and learn, the more comfortable and confident you will be with your own 
sermons. You may find the following resources helpful:  
 

 Walter Bruegemmann, The Prophetic Imagination, Second Edition. 
Fortress Press, 2001. 

 
 Linda L. Clader, Voicing the Vision: Imagination and Prophetic 
Preaching. Morehouse Publishing, 2004. 

 
 Fred B. Craddock, Preaching. Abingdon Press, 1990.  

 
 Barbara Brown Taylor, The Preaching Life. Cowley Publications, 1993. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


