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reading. Finally, there is the "eclogadic" type where isolated excerpts are chosen for specific occasions and
dates whether it be for thematic or liturgical reasons.

When one does not choose to use a preset lectionary, a variety of methods for selecting the texts and
topics for preaching on any given Sunday exists. First, external events that affect the life of our nation may
call for attention on any particular Sunday. Many in the pew will have the day's events fresh on their minds.
Many will need a Christian voice to help them put these matters in perspective. As the preacher examines
world events, he can be sensitive in the selection process of texts so that a word from the Lord will be spo-
ken.

The pastoral concerns of the congregation can also be the primary factor in selecting texts. The life-situ-
ation approach to preaching is best exemplified by Harry Emerson Fosdick's dialectical method rooted in his
social gospel agenda. In the introduction to their multi, volume anthology of Christian preaching, Clyde Fant
and William Pinson write that, over the centuries, those preachers who exercised the greatest impact upon
the world were those who spoke to the needs and issues of their day.'>

Long-term planning along pastoral concerns include: (1) the need of the people to hear doctrinal ser-
mons and series that treat topics in great depth, (2) the need of the people for continuity that only lectio
continua provides, and (3) the need to set the agenda for specific congregations as they grow to meet their
distinctive mission in their community. Combining the weekly concerns of the congregation with careful
planning for the complete nutritional diet places the responsibility of text selection with either one person or
a small select group. Choosing texts due to pastorally perceived need makes preaching immediate and pow-
erful.

An abuse sometimes practiced by preachers who select their own text happens when passages are cho-
sen at random, thus rejecting any intentional system of planning. Preachers far too often choose texts to
serve their agendas. Although one must allow for the guiding of the Spirit, often, too much is blamed on the
third person of the Trinity. These preachers may be merely preaching sermons that promote their causes or
promote themselves. They may be doing more self-therapy than proclamation. The canon is usually reduced
to a few favorite texts or themes. The gospel is usually reduced to one person's individual encounter with it.
The Bible is not a random set of stories connected together like pearls on a string. Accordingly, preachers
should not string sermons together without reason or to meet their personal agendas.

Finally, from a liturgical motive, the Revised Common Lectionary is sensitive to the fact that many
denominations observe the seasons of the Church's year. 16 W. Willimon encourages preachers, instead of
seeking the right text or topic for some pressing need of the day within the church or the nation, to proceed
with the lection for the day. He personally delights in how the lections serendipitously connect with today's
latest headlines, thus speaking a word from the Lord the congregation otherwise would not have heard.

A benefit that a public lectionary has for protecting the integrity of canon occurs when several congre-
gations in town take advantage of the opportunity to engage in a shared dialogue. The Revised Common
Lectionary provides such a framework. Such a critical yet formative exchange between diverse traditions
extends our limited perceptions and protects us from myopia. As Wall observes,

Involvement in ecumenical discussions offers one way for pastors to become sensitive to the
gospel's different contours. The whole church helps to reflect the whole gospel. Listen to the
prayers and doxologies of believers from different traditions; hear how they confess their
faith or construe the goodness of God's salvation. Often the commitments embedded in these
acts of worship can guide one to a fresh understanding of Christ, and to those sacred texts
that must be reinterpreted and represented to one's congregation.l?

Realize that the pulpit is not the only option for engaging the whole of Scripture. Each congregation
must also have a systematic way to read and study texts. Catechesis, though often neglected, partners with
proclamation for building up the body of Christ. Subsequently, we engage in a: study of Scripture as a com-
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munity expectant and committed to grow into the image of Christ. The preaching event is not done individu-
alistically but is a communal activity that recognizes the multiple voices in the text and in our own congre-
gations.

Whatever the choice a particular preacher, congregation, or denomination makes, greater awareness of
the whole Bible is needed in order for us to hear the rich and dynamic fullness of God's intent for us. Over
a year and through the years, the texts we choose to preach and teach will form people. A limited canon is
simply incapable of providing the strength to live life courageously and faithfully. With a complete canon,
listening to the multiple witnesses of Scripture, hearers can be transformed into a whole people of God.

By faith we accept the Bible as the Word of God and celebrate the consummation of its
divine and human authorship. We preach not the Bible, but the Christ of the Bible .... "You
diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These
are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life" (John 5:
39-40). A biblical sermon is an exposition of the Scripture, which is an exposition of the gos-
pel, which is an exposition of the life of God. We preach the Bible kerygmatically ... know-
ing that to do anything less is to reduce the living scriptural Word to a dead letter.lf

TIM SENSING
Dr. Sensing is the director of supervised ministry and teacher of homiletics at Abilene Christian University,
Abilene, Texas.
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