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The Spirit of God is upon me, because God has anointed me to bring


good news to the poor.  God has sent me to proclaim release to the 


captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free


and to proclaim the year of God’s favor.  (Luke 4:18-19)


A Zen Buddhist proverb describes the spiritual meaning of ordinary  responsibilities.  “Before enlightenment, I chopped wood and carried water.   After enlightenment, I chopped wood and carried water.”  This proverb certainly applies to one of the most essential and necessary tasks of pastoral ministry, the weekly preparation and delivery of the sermon.
  For many pastors, sermon preparation is a weekly chore, done in bits and pieces, on the run, with little spiritual cohesion or connection with the rest of the pastor’s personal and vocational life.   Insights from on-line resources, homiletic journals, and biblical commentaries are often patched together late Saturday night with hope that sooner or later the preacher will have enough time to prepare a sermon worthy of her or his calling.

While I believe that most pastors see the task of preaching as a holy vocation, intended to transform the lives of their congregations, few pastors recognize that the task of preaching, including the process of preparation, delivery, and conversation after church, is intended to transform their own lives.  The alienation of the pastor from the process of preaching leads to lifeless sermons, theological superficiality, homiletic burnout, and performance-oriented preaching.  Despite the challenges of regular preaching, I believe that preaching in its entirety can be a spiritual act – an opportunity to experience God’s presence through conversation with scripture, imaginative prayer, contemplation, and inspired wisdom giving.  Indeed, contemplative preaching illuminates the quotidian tasks of every day ministry – pastoral care, administration,  and evangelism.

Process theology recognizes the power of preaching to transform the life of both the preacher and her or his congregation.  According to process-relational theology, God is present in every encounter and experience, guiding, inspiring, challenging, comforting, and energizing.  As Isaiah noted, “the whole earth is full of God’s glory.” (Isaiah 6:3)  God’s presence in our lives is “good news,” even when it challenges us to turn away from destructive habits and behaviors.  God’s aim in every situation is to liberate, comfort, and heal in ways that are appropriate to each person and community.  God’s universal aim at beauty, justice, and wholeness is always personal and contextual, speaking to one person at a time in her or his communal context.

Preaching aims at awakening persons to God’s intimate and global movements in their lives.  Preaching proclaims the good news that “God is here and now, gracefully present in our lives, luring us forward on a holy adventure, in which we are God’s partners in healing the world.”  To claim Jesus’ mantle, “the Spirit of God is upon me to preach good news,” is an awesome task, that requires passion for personal and global transformation, beginning, first of all, with the preacher’s own life.


How can preaching be good news for the preacher?  How can preaching inspire spiritual growth, vitality, and centeredness in the life of the preacher?  How can the process of preaching arise from and bring wholeness to the entire fabric of the preacher’s personal and professional life?  While there are no absolute or generic answers to these questions, let me suggest a few spiritual guidelines, based upon the theological, spiritual, and practical insights of process-relational theology.

First, preaching requires a leisurely and a spacious attitude toward time.  Depth of thought results from a commitment to “transforming time,” that is, to making time for reflection on the scriptures and God’s presence in the world and in our daily lives.  The lively, passionate, and insightful preacher needs moments of stillness before God’s “whispered word.”  While each preacher has her or his own weekly rhythm, I suggest that at the beginning of each week, the preacher devote some concentrated time simply to reading the text without analysis or critique, letting it soak in with all its inspiration and challenge.  In order to gain perspective on the text as a whole, the preacher needs to take a few minutes each week, and a more extended time each month, for contemplation on the relationship between the weekly lectionary passages and the broad scope of the Christian year and each liturgical season’s lectionary readings. 

Second, preaching deepens the spiritual life of the preacher when it is connected with a commitment to intentional spiritual practices, whose purpose is to awaken the preacher and her or his community to God’s voice in the concrete dialogue of the scriptural text, the preacher’s own life, congregational setting, and the world.  A number of traditional and contemporary spiritual practices heighten our awareness of God’s dabhar, creative word, speaking through the historical and relative words of the scriptures and the immediate words of the preacher’s life.  Lectio divina, or wholly/holy reading, opens the pastor to experience fully – body, mind, and spirit -  God’s unique word in this time and place.  A simple practice, taking no more than thirty minutes, lectio divina, includes the following:

1) Prayerful opening to God’s word in the words of scripture
2) Meditative listening to the text read out loud or silently at least twice
3) Quiet openness to the text and listening, without analysis or critique, to the word, image, or phrase that speaks to the pastor

4) Meditation on the word you have received, perhaps, during a walk

5) Journaling on your meditative insights

6) Concluding prayer for wisdom for oneself and the congregation

A second step in prayerful preaching is imaginative prayer in the tradition of the Spiritual Exercises of Ignatius of Loyola.
  After reading the text, place yourself in one of the scriptural texts.  Imagine the scene and the action.  What is it like to be there?  What character are you?  What is God calling you to do in the text?  Take time to journal your imaginative experience of the text.
A third step is meditation on God’s word in the world.  Following the homiletic counsel to have the newspaper in one hand and the bible in the other, an insightful pastor takes time to imaginatively explore where her or his scriptural insights touch the world – the interplay of global perspective and congregational life.  What does the world look like from the perspective of scripture?  Where does scripture challenge our way of life, illuminate our daily tasks, or comfort us in distress?  How would this scripture have been read in another country or by a person of another economic class?  
A fourth step is to meditate on the text while moving with the spirit.  Let the Spirit’s wisdom soak in as you enjoy a walk or run.  Movement shakes us out of our usual responses and complacency, and opens us to new ideas.   What new ideas arise in this time of lively incubation?  Whether walking, praying, or sleeping, open to divine insights coming through the unconscious mind.  As a holistic practice, preaching emerges from and touches both the conscious and unconscious aspects of human experience.

After discovering a vision from the text and hearing God’s voice in the integration of the personal and the global, now is the time to study prayerfully a few trusted texts.  Commentaries are essential for keeping the preacher honest and relating her or his wisdom to the broader insights of scholarship.   Look for commentaries that have a post-modern, post-Enlightenment slant, and that are open to mysticism, healing, pluralism, and surprising transformation.  Transformational preaching that awakens persons to God’s lively presence must be open to the many dimensions of experience, even the paranormal, mystical, and miraculous.  While process-relational theologians and preachers affirm God’s “naturalistic” movements in the world, process-relational thought affirms that the  world is more wonderful and surprising than we can imagine. The transformational preacher roots her or his preaching in Rabbi Abraham Heschel’s affirmation that “radical amazement” is at the heart of religious experience.


Writing the sermon is also a holy act.  Listen to God’s voice as you leisurely integrate the many thoughts and experiences that have come in the previous week.  Pray for guidance as you write, knowing that God calls us to preach a healing and transforming word in your own unique time and place.  
Preparation is a spiritual act, and invites the pastor to imagine the congregation as he or she prepares the sermon.  Who will be present this Sunday?  Who needs God’s healing word?  Who needs to be convicted of turning away from God’s promises and possibilities?


Finally, Sunday morning, take time for quiet listening to God’s gentle, whispered word.  Be still amid the busyness of Sunday morning.  Take an early morning walk or extra time for contemplation.  Prepare to worship by gently and prayerful living on Sunday morning.  As you begin to preach, take one breath and then another – breathe in God’s Spirit.  Look out at your congregation, imaginatively looking for the divine presence in each person, and knowing that God is inspiring everyone in the congregation, including yourself.   Ask God, in moments of quiet prayer to give you a new and transforming word, and fill your heart and mind with insight and love.


Preaching is an adventure is experiencing and sharing grace and inspiration.  Pastors who see their preaching as a spiritual process discover that each week is a spiritual adventure in which their spiritual and intellectual insights bring wholeness to their congregation.  They begin each week with joy and wonder, open to whatever surprising revelation God will bring into their lives and the life of their community.
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