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BETWEEN TWO WORLDS

pastoral and personal — which will help us to choose our
sermon text. We are now ready for the second stage of

preparation.

(2) Meditate on it

If our text is part of a consecutive exposition, or for some
other reason has been determined weeks or months in
advance, we have the great benefit of a long period of
‘subconscious incubation’,'? or what Americans call ‘mat-
uration’. Certainly Sunday’s text should, at the latest, be
chosen by the preceding Monday, so that moimm:_n.m of the
incubation process can go on. The longer this period, the
better. Robert Louis Stevenson once said of himself, °I.. . .
sit a long while silent on my eggs.”"” Umoa.n: Bonhoeffer
made a practice of choosing his text in good time. He would
then consider it every day and ‘try to sink deeply into it, so
as really to hear what it is saying’.'*

Sooner or later the time for more concentrated prepara-
tion arrives. What should the preacher do now? Read the
text, re-read it, re-read it, and read it again. Turn it over
and over in your mind, like Mary the mother of Jesus who
wondered at all the things the shepherds had told her,
‘pondering them in her heart’. (Luke 2:18, 19) Probe your
text, like a bee with a spring blossom, or like a humming-
bird probing a hibiscus flower for its nectar. Worry at it like
a dog with a bone. Suck it as a child sucks an orange. Chew
it as a cow chews the cud. To these similes Spurgeon adds
two more, the worm and the bath. ‘Itis a great thing to pray
one’s self into the spirit and marrow of a text; working into
it by sacred feeding thereon, even as the worm bores its way
into the kernel of the nut.”'s Again, ‘let us, dear brethren,
try to get saturated with the gospel. 1 always find that I can
preach best when I can manage to lie asoak in my text. Ilike
to get a text, and find out its meaning and bearings, and so
on; and then, after [ have bathed in it, I delight to lie down
in it, and let it soak into me.’'®

These vivid metaphors, may not, however, indicate
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clearly enough what the preacher is actually doing while he
meditates on his text. Let me put it in this way. He ad-
dresses questions to his text, especially two. First, what
does it mean? Perhaps better, what did it mean when first
spoken or written, for E. D. Hirsch is right to emphasize
that ‘a text means what its author meant.”'” As we have
seen, we cannot avoid the discipline of thinking ourselves
back into the text’s historical and geographical context,
into its cultural milieu, into its words and images, and so
into the mind and purpose of its author. What did he mean?
What was he intending to affirm or condemn or promise or
command?

The second question to ask is what does it say? That is,
what is its contemporary message? How does it speak to us
today? This is a different question. It involves the further
‘bridge-building’ discipline of relating the ancient Word to
the modern world, and translating it into today’s cultural
terms.

It is essential to keep these two questions both distinct
and together. To discover the text’s meaning is of purely
academic interest unless we go on to discern its message for
today, or (as some theologians prefer to say) its ‘signifi-
cance’. But to search for its contemporary message without
first wrestling with its original meaning is to attempt a
forbidden short cut. It dishonours God (disregarding his
chosen way of revealing himself in particular historical and
cultural contexts), it misuses his Word (treating it like an
almanac or book of magic spells) and it misleads his people
(confusing them about how to interpret Scripture).

As we address our two questions to the text, respecting
its meaning and its message, we may well need to turn to a
lexicon, concordance or commentary for help. They can
save us from misinterpreting the passage, illumine it and
stimulate our thinking about it. But they can never be more
than aids. They cannot replace our own direct and personal
encounter with the text, as we cross-examine it for our-
selves and allow it to cross-examine us. Besides, after a few
years of Bible study we shall never come to a text as a
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BETWEEN TWO WORLDS

sermons’, yet ‘these exercises helped to ensure that there
was more meat in them than would otherwise have been the

case.’

(3) Isclate the Dominant Thought

As we continue to meditate by prayer and study, and jot
down a miscellany of ideas, we should be looking for our
text’s dominant thought. Indeed, we should persevere in
meditation until it emerges and clarifies. Why so?

First, because every text has a main theme. If, as we
argued in Chapter Three, God speaks through what :..w has
spoken, then it is essential to ask ourselves ‘“What is he
saying? Where does his emphasis lie?’ ] am not denying that
there may be several legitimate ways of handling a text, and
several different lessons to learn from it; what I am assert-
ing, however, is that every text has an overriding thrust. We
need the integrity to discern this and to resist the tempta-
tion to give the text a twist or stress of our own.

For example, it would surely be permissible to teach
from the Parable of the Good Samaritan that true love
always expresses itself in sacrificial and constructive
service. Yet the main thrust of Jesus’ story is the shocking
fact that a despised Samaritan outsider did what the two
religious Jews were unwilling to do. It would therefore be
impossible to expound the parable accurately without
stressing this racial point and its implied criticism of all
religion which, however orthodox, is yet bogus because
loveless. Again, it would be possible to teach several truths
from Romans 5:8, ‘But God shows his love for us in that
while we were yet sinners Christ died for us.” We could
preach on the sin of man or the death of Christ or the love of
God, for all three are mentioned in this verse. Yet the text’s
dominant thought is that Christ’s death for sinners like us is
‘God’s own proof of his love towards us’ (NEB). Sc a
sermon on Roman 5:8 would have to be on ‘how God
proves his love’, and would also have to relate the objective
proof through Christ (his cross, v. 8) with the subjective
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experience through the Holy Spirit (in our hearts, v. 5).

Then there is a second reason why we should look for
each text’s dominant thought, namely that one of the chief
ways in which a sermon differs from a lecture is that it aims
to convey only one major message. Students are expected
to take copious notes during lectures, and to revise them
afterwards. On this assumption the lecturer feels free to be
discursive, to cover a wide territory, and even to digress.
Indeed, the eccentric digressions of an absent-minded pro-
fessor constitute one of the chief delights of listening to
him; otherwise one might just as well cull his material direct
from books. A sermon is quite different, however. It is true
that in some congregations note-taking goes on, while in
others duplicated summaries and cassette recordings are
made available. Each is valuable as an aide-mémoire. Yet
this provision is exceptional. It can also prove harmful if
people stop listening to the sermon because they intend on
some later occasion to study the notes or play back the
cassette. For the sermon, as a living word from God to his
people, should make its impact on them then and there.
They will not remember the details. We should not expect
to do so. But they should remember the dominant thought,
because all the sermon’s details have been marshalled to
help them grasp its message and feel its power.

The masters of sermon craft all seem to be agreed on this
matter. In olden days the dominant thought was usually
called ‘the proposition’, and preachers laboured to clarify
it. ‘I think that every sermon’, said Charles Simeon, ‘should
have like a telescope but one object in the field.”2° Here is
his account of his own method in his Preface to Horae
Homileticae:

It may perhaps be not unuseful to point out the manner in
which these discourses are formed. As soon as the subject
is chosen, the first enquiry is, What is the principal scope
and meaning of the text? (I BEG EVERY YOUNG
MINISTER ESPECIALLY TO REMEMBER
THIS.
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