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How would you feel if I didn’t preach a sermon this morning? 

I know, some of you are thinking, “This is a trick question, right? Of course, he’s going to preach a 
sermon!  He’s got the papers right there in his hand.  There’s a title in the bulletin.” 

But I’m serious about the question.  How would you feel if we came to this point, and there simply 
wasn’t a sermon? Would you feel disappointed? Cheated? That’s what you’re paying me for after all, 
isn’t it?  Maybe some of you would say, “Thank God, we get to go home early!” 

Let me tell you why I am asking this question.  

As you may know, I retired from full-time pastoring this past July. And since then, I haven’t been able 
to attend church in person very often.  Mainly because my wife can’t do that right now, so I stay home 
with her, and we’ve been watching various livestreamed services.  When I have been able to attend, 
it’s been on a Sunday like this, when I’ve been invited to preach somewhere. 

This has been quite disorienting for me - someone who’s attended church almost every Sunday for 
some 30 years, and then led worship and preached almost every Sunday for another 30-some years. 
To suddenly, after 60 years, not to be in the familiar setting and pattern of worship has been 
disorienting.  

And interesting. Because it’s made me ask the question, “What are we doing here?”  It made me look 
at this whole Sunday worship experience through a different set of lenses.  

You know when you’ve been dislocated, or when you simply change your position, you see things 
from a different perspective, a different angle, and you may see things you haven’t noticed before. 
And here are some things I’ve noticed: 

When I’ve watched livestream services at home – and often we choose to watch the “modern 
worship” or “contemporary service” – here’s the typical order of worship:  

 Song.   Song.   Announcements.   Song. 
 A short opening prayer, and then maybe the offering (to get it out of the way).  
 A Scripture reading. Someone gets up and talks for 20 minutes. 
 Another song and a closing blessing.  

Throughout this time, the camera is fixed on this little space up front, except during the sermon, when 
it zooms in on the preacher; or during one of the songs, zooms in on the lead singer. 

Seldom do you see if anyone else is there, except maybe the backs of the heads of a few brave 
people sitting up front, or when someone wanders past the camera. And in fact, I have watched 
livestreams when there wasn’t anyone else there except the people up front.   

A tradition service is a little different – there are a few more liturgical elements, the songs are 
different, maybe the preacher is wearing a robe – but the experience is the same.  There’s music and 
bunch of words, spoken by a few people in the confined space up front, in the defined space of your 
screen. And you sit and watch it. If the congregation or people watching at home are joining in on the 
singing, or taking notes during the sermon, or participating in any way in this act we call worship, you 
don’t know it, because it’s not part of the livestream.  

What are we doing here?  



 

Being at a worship service in person is different of course. You can see what else is going on in the 
room. You can interact with the other people in the room. You participate more, and you have to be 
more intentionally present then when you’re sitting at home on your couch in your bathrobe.  But 
here’s what I’ve noticed over these past 8 months or so, as I’ve visited various of our churches:  

Pews. Have you thought about pews and what they do and how they work?  

Pews line us all up in rows, in a way that communicates that we’re not supposed to interact with 
anyone, except maybe the person next to us.  And when we do, we usually whisper, because – well, 
we’re not supposed to be interacting with anyone else.   

And pews are all facing in the same direction – pointing up front – and so again, we sit and watch the 
action that is taking place up here in this confined space; and the highlight of that action, it seems, is 
when the preacher gets up and talks for 20 minutes. Everything else in the service is designed to 
prepare for and respond to this preachment. It is in fact enshrined that way in our Book of Common 
Worship.  

Making the sermon the central and most important part of the service is, in fact, where pews came 
from.  

Churches didn’t always have pews.  It was around the time of the Reformation in the 16th century and 
leading up to that – when our protestant forebears began to emphasize the importance of the 
Proclamation of the Word, and there were these great preachers like Martin Luther and educated 
pastors like John Calvin, and they realized the great need for biblical literacy, and they started taking 
more and more time in speaking to the congregation – that pews began to be a regular feature of the 
architecture and the furniture of the church.   

And now what has happened? The sermon has become the most important thing about Sunday 
worship. If we have heard a good preacher, we feel like the service is complete and we’ve gotten 
what we’ve come for.  And just like the service of worship revolves around the sermon, the success of 
the church often revolves around the preacher. Just think of any of the super successful, famous 
churches you know of. When people talk about that church, the first thing they’ll say, “Check out Such 
and Such Church, they’re pastor is a really great preacher.”   

What are we doing here?  

I imagine by this point, some of you are a bit alarmed. And maybe you’ve caught the irony of the fact 
that I’m up here blabbing away, about how much time we spend in church listening to someone 
blabbing away.   

I am not saying that preaching is wrong, and that we should get rid of sermons or preachers! But I am 
wondering … and I am asking you to wonder with me about how we think about and approach this 
“preaching moment” in our services of worship. And really, how we think about what happens in our 
services of worship on Sunday morning, or whenever we have them.  

What are we doing here?  
 

Did Jesus preach? 

Well, maybe. There was certainly a practice in the Jewish synagogues of Jesus’ day of someone 
standing up before the congregation, reading out a Scripture and then explaining the meaning of 
significance or implications of that Scripture. We read in Luke 4 of one such time when Jesus went to 
the synagogue in Capernaum, and read from Isaiah 61:  

 

 

 



 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
    because he has anointed me 
        to bring good news to the poor. 
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 
    and recovery of sight to the blind, 
        to let the oppressed go free, 
to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” (Lk 4:18-19 NRSV) 

And we do call Matthew 5, 6, and 7 “The Sermon on the Mount.”   

But Jesus mainly taught more than preached, and even that was usually in the context of doing 
something else.  Walking. Healing. Meeting people on the lakeshore. Having dinner. Giving 
instructions for a mission assignment.  

What about the early church?  

We’re familiar with Peter’s sermon on Pentecost – which was really what we might call street-
preaching today.  And there was the time that Paul preached in Troas, and he droned on for so long 
that poor Eutychus, a young man who was sitting up in the balcony, fell asleep and fell down from the 
balcony and was killed. Talk about being bored to death! And yes, Paul and the other apostles would 
go to a town to the synagogue, just like Jesus did, and they get out some scriptures, and they’d say, 
“Let me show you this points to Jesus.”   

So, there was certainly preaching in the early church. But there’s also this: a very interesting 
description of a worship gathering of the early church.  

[READ 1 CORINTHIANS 14:26-40] 

There are all kinds of things in this passage we could spend the rest of the day unpacking and 
examining and maybe arguing over.  There is, of course our Presbyterian watchword: “…but all 
things should be done decently and in order.”  (1 Cor. 14:40). There is that whole problematic 
paragraph about women being silent and subordinate (which in my version, by the way, is in 
parentheses, as if it is meant to be a side note, not a main point).  There is the mention of tongues 
and prophecy and revelations, which for most of us Presbyterians gives us the heebie-jeebies.  But 
the thing I want you to notice is the description of what should happen when the congregation comes 
together:   

 What should be done then, my friends? When you come together, each one has a hymn, a 
lesson, a revelation, a tongue, or an interpretation. Let all things be done for building up. (1 
Cor. 14:26) 

There may be a proclamation, but you may not know from whom before you get to the gathering. 
There may be several “sermons,” so to speak: Let two or three prophets speak, says v. 29. Over 
the course of time, there may be opportunity for everyone to “prophesy.”  Each one who comes can 
have a hymn, a lesson, a revelation, an interpretation.  

Can you imagine this kind of worship happening in a sanctuary with pews? No, it couldn’t! Because 
the whole understanding of the service or worship was not that it was something that happened up 
front, conducted by the professionals, but something which the whole congregation made happen 
together. It is still to be done decently and in order, of course, which means there is some 
preparation and planning required. It couldn’t be a free-for-all, where anybody just says what they 
want, when they want.  There’s some order to worship.  But there’s also this sense that worship 
involved everyone and was very interactive, and there’s no way that could happen in a sanctuary 
where everyone sat in straight pews and only saw the heads of the people in front of them. 

I know this passage is not proscriptive. It is not intended to say that this is what a service of worship 
should look like for all people in all places for all time. But it certainly suggests that the way we do 
worship, the way we think about worship, is not the only way to do so. And it raises the question, does 



 

it not, of “What are we doing here?”  And why are we doing it this way? And what does this mean for 
us?  

This question is not just about what happens on Sunday morning between 10 and 11 AM, but about 
what it means to be the church.  

So, what could we do if we came to this point, and didn’t have a sermon?  Or didn’t have someone 
who came prepared to deliver a nice 20-minute talk?  

Let me tell you a little story. Back in the 1970’s there was a pastor from Argentina named Juan Carlos 
Ortiz. I heard him speak several times, when he was here in Cincinnati, and at the New Wilmington 
Missionary Conference. Juan Carlos was part of a revival movement that was happening in 
Argentina, and his church in particular was a center of the movement.  People would come from all 
over the country to hear him preach.  

One Sunday, Juan Carlos was preparing to stand up and give the sermon, when he heard the Holy 
Spirit speaking to him. “Johnny,” said the Lord, “what are you preaching on this Sunday?”  “About how 
we should love one another,” Juan Carlos answered. “Haven’t you preached that sermon before?”  
“Yes.”  “Well, then why are you preaching it again?”  

Well, Juan Carlos didn’t know how to answer the Lord.  So, when he got up to preach, he said, 
“Beloved, our message this morning is from 1 John 4:7: ‘let us love another.’” And then he sat down 
and began to pray. After a few minutes, he rose again, and said, “Beloved. Our message this morning 
is ‘Let us love one another!’” and again sat down. By now there was bit of squirming and stirring and 
murmuring in the congregation. So, he got up a third time, repeated this verse, and then he walked 
down out of the pulpit and sat down in the front pew. After a moment, he turned to the man sitting next 
to him, and he said, “Brother, how can I love you today?”  And the man said, “Well brother Ortiz, I am 
from the Northern part of the country, 60 miles away.  And I heard what a great preacher you were. 
So, I saved up some money to buy a bus ticket and come and hear you preach! But now, I guess I 
have to go home, and I’ve used up all my money.”  So, Juan Carlos turned to the other people sitting 
in the pews around them, and said, “Can we help this man get home?” and they immediately took up 
an offering and collected enough for the man to buy a bus ticket home.  

Of course, the whole church was watching this, and pretty soon, everyone was turning to those 
around them and asking, “Brother, sister, how can I love you today?”  And for the next 4 weeks, 
instead of a sermon, when it came to this point in the service, people turned to one another and 
asked, “How can I love you today?”  

After a month, the elders came to Juan Carlos and said, “Brother Ortiz, I think it is time for another 
message.”  And Juan Carlos agreed, so the next Sunday, he stood up in the pulpit and said, 
“Beloved, let us love our neighbors as ourselves” and then he sat down again! And so, for the next 4 
weeks, after the opening part of worship, the church dispersed throughout the neighborhood and 
asked people, “How can I love you today?”  

Obviously, you couldn’t keep this up forever.  Eventually you would need to hear some additional 
content and teaching. But what other options are there for this moment that we call The Proclamation 
of the Word? 

Could the sermon be interactive? Could it be like a Bible Study led by a prepared teacher?  

Could the preacher invite questions and ask for responses and invite discussion?  

Could it simply be a time of testimony – where several people have opportunity to share how they 
have heard or experienced or searched for God during the week? And then maybe the pastor or an 
elder frames those testimonies in the larger context of Scripture?  

Could it be a time of group discernment? The whole congregation reading through, praying through, a 
passage of Scripture together, guided by a competent facilitator with the spiritual gift of discernment, 



 

in a way that led the whole congregation to arrive together at the Word of the Lord for us today?  

Because isn’t that what we’re doing here?  Gathering together to encounter the Word made flesh?  

 

Just before this “sermon,” we read Matthew 12:1-6. Jesus is walking through a grainfield with his 
disciples. The Pharisees, who were the keepers of tradition, the stated clerks of the presbytery, the 
authors of the Book of Order and the Book of Common Worship, say to Jesus, Look, your disciples 
are doing what is not lawful to do on the Sabbath. (Mt. 12:2) And really, they were asking Jesus, 
“What are your doing here? And why aren’t you doing it right? Why aren’t you doing it the way we 
have always done it before?”  Because what’s at stake here, is nothing less than our whole system of 
religion, our whole identity as God’s people, which is symbolized for us in the Temple and the Laws of 
the Temple.  And Jesus said to them, I tell you, something greater than the temple is here.  

That something, of course is Jesus himself, and what he’s saying is, “Don’t miss me because of your 
system of rules and practices and expectations.”   

I believe that Jesus is saying that to us also: that there can be something greater here than just a 
great sermon in a decent and orderly service.  What is really important is that we encounter the living 
Christ when we gather for Sunday worship.   

Everything else we're doing here, is simply for that purpose.   


