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This  paper  is  addressing  the  theme  “Preaching  and  Inspiration:  Drawing  on  Other  Religious 
Traditions” from an untraditional perspective. As a citizen in a country with a quite homogenous 
population  –  until  now –  the  Otherness  in  preaching  is  coming  primarily  from listeners  often 
unfamiliar  with the religious tradition in the Lutheran church of Denmark.  In this paper I  will 
briefly present the result of my Ph.D. dissertation, an empirical analysis of how churchgoers listen 
to sermon situated in the worship and how preachers theologically understand the preaching event. 
The results indicate what at first glance seems to be a dichotomy between  empirical finding and 
theological  understanding of  preaching.  By redefining the premises of the theological  thinking, 
however, I argue for a third way to approach preaching in which there is a lot of inspiration – and 
room for Otherness.

As good teachers  have  to  taste  their  own medicine,  I  also  had  to  swallow a  bitter  pill 

halfway through my Ph.D. dissertation.1 I was contacted by a journalist who had heard about my 

project – an empirical  research exploring how churchgoers listen to sermons. He wanted me to 
confirm that the churchgoers’ experience of the worship was dependent on their experience of the 
preacher. I confirmed that the churchgoers I had interviewed had talked about their experience of 
the preacher when they were asked about their  experience of the sermon and the worship. The 
following day I found myself quoted under a headline saying, "Preachers scare the congregation 
away". 

Indignant, I wrote to the journalist who, in my opinion, had abused my words by hitching 
them to his own wagon. The journalist was completely baffled. When the worship experience is 
based upon the experience of the preacher and when people do not attend worship, it obviously has 
to be the preacher's fault. His pre-understanding of my words was based on his own (media) story 
about few people attending worship in one of the dioceses in The Danish Church. My words were 

1 Ph.D.Dissertation, Den emergente praediken. En kvalitaitiv undersoegelse af moedet mellem praedikantens ord og 

den situerede kierkegaenger i gudstjenesten (English title: The Emerging Sermon), Aarhus University 2014, carried 
out in collaboration with Danish Church Institute for Pastoral Education. Through qualitative interviews with 
churchgoers and preachers, I have studied what happens when the words of the preacher and the situated  
churchgoers meet in the liturgical setting of worship. The purpose was to explore how churchgoers listen to and 
interact with the sermon in the service, and to compare the results of this study with the preacher’s own experience 
and theological understanding of the sermon. On the basis of the empirical research I evaluated to which degree 
North American homiletic with has an increasing influence in a Danish sermonic context is suitable.



exported from one semantic horizon of understanding and imported to another, and the result was a 
new production of meaning. The accent was on the journalist's own story about guilt – which is 
always good media stuff. In the discussion I had with him, I failed to transmit the intention of my 
words and the project to the journalist or change his understanding. 

At that time I was studying a communication theory by Barnett Pearce, who advanced 
the claim that communication is not primarily about understanding, but merely about creating new 

meaning.2 My frustration with the journalist’s interpretation of my words was exactly parallel to the 

empirical findings: Communication in the sermon is not mainly about understanding, but concerns a 
dialogic interaction leading to an inter-subjective production of meaning. The listener's own story in 
dialogue with the words of the sermon is creating a new meaning. Interwoven in the entire worship, 
the relation between the preacher and listeners creates the context in which the interpretation of the 
communication takes place. This is why the preacher seems to be so important to the listeners.

The result of the analysis of the interviewed listeners
The result of the analysis of the interviews with the churchgoers can be grouped under the 

following six headings: 

1. The Preacher's Ethos 
It was obvious that the listeners attribute to the preacher a crucial role in their sermon and 

worship experience.3 The assessment of the preacher can be subordinated into two categories: The 
experience of the preacher’s  authenticity and the experience of the preacher’s  attitude toward the 
listeners. Listeners perceive as authentic a preacher who is experienced as having integrity, being 
personally committed and engaged and true to her own faith. It is noteworthy that it does not seem 
to be so important whether the churchgoers can identify themselves with the preacher's theological 
perspective  and  faith  tradition.  But  the  preacher's  integrity  is  essential  otherwise  the  sermon 
becomes  "unimportant,"  as  the  churchgoers  expressed  it.  Thus,  a  personal  connection  with  the 
preacher is directly related to the perceived effectiveness of the sermon.

Also  essential  is  the  preacher's  attitude  towards  the  congregation.  An  open  minded, 
respectful and non-judgmental attitude supports listening, whether the listeners agree or disagree 
with  the  preacher's  interpretation  of  the  text.  The  preacher’s  theological  stance  and  academic 
knowledge of course has impact on the churchgoers, but this is subordinate to their desire for an 
authentic and attentive preacher with an open minded attitude toward the congregation. Theological 
knowledge  is  appreciated  as  long  as  it  is  communicated  in  an  understandable  way  for  the 

churchgoers.4

2 Barnett Pearce, Kommunikation og skabelsen af sociale verdener (English title: Communication and the Making of  
Social Worlds). (Denmark,Viborg: Dansk Psykologisk Forlag, 2007). The communications model is called 
”Coordinated management of meaning” (CMM).

3 I briefly touch upon the importance of the preacher's ethos for the listeners interaction in the article: ”The Living 
Voice of the Gospel needs a Preacher” in Viva Vox Evangelii – Reforming Preaching. Studia Homiletica 9, 
(Germany, Leipzig: Evangelische Verlagsanstalt,2013), 181-192. A more profound analysis is presented in the 
Danish article “Praediken som subjektiv meningsproduktion. Forholdet mellem praedikant og kirkegaenger” 
(English title: The sermon as subjective production of meaning. The relation between preacher and churchgoer) in 
En gudstjeneste – mange perspektiver, (Denmark, Frederiksberg: Forlaget Anis 2013), 111-142.



2. The Reciprocal Relationship 
The experience of an attentive  and authentic  preacher activates an honest  and authentic 

response within the listener. The interviewed people indicated that they are more likely to be moved 
when they observe the preacher to be moved by the text. Thus, the preacher's commitment and 
personal faith affect the listeners’ commitment and interaction with the sermon. The preacher who 
invests herself in the sermon implicitly invites the churchgoers to invest themselves as well. While 
the listeners’ concrete response is beyond the preacher’s control, it seems that the preacher’s passion 
enables a reciprocal and dynamic relationship of the listeners with the preacher and the sermon 
content. 

3 Dialogical Interaction 
The churchgoers’ experience of the sermon is based upon an internal dialogical interaction 

activated  by  the  words  of  the  sermon.  The  preacher  can  be  described  as  an interlocutor,  a 
theological reflector stimulating the internal dialogue. The inner dialogue can best be described as a 
polyphony  of  voices  circling  around  themes  from  the  listener’s  personal  life.  This  dialogical 
interaction is constitutive of the churchgoers understanding and experience of the sermon. On ‘the 
one hand, the preacher has no control over the listeners understanding of the sermon, and on the 
other hand, the preacher is stimulating this understanding.

I  identified three  different  types of internal  dialogue  which I  categorized  as  associative, 

critical and contemplative interaction.5 These different interactions rarely appeared isolated. More 

normally the listeners dynamically move back and forth between the different kinds of interaction. 
Typically the preacher's words activate associations within the listeners which they relate to their 
own  life  experiences  and  preconceptions.  These  associations  are  fundamental  for  their 
understanding. It is these associations which the churchgoers subsequently refer to when they are 
talking about the sermon. Only to a limited extent do the churchgoers remember the ‘real’ words of 
the  sermon.  An  interesting  phenomenon  of  the  associative  interaction  is  that  the  worshippers 
themselves create new questions in their minds – although this may not have been the preacher's 
intention.

The critical interaction is activated when the preacher's interpretation and understanding of 
the text is  not  consistent with the listeners’ interpretation.  The clash between the words of the 
sermon  and  the  churchgoers’  inner  convictions  and  pre-understandings  activates  a  critical 
interaction giving birth to new understanding. It seems like understanding and recognition comes to 
fruition in the critical response. A critical interaction is not necessarily identical with a negative 
perception  of  the  preacher,  or  a  lack  of  willingness  to  interact  with  the  sermon.  Rather,  the 
churchgoers expressed that they appreciate being ‘disturbed’ in their pre-understandings, and for 
some of the churchgoers that  even is  their  motivation to  attend worship.  A preacher's different 
interpretation of the text is encouraging and stimulating the listeners’ personal understanding by 
means of the critical interaction.

4 It is worth noting that the minister's sex, age, appearance, length of service or authority established through ministry 
were not topics discussed by the churchgoers.

5 For a more detailed explanation see: Gaarden, Marianne & Lorensen, Marlene Ringgaard: “Listeners as Authors in 
Preaching - Empirical and Theoretical Perspectives” in Homiletic, June 2013: http://www.homiletic.net/



The associative and the critical interactions seem to be the most frequent, or simply just the 
easiest  to identify.  There are,  however,  also indications of  a third mode of interaction which I 
categorize as the contemplative. It seems to be difficult for the listeners to explain what happens 
during the sermon, because one dimension of what they are experiencing is merely a state of being 
without thought and beyond words. The listeners think they have heard the sermon, but they cannot 
recall  what  they  heard.  In  these  instances,  it  is  easier  for  churchgoers  to  explain  what  the 
contemplative  interaction  has  done  to  them –  leaving  them with  a  sense  of  peace,  relaxation, 
stillness and silence. From a phenomenological perspective, worship is full of words, text readings, 
hymns, prayers, and the sermon. So I interpret the silence the listeners refer to as referencing their 
state of being.

4 Churchgoers’ Situated Starting Point
Not surprisingly, the churchgoers  do not necessarily  identify with the preacher's point of 

view,  as  they  are  situated  in  many  different  contexts.  The  internal  dialogue  is  based  on  the 
churchgoers’ current life situation and personal experience, thus the starting point is of course the 
listener's own life. The heard sermon is merging with the life experiences which the listeners are 
bringing into church.  The sermon can add something external  which can confirm or move the 
churchgoers form their starting point, but in order to do so, the sermon needs to make sense by 
being related to the listener’s own experience. Typically, it is just one single issue or theme in the 
current life situation that dialogues with the sermon material. It can be only one little fragment of 
the sermon or maybe a fragment from the worship that enables this interaction. Thus the accent is 
on the situated subject creating meaning in dialogue with what is heard on the basis of their own 
life. Consequently, the words of the sermon are not attributed meaning until they are used in relation 
to the churchgoers’ personal experience. The listeners’ experiences within a congregation obviously 
vary widely, and thus sermon reception within a single congregation also varies. 

5. The Sermon as Inter-Subjective Creation of Meaning 
Fragments of the sermon, mixed with other impressions from the entire worship are used in 

a dialogical reasoning process in which the fragments are put together in new ways in order to make 
sense of the listeners’ experiences. Based on the churchgoers’ personal experiences, they generate 
new meaning in  dialogue with the words of the sermon removed from the preacher's  semantic 
understanding and implemented in the churchgoers’ universe. The external words can disturb and 
provoke the churchgoers’ preconceptions with the result that new insights and realizations suddenly 
can emerge and create new meaning, often quite distant from the preacher's intention. In this way 
the sermon can be seen as an inter-subjective production of meaning. According to the interviews, 
this new meaning created by the churchgoers can be very evangelical and include deep theological 
insights which the preacher does not intend and has not articulated. 

6. The Emerging Sermon 
The result of the listeners' production of meaning is thus a 'new sermon’. This new sermon is  

not  identical  with  the  preacher's  intended  meaning,  and  it  cannot  be  ascribed  to  churchgoers’ 
experience alone.  It  is definitely dependent on the participants,  but  at  the same time there is  a 
surplus of meaning which cannot be explained only by the contribution of participants. There is 
something else that emerges in the situation. The new sermon is more than the sum of listeners’ 



experience and the words of the preacher, or, to put it another way, the logic seems to be 1 + 1 = 3. 
The  encounter  between  the  churchgoers'  experience  and  the  preacher's  words  situated  in  the 
liturgical  setting  of  the  worship  facilitate  a  space  for  a  new production  of  meaning -  which  I 
categorize as the emerging sermon. In this way the concept of emergence concretized  my attempt to 
understand and interpret the inter-subjective creation of meaning in the sermon reception in the 
interviews.6 

When  the  churchgoers  spontaneously  talked  about  their  faith,  it  seemed  to  be  both 
something  existing  in  advance,  and  something  nourished  by  this  emerging  sermon.  Faith  is 
obviously associated with meaning,  and the formation of meaning is  not limited to the sermon 
interaction. The worship facilitates a space in which the new sermon can emerge, but the process 
continues after the worship. Facing life events, the words of the sermon suddenly can reappear and 
give new meaning as an interpretation and understanding of a current situation in life. 

The Result of the Analysis of the Interviewed Preachers
A comparison of the listeners’ experience with the preacher’s experience and theological 

understanding reveals a fairly high level of consistency, despite minor differences.7 The preachers 
agree with the churchgoers that their authenticity, personal commitment, intimacy and faith are very 
important  for the congregation's  experience and reception of the sermon. They know that from 
experience. But theologically they find it problematic! Why?

The preachers have great awareness that the Gospel is to be preached purely and clearly. The 
Evangelical Lutheran understanding of preaching, as formulated in The Augsburg Confession, 
article V, give rise to a theological distinction between divine and human agency in preaching. The 
sermon and the entire worship are carried out by God, because “through the Word the Holy Spirit is 
given, who works faith, where and when it pleases God.”8 If the sermon inspires faith it is not due 
to the preacher, but to the Holy Spirit. But this is not consistent with the experience of the sermon 
interaction as dependent on the preacher’s ethos. Therefore, there is a tendency to consider the 
importance of the preacher's ethos as theologically problematic.

This tension results in two preaching theologies living side by side: an operative homiletic 
associated with a practical experience of the preaching carried by human agency; and an ideological 

6 The word emergent derives from the Latin word emergence. In philosophy, system theory, science and art the 
concept of emergence denotes the way complex systems and patterns can arise out of a multiplicity of relatively 
simple interactions. New features can be formed or occur in a complex system that cannot be explained by the 
individual's properties. The whole is more and greater than the sum of the single parts. Thus emergence appears as a 
result of a process whereby larger entities, patterns, and regularities arise through interactions among smaller or 
simpler entities that themselves do not exhibit such properties.

7 The interviews with the preachers are analyzed in a Danish article ”Den empiriske fordring til homiletikken” 
(English title: The empirical claim to  the homiletic) Tidsskrift for Praktisk Teologi 2-2013, (Norway, Oslo: Luther 
Forlag, 2013), 3-20.

8 The Augsburg Confession, known in Latin as “Confessio Augustana", is the primary confession of faith of the 
Lutheran Church and one of the most important documents of the Lutheran Reformation. The full text of article V, 
Of the Ministry:”For the obtaining of this faith, the ministry of teaching the Gospel and administering the 
Sacraments was instituted. For by the Word and Sacraments, as by instruments, the Holy Spirit is given: who 
worketh faith, where and when it pleaseth God, in those that hear the Gospel, to wit, that God, not for our merit's 
sake, but for Christ's sake, doth justify those who believe that they for Christ's sake are received into favor.” See: 
http://www.ccel.org/ccel/schaff/creeds3.iii.ii.html (Visited August 2014)



homiletic which understands preaching as carried by divine agency. The theological ideal, however, 
is linked to an image of God as transcendent truth which the preacher can talk about independent of 
her own personality. The question is whether this theological ideal, while inconsistent with actual 
preaching experience, is kept alive by being articulated from the pulpit. Preachers themselves may 
be supporting an ideological theology inconsistent with their experience of preaching the Gospel. In 
other  words,  theological  conviction  and  practical  experience  are  out  of  step.  This  challenges the 
traditional understanding of preaching.9 

It seems like a dichotomy: We must either reject the empirical finding or reject the generally 
accepted theological understanding of preaching. But I do not think it is a question of either or – I 
am looking for a third way. By rethinking our presuppositions, which we may take for granted in 
the  traditional  theological  way  of  thinking,  it  is  possible  to  overcome  the  dichotomy.  The 
articulation of the sermon understanding that it is God himself who communicates and inspires faith 
can remain intact without neglecting the empirical experience that preaching is dependent on human  
agency. The dichotomy between human and divine agency is false.

Reformulating Preaching from a Postmodern Paradigm 
Throughout history, Christianity has continuously borrowed its paradigms and world views 

from its surroundings. By redefining the premises of theological thinking of our time, it is possible 
to  overcome  what  looks  like  a  dichotomy.  This  has  consequences  for  the  understanding  of: 
communication,  subjectivity,  the  Gospel  and  the  image  of  God.  Communication  is  not  to  be 
understood as transference of meaning, but as interaction and creation of new meaning. Humans are 
not  only to  be understood as autonomous and limited individuals,  but  as  relational  and related 
beings embedded in social context. The Gospel is not be understood as a substantial and static truth 
which  humans  have  access  to  through the  Bible,  but  as  a  truth  given  to  us  only  in  terms  of 
interpretation, thus the Gospel has to be constantly incarnated anew. God is not to be understood as 
a substantial and transcendent reality we can talk about external to ourselves, but God takes place 
and can be experienced as an immanent experience of transcendence. 

The  analysis  of  the  empirical  material  indicates  that  the  sermon  is  not  mainly  about 
understanding,  but  is  mostly  about  production  of  meaning  created  in  the  very  situation.  It  is 
significant  how little  the  churchgoers understand the  sermon in  accordance  with  the  preacher's 
intention, while at the same time the preacher has great influence on the churchgoers interaction 
with the sermon. Here the ideological theological understanding of the preacher's ethos is lagging. 
There is no discrepancy between preachers and churchgoers’ experience of the importance of the 
preacher's  ethos,  but  there  is  discrepancy  between  this  preaching  experience  and  preaching 
ideology. Ideologically it is possible to talk about God as an external reality independent of the 
person preaching, but, at the same time, to do so is empirically impossible. So it seems like drawing 
a distinction between human and divine agency in preaching is illusory at best.

 If God in Christ is to be seen as humanity’s deepest ground, then the preacher is in Christ 
and  Christ  is  in  the  preacher,  as  Pauline  and  Johannine  theology  claim.  It  implies  theological 
thinking in which humans are in Christ, and Christ is the God who is bigger than he. Incarnation is 

9Though situated in a Scandinavian Lutheran context it is my hope that the discussion of the human – divine agency in 
preaching transcends cultural and ecclesial context and might be helpful in in other settings too.



to be understood as a double movement in which God, by entering the world, incorporate the world 
into himself.10 When God became human, he united himself both with humanity as a whole and 
with the human as an individual. God resides in each person, not as a stranger but as the most 
personal  in  that  person.11 Human  beings  cannot  speak  about  God  without  already  being  or 
participating in God. This means that the contradiction between divine and human agency is false. 
The Dutch theologian, Chris A.M.Hermans: expresses it this way: 

“Once this dichotomy has been introduced it can never be bridged. But the theological  
model of incarnation opposes such a gap. Human beings are themselves by virtue of 'being 
from God'. Incarnation refers to human participation in God, which is seen as a gift of divine 
grace. The antithesis of divine and human actions is false. In the act of faith the initiative is 
reversed: God takes over, leading human beings into In/finite time and space, which is God. 
Finitude is not infinitude, but it  is open to it.  Hence we opt for a theological model of  
transcendence-in-immanence.12

This theological understanding is consistent with my empirical findings.13 The churchgoers’ 
request for an authentic preacher can be seen as a request for a preacher with an active and dynamic 
relationship with God – and the relation to God is revealed in the relation to the self. Thus the 
preacher's  self-relation  and  relation  to  God  influences  the  congregational  interaction  with  the 
sermon. This thinking implies that the theological notion, “through the Word the Holy Spirit  is 
given, who works faith,  where and when it  pleases God”,  is  still  valid and so is the empirical 
experience of the sermon. Because God is in human beings and human beings deepest ground is 
God  access  to  transcendence  is  only  through  immanence.  Because  the  individual  subject  is 
embedded in community, the individual and the shared become contemporary categories.

Homiletically,  this  concept  of  God  implies  that  the  preacher  must  regard  herself  as 
participating in God. It is not possible for the preacher to speak of or experience God as external to 
her own being. The preacher cannot stand outside his own existence pointing towards God as a 

10  This understanding of the incarnation is central to the interpretation of Dietrich Bonhoeffers' theology by Hans 

Virum Mikkelsen & Henning Thomsen. Liv og konsekvens. Boenhoeffers teologiske arv (English title: Life and  
consequence. The theological heritage of Boenhoeffer). (Denmark, Frederiksberg: Aros Forlag, 2013). Ed. Hans 
Virum Mikkelsen & Henning Thomsen   

11  The Swedish carmelite, Wilfried Stinnisen, express this clarly in: Den nye Vin. Om aandens frugter, (English title:  
The new win. About the fruits of the Holy Spirit).(Denmark, Viborg: Boedal, 2013).

12 Chris A.M.Hermans: “Epistemological reflections on the connection between ideas and data in empirical research 

into religion”, in  Empirical Studies in Theology, Volume 17: Empirical Theology in Texts and Tables: Qualitative,  
Quantitative and Comparative Perspectives, Edited by Leslie J Francis, Mandy Robbins and Jeff Astley (Brill 
Online     Books and Journals:   http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/content/books/9789047442394, visited August 
2014), 97. 

13 The believer's participation in Christ is not a new theological thought, it exists both in the Pauline and Johannine 
theology, but the participationtheology has gained renewed interest during the 20th century. Over the past decade an 
exegetical and systematic theological interest has been increasing, while focus on the Word in Protestant theology 
has decreased. See for example: Gitte Buch-Hansen, “The Politics of Beginnings – Cosmology, Christology and 
Covenant: Gospel Openings Reconsidered in the Light of Paul’s Pneumatology” in Mark and Paul. For and Against  
Pauline Influence on Mark, Ed.. Eve-Marie Becker, Mogens Müller & Troels Engberg-Pedersen. 
(http://www.degruyter.com/view/product/206432, 2014, visited August 2014), 213-242. 

http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/
http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/


transcendent truth, but she must talk about God from her experience of already being embedded in 
God. The conventional Protestant convention of preaching is maintained, but the basic assumptions 
about subjectivity, human communication, the Gospel and God are redefined.14

The description of human beings as embedded and participating in God is not identical with 
a direct access to God through the Gospel as static and eternal truth. Instead, the Gospel is to be 
seen as dynamic words which constantly have to be interpreted by human beings in order to come 
alive. The preacher cannot speak of an evangelical reality without participating in the creation of 
this reality.  The Gospel has to be incarnated again and again in the listeners’ lives, and the preacher 
is participating in this process as a tool of God – and it is the master who decides how to use the 
tool. In this way the Gospel is always in its genesis and it has to be incarnated in the listeners’ world 
anew.  Or,  to  put  it  another  way,  the  Gospel  is  the  creation  of  new meaning  emerging  in  the 
dialogical interaction with the sermon situated in the worship. 

Homiletically this  implies  that  the preacher  herself  is  to  be seen as a  participant  in the 
incarnation  of  the  Gospel  in  the  churchgoers'  lives.  Empirical  analysis  shows that  it  enhances 
churchgoers’ interaction with the sermon when the preacher puts herself at stake, speaks from her 
heart  and  shares  what  the  words  of  the  Gospel  do  in  her.  The  role  of  the  preacher  is  as  an 
interlocutor and a theological reflector with her own interpretation of the text is contributing – as 
one out of several voices – to churchgoers’ production of meaning.  The preacher cannot master or 
occupy this creation of meaning,  but she is called upon to engage in the process, as one voice 
among others. 

The  empirical  research  is  supporting  a  communication  theory  belonging  to  the  social 
constructionist paradigm where communication is to be understood as production of meaning (like 
the theory of Barnett Pearce that I was reading while I had the dispute with the journalist). Social 
constructionism is based on an understanding of reality as a social construction, where the language 
and the way we talk about the reality, is forming and constructing our perception of reality. Social 
worlds  can  only  be  experienced  through  the  subject  who  is  experiencing  and  interpreting  the 
perceived reality.

The Ownership of the Sermon 
The  empirical  findings  highlighted what  we could call  the  ownership  production of  the 

meaning of the sermon. 

1. The Preachers' Sermon 
To put it simply, the preacher had, before the empirical turn in the late 1960's and early 70's, 

the ownership of the sermon.15 That involved a theoretical understanding of communication as a 
one-way transfer from an active preacher to passive listeners. There was total identification between 
the way the listeners and the preacher understood of the words of the sermon. If just the Word of 

14 Theological thinking containing those pre-assumptions already exists. In a Danish context Anna Maria Aagaard is an 
exponent for this theology in her book: Mod til at tro. Kapitler om hellighed (English title: Courage for Faith. 
Chapters about holiness), (Denmark, Frederiksberg: Forlaget Anis, 2013).

15 Even though the practical theology used the term 'the empirical turn' is for this period, it was merely a theoretical 
understanding of the empirical reality – and not that much an implementation of the social sciences' empirical 
methods in the practical theology.



God had sounded in the worship, God was addressing the listener who had the make the existential 
decision of acceptance or rejection of the Word of God. Different theologians have argued for this 
position. Implicit in this theology was the assumption that the preacher had direct access to God 
through the Bible. The Gospel was a fixed, eternal and divine truth, revealed in Christ, laid down in 
the Bible in the latest edition, as a truth outside history, transcending time and place which the 
preacher had to proclaim to the congregation.16 

2. The Listener's Sermon
According  to  the  slogan,  'there  is  no  preaching  in  a  sermon  which  is  not  heard',  the 

ownership of the sermon moved from the preacher to the listener during the empirical turn. The turn 
assumed that listeners were active in the listening process, and that they should be led to, or maybe 
seduced  to,  the  big  eureka,  or  the  realizations  that  the  preacher  herself  has  already  had.  The 
preacher  could  use  stories,  images,  anecdotes  which  the  listeners  identified  with,  and  then  by 
identification the listeners could be moved.17 

Being moved by identification presupposes, however, a common ground of life experiences 
for the preacher and the listeners, but, as Other-wise preaching rightly argues, the congregation does 
not  have  a  common  ground  of  life  experiences:  “the  problem  lay  in  the  largely  inadequate, 
uncritically examined quality of the experience to which these homileticians ultimately appealed. In 
short,  appeals  to  common  human  experience,  like  appeals  to  metanarratives,  fail  to  pay  true 
attention  to  the  real  experiences  of  the  many people,  with  their  own partial  and  contradictory 
stories/lives.”18 To  avoid  “the  hegemony”  of  experience  the  churchgoers  are  to  be  heard.19 

According to  the empirical  analysis,  the churchgoers definitely  have different  experiences.  The 
question is, however, to what extent is it possible for the preacher to “get into the lives of people 
through a specific, local, and embodied interaction”, as suggested.20

Based  on  the  empirical  analysis  I  argue  that  the  experiences  the  listeners  use  creating 
meaning in dialog with the sermon can remain hidden for the preacher, even though the preacher 
has a face-to-face encounter with the listener, because the creation of meaning emerges not until the 
worship situation.  The listeners themselves do not  necessarily  know which experiences will  be 
activated during the worship.21 It does not remove the importance of a face-to-face encounter with 
the churchgoers in the preaching preparation process, but it undermines the idea that the preacher 
can predetermine the experience at stake during the sermon interaction.

3. The Emerging Sermon

16 This is of course a reductionistic way to present the perspective of the pulpit.

17 Rooted in The New Homiletic and rhetoric, inspired by Kenneth Burke it was more or less the starting point of my 
dissertation, but through the empirical analysis I was moved.

18 John McClure, Other-wise preaching. A postmodern etic for homiletics, (St. Louis: Charlice Press, 2001), 49.

19 Ibid., p. 64.

20Ibid., p. 49.

21 In the Danish article:”Den skjulte kirkegaenger” (English Title: The hidden churchgoer) in Kritisk Forum for 
Praktisk Teologi,  (Denmark, Frederiksberg: Forlaget Anis, forthcoming 2014), I have analyzed how the element of 
otherness and strangeness emerging in worship affects the interaction of the sermon. 



Empirically the ownership of the sermon does not belong to the preacher or to the listeners. 
The question is whether we can talk about ownership of the sermon at all. What seems to influence 
the creation of meaning which the sermon facilitates, unfolds in the encounter between the listeners’  
different experiences and the preacher's foreign words situated in worship. It is an encounter which 
on the one hand is activated by the participants' qualities, abilities and experience, and on the other 
hand cannot be explained only thereby. The sermon is more than the single parts.

From an empirical point of view there is no ownership of the sermon. Consistent with a 
post-modern understanding,  the  meaning of  the  sermon is  not  attached to  the  words.  Meaning 
emerges in the use of the words embedded in the situation. An experience of transcendence which 
cannot be explained by the preacher's words or the listener's experiences alone can emerge in the 
worship  as  well.  Empirically  it  is  an  event  in  which  words  suddenly  give  rise  to  a  new 
understanding and meaning – it is activated by the preacher and by the listener in the situation, but 
it cannot be controlled or planned by any of them. They can only engage with and surrender to the 
situated preaching event facilitating new meaning which I call the emerging sermon.

How are we to Preach Then?
The altarpiece in the city church of Wittenberg in Germany depicts Martin Luther preaching 

from a pulpit to a listening congregation. In the middle is Christ hanging on the cross with a white 
loincloth fluttering to  the  side.  The  front  page  of  my dissertation depicts  the  right  side  of  the 
altarpiece in which only Luther and a part of the fluttering cloth is seen. Seeing the front page, 
somebody asked me: “Is it a preacher throwing in the towel?” In fact, it is a very apt question. 
Throwing in the towel is expressing surrender. The preacher must surrender to the preaching event 
and give up the idea of controlling the production of meaning related to the sermon.

It does not mean that the preacher should not make an effort to preach. It does not suspend 
former rhetorical instructions for clear and exact communication. The goal is still to be authentic 
and to have integrity and preach from personal faith experience as requested by churchgoers. By 
investing  oneself  honestly  with  respect  for  the  churchgoer's  different  experiences  and  pre-
understandings, the preacher can participate in creating the event in which new meaning emerges 
within the listeners' dialogue. This is not done by explaining how the churchgoers are to understand 
the Gospel – as the listening process is not primarily about understanding, but merely about creating  
new meaning – but by showing what it means for the preacher herself to trust that the meaning will 
emerge!


