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said to me, “Ah domine, you nailed me to 
my seat.”
 In my last three churches I have had 
to start from unbelief. Not an oppositional 
unbelief, but a polite unbelief, innocent-
ly ignorant. It’s an unbelief of good will, 
or why else would they come to church. 
They come to church to see and hear. I 
asked one of my faithful listeners if he 
believed in the historical resurrection, 
and he said “No,” so I asked him how he 
could put up with my preaching, and he 
said, “I wouldn’t go to a church where the 
minister didn’t believe it.”
 In my current context I can’t start from 
the standpoint of knowing what is true, 
and then proving it to unbelief. I start from 
the position of sympathy to unbelief, ac-
knowledging that belief in the God of the 
scriptures can be very hard, and against 
the evidence. And so my tone is one of in-
vitation and appeal. If my invitation has 
any credibility, I think it’s because I have 
started from unbelief. If my appeal has any 
force, it’s because I have put myself through 
the ordeal, I have passed through the cri-
sis, I have undergone the compression and 
expansion, which generates real emotion. 
I have paid a price for every sermon. If my 
sermons have any power it is from how 
much they have cost me in their prepara-
tion. I don’t just mean the two pages of dis-
carded material for every page I keep.
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 In Paul Scott Wilson’s wonderful 
scheme of the four pages of the sermon 
over four days, the first two days are 
“trouble”: trouble in the world and trou-
ble in the text. But I think it’s also true 
that the trouble has to be in the soul, 
including the soul of the preacher. I get 
this from the old German Reformed theo-
logians like Kohlbrugge who emphasized 
that every sermon should be about repen-
tance, meaning repentance in the rich-
est Lutheran and Heidelberg sense. And 
that’s the difference between preaching 
and teaching. That’s what makes preach-
ing prophetic. The question is not just 
whether I have a word from God, but have 
I got a word worth saying, a word of life 
and death?
 To function at this cusp, to walk 
along this edge, to be tuned to this kind 
of crisis every week, is why it’s an ordeal. 
And of course, it is a pleasure and privi-
lege beyond all measure.
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