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In this presentation, I want to answer one simple question:  
What makes people listen to a sermon?  
Obviously, this question is vitally important for any preacher today.  
Seventy five years ago many homileticians and preachers 
did not necessarily think the question was that important:  
People should listen 
because “The Word” is being preached.  
End of discussion.

Today, no one doubts that the preacher and the listener 
at least share the burden for attentiveness.  
For many reasons, 
the impact of mass media probably being the greatest, 
people today dare us to keep their attention.  
The assumption of preachers today must be that the listener will be distracted and inattentive unless the sermon we preach is designed to win a hearing.  
There are a number of angles from which to approach the question.  

1.  We could talk about sermon form.  
I think it’s hard to improve on H Grady Davis’ suggestion that 
there are three marks of good sermon form:  
unity, order, and progress.

When you hear a good sermon, 
what made that sermon good was not just its content.  
What made it good was its form:  

It had a unity to it:  
By “unity” we are talking about 

a oneness that the preacher creates, 
a oneness that didn’t exist before or wasn’t recognized before.  

It had an order to it:  
By “order” we are talking about 
the proper logical or psychological relationship 
of the parts of the sermon to each other.

And it had progress:  
By “progress” we are talking about
that sense of movement, of destination in the sermon, 
the sense that this sermon is relentlessly going somewhere.

2. Another angle from which to approach the subject is 
to think some about the sermon introduction—

a big category of homiletical theory.  
What is the purpose of the sermon introduction?  
One key purpose of the introduction 
is to create in the listener a need to listen.   
Not simply attention (“I am listening”), 
not simply interest (“I want to listen”), 
but need (“I must listen”).  
In this regard, some have called 
the article by Harry Emerson Fosdick 
that appeared in the July 1928 issue of Harpers Magazine, 
entitled, “What is the Matter with Preaching?” 
the most significant writen word of this century 
for understanding modern preaching.   
In that article, Emerson argued that 
preaching that connects must begin 
by addressing human needs.  
Early in the sermon, Fosdick argues, 
the preacher must uncover 
a need to be addressed, 
an itch to be scratched, 
a question to be answered.  

Fosdick’s homiletic, of course, 
was building directly upon John Dewey’s profound observation 
in the world of education that 
“information that is given in response to a perceived need 
makes a deeper impact and is retained longer than 
information that’s given first and then applied.” (Cohen’s law)  
A basic principle of inductivity.

We could 
take the matter of sermon introduction 
one step further, 
as Tom Long has done 
in an article on sermon introductions 
(Reformed Review, vol. 40 no. 1) and 
point out that 
introductions establish 
contracts, 
understandings between the preacher and the listener, 
agreements that 
we are going to talk about certain things in certain ways.

Introductions, Long says, are metacommunicational.  
They communicate at levels 
beyond just the words themselves.  
Long points out how 
when we stand up in the pulpit on Sunday morning, 
especially the person who has never heard us preach before 
is subconsciously making 
hundreds of decisions in the opening seconds of our sermon:  
what kind of person is this?  
How does this preacher feel toward me?  
And the biggest decision of all:  
do I want to listen to this person?

Certainly, matters of sermon form and sermon introduction 
are very important in understanding 
what makes people listen to a sermon.  

Today, though, I’d like to answer 
the question of this lecture from a third angle.  
What makes people listen to a sermon?  Tension.

I’d like to offer a definition of tension.  

TENSION is the dissonance creating force of a sermon by which listener involvement is created and sustained.  Tension is achieved when a preacher touches upon some need or problem in such a way that the listener experiences inner dissonance as well as a strong desire and expectation that the preacher resolve that dissonance in the course of the sermon.

The key word in the definition is dissonance 
which itself needs explanation.  
Dissonance is a term used most often 
in the world of music.  
When someone plays a wrong note, 
there is dissonance.  
Sometimes dissonance is intentional 
in a piano piece, or a choral piece.  
It is usually resolved at the end of the piece.  
We call that harmony.  
The movement is from “cringe” to “aah.”   
(I understand that Eugene Lowry (The Homiletical Plot) 
is an excellent pianist.

Dissonance in our lives happens 
whenever there is some 
conflict, incongruence, disequilibrium 
between (not two notes) but two different elements in our lives.

These elements may be elements of 
knowledge, attitudes, values, 
opinions, beliefs, feelings.

For example, consider these two elements: (category of beliefs)


1. Non-Christians are going to hell.

2. I know non-Christians who are lovely people--more lovely than I. 

What’s more, God is love and desires that all be saved 
(and that’s a quote).

The assumption is 
(and people like Leon Festinger have built 
an entire theory of motivation and learning 
based upon this assumption) 
that people always want 
to reduce or remove dissonance, 
that people want beliefs, attitudes, values, behaviors 
that are consistent with each other.  
So people will go with us 
as we try to resolve the dissonance between these elements.

As Christians we can go one step further and say 
that every human being has a longing 
for shalom, for wholeness, for unity, not dissonance, and 
that the task of the Christian pastor 
is not so much to create tension and dissonance 
as simply to uncover the already existing tension 
between the shalom of the kingdom 
and the brokenness of our lives.

(So much for a mini-theology of tension and shalom.)

More examples of dissonance

1. The simplest example of dissonance 
is one that many of you may have experienced before.  
You are married 
and you are expecting your second child.   
Your first child was a boy, and now you really want a girl.  
You only intend to have two children, so it’s now or never.  
Your heart is set on having a girl.  
Your second child is born, and it’s a boy.  
Now you have dissonance.  
The two conflicting elements are 


I want a girl


I have a boy

The theory of cognitive dissonance says 
that you want to get rid of the conflict 
between those two elements.  Well, what are the options?


1. Change the sex of the baby - tough.


2. Return the baby - tough.


3. Change my attitude.  

I have never had someone call me and mumble, 
“Pastor, we had our baby, and guess what:  it’s another lousy boy.”

(dissonance in attitudes/ dissonance in assertions or beliefs)

2. Another example:  
How is it that some Christians believe 
not only the 6th commandment “Thou shalt not kill” 
but also that capital punishment is permissible?

What are the dissonant elements?


1. You shall not kill.


2. Capital punishment is permissible.

Now this one is interesting because it illustrates 
a second way to reduce dissonance.  
You can change one of the two elements, 
or, in this case, you can add a new element 
which reduces or removes the dissonance:  
namely, there are 
some exceptions to “you shall not kill” 
which, in fact, are designed to underscore the value of human life.

3. Another classic example of dissonance in the area of assertions or beliefs:  
Romans 8:28:  All things work together for good?  
My brother lives with constant, crippling back pain.  
It terrorizes his body every second of every day. 
It will not end until he dies.  
How can this possibly ever “work together for good?”

Dissonant elements:


1. All things work together for good.


2. My brother’s situation is not and never will be good.

This dissonance will be resolved by clarifying and qualifying our understanding of both elements:


1. Paul is not saying that all things are good.


2. “Good” is not the same thing as “pleasurable” or “happy.”


3. The working out involves a bigger picture, 


     the scope of which is bigger than even this life and age.


4. Of all people, my brother believes this verse.

4. Another example of dissonance, and perhaps more generally, of tension is simply raising a relevant question.  
Any question 
that has any bearing at all upon the listener’s life 
raises some dissonance.

a. Where are the believing dead now?  
Everyone’s going to die.  
Nearly everyone has a loved one who has died.

b. Should Christians play the lottery?

c. Why must children die?

Any relevant question 
to which people don’t know the answer, 
or to which the answer is layered,
introduces disequilibrium, imbalance, dissonance, tension.  

(By the way, it’s nice if sermon titles can carry this tension.  
Be careful, though. 
There are sermon titles in the form of questions 
that do not generate tension:  
“Did the Jebusites sleep in tents or huts?”)

5. A final example of introducing and maintaining tension 
is probably the one we use the most, and that is, 
telling a story.  

A couple of weeks ago, I visited my oldest son in downtown Chicago.  
He works in the mysterious world of futures financial markets, 
and executes trades, either down town or through his office at home,
through financial markets all over the world.  
He explains to me that 
his little trading group of four people 
spends 10,000 a month for a Bloomberg Trading Platform
 that makes it possible for them 
to execute trades with European markets 
a half a second faster 
than they could if they didn’t have that platform.  
At the end of the day, 
we fight our way through crowds of people 
that remind me of 
New Years Eve celebrations at Times Square in NYC—
all to catch this bus, and then this train.   
Here’s this full grown man, 
who used to be my little boy, 
whom it just seems like yesterday 
we were pushing on the first grade bus, 
now hopping busses and trains and elevators 
with abandon. 

Now, I just told you a little story about my weekend and my son.  
You don’t know my son, 
my son’s life just really doesn’t affect you, 
and listening to that story didn’t promise to meet a need of yours.  
But you listened.  
In fact, you could pass a little test 
I might give you on facts in the story I just told.  
Stories have powerful tension 
built into their very nature.  
An unfolding story 

has a narrative arc that longs to be completed.

And people will stay with us 
____________________

So how does the preacher design a sermon 
to get and then keep listener attention (tension)?  
Just a few words about this—

by no means exhaustive.

1. Well, first, the preacher has to create tension.  
[This is one of the functions of the introduction.  
(interest / attention / need)]

A sermon on Romans 8:28 “can’t miss” 
in that it touches a basic need of people 
to have meaning in their lives, a need 
to know that all the parts of their life 
fit into a plan, a bigger picture and 
to know that their pain isn’t being wasted.

But it is possible 
to address that basic human need in a way 
that is motivationally attentionally very unsatisfying:

1. God rules over all things in the world and makes them work together for good.

2. My life is included in that over which God rules.

3. Therefore God is working in my life to make all things work together for good.

Now, that’s true.  
But the most you can hope for 
in a sermon designed this way is 
that the sturdy saint (I say “the sturdy saint” 
because he’s the only one who listened to this whole sermon) 
goes home and believes these propositions are true.

But this preacher failed to do the obvious, 
to set up tension, dissonance, conflict between 
the apparent teaching of this passage and 
the apparent realities of life.   
The preacher might create dissonance in this situation 
by the question I posed earlier:  
What does this promise mean for my brother?  

2.  But then second, the preacher must sustain tension.  
I know preachers 
who regularly have great sermon introductions—

great in terms of being interesting 
and perhaps even in terms of creating a need to listen.  
But all the introduction really does 
is hooks one element in the transitional sentence 
onto what follows in the sermon. 


After that, it has no value.  

For example, imagine me having a sermon introduction 
where I talk about visiting my son Joel downtown 
and seeing all these markets.  
And then I say as my transition sentence:  
“In our text today Jesus is visiting the market place.”   
That’s a wasted introduction.  
The only function of the whole introduction was 
the click between the words “markets” and “marketplace.”  
You didn’t need 
that whole story 
to get them to listen to that first sentence.  
You already had their attention.  
Every listener gives you 15 seconds.   

Now, imagine telling that story and then having this kind of transition:  
As I left Joel that day my heart was heavy for him. 
 I remembered 
a conversation I recently had 
with Joel’s two uncles (my wife’s brothers) 
who trade on the Mercentile Exchange, 
a conversation in which they talked about
how these jobs they all have 
don’t really have much intrinsic satisfaction.  
All they’re about is money.  
You don’t provide a service really, 
you don’t make a product,
you just try to do trades that will make you money. 
I wondered how soon Joel would have that same struggle.

My guess is that Rudy and Bill, and pretty soon, Joel, 
are not the only people 
who have to struggle from time to time with: 
 what difference does my job, my work, really make?  
What gives my work meaning?  
What could possibly make me do this for 40 years?

Now we’ve taken that story 
and addressed it to a need we all have:  
to feel like our jobs are meaningful, 
to have fulfillment in our work.  
And you have linked this story 
to the need you want to address in the sermon
in such a way that 
when the listener thinks of the story, 
it will illumine the need, 
and when she thinks of the need, 
she may think of this story.

The broader point is that 
tension must be threaded throughout the sermon.

3. The preacher should design the sermon to create tension, to sustain tension, and then to resolve tension.  

It is a given that 
the listener desires for you to resolve that dissonance.  
That’s that law of the listener’s mind.  
It’s also a given that 
the listener legitimately expects the preacher 
to resolve whatever tension or dissonance she creates.  
That’s the unspoken contract 
the listener has with the preacher.  

Sometimes a preacher does a great job of 
setting up the dissonance, 
but never resolves it.

a. This may be by design. 
It’s possible that you only want 
to deal with one piece of the tension.  
If you are not going to resolve the dissonance 
that you set up in the listeners, 
you must tell them that, 
and then explain 
why you set up the dissonance the way you did.

For example, you might begin a sermon:

Why do the righteous suffer?  
This is an old question.  
Job’s friends asked it long ago.  
It is also a contemporary question. 
 In a best selling book in the 80’s, 
Rabbi Kushner asked, “Why do bad things happen to good people?”

I’m not interested today in actually answering the question. 
 Not that the question is not vitally important and worth looking at.  
But that’s another sermon on another day.  
What I am interested in today is 
looking at one word in each of those sentences:  
righteous, good.  

Who is righteous?  
Who are the good people to whom bad things happen?   
Exactly what is the standard 
by which we judge that one is righteous or good?  
Just how many righteous, good people are there anyway?

Now, I introduced this broader tension:  
Why do the righteous suffer, 
but then brought it down to a much narrower question:  
who is “righteous?” 

Now, I would maintain that if you find yourself 
creating tension (Why do the righteous suffer) and then 
having to explain 
that you are not going to resolve the larger dissonance,
there is probably 
a better way to get at the idea you’re trying to get across.  
But not always.

The point here is:  
if you’re not going to resolve the dissonance you created, 
you owe your listeners an explanation.  
You promised them a certain journey 
and then you changed the course.  

(Sometimes it’s by design that the preacher doesn’t move toward resolution of dissonance.)

b. More often it’s by default.  
The preacher either 
takes too many side roads and 
loses the listener 
(by the time the tension is resolved the listener 
is thinking about the Bears Broncos game); 
or the preacher 
isn’t clear about how it’s resolved; 
or the preacher 
just plain doesn’t resolve it, 
either biblically, theologically, or experientially.

Many a sermon has begun and ended 
with people asking the same question.  
For example, a sermon might begin posing the question, 
“How does one reconcile two Christians remarrying 
with Jesus’ words in Matthew 18:9  
“I say to you; whoever divorces his wife, except for unchastity, 
and marries another, commits adultery.”  
Here’s a sermon that cannot fail 
from the point of view of tension.  
Who doesn’t know a Christian who’s remarried?  
Great.  
Everyone’s listening.  You’ve created tension.  
But you’ve got to resolve it. 

Sermons where the preacher never created tension 
simply leave people bored.

Sermons where the preacher created tension 
but didn’t resolve it leave people somewhere between 
frustrated and angry.  
You didn’t deliver the goods.

In conclusion, 
with all of this talk about communicational issues in preaching, 
we must not confuse 
communicational sophistication and technique with 
powerful proclamation of the gospel.  
To paraphase I Cor. 13 
(if I speak in the tongues of men and of angels but have not love 
I am only a resounding gong or a clanging symbol):  
If I have all homiletical technique 
whereby I keep people riveted in their attention on my message, 
but do not proclaim Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord, 
I am nothing.  

We must not, as W. G. McAdoo warns, 
send forth “an army of pompous phrases 
moving over the landscape in search of an idea.”  
I would paraphrase that 
“an army of pompous phrases 
moving over the landscape in search of the gospel.”  
None of the communicational things 
we’ve talked about are a substitute for 
the message itself, 
the message of 
God reconciling the world to himself through Christ.

In this regard, sometimes there’s a fine line between 
being communicationally sensitive and 

lacking confidence in the gospel.  
It’s not an either/or, it’s both/and.  
That is, we have confidence in the gospel 
and we are communicationally sensitive.

But, thank God, we don’t have to choose between 
communicational excellence and the gospel.  
Both are gifts of God.  
Both are what make preaching 
delightful and meaningful and life-changing.
What Makes People Listen to a Sermon?
Duane Kelderman

Outline:

Ways one could address the question:

1. Sermon Form – Unity, Order and Progress

2. Sermon Introduction – meta-communicational contract between preacher and listener

In this lecture we focus on a one word answer to the question:  tension.

TENSION is the dissonance creating force of a sermon by which listener involvement is created and sustained.  Tension is achieved when a preacher touches upon some need or problem in such a way that the listener experiences inner dissonance as well as a strong desire and expectation that the preacher resolve that dissonance in the course of the sermon.
1.  Examples of tension

2.  Creating tension

3.  Sustaining tension

4.  Resolving tension

