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MARK FULTON WILLIAMS 
A STUDY MEASURING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF THE HEBRAIC PREACHING 
VOICE AT LEBANON UNITED METHODIST CHRUCH, EASTOVER, SOUTH 
CAROLINA 
Under the direction of PETER RHEA JONES 

In recent years, the "Jewish Jesus" has been a dominant theme within New 

Testament studies. That being said, however, questions about the relationship between 

homiletics and Jesus' Jewish DNA have largely been left "unasked." Hence, this study 

investigates how a more Jewish understanding of Jesus might inform the task of 

preaching. What happens when the study of rabbinics gets put into conversation with the 

study of homiletics? Is there an effective Hebraic style or approach to preaching? These 

are the kinds of questions that drive this thesis project. 

More specifically, this project investigated whether or not the Hebraic preaching 

voice, informed by the rabbis of the classical rabbinic period, was an effective way of 

communicating at Lebanon United Methodist Church in Eastover, South Carolina. I 

sought to measure the effectiveness of the Hebraic preaching voice with a two-part 

methodology. First, I attempted to measure the effectiveness of the Hebraic preaching 

voice with a general survey. Second, I attempted to measure the effectiveness of the 

Hebraic preaching voice by providing an intentional avenue by which my congregation 

could share their reaction, attitude, and feedback toward my own Hebraic style of 

preaching. Overall, I discovered that Hebraic preaching is an effective and timely way of 

communicating. 

vii 



This project was a small-scale, localized Doctor of Ministry study at Lebanon 

United Methodist Church in Eastover, South Carolina. Therefore, the results of this thesis 

project are not necessarily generalizable to the entire Christian community. Because of 

this, I would recommend further studies be done to "test" whether or not the Hebraic 

preaching voice has universal appeal beyond the specific congregation represented in this 

study. In addition, I would also recommend that additional study be done in the area of 

ancient, rabbinic communication, as the insights in this thesis are by no means exhaustive 

in scope. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE HEBRAIC PREACHING VOICE 

During my final year of divinity school, I served a rural church nestled in the 

cornfields of eastern North Carolina. According to legend, nineteenth-century Wesleyan 

preachers on horseback sometimes got lost, establishing Methodist churches in the oddest 

of places. Years ago, homiletics professor Richard Lischer wrote Open Secrets, a memoir 

about his first church in the small town of New Cana, Illinois. Lischer recalled his 

feelings: "In front of the church, the alternating pattern of disked-over cornfields repeated 

itself from one farm to the next as far as the eye could see."11 can relate. 

One of my initial responsibilities at that church in the cornfields was to teach 

Bible study. I had recently completed a course on Paul's letter to the Romans. Eager to 

put my theological education to good use, I chose Romans as the topic for our 

Wednesday night study. The first night of the study, I arrived at the church early, ready to 

pour my newfound knowledge into whoever came. Indeed, nine strangers showed up. We 

introduced ourselves. We prayed. I then turned to an older man named Art and asked, 

"Will you begin reading Romans, chapter one, for us?" The room turned painfully quiet. 

Finally, Barbara broke the silence: "Pastor, few of us here can read." 

Suddenly, my years of higher education and large bag of "ology" words were not 

much help to me. It was an experience I will not soon forget: teaching Bible study 

1 Richard Lischer, Open Secrets (New York: Broadway Books, 2001), 8. 
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without a Bible. And to make matters worse, Romans! Though scary at first, the unique 

study ignited pedagogical creativity and energy. Pushed well outside my comfort zone, I 

found myself telling stories, crafting images, and creating experiences. I left each study 

excited for the next week. Over time, I began to ask: Why does this feel so right? Why am 

I teaching with such enthusiasm? Why is this so meaningful? Perhaps I was 

communicating more like Jesus than I ever had before. I was communicating like a first-

century rabbi, in an oral culture no less. 

I tell this story because it was the beginning of an exciting journey that has shaped 

my faith and preaching in powerful ways. Ever since those days in the Carolina 

cornfields, I have been wrestling with the question: How did Jesus communicate? In 

pursuing this question, I entered (or should I say plunged myself) into the world of 

Second Temple Judaism. I began to hear Jesus as a rabbi: speaking, teaching, and acting 

within a distinctively Jewish and agrarian context. In so doing, I began to bemoan how 

much of Jesus' "Jewishness" has been lost over the centuries. 

Marvin Wilson tells a story that illustrates what he calls the "general 

dejudaization" of the modern Church: 

One day, a piece of children's Sunday School literature came across my desk. It 
was produced by a leading denominational publishing house. Jesus was depicted as a boy 
and shown going up steps leading into a building. Underneath the drawing was this 
caption: 'Jesus was a good Christian boy who went to church every Sunday.' I scarcely 
could believe my eyes! Here were three glaring errors in one sentence: Jesus was 
Christian, not a Jew; he attended church, not a synagogue; and he went on Sunday, not 
the Sabbath. On seeing this, I thought to myself, if this is what's being taught in certain 
church schools among the young, no wonder a problem persists today among many 
Christian adults. Many Christians fail to grasp the Jewishness of Jesus and the Jewish 
background to the New Testament writings.2 

Brad Young, Jesus the Jewish Theologian (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 
1995), xvii. 
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Marvin Wilson's story illumines how forgetful Christians have become of Jesus' 

distinctively Jewish heritage. Indeed, Jesus was a Jew from Nazareth. Jesus lived like a 

Jew, taught like a Jew, worshipped like a Jew, and acted like a Jew. Jesus' words, actions, 

and teaching methods were in keeping with the customs, tradition, and religion of the 

Semitic culture into which Jesus was born. Nevertheless, Christians throughout the 

centuries have often ignored the Jewish roots of Jesus. 

In 1968, German scholar David Flusser embarked on an ambitious scholarly 

undertaking in response to the "dejudaization" of Jesus. Flusser created a biographical 

portrait of Jesus that contextualized Jesus within the setting of first-century Jewish 

thought and life. The culmination of Flusser's efforts resulted in his publishing of an 

important theological book entitled Jesus. (Some years later, the book was revised under 

a different title: The Sage from Galilee.) In this book, Flusser argued that Jesus fully 

grasped the intricate nature of Jewish thinking. Flusser went so far as to claim that even 

Jesus' most radical conclusions would have been unthinkable without the innovations of 

rabbis in the generations before him and the nurturing environment of evolving first-

century Jewish thought.3 Flusser believed that any understanding of Jesus was incomplete 

without an understanding of first-century Jewish ideas and first-century Jewish life. 

Perhaps the following paragraph written by David Flusser communicates the heart of his 

research: 

Many modern theologians increasingly attempt to define the message of Jesus 
over against Judaism. Jesus is said to have taught something quite different, 
something unoriginal, and unacceptable to the other Jews. Even though he gave 
his own personal bent to Jewish ideas, selected from among them, purged and 

3 David Flusser, The Sage from Galilee (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1997), xi. 
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reinterpreted them, I cannot honestly find a single word of Jesus that could 
seriously exacerbate a well-intentioned Jew.4 

Interest in Flusser's prodigious scholarship has not abated with time. In 2005, 

John Gager devoted an article entirely to Flusser's investigation of Christian origins. In 

that article, Gager lamented that when it comes to the English-speaking world of scholars 

who deal with the origins of Christianity, Flusser's work does not receive the attention it 

deserves.5 

Perhaps Flusser's work does not receive the attention it deserves for one of two 

reasons. First, within the Christian Church, there exists a pervading sense of anti-

Semitism. Over the centuries, Christian anti-Semitism has made exploring the Jewish 

roots of Jesus more difficult. In some Christian circles, the mere mentioning of Jesus as a 

Jew is taboo conversation. Within Protestantism, anti-Semitism has deep roots. For 

example, consider the following excerpt from "On the Jews and Their Lies," written by 

Martin Luther: 

What shall we Christians do with this rejected and condemned people, the Jews? I 
shall give you my sincere advice: First, set fire to their synagogues in honor of our 
Lord and of Christendom, so that God might see that we are Christians. I advise 
that their houses also be razed and destroyed. I advise that their prayer books and 
Talmudic writings be taken from them. I advise that their rabbis be forbidden to 
teach. We will believe that our Lord Jesus Christ is truthful when he declares of 
the Jews who did not accept but crucified him: "You are a brood of vipers and 
children of the devil."6 

4 Young, Jesus the Jewish Theologian, 127. 

5 J.G. Gager, "Scholarship as Moral Vision: David Flusser on Jesus, Paul, and the 
Birth of Christianity," Jewish Quarterly Review 95 (Winter 2005): 60-73. 

6 Martin Luther, "On the Jews and Their Lies," in Luther's Works, vol. 47, ed. 
Franklin Sherman, trans, by Martin H. Bertram (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1962), 268. 
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Despite the writings of Luther and others, many Protestant Christians have denounced the 

evils of anti-Semitism, particularly in the aftermath of the Holocaust. The apology of 

Vatican II has done much to bridge Christian and Jewish relations; nevertheless, anti-

Semitism still exists among Christians today. One of the most frequent places where 

Christian anti-Semitism rears its ugly head is within the arena of biblical interpretation. 

Too often, Christians have become overly simplistic in their biblical analysis of Jews and 

the Jewish Law. In his book God in Search of Man, Jewish philosopher Abraham Heschel 

speaks to this issue: 

The Christian message, which in its origins intended to be an affirmation and 
culmination of Judaism, became very early diverted into a repudiation and 
negation of Judaism; obsolescence and abrogation of Jewish faith became 
conviction and doctrine; the new covenant was conceived not as a new phrase or 
disclosure but as an abolition and replacement of the ancient one; theological 
thinking fashioned its terms in a spirit of antithesis to Judaism. Contrast and 
contradiction rather than acknowledgement of roots, relatedness, and 
indebtedness, became the perspective. Judaism a religion of law, Christianity a 
religion of grace; Judaism teaches a God of wrath, Christianity a God of love; 
Judaism a religion of slavish obedience, Christianity the conviction of free men; 
Judaism is particularism, Christianity is universalism; Judaism seeks works 
righteousness, Christianity preaches faith righteousness. The teaching of the old 
covenant a religion of fear, the gospel of the new covenant a religion of love.7 

Heschel's critique is a reminder of the ways in which Christians have unfairly 

"otherized" their Jewish heritage. David Stern, author of the book Restoring the 

Jewishness of the Gospel, echoes Heschel's concerns: "The Church would be wise to re

define who she is in relation to the Jewish people and to the Jewish Law—and then act on 

the consequences of that redefinition."8 

7 Abraham Heschel, God in Search of Man: A Philosophy of Judaism (New York: 
Farrar, 1955), xxxiii. 

David Stern, Restoring the Jewishness of the Gospel (Clarksville: Messianic 
Jewish Publishers), 79. 
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A second reason why the Jewish heritage of Jesus often gets overlooked has to do 

with both the curriculum and faculty of theological seminaries in the Western world. As a 

whole, Western seminaries tend to downplay the Hebraic9 heritage of Jesus. Brad Young, 

a professor of theology at Oral Roberts University, teaches seminary courses in rabbinics. 

In the preface of one of his recent books published in 2007, Young told a personal story 

about why he believes teaching rabbinic thought to those in training for Christian 

ministry is of utmost importance: 

I first encountered rabbinic thought and literature in 1978, as a foreign student at 
the Hebrew University. Taught in modern Hebrew, the class was designed to meet 
the needs of Israeli students. As a Christian from the U.S., I was challenged to 
study ancient Jewish texts from a cultural and religious orientation very different 
than my own. I was shocked to discover that the discipline of New Testament 
studies, as I had so far been introduced to it at that point, for the most part ignored 
rabbinic literature. In fact, most Christians outside the academy do not know that 
such books exist! Even in the area of professional academic research, the 
evidence of rabbinical literature is marginalized. I must admit that I even felt a 
little anger that I had not been afforded the opportunity to study rabbinics in some 
area of my American university training in the Hebrew Bible and the Greek New 
Testament. A biblical studies undergraduate major in most academic programs 
will not be introduced to rabbinic thought and literature, leaving a gaping hole in 
Christian education.10 

Today, the "hole" still exists; however, it isn't quite as gaping as it used to be. Renewed 

interest has recently emerged among scholars regarding Hebraic studies. In 2009, authors 

Ann Spangler and Lois Tverberg together published a book entitled Sitting at the Feet of 

Rabbi Jesus: How the Jewishness of Jesus Can Transform Your Life. In that book, the 

9 Throughout this document, the word "Hebraic" is used as an adjective 
describing the contour of Hebrew thought. The word is used in much the same way 
Thorleif Boman used the word in his book entitled Hebrew Thought Compared with 
Greek (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960). 

10 Brad Young, The Parables: Jewish Interpretation and Christian Tradition 
(Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1998), xvii. 
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authors write: "A growing number of Christian scholars have begun to explore the 

Hebraic roots of Christianity because they realize they have much to learn from their 

Jewish counterparts about the Jewish customs and traditions that have shaped the 

Bible."11 In the same vein as Tverberg and Spangler, Oxford University scholar Ron 

Mosely makes a similar claim: 

Today, scholars agree, on the most basic level, that Jesus was a Jew who was 
born, lived, and died within first century Judaism. His teaching methods, parables, 
proverbs, and symbolic style were characteristic of the Judaism of that day. Since 
both the Old Testament and New Testament are highly Hebraic, with the 
background, writers, culture, religion, traditions, and concepts being Hebrew, any 
analysis should be done from this perspective. Although the assumption exists 
that because the New Testament was largely communicated in Greek, the study of 
its Greek roots should take priority over the Hebrew, contemporary scholars are 
turning with renewed interest to the Hebrew origins.12 

E.P. Sanders and other "third quest" scholars have sparked a renewed interest in Hebraic 

studies, especially when it comes to Jesus studies. Nevertheless, theological schools in 

the West have still yet to fully embrace the Jewishness of Jesus. Perhaps Brad Young put 

it best: "The fact that Jesus was a Jew is seldom questioned today, but its far reaching 

ramifications for the interpretation of his life are routinely passed over."13 

One area of Christian study where the Jewish roots of Jesus get routinely passed 

over is the area of homiletics. For example, an analysis of two of the most influential 

preaching textbooks used in mainline Protestant seminaries reveals a lack of attention 

given to Hebraic ways of communicating. In 2004, homiletics professor Paul Scott 

11 Ann Spangler and Lois Tverberg, Sitting at the Feet of Rabbi Jesus: How the 
Jewishness of Jesus Can Transform Your Faith (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2009), 8. 

12 Ron Moseley, Yeshua: A Guide to the Real Jesus and the Original Church 
(Clarksville: Messianic Jewish Publishers, 1996), xiii. 

13 Young, Jesus the Jewish Theologian, xxxvi. 
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Wilson published an excellent book entitled Preaching and Homiletical Theory. Wilson 

divided the book into three sections: the biblical, theological, and pastoral dimensions 

central to the homiletical task.14 The book reads like an encyclopedia of sorts. Wilson 

captured the various styles, theories, and forms of preachers throughout the centuries. 

However, no attention is given to ancient rabbinical pedagogy, the contour of Hebrew 

thought, or Hebraic ways of communicating during the classical, rabbinic period.15 

Indeed, Preaching and Homiletical Theory is one of the most extensive and detailed 

books written on homiletical theory in the past two decades; however, the book does not 

engage the culture of Second Temple Judaism (516 BCE to 70 CE) —a culture that 

shaped the content and style of Jesus' own communication. In fact, the word "rabbi" does 

not even appear in the index of Wilson's book.16 

Another preaching textbook that has become especially popular in mainline 

Protestant seminaries is Richard Lischer's The Company of Preachers: Wisdom on 

Preaching from Augustine to the Present. In many ways, Lischer's book is similar to 

Wilson's Preaching and Homiletical Theory. In the introduction of his book, Lischer 

writes: "This book makes available to the student fifty or so of the great company of 

14 Paul Scott Wilson, Preaching and Homiletical Theory (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 
2004), 1. 

15 Generally speaking, the classical rabbinic period spans from 200 B.C.E. to 500 
CE. Throughout this document, when I reference rabbis and Hebraic thought, I am 
dealing exclusively with this time period. Though an analysis of contemporary rabbinical 
thought and practice would be an interesting topic to research, it remains beyond the 
scope of this project. 

Wilson, 178-184. 
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voices that constitutes the Church's homiletical tradition."17 Lischer begins with insight 

on preaching from St. Augustine and concludes with insight from contemporary 

homileticians such as Will Willimon. Though the book proves to be insightful, its very 

title suggests that the study of preaching begins in the fourth century (with St. 

Augustine). Much can be learned about preaching from St. Augustine, John Chrysostom, 

Jonathan Edwards, and the like; however, a book that examines the Church's key 

homiletical voices without including a rabbinic voice from the Hebraic culture in the 

centuries surrounding Jesus' life is incomplete. Ironically, the weakness of Lischer's 

book is that the book has missing "company." Lischer's The Company of Preachers does 

not take into consideration voices within the rabbinical tradition that influenced Jesus' 

own proclamation. 

To date, no one has fully investigated (in a systematic way) how a more Jewish 

understanding of Jesus might inform the task of preaching. Questions about the 

relationship between homiletics and the Hebraic roots of Jesus have largely been left 

"unasked."18 The American Academy of Homiletics has long leaned on the wisdom of 

great Western communicators. But what about Eastern communicators? What do 

preachers have to learn from someone like Rabbi Akiva, one of the most creative orators 

in the history of the Jewish faith? What happens when the study of rabbinics gets put into 

conversation with the study of homiletics? Is there an effective Hebraic style or approach 

to preaching? These are the kinds of questions that drive this project. 

Richard Lischer, The Company of Preachers: Wisdom on Preaching from 
Augustine to the Present (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002). 

18 Ray Vander Laan, interview by author, 10 October 2008, Tel Aviv, Israel. 
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I believe that there is such a thing as a Hebraic style of preaching. In fact, I claim 

to embody this style of preaching on Sunday mornings. Hence, as part of this project, I 

will introduce what I have termed "the seven marks of Hebraic preaching." I believe that 

there are essentially seven characteristics or "marks" that subtly differentiate the preacher 

with a Hebraic style. The number seven is not arbitrary. Between 30 B.C. and 10 A.D., 

Rabbi Hillel, one of Judaism's foundational thinkers, developed a series of principles for 

interpreting a sacred text. Hillel's principles for interpretation are clearly evident within 

the vast array of rabbinic literature and rabbinical commentary. Hillel's methodology 

often gets referred to as "Hillel's Seven Principles of Biblical Interpretation."19 My 

"seven marks of Hebraic preaching" are a creative spin-off of Rabbi Hillel's work. In 

other words, just as Hillel introduced seven principles that guide the faithful 

interpretation of a sacred text, I am introducing seven over arching principles that guide a 

faithful, Hebraic style of preaching. These "seven marks of Hebraic preaching" are as 

follows: 

1. Like the rabbis of old, Hebraic preachers dedicate their lives to studying and 
memorizing the biblical text. 

2. In opposition to Plato's dualistic anthropology, Hebraic preachers physically 
live their message before the congregation. 

3. Instead of simply imparting information to hearers, Hebraic preachers create an 
experience of God in their sermons. 

4. Resisting the Western temptation to view salvation as an "escape," Hebraic 
preachers move listeners to act in the present world in which they live. 

5. Unlike Western, Platonic philosophers who often seek to make a sharp 
distinction between the sacred and the secular, Hebraic preachers contextualize 
their message in such a way that honors the ordinary life of the hearer. 

Brad Young, Meet the Rabbis: Rabbinic Thought and the Teachings of Jesus 
(Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 2007), 169. 
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6. As opposed to being exclusively oratory and one-dimensional, Hebraic 
preachers engage the senses of the hearer. 

7. Hebraic preachers reclaim the power of haggadic storytelling. 

These "seven marks of Hebraic preaching" stem from an in-depth synthesis of rabbinic 

wisdom and theology discussed in the next chapter of this project. Most importantly, 

these seven characteristics guide my own modus operandi for preaching. Hence, the 

purpose of this project is to investigate whether or not my Hebraic preaching voice, 

informed by the rabbis of the classical rabbinic period, is an effective way of 

communicating at Lebanon United Methodist Church. 

In order to measure the effectiveness of the Hebraic preaching voice at Lebanon 

United Methodist Church, I distributed and collected a survey during a worship service 

on Sunday, May 15*2011 (see Appendix C). The survey was intentionally designed to 

measure the congregation's attitude toward the Hebraic preaching voice by contrasting 

characteristics commonly associated with Hebraic preaching (the seven marks of Hebraic 

preaching) with characteristics commonly associated with Greek and Western forms of 

preaching and communication. 

In addition to distributing a general survey, I also wanted to make this project 

specifically "personal." Hence, I assembled three sermon focus groups comprised of 

church members, with ten church members in each group. Each of the three sermon focus 

groups shared a similar age demographic. Prior to Sunday, May 22nd 2011,1 met with all 

three sermon focus groups. During our initial meeting together, I gave each person in 

each group a bound folder with eight pages in it. On each page of the folder, I included 

the date, scripture, and title for each of my sermons over an eight-week period, (see 
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Appendix D.) After each sermon, each member of each focus group recorded his or her 

response to the sermon on the appropriate page of the notebook. Specifically, respondents 

answered questions that related to each one of the seven marks of Hebraic preaching (see 

Appendix D). By asking respondents these questions, I was able to measure which of the 

seven marks of Hebraic preaching I do well, and which of the seven marks of Hebraic 

preaching I need to improve. In addition, I met with each one of the three focus groups 

for a follow-up group interview and discussion. The interview and discussion revolved 

around the individual responses in the notebooks. These interviews and discussions 

yielded further feedback in response to my preaching. 

The intention of this project was to address a small-scale, localized Doctor of 

Ministry study of a specific ministry situation at Lebanon United Methodist Church. 

Therefore, the results of this project thesis are not necessarily generalizable to the entire 

Christian community or even to the academy. Moreover, preaching effectiveness is 

difficult to measure. Though I believe my research adequately measured my 

congregation's attitude toward the Hebraic preaching voice, the survey and focus group 

feedback simply could not yield all there is to know about the congregation's attitude 

toward my Hebraic style of preaching. Despite these limitations, however, this project 

proved to be extremely helpful in shaping my future as a preacher. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE JEWISH TENOR OF THE SERMON ON THE MOUNT (MATTHEW 5-7) 

Before preaching was ever Christian, it was Jewish. One of the best Jewish 

sermons we have on record is The Sermon on the Mount, included in multiple gospels: 

Matthew 5-7 and in the corresponding text in Luke 6: 20-49. Christians are sometimes 

fond of referring to the The Sermon on the Mount as "the best sermon ever preached." 

What few Christians recognize, however, is that the The Sermon on the Mount was 

inherently Jewish in its makeup. In 2001, a scholar by the name of Shalom Ben-Chorin 

published a book entitled Brother Jesus: The Nazarene through Jewish Eyes. A 

commanding scholar of the historical Jesus, Ben-Chorin devoted his life to widening 

Jewish-Christian dialogue. In Brother Jesus, Ben-Chorin addressed the Jewish nature of 

Jesus' great sermon. Ben-Chorin argues that the ethical and moral teachings of The 

Sermon on the Mount derive from the deep spirituality of first-century Judaism. For Ben 

Chorin, the "tenor" of The Sermon on the Mount is decidedly Jewish. Notice the 

following excerpt from Ben-Chorin's work which captures the essence of Ben-Chorin's 

argument: 

The Sermon on the Mount, as it is transmitted to us in the Gospel of Matthew (5-
7) and in the corresponding text in Luke (6:20-49) has often been viewed as a 
battle cry—that great 'But I say to you' (Matthew 5:22)—of Christianity against 
Judaism. This view mistakes the tenor and intent of the speech on the mountain. 
We have here a piece of Jewish doctrine that fits organically into the tradition of 
rabbinic Judaism, notwithstanding the fact that certain individual traits of the 

13 
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preacher, Jesus, are visible. He teaches entirely in the manner of Tannaim; he 
espouses his doctrine, but it remains Jewish doctrine from beginning to end.1 

Indeed, the message of The Sermon on the Mount is not understandable except within the 

context of ancient Jewish faith and practice.2 New Testament scholar Hans Dieter Betz 

summed it up this way: "As Jesus was a Jew, all the teachings on The Sermon on the 

Mount are Jewish in theology and cultural outlook."3 Ben-Chorin echoes Betz: "What is 

scattered throughout the Talmud and Midrash is rolled together in the words of Jesus in 

rhapsodic blocks. That is what gives Jesus' words [in The Sermon on the Mount] their 

power."4 

In 2007, Brad Young published a book entitled, Meet the Rabbis: Rabbinic 

Thought and The Teachings of Jesus. Young's book has been widely praised among 

scholars. In this book, Young asks the question: "What does Jesus' Sermon on the 

Mount have in common with the ancient literature of the Jewish rabbis?" Throughout his 

book, Young reveals how Jewish thought clarifies the theology of the Sermon on the 

Mount. Years ago, Pinchas Lapide noted that one could put together a "Jewish Sermon on 

the Mount" without using a single word from Jesus because there are so many compelling 

parallels between rabbinic literature and the gospels."5 In a thoughtful, interesting way, 

Brad Young devoted an entire chapter of his book doing what Lapide said was possible: 

1 Ben-Chorin, Schalom, Brother Jesus: TheNazarene Through Jewish Eyes 
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2001), 51. 

2 Young, Meet the Rabbis, 204. 

3 Hans Betz, The Sermon on the Mount (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995), 1. 

4 Ben-Chorin, 63. 

5 Pinchas Lapide, The Sermon on the Mount (New York: Orbis, 1986), 10. 
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Young put together a "Jewish Sermon on the Mount" without using a single word from 

Jesus. Throughout the chapter in his book, Young charts the ongoing synthesis between 

The Sermon on the Mount and various different pieces of rabbinical literature, including 

the Mishnah, the Talmud, the Midrash, the Ethics of the Fathers, the Avot of Rabbi 

Nathan, the Pesikta of Rab Kahana, and other writings of individual rabbis who taught in 

the years before, during, and after Jesus' death.6 On one side of the page, Young cites 

each passage from the Sermon on the Mount, while on the other side of the page Young 

parallels the Sermon on the Mount with a correlating piece of rabbinical writing that is 

strikingly similar to Jesus' message. Some of the parallels, like the teachings of Hillel, 

date before the time of Jesus, but most of the parallels date later. According to Young, the 

point of his exercise was not to argue who influenced whom (whether the rabbis 

plagiarized the Gospels or Jesus robbed from the rabbis).7 Instead, Young's point was to 

show that the biblical and rabbinical texts connect together: "The rabbinic texts illumine 

the Gospel texts and the Gospel texts provide insight into the original meaning and the 

authentic setting of the rabbinic texts."8 

For example, it is worth noting a few parallels between Jesus' Sermon on the 

Mount and the sayings of two different rabbis: Rabbi Hillel and Rabbi Akiva. Around 20 

B.C.E., Rabbi Hillel became a leading scholar of his day. Hillel's teachings have greatly 

influenced Judaism throughout the generations and have even influenced Christianity. 

Christians remember that Hillel's grandson, Gamaliel, taught the apostle Paul (Acts 

6 Young, Meet the Rabbis, 66-77. 

7 Ibid., 63. 

8 Ibid., 63. 
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22:3). When it comes to the topic of judging others, consider the following commentary 

from Hillel that is well-documented in the Midrash: 

Do not judge your neighbor, until you put yourself in his or her place. With the 
measure that a person measures, it will be measured back to him or her again. Just 
as Samson sinned with his eyes looking at the Philistine woman, so also the 
Philistines put out his eyes making him blind.9 

Now notice the striking similarity between Hillel's commentary in the Midrash and 

Jesus' instruction in The Sermon on the Mount: 

Do not judge, or you too will be judged. For in the same way you judge others, 
you will be judged, and with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.10 

Along similar lines, consider Hillel's commentary on the "Golden Rule" that is well-

documented in the Babylonian Talmud: 

What you do not want someone to do to you, do not do to them. This sums up the 
Torah and the rest is commentary. Now you must go learn it!11 

Again, notice the similarity between Hillel's commentary and Jesus' instruction in The 

Sermon on the Mount: 

In everything, do onto others what you would have them do to you, for this sums 
up the Torah and the prophets.12 

Indeed, an analysis of certain portions of the Sermon on the Mount reveals a striking 

similarity between the words of Rabbi Hillel and Jesus. 

Much like Rabbi Hillel, Rabbi Akiva (first and second centuries C.E.) is 

considered by many to be the outstanding scholar and community leader of his day. 

9 Ibid., 74. 

10 Matt 7:1-2. 

1' Young, Meet the Rabbis, 75. 

12 Matt 7:12. 
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Rabbi Akiva greatly influenced the development of Jewish legal discussion during his 

time and was widely considered a master orator. Though Rabbi Akiva lived and taught in 

the years after Jesus' death, one can see parallels between Akiva's commentary and the 

teaching of Jesus in The Sermon on the Mount. For example, documented in the Mekhilta 

of Rabbi Ishmael, Rabbi Akiva taught: 

"[In Exodus 14:29], the Omnipresent placed before Moses two ways, the way of 
life and the way of death." 

Notice how Akiva's commentary on "the two ways" echoes the very language of Jesus in 

the Sermon on the Mount: 

"Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that 
leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow is 
the way that leads to life, and only a few find it."13 

These examples from the writings of Rabbi Hillel and Rabbi Akiva are just a few 

examples of parallels between rabbinic literature and The Sermon on the Mount. 

Commentary from other rabbis (such as Rabbi Simeon ben Eleazar, Rabbi Yochanan, 

Rabbi Tarfron and others) reveals a similar link between rabbinic literature and The 

Sermon on the Mount. For a further, in depth, analysis of these parallels, I commend to 

the reader Brad Young's Meet the Rabbis: Rabbinic Thought and the Teachings of Jesus. 

The fruit of such an analysis reveals an unmistakable "Jewish tenor"14 to The Sermon on 

the Mount. 

In sum, the "Jewish tenor" of The Sermon on the Mount is a sufficient foundation 

upon which to build an argument that preaching can be studied from a Hebraic point of 

view. The "Jewish tenor" of The Sermon on the Mount begs the question: What insights 

13 Matt 7: 13-14. 

14 Ben-Chorin, 62. 
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can contemporary preachers learn from Jewish rabbis living in the classical, rabbinic 

period? In the upcoming pages, I will investigate seven insights that I have personally 

learned from the Jewish rabbis living in the classical, rabbinic period. When it comes to 

my own preaching, I put these insights into practice. I have termed these seven insights 

"the seven marks of Hebraic preaching." 

1. Like the rabbis of old, Hebraic preachers dedicate their lives to studying and 

memorizing the biblical text. One of the most brilliant and creative rabbis in all of history 

was Rabbi Akiva. Rabbi Akiva lived and taught around 100 C.E. and was considered by 

many scholars to be the outstanding scholar and community leader of his time. Rabbi 

Akiva significantly influenced the development of Jewish legal discussions and also 

captivated the hearts of his listeners with colorful stories and creative Bible 

interpretations.'5 As a poor, unlearned shepherd, Akiva fell in love with Rachel, the 

daughter of a wealthy landowner. Their love story is included in the Talmud. In his book 

entitled Theology in Rabbinic Stories, Chaim Pearl retranslates the love story from the 

Talmud into modern English. Today, the traditional gender roles within the story could 

easily be reversed. Above all else, the story captures the reverence, awe, and respect both 

Rabbi Akiva and his pious wife Rachel had for the study of Torah: 

For the first forty years of his life, the famous rabbi Akiva was totally ignorant, 
and was even illiterate. Akiva worked for many years as a shepherd for one of the 
wealthiest men in Jerusalem. The man has a daughter, Rachel, who fell in love 
with the hard-working and good shepherd. She recognized Akiva's sterling 
character and knew that the only thing which he lacked was a formal education. 
On her initiative, they became secretly betrothed on condition that Akiva leave 
the fields and go to study. Akiva agreed to the condition, and he made his way to 
the academy of Rabbi Eliezer. There he started as a complete beginner, but his 
prodigious labors enabled him to advance. He remained with the great teachers 
for twelve years and became not only an outstanding scholar but also a famous 

5 Young, Meet the Rabbis, 185. 
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teacher with a massive following of disciples. Meanwhile, things were not good 
on the domestic front. In fact, they had been very bad for Rachel for some time. 
When her father learned of her secret betrothal to the ignorant shepherd, he 
expelled her from his house. So Rachel lived in dire poverty and was even taunted 
by her neighbors. But she was firm in her resolve to leave Akiva to concentrate on 
his studies. She was sure that the day would come when he would return. That 
day came. An old man told Rachel that Akiva was back, accompanied by several 
thousand students. When she heard that, Rachel said, "I don't care if he remains 
in the academy for another twelve years. I know that he will still come back to 
me." When Akiva learned of his wife's remark, he said: "She really means that. 
Her own devotion to Torah study is the strongest thing in her life." So he returned 
to his disciples to his own academy and pursued his teaching there for several 
more years. Finally, when he returned to Rachel he was accompanied by no less 
than twenty-four thousand students who were dedicated to him as the great 
teacher of their time. When Rachel saw him at the head of the huge procession, 
she fell to the ground and began to kiss his feet. The attendants of the great rabbi 
were horrified, since they did not know who this strange disheveled woman was. 
They rushed forward to push her away, but Akiva stopped them. "Leave her," he 
said. "Whatever I know and whatever you know we owe only to her.16 

Though this story is specifically about Rachel and Rabbi Akiva's devotion to Torah 

studies, the story could have been said about any rabbi during the classical, rabbinic 

period. Perhaps this story reveals just how serious ancient rabbis were in their devotion to 

studying the scripture. In fact, between 20 B.C.E. to 500 C.E. the vast majority of Jewish 

rabbis believed that study, not prayer, was the highest form of worship.17 In his book, 

Hellenism in Jewish Palestine, Saul Lieberman wrote, "The entire scope of rabbinic 

literature bears testimony to the fact that rabbis knew the Bible by heart."18 Jewish 

historian Shmuel Safrai made a similar comment: 

Torah study was a remarkable feature in Jewish life at the time of the Second 
Temple and during the period following it. It was not restricted to the formal 
setting of schools and synagogue, nor to sages only, but became an integral part of 

Chaim Pearl, Theology in Rabbinic Stories (Peabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 
1997), 31. 

17 Spangler and Tverberg, 6. 

18 Young, Meet the Rabbis, 28. 
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ordinary Jewish life. The sound of Torah learning issuing from houses at night 
was a common phenomenon.19 

In addition, it is worth noting that Rabbi Jesus himself was born into this kind of pious 

Jewish culture. Jesus' Jewish upbringing powerfully shaped his life and preaching in that 

Jesus probably began learning to read and memorize the Torah and much of the Hebrew 

Bible at a very young age.20 

Similarly dedicated to studying and memorizing scripture, Hebraic preachers 

follow in the footsteps of Jesus and his fellow rabbis. Hebraic preachers study scripture 

as a form of worship. They regularly commit scripture to memory. Hebraic preachers 

exegete biblical texts with great care. In the Western world, there is a temptation among 

preachers to bypass their regular study of scripture. Hebraic preachers overcome this 

temptation by developing a habit of study as a spiritual discipline (as it was for the 

rabbis). 

A Hebraic preacher's commitment to the habitual study of scripture is especially 

important at this particular time in the history of the Church. In recent years, a wide 

variety of Christian authors have suggested that the mainline Protestant Church in North 

America now functions within an era best described as "post-Christendom." Broadly 

speaking, the term "post-Christendom" means that the Church no longer finds herself at 

the center of society. In other words, in a post-Christendom world, the steeple is no 

longer a visible, dominant symbol of everyday life. One particular characteristic of a 

post-Christendom world is the erosion of basic, biblical knowledge. For example, in a 

Spangler and Tverberg, 26. 

Ibid., 24. 
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new book entitled Engaging Biblical Authority, scholar William Brown wrote: "More 

recently, the Church has suffered from the rise of biblical illiteracy."21 Truth be told, 

many in the Church today are unfamiliar with God's story. Hebraic preachers combat this 

unfamiliarity by personally devoting their lives to the study of scripture so that they can 

faithfully communicate the story of God to God's people. 

In my own study of Jewish history, one of the most interesting observations I 

have made about the years following the destruction of the temple is this: a fascinating 

parallel exists between Judaism in the first few centuries and the post-Christendom world 

in which I minister today. In the period just following the destruction of the temple, the 

study of Torah was the only thing which could ensure the survival of the Jewish people. 

Ancient Jewish rabbis knew that the future of their people depended on God's story being 

faithfully taught and learned. Jewish scholar and historian Chaim Pearl described this 

critical time period in Jewish history: 

The Jews had lost their independence, their land, their Temple, their priests, and 
their kings. All the former elements of national life had been destroyed. So other 
ways had to be employed to secure the continuity of the Jewish people. The 
covenant of Israel with God and the divine promise of God's redemption had to 
be kept alive. The transformation was from a physical nationalism to a spiritual 
people-hood. Without national independence, the Jews still had to be able to 
breathe the spirit of freedom; without a land of their own they still had to live 
within clearly recognized spiritual boundaries; without a Temple, every Jewish 
home was to become a sanctuary in miniature pervaded by an ambience of 
sanctity. Without a king or an army, the Jewish people were to become 
strengthened by God's spirit and to acknowledge Him as the supreme King of 
Kings. In a period of history when the Roman emperor was venerated as a god 
whose statutes were mounted in all parts of the country, the spiritual resistance of 
the Jews was of course dangerously revolutionary, but it was revolutionary in the 
sense that it created a new kind of Jewish people. How was this transformation 
effected? It needed the teaching of radical new directions in Jewish life. And that 
could only be done by developing and strengthening a daily discipline for the Jew 

William Brown, ed., Engaging Biblical Authority (Louisville: Westminster 
John Knox Press, 2007), ix. 
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which was rooted in Torah teaching, and making it the heritage of every Jew. 
There was nothing quite as important. The rabbis of that age knew what was at 
stake. It was a question of the survival or death of the Jewish religion, and 
therefore of the Jewish people. No other period in Jewish history had to confront 
such a challenge; at least not to the same extent.22 

An interesting comparison can be made between the period in Jewish history following 

the destruction of the temple and the post-Christendom society in which we live. The 

temple lost its place at the center of society. No longer did Jews live in a "Jewish" 

society. Ancient Rabbis responded to their unique historical predicament by re-

emphasizing the power of the Torah. The rabbis dedicated themselves to the study of 

Torah because the Torah gave their people a story and an identity. Of course, this identity 

was especially important in an era when the Jews might have faded out of history had 

they not be held together by the Torah and its law. Scholar Chaim Pearl explains: 

"Without a land of their own and without the Temple as a central and national unifying 

shrine, it was the study of Torah and dedication to its teachings which could serve as a 

unifying bond, creating a religious culture which could take the place of the lost land and 

the temple."23 

In our current day, could not a similar observation be made about Christians in 

North America? In North America, the Church no longer stands at the center of society. 

No longer do Christians live in a "Christian" society. Perhaps Hebraic preachers of the 

Christian gospel stand much to learn from ancient rabbinical wisdom. In an era where the 

identity of the Christian faith seems to be not only "in flux," but also in danger, Hebraic 

preachers understand that scripture is the best place to turn. In sum, Hebraic preachers 

22 Pearl, 32. 

23 Ibid., 36. 
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devote their lives to studying and teaching God's story in the scriptures. The future of the 

Church depends on it. 

2. In opposition to Plato's dualistic anthropology, Hebraic preachers physically 

live their message before the congregation. Among the rabbis who studied and taught in 

Jesus' day, there was only one thing more important than knowledge of scripture: a 

rabbi's moral character. During the classical, rabbinic period, the mission of a rabbi was 

to become a living example of what it means to apply God's Word to one's life.24 When 

considering the pedagogy involved between a rabbi and a disciple, it becomes clear that a 

disciple learns by becoming like his rabbi. Of course, this mentoring relationship involves 

learning the scripture; however, it also involves learning how to live. In their book, 

Sitting at the Feet of Rabbi Jesus, authors Ann Spangler and Lois Tverberg explained the 

relationship between the rabbi and the disciple: "The disciple sought to study the text, not 

only of scripture but of the rabbi's life, for it was there that he would learn how to live 

out the Torah."25 Rabbis in Jesus' day were expected not only to have a vast knowledge 

of the Bible, but to show through their exemplary lives how to live the scripture. A 

disciple's goal was to gain the rabbi's knowledge, but even more importantly, to become 

like him in character.26 The master rabbi was a mentor whose purpose was to raise up 

disciples who would not only memorize his teachings but also live out his teachings in 

practical ways.27 

24 Spangler and Tverberg, 33. 

25 Lois Tverberg and Bruce Okkema, Listening to the Language of the Bible 
(Holland: En-Gedi Research Center, 2004), 33. 

26 Ibid., 125. 

27 Young, Meet the Rabbis, 30-31. 



24 

In a very informative book entitled Aspects of Rabbinic Theology, scholar 

Solomon Shechter wrote: "The Old Rabbis seem to have thought that the true health of 

religion is to have a theology without being aware of it."28 Shechter's point was that the 

ancient rabbis could not easily separate who they were from their theology (what they 

believed). The reason why this seems so odd to Westerners (especially today) is that 

Westerners have been shaped by Plato's philosophy regarding the body and the soul. 

According to Plato' dualistic anthropology, one can have a religion that is not embodied. 

An influential Greek philosopher, Plato introduced the concept of dualism. According to 

Plato's dualistic view of man, the body is a prison for the soul. Scholar Marvin Wilson 

addressed the nature and impact of Plato's dualistic thinking: 

The immortal soul—pure in Spirit—is incarcerated in a defective body of 
crumbling clay. Salvation comes at death, when the soul escapes the body and 
soars heavenward to the invisible realm of the pure and eternal spirit. The 
widespread influence of Plato upon the history of Christian thought can hardly be 
overestimated. One of the most important facts about the history of Christian 
doctrine was that the father of Christian theology, Origen, was a Platonic 
philosopher at the school of Alexandria.29 

The idea that one's faith can be separate from one's body is a distinctively Platonic, 

Western idea. In the Eastern, Hebraic culture of the ancient rabbis, a teacher became what 

he believed. During the classical, rabbinic period, rabbis sought to embody their faith. 

After all, a disembodied faith was no faith at all. 

Following in the footsteps of the ancient rabbis, Hebraic preachers do the same: 

they live what they believe. An embodied witness of the faith is crucial for what it means 

28 Solomon Shechter, Aspects of Rabbinic Theology (New York: Schocken, 1961), 
12. 

Marvin Wilson, Our Father Abraham: Jewish Roots of the Christian Faith 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), 168. 
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to be a Hebraic preacher. Consider, for example, the following spiritual wisdom from 

Dallas Willard, professor of ethics at the University of Southern California: 

As preachers, the people to whom we minister may not recall 99% of what we say 
to them. However, they will never forget the kind of people we are. So the most 
important thing happening at any given moment, in the midst of all our ministerial 
duties, is the kind of people we're becoming.30 

Fred Craddock made a similar observation. Craddock wrote, "There is something 

nonsensical about the truth in the mouth of the one whose life has no evidence of 

participation in that truth. The way to understand and to communicate the Christian faith 

is through disciplined participation in that faith."31 

Hebraic preachers combat Platonic dualism by passionately embodying their faith 

in the Triune God. The twenty-first century churchgoer yearns to see the gospel 

embodied in the life of the preacher. After all, one of the characteristics sociologists are 

learning about the culture in which I pastor is that the culture has a strong distrust of 

authority.32 In a culture skeptical of authority, particularly pastoral authority, Hebraic 

preachers advance the kingdom of God by living a faith that is bodily, visible, and alive! 

3. Instead of simply imparting information to hearers, Hebraic preachers create 

an experience of God in their sermons. When English speakers use the verb "to know," 

they think about a mental grasp of facts. In Hebrew, however, the word "yadah," 

(meaning "to know") is much broader in scope. In the Hebrew mind, "to know" is not 

simply about knowing information; rather, the Hebrew idea of Yadah stresses knowing 

30 Dallas Willard, The Great Omission (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 2006), 
124. 

31 Fred Craddock, Overhearing the Gospel (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2002), 39. 

32 Rex Miller, The Millennium Matrix: Reclaiming the Past, Reframing the Future 
of the Church (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass), 2004. 
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from experience and relationship, and acting on that knowledge. Westerners often believe 

that "to know God" is to prove God's existence and to establish a systematic, theological 

model to explain God's nature. Brad Young explains: 

For the Western mind, theology is the study of God or the contemplation of divine 
things. It is a science of the divine which often endeavors to find coherence and 
unity in the vast spectrum of our religious belief systems. The paths to the 
divinely revealed truths are diverse and complex. Natural theology, practical 
theology, dogmatic theology, historical theology, systematic theology, liberation 
theology, feminist theology, and process theology—these are but a few 
approaches. While the authority of Jesus is earnestly sought to authenticate these 
theological systems, the quest for the authentic theology of Jesus becomes the 
inconsequential prop that supports an enormous edifice.33 

Unlike many Western theologians, ancient rabbis in Jesus' day did not seek to know God 

in any systematic sense. In fact, for a rabbi to be called a theologian would have been an 

insult.34 So when it comes to rabbinical theology, it's better to talk about a rabbi's 

"experience of God" or a rabbi's "relationship with God" as opposed to a rabbi's 

"theology of God." For the rabbis who taught during the classical, rabbinic period, faith 

was not so much an idea to be contemplated as it was an experience to be lived.35 What 

some Westerner observers would call "theology" among the rabbis, rabbis would view 

more as a creative process. My favorite definition of rabbinic theology comes from a 

book entitled The Rabbinic Mind, by Max Kadushin. Kadushin defines rabbinic theology 

as "the spontaneous eruption of interconnected ideas flowing out of a dialectic discussion 

of God, his world, and human response to the divine initiative."36 

33 Young, Jesus the Jewish Theologian, 270. 

34 Ibid., 271. 

35 Marvin Wilson, Our Father Abraham: Jewish Roots of the Christian Faith 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdman's, 1989), 136. 

36 Max Kadushim, The Rabbinic Mind (New York: Bloch, 1972), 271. 
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Perhaps the best way to explain the contour of Hebraic, rabbinical thought is to 

examine the Hebrew language itself. The action or experience-centered life-style of the 

Hebrew people is reflected in the way the Hebrews structured their sentences. Whereas 

the English language usually places the noun or subject first in the clause followed by the 

verb, the narrative of biblical Hebrew has the order in reverse. For example, in the 

English language we would say: The king judged. The Hebrews would say: He judged 

(namely) the King. Scholars call this Hebrew habit "the priority of the verb."37 This 

Hebrew language structure is indicative of who the Hebrews were. They were a "doing 

first" people who learned of God through their experience of God.38 

Nowhere is this more apparent than in the person of Rabbi Jesus, whose aim in 

proclamation was not to impart information but rather to create an experience of God. 

Consider, for example, the following insight on rabbinical pedagogy from Dallas 

Willard's The Divine Conspiracy: 

We must recognize, first of all, that the aim of the popular teacher in Jesus' time 
was not to impart information, but to make a significant change in the lives of his 
hearers. Of course, that may require an information transfer, but it is a particularly 
modern (western) notion that the aim of teaching is to bring people to know things 
that may have no effect at all on their lives. Thus, if today we were invited to hear 
the Sermon on the Mount, we would show up with notebooks, pens, and tape 
recorders. But the situation of teacher/learner was really so different in Jesus' day 
that we can hardly picture it ourselves. Writing was not all that uncommon, but it 
was not simply an option for someone to "get" what a teacher was saying. It is 
simply a fact that no value was placed on mere "information" as we know it today. 
Trivial pursuit certainly never would have caught on as a game back then.39 

Robert Lindsey, Jesus, Rabbi, and Lord: The Hebrew Story of Jesus Behind 
Our Gospels (Oak Creek: Cornerstone Publishing, 1990), 19. 

38 Ibid., 136. 

39 Dallas Willard, The Divine Conspiracy (San Francisco: Harper Collins, 1997), 
112-113. 
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Unlike the ancient Jewish rabbis of old, many teachers and preachers today understand 

their role as "transferors" of information. After all, the transfer of information rests at the 

heart of Western education. Willard continues: 

In our day, learners usually think of themselves as containers of some sort, with a 
purely passive space to be filled by the information a teacher possesses and 
wishes to transfer—the "from the jug to the mug model." The teacher is to fill in 
the empty parts of the receptacle with the information that may or may not later 
make some difference to the life of one who has it. The teacher must get the 
information into them.40 

The problem with this Western model of pedagogy is that preachers in the Western world 

have too often understood the purpose of the preaching task to be similar: to convey 

information to the hearer. For example, homiletics professor Paul Scott Wilson lamented 

the ways in which this is still the case: 

In many churches the sermon is conceived as primarily information rather than 
transformation or formation, and its purpose is to be received, understood, 
accepted, and remembered. The preacher's role is simply that of a teacher or 
lecturer imparting knowledge.41 

Hebraic preaching offers an alternative to classic Greek and Western pedagogy. 

Instead of simply imparting information, Hebraic preachers preach in a way that 

transforms listeners into participants. In other words, to preach hebraically is not so much 

to get people to learn about a theological idea or a system of theological ideas. To preach 

hebraically is to invite people into a relational experience of God. In fact, I wonder if 

Kadushin's definition of rabbinic theology could also serve as a great definition of 

Hebraic preaching as well: Hebraic preaching is "the spontaneous eruption of 

w Ibid., 112. 

41 Paul Scott Wilson, Preaching and Homiletical Theory, 66. 
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interconnected ideas flowing out of a dialectic discussion of God, his world, and human 

response to the divine initiative."42 

4. Resisting the Western temptation to view salvation as an "escape, " Hebraic 

preachers move listeners to act in the present world in which they live. The Western 

world has long understood faith as a matter of "otherworldliness." Marvin Wilson 

explains how a person's spirituality can often become detached from the world in which 

he or she lives: 

In popular religious terminology, to be 'spiritual' has usually connoted the idea of 
otherworldly piety. We have been taught that a 'spiritual' person is one whose 
inner eyes are cast heavenward in prayer and contemplation, focusing on the joys 
of the life to come. To be 'spiritual' implies that one is life-denying; it suggests 
continuing with one's heavenly Creator by focusing on the joys of the life to 
come. To be 'spiritual' implies that one is life-denying; it suggests continuing 
with one's heavenly Creator by focusing upon the invisible realities and eternal 
mysteries of God's holiness. To live 'spiritually' is often thought of in terms of 
passive detachment from this world, the transcending of the self to a higher, 
sublime, more exalted world. A 'spiritual' person is really consumed with one 
agenda: to win souls for the kingdom of heaven. All other activity, such as that 
which seeks to address the physical, material, and social needs of this world, is 
inferior and lacking in priority.43 

One baleful consequence of this kind of "otherworldly" thinking is the notion that 

salvation is to be understood as a mere escape: that once we die, our Christian beliefs will 

finally "kick-in." Author John Ortberg pokes fun at this Western way of thinking about 

faith: 

A Sunday school teacher wondered if her class understood the gospel, so she 
asked them: "If I sold my house and car, had a big garage sale, and gave all my 
money to the church, would that get me into heaven?" 
"No!" the children shouted. 
"If I cleaned the church every day, mowed the yard, and kept everything neat and 
tidy, would that get me into heaven?" 

42Kadushim,271. 

43 Marvin Wilson, 174. 
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"No!" the children shouted. 
"If I was kind to animals and gave candy to all the children and loved my 
husband, would that get me into heaven?" 
"No!" the children shouted. 
"Then how can I get into heaven?" 
"A five year old boy shouted out, 'You gotta be dead!'"44 

Truth be told, in the Western world, Christians of all ages have found it relatively easy to 

focus on the future joys of the heavenly world to come. For example, church hymnals are 

filled with words that express a present desire to be removed or to escape quickly from 

the dreadful world of earth. Consider the following lines from hymns included in many 

mainline, Protestant hymnbooks: "This world is not my home; I'm just a-passin' 

through;" or "Some glad morning when this life is over, I'll fly away;" or "When all my 

labors and trials are over and I'm safe on the beautiful shore." To any rabbi living in the 

classical, rabbinic period, this kind of language would be unrealistic and irresponsible, a 

cop out—seeking to abandon the present, material world, while focusing on the joys of 

the "truly" spiritual world to come. The rabbis (and the Hebrew people of old) did not 

primarily view salvation as deliverance from their present world. Their commitment was 

not to escape their current life but to know God's power and presence in the here and 

now, which could transform both their lives and their society. The essence of spirituality 

in the Hebraic mind is to know the dynamic presence and the quickening power of God at 

work on earth in daily life and activities. 45 

For the ancient rabbis of old, the idea that you could believe in something without 

doing it would be ludicrous. As Jewish philosopher Abraham Heschel once wrote, "For 

44 John Ortberg, God is Closer Than You Think (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2005), 
158. 

45 Marvin Wilson, 169. 
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the Hebrew people, faith required a leap of action rather than a leap of thought. Marvin 

Wilson further explains the contour of action-oriented Hebrew thought: 

Laziness, inertia, or passivity were hardly marks of the Hebrew lifestyle; rather, the 
Hebrews were mainly a doing and a feeling people. This influenced how the 
Hebrews viewed God. For the Hebrew, God is not understood philosophically, but 
functionally. He acts. The Hebrews primarily thought of him pictorially, in terms of 
personality and activity, not in terms of a pure being in any static sense. For 
example, to express the divine attribute of love, the Hebrews would normally think 
in terms of a loving God (i.e. a God who loves) rather than God is love.47 

Simply put, the Hebrew people had an active faith in an active God. "To believe" was 

never a matter of the head; rather, faith demanded movement. 

Nowhere is this more apparent than in Jesus' teaching about the kingdom of 

heaven. Authors Ann Spangler and Lois Tverberg write: 

If we think the "kingdom of heaven" is simply about Christ's second coming or 
about going to heaven when we die, we'll be tempted to become passive and 
complacent. But if Jesus' kingdom is a living, dynamic reality—a reality that is 
right now steadily advancing against the kingdom of darkness—that's a different 
story.48 

When it comes to the kingdom of heaven, Western readers of scripture, in all of their 

"otherworldliness," often misinterpret Jesus' claim about the kingdom. Perhaps modern 

Western readers of the gospel find Jesus' words confusing precisely because Jesus' way 

of talking about the kingdom was so thoroughly Jewish. Jesus taught that it was entirely 

possible to experience the kingdom of God in the here and now. For Jesus, the kingdom 

of God was not "otherworldly;" the kingdom of God was a living, dynamic reality. Jesus 

45 Ibid., 285. 

47 Ibid., 146. 

48 Spangler and Tverberg, 195. 
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taught that the kingdom of God is not just something you experience whenever you die; 

it's something you can participate in right now. Rob Bell explains: 

When Jesus was talking about heaven, he was talking about our present eternal, 
intense, real experiences of joy, peace, and love in this life, this side of death and 
the age to come. Heaven for Jesus wasn't just "someday;" it was a present 
reality.49 

Understanding the kingdom of God to be a present and penetrating force in the 

world, Hebraic preachers do just that: they encourage hearers to participate actively in the 

kingdom of God right now. Fred Craddock bemoans preaching that leaves people 

unmoved: "It is quite often the case that a listener will agree rationally with a position 

presented with no evidence of modified behavior."50 Hebraic preaching, however, 

demands movement. The movement that Hebraic preachers demand is not unlike the 

movement described in William Hull's book, Strategic Preaching. One could summarize 

Hull's theology of preaching in one word: movement. For example, Hull writes: "The 

primary purpose of strategic preaching is to set a congregation in motion toward its 

intended goal."51 Hull continues: 

Instead of leaving the people with a great idea or a great feeling, leave them with a 
great resolve: the courage to move beyond the status quo, the commitment to 
embody the claims of the gospel, in the life of the believing community, and the 
confidence that God will be faithful to his promises as they venture forth in faith.52 

4* Rob Bell, Love Wins (New York: Harper Collins, 2011), 59. 

50 Craddock, Overhearing the Gospel, 114. 

51 William Hull, Strategic Preaching (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 2006), 30. 

52 Ibid., 82. 
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In essence, what Hull advocates is active participation in the kingdom of God on earth. 

Indeed, Hull's approach to preaching is, in many ways, Hebraic. For in the Hebrew mind, 

faith is more than a theory; it is wed to a life of service.53 

5. Unlike Western, Platonic philosophers who often seek to make a sharp 

distinction between the sacred and the secular, Hebraic preachers contextualize their 

message in such a way that honors the ordinary life of the hearer. Thanks to Plato and 

other Greek thinkers and philosophers, Western Christians for many centuries 

instinctively engaged in a dualistic kind of thinking. The philosophical concept of 

dualism first originated in Plato's Phaedo. In Phaedo, Plato argued that there are two 

worlds: the visible, material world and the invisible, spiritual world.54 For Plato, the 

invisible or phenomenal world is in tension with the visible or conceptual world. In 

Platonism, a sharp distinction is made between the sacred and the secular. Moreover, 

because it is imperfect and a source of evil, the secular world in Platonism is often 

viewed as inferior to the spiritual.55 This Platonic philosophy that distinguishes the sacred 

from the secular has had a major impact on Christianity in the West. Westerners who 

have been influenced by Platonism tend to focus their attention on a spiritual world that is 

not immediately tangible. While the spiritual world remains a consistent focal point of 

Western theology and preaching, the secular world too often gets ignored. One criticism 

of Platonic, Western theology is that it tends to separate the spiritual and the sacred 

53 Marvin Wilson, 184. 

54 Plato, Phaedo, trans. David Gallop (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996). 

55 Marvin Wilson, 168. 
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worlds in a way that runs contrary to the teaching of the rabbis during the classical, 

rabbinic period, as well as to Jesus' own teaching. 

In the Hebrew world of an ancient rabbi, everything was theological. All of life was 

sacred. In Jesus' day, rabbis made no distinction between the sacred and secular areas of 

life.56 In fact, the Platonic notion that the spiritual world and sacred world are two 

separate entities would not have made sense to a rabbi, much less to the Hebrew people. 

It especially would not have made sense to Jesus. Like other first-century rabbis, Jesus 

contextualized his message. Biblical scholar Pinchas Lapide explains: 

Jesus was certainly no theologian in any Western sense of the word, because he was 
a Jew. Like the prophets before him, Jesus gave concrete biblical answers to the 
questions of daily life—poverty, payment of taxes, feuding between relatives or 
colleagues, and daily subsistence.57 

Theologian Dallas Willard echoes Lapide: "Jesus taught contextually and concretely, 

from his immediate surroundings, if possible, or at least from events of ordinary life."58 

Indeed, Jesus did not avoid talking about everyday life in order to keep his message 

sacred. Instead, Jesus understood that effective communication happens when sacred 

matters and matters pertaining to ordinary life are merged together. 

Nowhere does this idea become more evident than in the rabbinic tradition of the 

parables. The parables take the abstract world of spiritual values and enable the audience 

to visualize them in concrete terms.59 The Hebrew parable, mashal, defines the unknown 

by using what is known. Like other rabbis who taught during his lifetime, Jesus used 

56 Ibid., 156. 

57 Ibid., 152. 

58 Willard, The Divine Conspiracy, 107. 

59 Young, The Parables, 15. 
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illustrations from everyday life in an effort to do just that: to define the unknown by using 

what is known. In his book entitled The Parables: Jewish Tradition and Christian 

Interpretation, Brad Young comments on this precise issue: 

Jesus and the rabbis of old taught about God by using concrete illustrations that 
reach the heart through the imagination. They challenged the mind on the highest 
intellectual level by using simple stories that made common sense out of the 
complexities of religious faith and human experience. On the one hand, in finite 
terms God is beyond human comprehension, but on the other, his infinite majesty 
may be captured in vivid stories of daily life.60 

Parables are filled with the likeness of God in metaphoric language describing everyday 

life. The parables told by both Jesus and Israel's rabbis were always related to their 

original context. Like the other rabbis of his time, Jesus understood the language and 

culture of the people to whom he told his parables. In many ways, this is what made 

Jesus' teaching so effective. 

Taking their cues from the parabolic tradition of Jesus and his fellow rabbis, 

Hebraic preachers never underestimate the value of a contextual sermon. For example, in 

her book entitled Preaching as Local Theology and Folk Art, Leanora Tubbs Tisdale 

discussed the need for "greater contextuality"61 in preaching. In so doing, Tisdale 

references Jesus' ancient, Hebraic roots: 

Indeed, in calling preachers toward greater contextuality in proclamation we are not 
advocating a new agenda for proclamation. Rather, we are calling for a return to 
Christian preaching's most ancient practices: a return to the spirit of Jesus whose 
own proclamation of God's reign was marked by its fittingness for farmers and 
fishermen, for servants and landowners, for Pharisees and tax collectors.62 

Leanora Tisdale, Preaching as Local Theology and Folk Art (Minneapolis: 
Augsburg Fortress, 1997), 33. 

62 Ibid., 33. 
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Along the same lines as Tisdale, German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer expressed a 

similar need for preachers to take their context seriously: 

A word can only be authoritatively and convincingly spoken to me when it springs 
from the deepest knowledge and strikes me here and now in the total reality of my 
human existence. Any other kind of word is powerless. Hence the church's message 
to the world, if it is to be authoritative and convincing, must be declared with the 
deepest knowledge of the world's life and must concern the world in the full scope 
of its present reality.63 

Hebraic preachers do not ignore the world in which they live deeming it unsacred; 

instead, Hebraic preachers use the common language of their world and common 

everyday stories from their world to talk about the presence and power of God. Leanora 

Tubbs Tisdale advocates an approach to preaching that does just that: 

One of the most consistent complaints that I hear from lay persons about preaching 
is that sermons are "over our heads." By contrast, the people who talk favorably 
about their preachers often point to their ability to bring the gospel "down to earth" 
and to communicate it in a way that is clear, appropriately humorous, easy to 
follow, and interesting. Preaching as folk art encourages pastors to employ more 
"folk speech"—the ordinary, everyday, language of local congregations—in their 
proclamation. The more the preacher can interpret Scripture and its symbols within 
the particular language of the congregational subculture—employing its peculiar 
idioms, turns of phrase, colloquialisms, and proverbial sayings—the more down to 
earth the sermon will seem to a local community.64 

I think it is quite telling that Tisdale uses the phrase "down to earth" to talk about the 

right kind of language to use in a sermon. The reason why Tisdale's choice of words is so 

significant is because "down to earth" language was precisely how ancient rabbis 

communicated. As Marvin Wilson once wrote, "The Hebrew way of communicating 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, quoted in Heinrich Ott, Theology and Preaching 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1965), 12. 

Tisdale, 127. 
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involves an earthiness that offends western tastes; much of the Bible comes from Hebraic 

terminology rooted in the experiences of everyday life."65 

6. As opposed to being exclusively oratory and one-dimensional, Hebraic 

preachers engage the senses of the hearer. Those who study the Hebrew language will 

tell you that it has few abstract terms. Therefore, it should come as no surprise that the 

Hebrew language is commonly referred to as "a language of the senses."66 Hebrew words 

express concrete or material things and movements or actions which strike the senses or 

start the emotions; hence, scripture contains many "Hebraisms" in which abstract 

thoughts or immaterial conceptions are conveyed through material or physical 

terminology.67 For example, in Hebrew "to look" is "to lift up one's eyes" (Genesis 

22:4), to be angry is "to burn in one's nostrils" (Exodus 4:14), "to disclose something to 

another" is "to unstop someone's ears" (Ruth 4:4), "to not have compassion" is "hard-

heartedness" (1 Samuel 6:6), and "to be stubborn" is "to be stiff-necked" (2 Chronicles 

30:8). The original language of the Hebrew people was a gritty, contextual language. 

Even when talking about something immaterial or in the abstract, the Hebrews used a 

concrete style of language that appealed directly to the senses. In many ways, the Hebrew 

language epitomizes Hebrew thinking as a whole. Both the Hebrew language and the 

Hebrew way of thinking are more relational and tangible than they are systematic and 

philosophical. Brad Young explains: "The Eastern mind tends to view God through the 

Marvin Wilson, 146. 

Ibid., 137. 

Ibid., 137. 
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emotions of human personality and individual experience. God is viewed through the lens 

of metaphors and parables of real life which make the abstract concepts more concrete."68 

One of the ways ancient rabbis made abstract concepts more concrete is by 

appealing to the senses of their students. The rabbis were always making creative use of 

their surroundings. Whether indoors or out, ancient rabbis employed concrete things 

(flowers, trees, birds, fish, water, and bread) to express theological concepts.69 Rabbis 

readily pointed out truth revealed in a bird, a flower, a lake, a beggar, a leper, a tax 

collector. Rabbis consistently looked for ways to apply the Torah to specific situations in 

an effort to show their students how to live the way Jahweh wanted.70 Rabbinic literature 

records that rabbis taught while seated. Their classrooms often were an orchard, vineyard, 

or portico of the Temple.71 These open-air classrooms provided subject material and 

excellent illustrations for their lessons.72 

For example, consider the teachings of Jesus himself. Jesus' parable of the net 

(Matthew 13: 47-50) may well have been told along the shore of the Sea of Galilee while 

fisherman emptied their nets. The parable of the Sower (Matthew 13: 3-9) may have been 

told while a farmer was sowing seed. The illustration of the tares among the wheat 

(Matthew 13: 24-30) may have been given while the farmers were burning the chaff. In 

the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus tells his audience to look at the birds of the air and 

68 Young, Meet the Rabbis, 31. 

69 Ray Vander Laan, Echoes of His Presence: Stories of the Messiah from the 
People of His Day (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 2. 

70 Ibid., 57. 

71 Young, Meet the Rabbis, 32. 

72 Ibid., 32. 
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consider the lilies of the field (Matthew 6: 25-34). I suspect both were readily visible 

when Jesus made this remark. Like other rabbis, Jesus knew that masterful 

communication often hinges on the use of images familiar to one's audience.73 Jesus 

talked about rocks, trees, vines, and sheep. A reading of the gospel reveals that Jesus 

typically used the physical language of the people to describe even the most complex of 

subjects. This was because Jesus was a Jew and familiar with the Hebraic way of 

explaining things—using common language that appealed to people's senses. 

Hebraic preachers, taking their cues from the classical rabbis of old (including 

Jesus himself), make use of their surroundings in order to appeal to the senses of their 

hearers. Often times, this may include an object lesson. No Hebraic preacher is strictly 

one dimensional in his or her preaching. 

7. Hebraic preachers reclaim the power ofhaggadic storytelling. Rabbinic 

literature is divided into two parts: halakah and haggadah. Halakah describes Jewish 

literature pertaining to legal discussion and decisions, while haggadah pertains to 

storytelling.74 The Hebrew word "haggadah" comes from the root "to tell" or "to relate." 

The parables that Jesus told, for example, are best interpreted when couched in the genre 

of Jewish haggadah. The haggadah of the classical rabbinic period is found in two main 

sources: the Talmud and the Midrash. The Talmud is the great corpus of rabbinic 

discussion and codification which covers the period 200 B.C.E. until 500 C.E. Midrash, 

simply defined, is rabbinic explanation or commentary on the biblical text. Midrashim 

date from as early as 400 B.C.E. up to the Middle Ages. In 1997, Rabbi Chaim Pearl 

73 Vander Laan, 58. 

74 Pearl, 1. 
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wrote an excellent book on haggadah. In his book entitled Theology in Rabbinic Stories, 

Pearl compiled together (by topic) and translated into modern English some of the best 

rabbinical stories within the genre of Jewish haggadah. In the introduction of his book, 

Pearl argued that in the classical rabbinic period (200 B.C.E. to 500 C.E.) a rabbi's chief 

purpose for engaging in haggadah was "to make the law more sensitive to the human 

situation."75 

If there ever were such a thing as "Jewish homiletics," I sense that the haggadic 

literature of the classical rabbinical period would be foundational. Brad Young discussed 

the value ancient rabbis placed on the importance of haggadah in their teaching: 

Often designed to be entertaining or even captivating, the haggadah proclaims a 
powerful message that usually demands a decision. A good story can drive home 
the point better than a sermon. Often an earthy illustration says so much more than 
a lofty homily. But haggadah is more than entertaining stories because it serves a 
higher purpose, centering on God's way among people whom he loves. After all, 
the focus of haggadah is to understand the divine nature. Haggadah inspires the 
people. Haggadah captures the heart through the imagination. It reaches out and 
takes hold of the spiritual qualities of the human heart. It reveals God's presence in 
personal experience. The intellect grasps the meaning of the biblical text, but 
haggadah penetrates the heart.76 

Rabbi Akiva, for example, was fond of saying that if you aim for the heart of a student 

with meaningful haggadah, the head will follow. For rabbis who taught during the 

classical, rabbinical period, storytelling proved to be a crucial part of their pedagogy. 

In the spirit of ancient haggadah, Hebraic preachers reclaim the power of 

storytelling. One particular temptation that rears its ugly head among preachers in the 

Western world is "propositionalism." Propositionalism occurs when one defines faith in 

terms of formulations and affirmations you can tie down rather than living relationships 

75 Ibid., 3. 

76 Young, The Parables, 8. 
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and lifelong encounters you can trust.77 In his recent book entitled So Beautiful, Leonard 

Sweet, professor at Drew University Divinity School, bemoaned propositional preaching: 

The Christian heresy known as the "enlightenment" has hoisted us on our 
propositional petard. Christians are reaping what we have sowed since the 
enlightenment, when Christianity refrained the faith as something that can be 
conceptually argued and proved as a hypothesis. Propositional Christianity has 
provided most of the powder shot for the antichurch brigade.78 

Hebraic preachers avoid propositionalism by telling rich, meaningful stories that move 

the listener into a deeper and fuller experience of God. In the words of an old Jewish 

saying: What is truer than truth itself? The story. 

77 Leonard Sweet, So Beautiful (Colorado Springs: David Cook, 2009), 128. 

78 Ibid., 129. 



CHAPTER THREE 

MEASURING THE HEBRAIC PREACHING VOICE 

The "seven marks of Hebraic preaching" are unique in that each mark is rooted 

within classical rabbinic tradition (200 B.C.E. - 500 C.E.). In many ways, "the seven 

marks of Hebraic preaching" are ancient. But are they irrelevant? Are "the seven marks 

of Hebraic preaching" pertinent to the twenty-first century preacher? Is the Hebraic 

preaching voice (defined by these seven characteristics) an effective way of 

communicating in the twenty-first century church? Could "the seven marks of Hebraic 

preaching" be helpful in guiding the twenty-first century preacher? 

In an effort to answer these questions, I attempted to measure the effectiveness of 

the Hebraic preaching voice. Specifically, I focused on measuring the effectiveness of the 

Hebraic preaching voice in my own ministry setting: Lebanon United Methodist Church 

in Eastover, South Carolina. I approached the difficult and subjective task of measuring 

the effectiveness of the Hebraic preaching voice with a two-part methodology. First, I 

attempted to measure the effectiveness of the Hebraic preaching voice with a general 

survey. Second, I attempted to measure the effectiveness of the Hebraic preaching voice 

by providing an intentional avenue by which my congregation could share their reaction, 

attitude, and feedback toward my own Hebraic style of preaching over a period of eight 

weeks. My hope was that this two-part research methodology would yield insight into the 

effectiveness of the Hebraic preaching voice. Both of these research instruments deserve 

further explanation and analysis. 
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On Sunday, May 15th 2011,1 planned to distribute and collect a general survey 

during a Sunday morning worship service at Lebanon United Methodist Church. I chose 

this date because it was "Graduation Sunday" at Lebanon UMC; hence, I anticipated a 

better-than-usual worship attendance this day. The initial section of the general survey 

included six basic demographic questions, (see Appendix C) Those six basic 

demographic questions were as follows: 1) How old are you? 2) What is your gender? 3) 

Do you have children? 4) How long have you been attending worship at Lebanon United 

Methodist Church? 5) How long have you been a Christian? 6) What best describes your 

education level? After asking these six preliminary demographic questions, the survey 

addressed the specific subject matter of this project: the effectiveness of the Hebraic 

preaching voice at Lebanon United Methodist Church. The main body of the survey 

(which included 55 statements) was intentionally designed to measure my congregation's 

attitude toward the Hebraic preaching voice by contrasting characteristics commonly 

associated with Hebraic preaching (each of the seven marks of Hebraic preaching) with 

characteristics commonly associated with Greek and Western forms of preaching and 

communication (See Appendix C). 

For instance, consider the following example. Statement eighteen of the general 

survey reads: "Hearing a sermon ought to be an experience." Statement nineteen of the 

general survey reads: "Hearing a sermon ought to be a learning event." I designed these 

two statements with the third mark of Hebraic preaching in mind. (The third mark of 

Hebraic preaching is as follows: Instead of simply imparting information to their hearers, 

Hebraic preachers create an experience of God in their sermons.) In responding to both 
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statement eighteen and statement nineteen, a survey participant was forced to share, in 

part, his or her attitude toward a certain element of Hebraic preaching. 

Or consider yet another example, statement forty-four of the general survey reads: 

"When listening to a sermon, I respond best when my mind is stimulated." Statement 

forty-five of the general survey reads: "When listening to a sermon, I respond best when 

my senses are stimulated." I designed these two questions with the sixth mark of Hebraic 

preaching in mind (The sixth mark of Hebraic preaching is as follows: Opposed to be 

exclusively oratory and one dimensional, Hebraic preachers engage the senses of the 

hearer). Once again, in responding to both statement forty-four and statement forty-five, a 

survey participant was forced to share, in part, his or her attitude toward a certain element 

of Hebraic preaching. 

These two examples illumine the thought process behind the entire survey. Each 

question (or set of questions) demanded that the survey participant lean more or less 

favorably toward one of the seven marks of Hebraic preaching. In order to measure 

quantitatively this "leaning," I made use of Likert Scales. In 1932, Psychologist Rensis 

Likert was credited for developing a bridge between the elaborate scaling techniques 

developed by psychosocial psychologists for measuring subjective phenomena and the 

practical requirements of applied social survey research.1 Today, Likert's "bridge" is 

commonly referred to as a Likert Scale. Simply put, Likert scales measure attitude. I 

made use of Likert Scales in this project because I wanted to investigate my 

congregation's attitude toward the Hebraic preaching voice. 

1 Floyd Fowler, Survey Research Methods (Los Angeles: Sage Publications, 
2009), 5. 
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That being said, however, there are many different kinds of Likert Scales. The kind 

of Likert Scale featured in the general survey for this particular research is a commonly 

used Ordinal Likert Scale. When it comes to Ordinal Likert Scales, respondents are asked 

to tell how closely they agree or disagree with a statement. The number at one end of the 

scale represents the least agreement (or strongly disagree) and the number at the other 

end of the scale represents the most agreement (strongly agree). Typically, Ordinal Likert 

Scales have five points.2 Those points are as follows: Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree 

(2), Neither Agree (3) Nor Disagree, (4) Agree, and (5) Strongly Agree. I used these five 

points throughout the general survey. 

The second part of my research methodology provided an intentional avenue by 

which my congregation could share their reaction, attitude, and feedback toward my own 

Hebraic style of preaching over a period of eight weeks. Of course, I anticipated the 

general survey would yield many different insights into the effectiveness of the Hebraic 

preaching voice; however, I also wanted to make my research specifically personal as 

well. In other words, I did not just want to measure my congregation's attitude toward 

Hebraic preaching in general; instead, I also wanted to measure my congregation's 

response and attitude and response toward my own preaching. In order to provide such an 

avenue by which my congregation could share sermon feedback, I assembled three 

sermon focus groups, with ten people in each group. Each of the three sermon focus 

groups shared a similar age demographic. In his book entitled Tomorrow's Church, John 

Westerhoff suggested that a church needs three generations to be effective: a generation 

2 Arlene Fink, How to Conduct Surveys (Los Angeles: Sage Publications, 2009), 
25. 
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with a vision, a generation of doers, and a generation with a memory.3 Using 

Westerhoff s three generation groups as a guide, I established three different sermon 

focus groups based on one variable: age. Sermon Focus Group A was a "generation with 

a vision." Each member of Sermon Focus Group A was between the ages of eighteen and 

thirty. Sermon Focus Group B was a "generation of doers." Each member of Focus 

Group B was between the ages of thirty-one and sixty. Sermon Focus Group C was a 

"generation with a memory." Each member of Focus Group C was age sixty-one or older. 

I established these three sermon focus groups on Sunday, May 15th 2011 (the same 

day I distributed my general survey). All who were in worship on Sunday, May 15th 2011 

could volunteer to be in a sermon focus group provided that they met two criteria. First, 

each person in each focus group was required to be a member of Lebanon United 

Methodist Church. Second, each member of each focus group was asked to make a 

commitment to attend at least six worship services between Sunday, May 22nd 2011 and 

Sunday, July 10th 2011. Prior to Sunday, May 22nd 2011,1 met with all three sermon 

focus groups. During our initial meeting together, I explained their task and answered any 

questions they had about their responsibility. During each initial meeting with each focus 

group, I distributed to each person in each group a bound folder with eight pages in it. 

On each page of the folder, I included the date, scripture, and title for each of my sermons 

over an eight-week period, (see Appendix D.) After hearing each of the eight sermons 

over an eight-week period, each member of each focus group was asked to record his or 

her response to the sermon on the appropriate page of the notebook. The sermon response 

3 John Westerhoff, Tomorrow's Church: A Community of Change (Waco: Word 
Incorporated, 1976). 
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form (which included nine different choices) was intentionally designed to measure my 

congregation's attitude toward my own Hebraic preaching voice. Similar to the general 

survey, the sermon response form contrasted characteristics commonly associated with 

Hebraic preaching (each of the seven marks of Hebraic preaching) with characteristics 

commonly associated with Greek and Western forms of preaching and communication 

(see Appendix D). 

Much like the general survey, the sermon response form also made use of Ordinal 

Likert Scales; however, the format of the Ordinal Likert Scales on the sermon response 

form is different from the general survey. The Ordinal Likert Scales used on the sermon 

response form run horizontally between two statements. The numbers 1-5 on the scale are 

strategically sandwiched between the two statements. The statement on the left of the 

sermon response form is generally consistent with Hebraic preaching while the statement 

on the right of the sermon response form is generally inconsistent with Hebraic 

preaching. For each of the eight sermons preached, participants in the sermon response 

groups had to choose between the statements on either side of the page. In so doing, 

respondents were forced to evaluate the effectiveness of my own Hebraic preaching 

voice. 

For instance, consider the following example from the fourth choice on the sermon 

response form. The statement on the left side of the sermon response form reads: "While 

hearing this sermon, I had an experience of God. The statement on the right side of the 

sermon response form reads: "While hearing this sermon, I learned more about God." I 

designed these two statements with the third mark of Hebraic preaching in mind. (The 

third mark of Hebraic preaching is as follows: Instead of simply imparting information to 
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their hearers, Hebraic preachers create an experience of God in their sermons). By having 

to circle one of the five numbers sandwiched between these two statements, respondents 

were forced to evaluate the effectiveness of my own Hebraic preaching voice. 

Or consider the eighth choice on the sermon response form. The statement on the 

left side of the sermon response form reads: This sermon stimulated my senses. The 

statement on the right side of the sermon response form reads: This sermon stimulated 

my thoughts. I designed these two statements with the sixth mark of Hebraic preaching in 

mind (The sixth mark of Hebraic preaching is as follows: Opposed to be exclusively 

oratory and one dimensional, Hebraic preachers engage the senses of the hearer). Once 

again, by having to circle one of the five numbers sandwiched between these two 

statements, respondents were forced to evaluate the effectiveness of my own Hebraic 

preaching voice. 

These two examples illumine the thought process behind the entire sermon 

response form. Each choice on the sermon response form demanded that the survey 

participant evaluate the effectiveness of my own Hebraic preaching voice. By shaping the 

sermon response form in this way, I was attempting to measure which of the seven marks 

of Hebraic preaching I do particularly well. I was also attempting to measure which of the 

seven marks of Hebraic preaching upon which I might need to improve. 

After completing the series of eight sermons, I scheduled to meet with each one of 

the three focus groups for a follow-up group interview and discussion. I scheduled to 

interview Group A (the generation with a vision) on July 17* 2011.1 scheduled to 

interview Group B (the generation of doers) on July 24*2011. Finally, I scheduled to 

interview Group C (the generation with a memory) on July 31st 2011. The purpose of 



49 

scheduling these group interviews was to clarify responses in the notebooks. I was hoping 

that the dialogue would not only be helpful in measuring the effectiveness of the Hebraic 

preaching voice (in general) but also in measuring the effectiveness of my own Hebraic 

preaching voice (more specifically). 



CHAPTER FOUR 

CONGREGATIONAL RESPONSE TO THE HEBRAIC PREACHING VOICE 

On Sunday, May 15th 2011,1 distributed and collected a general survey during a 

Sunday morning worship service at Lebanon United Methodist Church. On Sunday, May 

15th 2011,147 individuals attended worship. 101 individuals completed the fifty-five-

question survey. Some worshippers opted not to complete the survey for a variety of 

different possible reasons. For one, the survey was not made available to children under 

the age of eighteen. I can also speculate that some worshippers were not interested in 

completing the survey because of their desire to leave the sanctuary quickly. (The 

ongoing joke about Methodists attempting to beat the Baptists to Shoney's for the noon 

buffet is not without some validity!) Moreover, the survey I distributed marked the first 

time in recent memory that the congregation at Lebanon United Methodist Church had 

been asked to complete a survey during worship; hence, the activity may have seemed 

odd or unusual to some. Nevertheless, the 101 completed surveys yielded an excellent 

data set from which I could interpret and analyze my congregation's attitude toward the 

Hebraic preaching voice. 

Before diving into the results of the general survey, I would first be wise to examine 

the demographics of the 101 individuals who completed the general survey. Six 

demographic questions were asked on the general survey: 1) How old are you? 2) What is 

your gender? 3) Do you have children? 4) How long have you been attending worship at 

50 
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Lebanon United Methodist Church? 5) How long have you been a Christian? 6) What 

best describes your education level? 

The age demographic of individuals who completed the survey was as follows: Ten 

participants between the ages of eighteen and thirty-four completed the survey. Sixty 

participants between the ages of thirty-five and sixty-five completed the survey. Forty-

one participants age sixty-six and above completed the survey. The number of 

participants in each of these three age groups seemed to be consistent with the overall age 

demographic at Lebanon United Methodist Church. One weakness of the data collected 

was that only ten participants between the ages of eighteen and thirty completed the 

survey. Frankly, I wish more individuals in this age group had been present to complete 

the survey; however, I also recognize that my church is not alone in that many mainline 

churches in North America have a shortage of young worshippers.1 

When it comes to gender, fifty-nine females and forty-two males completed the 

survey. It should come as no surprise that more women than men completed the survey. 

After all, recent research suggests that when it comes to national trends in mainline 

churches, more women than men attend Sunday morning worship.2 

In terms of having children, seventy-nine of the survey participants identified 

themselves as parents. Twenty of the survey participants had no children. Two 

participants did not answer this question, perhaps because of the question's personal 

nature. 

1 Robert Bliwise, "Flagging Faith," Duke Magazine 20 December 2011, 214. 

2 David Murrow, Why Men Hate Going to Church (Nashville: Thomas Nelson 
Publishers, 2005). 
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Survey participants were also asked how long they had been attending worship at 

Lebanon United Methodist Church. Ten respondents had been attending worship at 

Lebanon United Methodist Church for less than two years. Nine respondents had been 

attending worship at Lebanon United Methodist Church between two and four years. 

Twenty-five respondents had been attending worship at Lebanon United Methodist 

Church between four and fourteen years. Fifty-seven respondents had been attending 

worship at Lebanon United Methodist Church for more than fourteen years. This data 

seems to suggest that respondents are not just familiar with a single style of preaching; 

rather they have heard a variety of different preachers over the years. 

Not only were survey participants asked how long they had been attending worship 

at Lebanon United Methodist Church, partipants were also asked how long they had been 

a Christian. In some ways, this question is vague, as different respondents most likely had 

very different ideas of what it means to be a Christian. One respondent to the survey was 

not a Christian. Nine respondents had been Christians for less than five years. Thirteen 

respondents had been Christians between five and fifteen years. Seventy-eight 

respondents had been Christians for more than fifteen years. 

Finally, when it comes to education level, eighteen respondents were high-school 

graduates, twenty-six respondents had some college or technical school training, forty of 

the respondents were college graduates, and seventeen respondents had an advanced 

degree beyond college. According to the most recent government census, Lebanon 

United Methodist Church is located within a zip code where educational levels are more 

than 15% below the national average.3 That being said, the data I collected from the 

3 http://factfinder.census.gov (accessed 7/2/2011). 

http://factfinder.census.gov
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survey suggests that Lebanon United Methodist Church tends to attract those in the local 

community who are more formally educated. 

Indeed, one of the survey's main strengths was that it yielded data from 

worshippers with diverse demographics. At Lebanon United Methodist Church, no two 

worshippers are alike. This survey captured that diversity. The general survey, however, 

was not without one major weakness. Each survey included fifty-five questions. If 101 

individuals completed the survey, one might imagine that each individual would answer 

all fifty-five questions on the survey. This was not the case. A total of eighty-seven 

questions were left blank out of a possible 5,555. This means that overall, 1.57% of 

questions on the surveys were left blank. Perhaps there were three different reasons why 

participants left some questions blank. For one, some participants may not have 

understood a question or may have been confused by a question. In addition, some may 

have skipped over questions because of the survey's length. One weakness of the survey 

may have been that it was too long. Fifty-five responses is a lot for one sitting; hence, 

some may have rushed through the survey without responding to some statements 

because of carelessness or a desire to finish quickly. Finally, statement number thirty-four 

was a major concern. Sixty-one respondents (60.4% of the entire survey pool) did not 

respond to this statement. Statement number thirty-four was the last statement on page 

seven of the survey. It just so happened that the copy machine used to copy the survey 

omitted the numerical choices for question number thirty-four. As fate would have it, the 

numerical choices for this question got "cut off." This copying error left participants 

confused about how to answer the question. Some participants wrote in a number, while 

others (60.4%) simply left their answer blank. Because of this error, I have not drawn any 
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conclusions from statement number thirty-four. Simply put, it would have been 

irresponsible on my part to draw any conclusions from this question given the error that 

occurred. The good news, however, is that when statement number thirty-four is 

eliminated from my data, only 0.48% of questions were left blank. 

In an effort to interpret the general survey in an organized way, I will offer my 

analysis of the general survey under the sub-headings of each of the seven marks of 

Hebraic preaching. After all, the general survey was intentionally designed to measure 

my congregation's attitude toward the Hebraic preaching voice by contrasting 

characteristics commonly associated with Hebraic preaching (each of the seven marks of 

Hebraic preaching) with characteristics commonly associated with Greek and Western 

forms of preaching and communication. 

/. Like the rabbis of old, Hebraic preachers dedicate their lives to studying and 

memorizing the biblical text. Statements one through seven on the general survey pertain 

to this particular mark of Hebraic preaching. In interpreting the responses from this 

opening section of the general survey, I discovered a very interesting dichotomy. On one 

hand, respondents seemed to suggest that the relationship between preaching and 

scripture was of utmost importance to them. Respondents clearly responded well to the 

idea that a preacher should dedicate his or her life to studying and memorizing the 

biblical text. It became very clear from the survey that a preacher's posture towards 

scripture matters to the people of Lebanon United Methodist Church. Simply put, survey 

respondents had a very elevated view of the relationship between scripture and preaching. 

On the other hand, however, many respondents seemed to suggest that they did not have 

a working knowledge of scripture themselves. What am I to make of this dichotomy? 
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Perhaps the best place to begin is with an in-depth discussion of the survey 

respondents' elevated view of the relationship between scripture and preaching. The vast 

majority of survey respondents agreed with the following statement: In preparing to 

preach a sermon, a preacher should exhaust considerable time and energy studying the 

scripture. The very favorable attitude of agreement toward this statement was 

immediately apparent (a 4.14 average on the Likert Scale). In addition, many who were 

surveyed responded favorably to statement number six: The future of Lebanon United 

Methodist Church depends, in large part, on the faithful preaching of God's story. The 

measured attirudinal response to this statement clearly revealed a sense of agreement (a 

4.41 average on the Likert Scale). Moreover, the vast majority of partipants disagreed 

with statements that seemed to devalue the relationship between scripture and preaching. 

For example, statement number two reads: In preparing to preach a sermon, a preacher 

should prioritize the administrative and pastoral care needs of the church, using whatever 

time he or she has left over to study the scripture. The measured attitude of most 

respondents was in disagreement with this statement (a 2.15 average on the Likert Scale). 

In addition, the vast majority of participants also disagreed with statement number seven: 

A preacher can preach a meaningful sermon, even if the scripture is mentioned only 

slightly or in passing. Once again, the measured attitude of most respondents revealed a 

sense of disagreement with this statement (a 2.57 average on the Likert Scale). In 

analyzing these responses, I can say with a fair amount of confidence that Lebanon 

United Methodist Church would, in large part, affirm my own commitment to the first 

mark of Hebraic preaching: Like the rabbis of old, Hebraic preachers dedicate their lives 

to studying and memorizing the biblical text. 
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Perhaps this particular mark of Hebraic preaching is of even greater importance in 

the unique setting of Lebanon United Methodist Church, especially when considering that 

many survey respondents seemed to suggest that they did not have a working knowledge 

of scripture themselves. For example, statement number three reads: During Sunday 

worship, when the preacher reads the scripture for the day, I am already familiar with the 

scripture. The measured attitude toward this statement revealed only a very slight lean 

toward agreement (a 3.23 average on the Likert scale). This was not what I expected, 

especially when considering that 77.23 % of those surveyed had been Christians for more 

than fifteen years. In addition, responses to statement number four on the survey seemed 

to suggest Lebanon United Methodist Church appreciates when a preacher addresses the 

basics of scripture in a sermon. Statement number four reads: When hearing a sermon, I 

respond best when the preacher helps me understand the basics of the scripture at hand. 

The measured attitude toward this statement revealed a strong sense of agreement (a 4.35 

average on the Likert Scale). Moreover, survey respondents seemed to disagree 

adamantly (a 2.16 average on the Likert Scale) with statement number five: When 

hearing a sermon, I prefer the preacher skip over the basics of scripture in order to delve 

into more important matters. These results seem to further suggest that there is a deep 

need for the preacher at Lebanon United Methodist Church to address the basics of 

scripture, so as to familiarize and engage God's people with God's story. 

2. In opposition to Plato's dual is tic anthropology, Hebraic preachers live their 

message before the congregation. Statements eight through twelve on the general survey 

pertain to this particular mark of Hebraic preaching. Without question, there was no other 

section of the survey that elicited such strong feelings from respondents. In analyzing the 
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data from statements eight through twelve, I can conclude rather definitively that the 

people of Lebanon United Methodist Church respond best to preachers who live what 

they preach. Evidence for this conclusion becomes immediately apparent in an analysis 

of the data collected. For example, statement number nine reads: A preacher's own moral 

character determines the weight of his or her preaching. This statement elicited strong 

attitudes of agreement (a 4.40 average on the Likert Scale). In addition, participants had a 

favorable attitude toward statement number eleven: Witnessing a preacher live his or her 

faith is more important than what he or she has to say (a 3.85 average on the Likert 

Scale). Moreover, participants agreed with statement number twelve as well: A preacher 

should be someone I should want to become more like (a 3.99 average on the Likert 

Scale). 

Not surprisingly, it was statement number eight that elicited strong attitudes of 

disagreement. Statement number eight reads: It is possible to be a good preacher without 

being a good person. Participants disagreed adamantly with this statement (a 1.79 average 

on the Likert Scale). In fact, out of all fifty-five statements on the survey, this question 

elicited the most polarizing attitude of disagreement. The statement obviously hit the 

nerves of respondents who felt strongly that being a good preacher and being a good 

person are inextricably linked. Indeed, the decidedly Western notion that a 

communicator's message can be distinctly separate from the communicator's life is not a 

notion that sits well with the people of Lebanon United Methodist Church. Perhaps this 

explains why respondents also agree that preachers are most effective when they are 

physically present before the congregation. Statement number ten reads: A video-fed 

sermon from a satellite location can be just as powerful as a sermon preached in person. 
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A strong majority of respondents disagreed with this statement (a 2.38 average on the 

Likert Scale). 

Moreover, my analysis of the data from this portion of the general survey also 

revealed a fascinating bit of information when it comes to younger worshippers at 

Lebanon. It is often said that younger generations of Christians view religious authorities 

with a great deal of suspicion.4 Simply put, the younger generation of Christians in North 

America is "less trusting" of religious leaders. My own research at Lebanon United 

Methodist Church seemed to confirm this idea. For example, statement number nine 

reads: A preacher's own moral character determines the weight of his or her preaching. 

Respondents between the age of eighteen and thirty-four agreed with this statement with 

strong emotion (a whopping 4.70 average on the Likert Scale). Perhaps this suggests that 

younger worshippers are more willing to trust preachers who live their sermons. The 

following graph (figure number one) is helpful in visualizing this generational difference. 

4 David Kinnaman and Steve Lyons, Unchristian: What a New Generation Really 
Thinks About Christianity and Why It Matters (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2007), 52. 
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Figure One. Average response on Likert scale to statement number nine ("A preacher's 
own moral character determines the weight of his or her preaching.") by age group. 
Likert scale was rated as 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (neither agree nor 
disagree), 4 (agree), 5 (strongly agree). 

Overall, I can say with confidence that the people of Lebanon United Methodist 

Church (both young and old) would affirm my commitment to the second mark of 

Hebraic preaching: In opposition to Plato's dualistic anthropology, Hebraic preachers live 

their message before the congregation. 

3. Instead of simply imparting information to hearers, Hebraic preachers create 

an experience of God in their sermons. Statements thirteen through twenty-one on the 

general survey pertain to this particular mark of Hebraic preaching. In drafting this 

portion of the general survey, I crafted statements that forced participants to decide 

whether or not they responded better to preaching that imparted "information" or 

preaching that created an "experience." The answer was both. Worshippers at Lebanon 

United Methodist Church respond best to preachers who impart information and create an 

experience of God. An analysis of three different pairs of statements on the survey 

suggests that this is, in fact, the case. For example, statement number thirteen reads: It is 

I 



60 

important to walk away from a sermon having had an experience of God. Respondents 

agreed with this statement (a 4.26 average on the Likert Scale). In similar fashion, 

however, respondents also agreed with the very next statement, statement number 

fourteen: It is important to walk away from a sermon having learned more about God (a 

4.12 average on the Likert Scale). The difference between these two responses was 

negligible at best. Statements eighteen and nineteen were also an attempt to contrast 

"information" with "experience." Survey participants' responses to these two statements 

were almost identical as well. Statement number eighteen reads: Hearing a sermon ought 

to be an experience. In large part, participants agreed with this statement (a 4.17 average 

on the Likert Scale). Statement number nineteen reads: Hearing a sermon ought to be a 

learning event. Participants were also in agreement with this statement (a 4.00 average on 

the Likert Scale). Once again, the difference between these two statements was 

negligible. A third pair of statements in this particular portion of the survey yielded a 

similar result. Statement number twenty reads: I respond well to sermons that inform me 

with information about the faith. Participants agreed with this statement (a 3.94 average 

on the Likert Scale). Statement number twenty-one reads: I respond well to sermons that 

change and transform my faith (a 4.19 average on the Likert Scale). Once again, the 

congregation's attitude toward these to statements was very similar. In all three instances, 

the congregation's attitude toward the sermon as an "experience" was slightly more 

favorable than the congregation's attitude toward the sermon as "information." However, 

the difference was very slight. I have a good idea of why this was the case. 

One of the ongoing tensions of this project was my own desire to create a 

distinction between a Greek/Western understanding of preaching and a Hebraic/Eastern 
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understading of preaching. I believe that the differences between these two entities are 

more "subtle" than they are "other." That being said, at times I can be guilty of overdoing 

the distinction I am trying to make. This particular portion of the survey is a prime 

example of how I was trying to make respondents choose between an "other" scenario 

that was, in reality, a much more complicated scenario. For example, a preacher who 

creates an experience could very well be simultaneously creating a learning event for the 

congregation. In other words, the statements I included to test the third mark of Hebraic 

preaching demanded a polarizing choice that put these two entities at odds with one 

another in ways that are not entirely accurate. To be fair, some scholars would go so far 

as to pit Greek/Western philosophy up against Hebraic/Eastern philosophy. Thorlief 

Boman's Hebrew Thought Compared with Greek is a great example.5 Whereas I agree 

with Boman that there are important distinctions between Hebraic and Greek thinking 

and communication that ought to be studied and discussed, I do not always view these 

two entities as wholly other. Ironically, neither do the people of Lebanon United 

Methodist Church, especially when it came to this particular portion of the survey. 

Nevertheless, I still believe that the third mark of Hebraic preaching is a valid 

goal toward which I should continue to strive. It is quite clear to me that Lebanon United 

Methodist Church responds well to preachers who take seriously the third mark of 

Hebraic preaching: Instead of simply imparting information to hearers, Hebraic preachers 

create an experience of God in their sermons. Nowhere does this become more evident 

than in the congregation's response to statement number sixteen on the general survey. 

Statement number sixteen reads: I respond well to sermons that move me deeper into a 

5 Thorleif Boman, Hebrew Thought Compared With Greek (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1960). 
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relational experience with God. Interestingly enough, this statement elicited powerful 

emotions from respondents. In fact, this particular statement was the second most agreed-

with statement on the entire fifty-five question survey. Respondents overwhelmingly 

agreed with the statement (a 4.52 average on the Likert Scale). Clearly, the phrase 

"relational experience with God" mattered in meaningful ways to respondents. Hence, as 

the pastor at Lebanon United Methodist Church, I would be wise to craft sermons that 

intentionally create this kind of "relational experience with God." 

4. Resisting the Western temptation to view salvation as an "escape," Hebraic 

preachers move listeners to act in the present world in which they live. Statements 

twenty-two through thirty-one on the general survey pertain to this particular mark of 

Hebraic preaching. In analyzing the data from this portion of the survey, I have come to 

the conclusion that worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist Church want their preacher 

to move them to action. The people of Lebanon United Methodist Church understand the 

kingdom of God to be a present, penetrating reality in the current world in which they 

live. Because of this, the preacher at Lebanon United Methodist Church should take 

seriously the fourth mark of Hebraic preaching, moving listeners to act in the present 

world in which they live. 

Statements twenty-two and twenty-three on the general survey were designed to 

contrast an ethereal understanding of the kingdom of God (a Greek and Western concept) 

with a present and penetrating understanding of the kingdom of God (a Hebraic concept). 

Of course, the kingdom of God is both ethereal and present; however, I wanted to see if 

participants would lean more favorably toward one or the other. In general, respondents 

agreed with statement number twenty-two: I respond best to sermons that focus on the 
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spiritual world of heaven (a 3.74 average on the Likert Scale). However, respondents 

tended to agree more significantly with statement number twenty-three: I respond best to 

sermons that focus on the world in which I live (a 4.40 average on the Likert Scale). See 

figure two below: 
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Figure Two. Average response on Likert scale to statement number twenty-two, twenty-
three, twenty-eight and twenty-nine. Likert scale was rated as 1 (strongly disagree), 2 
(disagree), 3 (neither agree nor disagree), 4 (agree), 5 (strongly agree). 

As one might expect, participants' ages did play a role in the attitudinal response to both 

statements twenty-two and twenty-three. For example, those age sixty-six and above 

responded to statement number twenty-two less favorably (a 3.77 average on the Likert 

Scale) than those between the age of eighteen to thirty-four (a 4.00 on the Likert Scale). 

Perhaps this is because those age sixty-six and above, generally speaking, are closer to 

death and therefore more interested in the world of heaven. 

Another pair of statements (statements twenty-eight and twenty nine) yielded 

results very similar to questions twenty-two and twenty-three. Statement number twenty-

nine reads: When I arrive in heaven, I will finally be part of the kingdom of God. 
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Respondents agreed with this statement (a 4.06 average on the Likert Scale). That being 

said, however, respondents seemed to have an even more favorable attitude toward 

statement number twenty-eight: I can actively participate in the kingdom of God right 

now (a 4.47 average on the Likert Scale, see figure two). Moreover, statements thirty and 

thirty-one were a creative attempt to get at the same issue. I wanted to compare 

congregational attitudes toward two familiar hymns (one that is very Greek and one that 

is very Hebraic).6 Statement number thirty reads: The following hymn lyrics inspire my 

faith: "One Glad Morning, When This Life Is Over, I'll Fly Away." Participants' 

attitudes were rather neutral toward this hymn (a 3.48 average on the Likert Scale). 

Interestingly enough, this was not the case for statement number thirty-one. Statement 

number thirty-one reads: The following hymn lyrics inspire my faith: "Here I Am Lord; I 

Will Go, If You Lead Me." Participants seemed to agree that this hymn was an 

inspiration to their faith (a 4.47 average on the Likert Scale). To be fair, a hymn that 

becomes a "congregational favorite" can sometimes have more to do with frequency and 

culture than theology. Nevertheless, it is important to note that participants' attitudinal 

response toward "Here I Am Lord; I Will Go, If You Lead Me" was very favorable. In 

sum, all three of these pairs of statements in this particular portion of the survey seemed 

to suggest that worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist Church respond best to 

preachers who inspire them to participate in the kingdom of God right now. 

But perhaps the single most definitive piece of evidence that supports Lebanon's 

affirmation of the fourth mark of Hebraic preaching comes from an analysis of 

congregational response toward statement number twenty-four. Statement number 

6 Marvin Wilson, 169 
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twenty-four reads: I respond well to sermons that inspire me to serve God by taking 

action. Respondents tended to agree very favorably with this statement (a 4.38 average on 

the Likert Scale). Indeed, the congregation at Lebanon United Methodist Church 

responds best to preachers who move them to act in the present world in which they live. 

5. Unlike Western, Platonic philosophers who often seek to make a sharp 

distinction between the sacred and the secular, Hebraic preachers contextualize their 

message in such a way that honors the ordinary life of the hearer. Statements thirty-two 

through thirty-eight on the general survey pertain to this particular mark of Hebraic 

preaching. A clear theme emerged from the data collected from this portion of the survey: 

Worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist Church respond best to preaching that relates 

to their everyday life. Hence, Hebraic preachers who contextualize their message in such 

a way that honors the ordinary life of worshippers are particularly effective in this unique 

congregational setting. 

Evidence for this claim stems from an analysis of participants' responses to 

various different statements on the survey. For example, statement number thirty-two 

reads: When a preacher tells a personal story about an encounter with God in his or her 

everyday life outside of church, I can rarely relate to the story. Respondents expressed an 

attitude of disagreement toward this statement (a 1.99 average on the Likert Scale). 

Statement number thirty-three reads: When a preacher tells a story about someone's 

encounter with God out in the world, the story usually strengthens the witness of the 

gospel. Participants responded with an attitude of agreement with this statement (a 4.24 

average on the Likert Scale). In addition, the congregation at Lebanon United Methodist 

Church seems to respond best to preaching that is down to earth. Statement number 
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thirty-six reads: I appreciate preaching that is down to earth. Participants expressed an 

attitude of agreement toward this statement (a 4.38 average on the Likert Scale). In 

addition, participants responded very positively toward statement number thirty-five. 

Statement number thirty-five reads: I prefer sermon illustrations from everyday life. 

Participants agreed with this statement (a 4.18 average on the Likert Scale). Because of 

the aforementioned copying glitch, I had to throw out statement number thirty-four: 

Sermon illustrations that come from Shakespeare, poetry, philosophy, and literature often 

work best. Though I do not have any concrete data by which to draw conclusions from 

this statement, I can surmise (from the data I do have) that this statement would not have 

been very popular with respondents. After all, participants responded very negatively to 

statement number thirty-seven: I appreciate preaching that intellectually stimulates my 

mind, even if this means that I don't fully understand certain parts of the sermon. 

Participants overwhelmingly disagreed with this statement (a 2.65 average on the Likert 

Scale). In sum, I can conclude rather confidently that worshippers at Lebanon United 

Methodist Church respond best to sermons that they can relate to as well as grasp. 

Perhaps the most interesting piece of data collected from this particular section of 

the general survey was from statement number thirty-eight: I experience God outside the 

walls of the church's walls just as much or even more than I experience God within the 

walls of the church. Overall, participants responded with an attitude that leaned toward 

agreement toward this question (a 3.58 average on the Likert Scale). Interestingly 

enough, however, this statement elicited very different attitudes among participants of 

different ages. Those between the ages of eighteen and thirty-four agreed with this 

statement with a strong attitude of agreement (a 4.00 average on the Likert Scale). Those 
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between the ages of thirty-five and sixty-five agreed with the statement, but not nearly as 

much as the younger age group (a 3.53 average on the Likert Scale). Similarly, 

respondents over the age of sixty-five had an average of 3.55 on the Likert Scale for this 

statement. Throughout this project, I have labeled those between the ages of eighteen and 

thirty-four as "the generation with a vision." Part of what I have learned from statement 

number thirty-eight on the survey is that the generation with a vision at Lebanon United 

Methodist Church connects powerfully with God out in the world. Of course, this may be 

because the generation with a vision is more active in the world in comparison to other 

generations; nevertheless, they are clearly discovering God outside the walls of the 

church more frequently than other generations of worshippers. Note figure three below: 
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My own finding was very consistent with others who study young churchgoers in 

mainline congregations. For example, in a book entitled The Millennium Matrix, 

Christian sociologist Rex Miller noted that for younger generations, God's location has 

changed.7 Miller wrote: "For younger generations who live in the year 2010, all creation 

is a reflection of God. In this holographic paradigm, God is everywhere."* 

If younger generations are connecting more and more with God outside of 

traditional church boundaries, then perhaps the fifth mark of Hebraic preaching is 

particularly ripe for the current age in which we live. Just as the rabbis of old did not 

make much distinction between the sacred and the secular, Hebraic preachers would be 

wise (especially in today's day and age) to contextualize their message in such a way that 

honors God's activity in the world. Simply put, younger worshippers at Lebanon United 

Methodist Church want to hear not only where God is at work in the church but also 

where God is at work in the world. Of course, this includes where God is at work in their 

ordinary, everyday lives. 

6. As opposed to being exclusively oratory and one-dimensional, Hebraic 

preachers engage the senses of the hearer. Statements thirty-nine through forty-six on the 

general survey pertain to this particular mark of Hebraic preaching. Of all seven marks of 

Hebraic preaching, this particular mark was not universally affirmed by worshippers at 

Lebanon United Methodist Church. Respondents' attitude toward the sixth mark of 

Hebraic preaching was neutral at best. In analyzing the data from this portion of the 

survey, I have come to the following conclusion: Worshippers at Lebanon United 

7 Miller, 99. 

8 Miller, 99. 
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Methodist Church respond well to preachers who engage their senses; however, 

worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist Church do not necessarily need the preacher to 

engage their senses for the sermon to be effective. 

In this particular portion of the general survey, I designed a pair of opposing 

statements in an effort to contrast a more Hebraic feature of communication (stimulating 

the senses) with a more Greek feature of communication (stimulating the mind). 

Statement number forty-four reads: When listening to a sermon, I respond best when my 

mind is stimulated. Participants responded with a generally favorable attitude of 

agreement toward this statement (a 3.96 average on the Likert Scale). Statement number 

forty-five reads: When listening to a sermon, I respond best when my senses are 

stimulated. Once again, participants responded with a generally favorable attitude of 

agreement (a 3.76 average on the Likert Scale). This data seems to suggest that 

worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist Church respond to sermons that both stimulate 

their mind and their senses, but not necessarily one more than the other. 

In addition, worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist Church had very neutral 

attitudes toward the inclusion of object lessons in sermons. Of course, object lesson was 

very important to ancient rabbis. At Lebanon United Methodist Church, however, object 

lesson may or may not be a particularly effective way of communicating. Consider, for 

example, statement number thirty-nine. Statement number thirty-nine reads: I often get 

the point of a sermon better when a preacher holds up an object in his or her sermon. 

Respondents expressed a neutral attitude toward this statement (a 2.98 average on the 

Likert Scale). Statement number forty reads: Object lessons during the sermon are 

childish and/or distracting. As a whole, participants disagreed with this statement, but did 
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not express a strong attitude of disagreement (a 2.40 average on the Likert Scale). 

Statements forty-two and forty-three also addressed object lessons in sermons. This pair 

of statements likewise received very neutral responses from participants. Statement 

number forty-two reads: When hearing a sermon on the topic of evangelism, I would 

prefer that the preacher talk about four concrete principles for effective evangelism. 

Congregational response to this statement was relatively neutral (a 3.22 average on the 

Likert Scale). Statement number forty-three reads: When hearing a sermon on the topic of 

evangelism, I would prefer that the preacher hold up a fishing net and talk about it. This 

statement received a relatively neutral response as well (a 2.89 average on the Likert 

Scale). In contemplating this data, I would be incorrect to suggest that preachers at 

Lebanon United Methodist Church should not attempt object lesson in their preaching. It 

would also be incorrect to suggest that object lesson is an ineffective way of 

communicating at Lebanon United Methodist Church. After all, it may be the case that 

preachers at Lebanon United Methodist Church have not (as a whole) attempted much 

object lesson in the past. It may also be the case that the object lessons attempted were 

not done particularly well. 

Though worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist Church do not appear to be 

particularly enthused by object lesson, they are enthusiastic about the inclusion of visual 

pictures inserted into their bulletin. Clearly, this is one way of engaging the senses of 

Lebanon United Methodist Church that does work well. Statement number forty-one 

reads: When a preacher tries to re-create an image in scripture, I would prefer the 

preacher make good use of descriptive language as opposed to including a picture of the 

image in the bulletin. Overall, respondents disagreed with this statement (a 2.75 average 
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on the Likert Scale). Visual images inserted into the bulletin are effective in their ability 

to engage visually the senses of worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist Church. 

7. Hebraic preachers reclaim the power ofhaggadic storytelling. Statements 

forty-seven through fifty-five on the general survey pertain to this particular mark of 

Hebraic preaching. In analyzing the data that I collected from this portion of the general 

survey, I have concluded the following: Worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist 

Church respond best to preachers who value storytelling. It became very clear from the 

survey that the role of story in preaching was of critical importance to respondents. 

Preachers at Lebanon United Methodist Church would be ill-advised to downplay the role 

of story in any sermon preached in this particular congregational setting. 

For starters, worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist Church do not respond 

particularly well to preachers who use the right words or who talk about the Christian 

faith in terms of formulations and affirmations. Statement number forty-seven reads: I 

respond best to preachers who focus on using the right words. Respondents expressed a 

very neutral attitude toward this statement (a 3.24 average on the Likert Scale). In similar 

fashion, respondents also expressed a very neutral attitude (a 3.20 average on the Likert 

Scale) toward statement number forty-eight: I respond best when a preacher talks about 

the Christian faith in terms of formulations and affirmations. In addition, worshippers at 

Lebanon United Methodist Church do not respond particularly well to preachers who 

argue their systematic points in a convincing way, nor do worshippers at Lebanon United 

Methodist Church respond particularly well to preachers who understand themselves as 

classroom lecturers. Statement number fifty-one reads: I respond well to preachers who 

argue their systematic points in a convincing way. Respondents expressed a rather neutral 
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attitude toward this statement (a 3.43 average on the Likert Scale). Statement number 

fifty-four reads: I respond best to preachers who understand themselves as "classroom 

lecturers." Respondents expressed an attitude of disagreement toward this statement as 

well (a 2.32 average on the Likert Scale). 

When statements on the survey referenced storytelling, however, the attitude of 

respondents clearly changed in an affirmative way. For example, question number forty-

nine reads: I respond best when the preacher talks about faith in terms of living 

relationships and lifelong encounters. This statement elicited attitudes of strong 

agreement from participants (a 4.43 average on the Likert Scale). Moreover, statement 

number fifty-five also elicited attitudes of strong agreement from participants. Statement 

number fifty-five reads: I respond best to preachers who are creative storytellers. 

Respondents agreed with this statement (a 4.09 average on the Likert Scale). 

Perhaps most tellingly, there was a sharp contrast in the attitude of participants in 

their responses to statement number fifty-two and statement number fifty-three. This pair 

of statements, strategically placed back-to-back on the survey, was an effort to contrast 

"story" (an important characteristic of Hebraic communication and pedagogy) with 

"explanation" (an important characteristic of Greek communication and pedagogy). 

Worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist Church were significantly more enthused by 

story than by explanation. Statement number fifty-three reads: In a sermon, a good 

explanation can usually drive home the point. Most respondents agreed with this 

statement (a 3.93 average on the Likert Scale). Participants, however, responded with a 

much more favorable attitude of agreement toward statement number fifty-two. 

Statement number fifty-two reads: In a sermon, a good story can usually drive home the 
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point. Respondents expressed very strong attitudes of agreement toward this statement (a 

4.54 average on the Likert Scale). Interestingly enough, it was this statement (statement 

number fifty-two) that elicited the strongest attitude of agreement of any question on the 

entire fifty-five question survey! Clearly, participants' strong attitudes toward the role of 

story in preaching cannot be overstated enough. See figure four below: 
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Figure Four. Average response on Likert scale to statement number fifty-two and fifty-
three. Likert scale was rated as 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (neither agree nor 
disagree), 4 (agree), 5 (strongly agree). 

As an aside, it is also important to note that statement fifty-two and statement 

fifty-five elicited strong attitudes from respondents with varying education levels. 

Interestingly enough, one of the reasons why the ancient rabbis in Jesus' day told so 

many stories and spoke in parables is because stories were said to have a cross-

educational appeal. In other words, someone who communicates in story can appeal to 

individuals of various different intellectual capacities. Just as storytelling is an effective 

way of communicating with a person of formal education, so, too, is storytelling an 
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effective way of communicating with a local farmer who perhaps is not formally 

educated (at least not in the traditional, Greek sense). In many ways, my research at 

Lebanon United Methodist Church suggests that stories do have this kind of universal 

appeal. Respondents with only a high-school education responded to statement number 

fifty-two with an attitude of agreement that was very similar to respondents with an 

advanced degree. Both groups of participants agreed with statement number fifty-two: In 

a sermon, a good story can usually drive home the point. Just as those with a high school 

education agreed with the statement (a 4.61 average on the Likert Scale), so too did those 

with an advanced degree agree on a very similar attitudinal scale (a 4.71 average on the 

Likert Scale). An analysis of statement number fifty-five reveals a very similar pattern. 

Once again, respondents with only a high-school education responded to statement 

number fifty-five with an attitude of agreement that was very similar to respondents with 

an advanced degree. Both groups of participants agreed with statement number fifty-five: 

I respond best to preachers who are "creative storytellers." Just as those with a high 

school education agreed with the statement (a 4.06 average on the Likert Scale), so too 

did those with an advanced degree agree with this statement on a very similar attitudinal 

scale (a 4.29 average on the Likert Scale). Indeed, the cross-educational appeal of 

storytelling may be one key to preaching in a congregation like Lebanon United 

Methodist Church—a church comprised of worshippers with many different educational 

backgrounds. 

In conclusion, having thoroughly analyzed data from my general survey, I can say 

rather definitively that the Hebraic preaching voice, informed by the rabbis of the 

classical rabbinic period, is an effective way of communicating at Lebanon United 
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Methodist Church. Indeed, worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist Church respond 

well to preachers who are guided by the seven marks of Hebraic preaching. But what 

about my own Hebraic preaching voice? And how will these very interesting findings 

from the general survey shape my approach to preaching at Lebanon United Methodist in 

the future? It is to these questions that I now turn. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

THE FUTURE OF THE HEBRAIC PREACHING VOICE 

The second part of my research methodology for this project provided an 

intentional avenue by which my congregation could share their reaction, attitude, and 

feedback toward my own Hebraic style of preaching over a period of eight weeks (see 

Appendix D). Indeed, the general survey I distributed yielded an important set of findings 

related to the effectiveness of the Hebraic preaching voice at Lebanon United Methodist 

Church. That being said, this project was not simply a study of the Hebraic preaching 

voice in general; rather, the project was also specifically designed to improve my own 

preaching as well. In this chapter, I will put the insights I gleaned from the general survey 

into conversation with insights I gleaned from the second part of my research 

methodology: responses from the three focus groups comprised of various different 

individuals at Lebanon United Methodist Church who provided a significant amount of 

helpful feedback to my preaching over an eight week period. In so doing, I will share 

how my own approach to preaching has changed in response to this project. Once again, I 

will organize my reflections under the subheadings of the seven marks of Hebraic 

preaching. 

/. Like the rabbis of old, Hebraic preachers dedicate their lives to studying and 

memorizing the biblical text. When it comes to the first mark of Hebraic preaching, all 

three focus groups who were asked to respond to my preaching over an eight-week period 

shared feedback with an over-arching theme: "we don't know the scripture as well as we 

76 
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want to know the scripture." Indeed, there is good news and bad news about this 

statement. As the general survey suggested, the vast majority of congregants at Lebanon 

United Methodist Church do have a very high view of scripture. That being said, 

however, many who attend Lebanon United Methodist Church are not very familiar with 

God's story in scripture. In fact, many who provided feedback in both the generation with 

a vision (Group A) and the generation of doers (Group B) were brutally honest with me 

about their lack of biblical knowledge. In particular, Lebanon's knowledge of the Old 

Testament seems to be minimal at best. As a whole, however, Lebanon's generation with 

a memory (Group C) does seem to have a much better grasp of scripture than their 

younger counterparts. Perhaps this is a result of a trend in homiletics that drifted away 

from scripture in the latter part of the 20th century, or perhaps the older generation's 

Sunday school classes over the years have been more "Bible content" oriented, or 

perhaps Lebanon's generation with a memory has simply been around longer and 

therefore is more familiar with scripture. In considering this feedback from all three 

groups, I discovered something very important about my preaching: It is of paramount 

significance that I communicate the basics of scripture to the people of Lebanon United 

Methodist Church. 

With this in mind, I hope to make three commitments in the future to improve my 

ability to teach the basics of scripture. First, I must preach with the assumption that on 

any given Sunday, two-thirds of my hearers may not have had any prior exposure to the 

biblical text for that day. I simply cannot overlook this lack of biblical knowledge among 

my hearers. For example, I cannot simply mention "the Sermon on the Mount" or "John 

the Baptist" and expect that my congregation knows what I am talking about. Therefore, I 



78 

must take the time to explain and/or narrate biblical references and stories in their 

simplest form. On the sermon feedback form given to all three groups of participants, I 

asked respondents to circle a number on a scale of one to five (right or left) regarding 

which statement they agreed with the most (See Appendix D). On the left side of the 

page, the following choice was given: "After hearing this sermon I can remember what 

the scripture was saying. On the right side of the page, the following choice was given: 

"After hearing this sermon, I cannot remember what the scripture was saying." Over the 

series of eight sermons that I preached, the vast majority of all participants in all three 

groups leaned very favorably toward the left side of the page. In other words, after 

hearing each of my sermons, respondents did remember what the scripture was saying. I 

want this trend to continue. 

Second, when it comes to my sermon preparation, I must continue to embrace 

study as a spiritual discipline. In the first question on the sermon feedback form given to 

all three groups of participants, I asked respondents to circle a number on a scale of one 

to five (right or left) regarding which statement they agreed with the most. On the left 

side of the page, the following choice was given: "After hearing this sermon, it became 

evident that the preacher had studied the biblical text in a worshipful and insightful way. 

On the right side of the page, the following choice was given: "After hearing this sermon, 

it became evident that the preacher casually made himself aware of the biblical text in his 

preparation to preach." Once again, the vast majority of responses of all participants in all 

three age groups leaned very favorably to the left. This was good news. It was also a 

reaffirmation to me that I need to continue to study in ways that honor God! Many of the 



79 

rabbis in Jesus' day understood study to be the highest form of worship.1 Like the rabbis 

of old, I must continue to develop study habits that will improve the biblical quality and 

depth of my own preaching. Moreover, in the general survey that I distributed for this 

project, I learned that the vast majority of respondents surveyed at Lebanon United 

Methodist Church agreed with the following statement: In preparing to preach a sermon, 

a preacher should exhaust considerable time and energy studying the scripture. (The very 

favorable attitude of agreement toward this statement was immediately apparent—a 4.14 

average on the Likert Scale). Moreover, the vast majority of respondents surveyed at 

Lebanon United Methodist Church disagreed with the following statement: In preparing 

to preach a sermon, a preacher should prioritize the administrative and pastoral care 

needs of the church, using whatever time he or she has left over to study the scripture. 

(The measured attitude of most respondents was in disagreement with this statement—a 

2.15 average on the Likert Scale.) With this data in hand, I now know that the people of 

Lebanon United Methodist Church not only want me to take the time to study the 

scripture carefully; the people at Lebanon United Methodist Church want me to prioritize 

this study time (except, of course, when an emergency arises). 

Finally, when it comes to my exegesis of a biblical text, I hope to work harder at 

employing an exegetical strategy that the ancient rabbis often referred to as "first use." 

Recently, Duke University's Leadership Journal heralded the work of Scott Heare and 

David McNitzky, who have for years (with the help of Ray Vander Laan) been 

integrating distinctive Hebraic practices into their churches. Heare's Riverside United 

Methodist Church in Spring Branch, Texas was originally founded upon the vision of 

1 Spangler and Tverberg, 6. 
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"Shephala," a Hebrew term used to talk about an ancient meeting place.2 Moreover, 

Heare's church incorporates liturgical practices from Second Temple Judaism into 

weekly worship services. Last month, Heare was awarded a Lilly grant to spend the 

summer of 2012 studying the contour of Hebraic thought in Jerusalem. In an interview 

with Heare and McNitzky, both pastors emphasized to me the importance of reclaiming 

"first use" as an exegetical method for preparing to preach from a biblical text.3 

Simply defined, "first use" was an exegetical methodology employed by ancient 

rabbis in which the biblical text was used to interpret the biblical text.4 When ancient 

rabbis interpreted scripture, they often did so by tracing a word they encountered back to 

prior usages of that same word in the scripture. The prior usage of any word in scripture 

was said to best inform a rabbi's faithful interpretation of a biblical text. The roots of 

"first use" as an exegetical method can be traced back to Hillel the Elder (20 B.C.E. to 10 

C.E.). In his book entitled Meet the Rabbis: Rabbinic Thought and the Teachings of 

Jesus, Brad Young addressed the relationship between Hillel and "first use" as a 

rabbinical method of interpretation: 

Hillel enumerated seven distinct techniques for the exposition of scripture that 
could be used to understand and apply the Torah to everyday life. These were 
rules of exegesis. Hillel's method of interpretation has greatly impacted rabbinic 
thought. First and foremost, these rules of interpretation, or exegesis, focus on the 
Bible itself: the biblical text must be used to interpret the biblical text. Words in 
one text must be studied and compared to other texts where the same words 
appear. These insightful formulations attributed to Hillel the Elder were drawn 

2 Lynn Gosnell, "The Coffee House Church," The Faith and Leadership 
Magazine of Duke Divinity School, 2 March 2010. 

3 David McNitzky and Scott Heare, interview by author, 23 October 2011, 
Columbia, SC. 

4 Young, Meet the Rabbis, 165. 
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from the Bible in order to interpret and to apply the Bible to everyday life 
situations within the community of faith.5 

In reading Young's reflections, I (much like Scott Heare and David Mc Nitzky) am 

becoming more and more convinced that this particular aspect of Jewish hermeneutics 

might be very helpful to the Christian preacher's sermon preparation. In the days ahead, 

as I study and exegete, I hope to engage in more "first use" word studies that will 

improve the biblical content of my preaching. 

2. In opposition to Plato's dualistic anthropology, Hebraic preachers live their 

message before the congregation. Part of what makes research in the area of preaching 

difficult is asking a congregant to evaluate objectively a sermon apart from the preacher 

who preached the sermon (in this case, me). Measuring the effectiveness of any sermon is 

a subjective exercise for an obvious reason: it is difficult for the hearer to differentiate his 

or her feelings about the preacher from his or her feelings about the preacher's sermon. In 

this particular research project, the problem of objectively measuring the effectiveness of 

a sermon is even more complex. After all, part of what makes Hebraic preachers unique 

is that they do live their message before the congregation. Perhaps one of the most 

humbling lessons that I have learned from my congregation in completing this project is 

that who I am as a disciple of Jesus Christ and what I say as a preacher are forever 

intertwined in the hearts and minds of my hearers. Simply put, there is a direct correlation 

between my own character and the weight of my preaching. (Ironically, I now have very 

objective data from my general survey that measures the very subjective way in which 

my congregation hears a sermon!) 

5 Ibid., 165. 
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Indeed, the evaluation of my preaching over an eight-week period was clearly a 

subjective exercise for congregants at Lebanon United Methodist Church; nevertheless, I 

did attempt to assess the relationship between my life and my preaching. In the sermon 

feedback form that I distributed to all participants in all three age groups, I asked 

respondents to circle a number on a scale of one to five (right or left) regarding which 

statement they agreed with the most. On the left side of the page, the following choice 

was given: "I sense the preacher is truly attempting to live this sermon in his everyday 

life." On the right side of the page, the following choice was given: "This sermon could 

have been preached by just about any preacher." The vast majority of respondents in all 

three age groups leaned very favorably to the left for each sermon preached. Of course, 

this was to be expected. After all, few congregants probably felt comfortable pointing out 

the flaws in my personal life. Hence, in the interviews that I conducted, I had to ask some 

follow-up questions that really addressed the second mark of Hebraic preaching with a 

greater level of depth. In asking these follow-up questions to respondents, I gleaned two 

very important pieces of feedback related to the second mark of Hebraic preaching from 

those who participated in this project. 

First, there was a direct correlation between my own style of preaching without 

notes and my congregation's attitudes toward the lived reality of my preaching. Since my 

sermons are not "detached" from me on Sunday mornings, this seems to suggest to my 

hearers that the message is not detached from my life either. One respondent wrote on his 

or her feedback form, "Because your sermons are not on a piece of paper, they are 

significantly more believable and sincere." Another respondent made a similar comment: 

"That you memorize your sermons is very impressive—not in the sense that you are just 
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really smart—but in the sense that by the time it is preached—it is yours." Clearly, my 

own efforts to "internalize" the scripture were lauded. Yet another respondent reflected, 

"I love the fact that you don't preach from the pulpit or with notes, because there is 

literally nothing that stands between me (the listener) and you, who delivers God's 

word." I appreciated this feedback because it reaffirmed for me why I choose to preach 

without notes and without a pulpit. 

Like the ancient rabbis of old, I believe there is a certain power to communicating 

something that is distinctly part of you. Hence, I spend a lot of sermon preparation time 

"eating the scroll."6 For the ancient rabbis, memorization was a very important spiritual 

discipline.7 I choose to partake in this ancient discipline because memorization does not 

just make for more effective communication; memorization is also a critical part of my 

own spiritual formation. Having received this important feedback from my congregation 

about the power of preaching without notes, I want to continue to be more like Joshua in 

the days ahead, "never allowing the book of the law to depart from my mouth."8 

A second important piece of feedback that I received from respondents about 

"living my message" was a desire among the people of Lebanon United Methodist 

Church to have a "bodily" preacher. In December of 2009, Cathy Grossman, a reporter 

for USA Today, wrote a front-page newspaper article with the following headline: The 

New Face of Evangelism: One Church, Multiple Sites. In that article, Grossman cited an 

astonishing statistic: Megachurches with two or more locations under the same leadership 

6 Ezek 3:3. 

7 Spangler and Tverberg, 24. 

8 Josh 1:8. 
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made up 37% of U.S. Protestant Churches in 2008, up from 22% in 2000.9 The vast 

majority of these churches "video-feed" their "preaching pastor" into a satellite location. 

The preacher literally becomes disembodied, in that he or she no longer has a body that is 

physically present for the listener. I would suggest that this is twenty-first century 

Platonism at its best: A disembodied preacher preaches a disembodied message to an 

audience whose faith becomes disembodied. Nevertheless, I wanted to test to see how the 

people of Lebanon United Methodist Church felt about this. Hence, statement number ten 

on the general survey read: "A video-fed sermon from a satellite location can be just as 

powerful as a sermon preached in person." A strong majority of respondents at Lebanon 

United Methodist Church disagreed with this statement (a 2.38 average on the Likert 

Scale). In asking follow-up questions about their attitude toward satellite preaching, it 

became very clear to me that the people of Lebanon United Methodist Church yearn to 

see the gospel embodied in the life of their preacher. 

Interestingly enough, it was not the generation with a memory that shared with me 

the strongest attitudes in opposition to satellite preaching, it was actually the generation 

with a vision (the youngest participants). Perhaps this was because many in the 

generation with a memory listen more to sermons on television; hence, they are used to 

preachers not being physically present. The generation with a vision, however, shared 

with me that the one quality they want more than anything else in a preacher is what they 

called "realness." For the generation with a vision at Lebanon United Methodist Church, 

the thought of an artificial preacher (even on television) was nothing short of 

sacrilegious! From our conversations, it became very clear to me that the generation with 

9 Cathy Grossman, "The New Face of Evangelism: One Church, Multiple Sites," 
USA Today, 17 December, 2009. 
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a vision at Lebanon United Methodist Church would rather listen to an average preacher 

who is real and transparent than a dynamic, exciting preacher who is in any way fake or 

artificial. In their book Unchristian: What a New Generation Thinks about Christianity, 

authors David Kinnaman and Gabe Lyons wrote: "Transparency disarms an image-is-

everything generation."10 When it comes to the way Lebanon's young people view their 

preacher, Kinnamon and Lyons are absolutely right. 

3. Instead of simply imparting information to hearers, Hebraic preachers create an 

experience of God in their sermons. Unlike the affirmative feedback that I received 

regarding the first two marks of Hebraic preaching, the feedback I received regarding the 

third mark of Hebraic preaching was very mixed. In the sermon feedback form that I 

distributed to all participants in all three age groups, I asked respondents to circle a 

number on a scale of one to five (right or left) regarding which statement they agreed 

with the most. On the left side of the page, the following choice was given: "While 

hearing this sermon, I had an experience of God." On the right side of the page, the 

following choice was given: "While hearing this sermon, I learned more about God." In 

each one of the eight sermons I preached, most of the respondents "learned more" about 

God than "had an experience of God." 

Perhaps this was the case for one of two reasons. First, the statements I included on 

the sermon feedback form demanded a polarizing choice that put "experience" and 

"learning" at odds with one another in ways that are not entirely accurate. For example, a 

preacher who creates an experience could very well be simultaneously creating a learning 

event for the congregation. Because I created an unfair polarity between "experience" 

Kinnaman and Lyons, 56. 
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and "learning" on the feedback form, many of the respondents shared with me their 

frustration over having to choose between two entities that were perhaps more alike than 

I first imagined. A second reason why congregants at Lebanon United Methodist Church 

may be "learning more about God" in hearing me preach than they are "experiencing 

God" in hearing me preach might have to do with the fact that I am still a Greek! My 

entire life has been shaped by western education and culture. That being said, if I want to 

improve my Hebraic preaching style, I need to work more on crafting sermons intentially 

designed to create an experience of God. Indeed, there is a lot of room for improvement 

in this area of my preaching. 

In support of my preaching ministry, however, the vast majority of those providing 

feedback over the eight-week series of sermons did feel as though my sermons were more 

"transformative" than "informative." In the sermon feedback form that I distributed to all 

participants in all three age groups, I asked respondents to circle a number on a scale of 

one to five (right or left) regarding which statement they agreed with the most. On the left 

side of the page, the following choice was given: "This sermon was informative." On the 

right side of the page, the following choice was given: "This sermon was transformative." 

For each of the eight sermons I preached, the vast majority of respondents leaned in the 

direction of "transformative." Of course, I was affirmed by these results. 

In response to the feedback I received regarding the third mark of Hebraic 

preaching, I want to make one important change to my preaching that will help me to 

create better experiences of God in my sermons. That change is this: In any given 

sermon, I want to resist the temptation to interpret the scripture too quickly. Allow me to 

explain what I mean by this. In 2011, we live in a culture that is more and more open to 
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having a spiritual experience. Recently, ecclesial sociologists have observed some good 

news and bad news about younger generations in the new millennium. According to 

recent research conducted by the George Bama Group, the bad news about younger 

generations today is that in comparison to previous generations, they are even more 

uninterested in organized religion (church).11 The good news, however, is that this 

generation is more open to having a spiritual experience.12 In other words, we now live in 

a world that is ripe for the kind of homiletics that creates an experience of God. I am 

convinced that one of the reasons why contemporary culture is more thirsty for 

experience than ever before is because of technology that interprets events for us before 

we ever get to experience them. I arrived at this conclusion thanks to a lecture I heard in 

March of 2011 by Rome Hartman, former executive producer of CBS' 60 Minutes. In a 

lecture on culture and the news media, Hartman made the following observation: "We 

now live in a world where information is interpreted before it is ever experienced."13 

Hartman mentioned the tragic shooting of Arizona Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords as 

a prime example. In the moments after Giffords was shot, emails and text messages were 

sent worldwide. Information about the tragic event in Arizona was interpreted to people 

before they ever got to experience the tragedy, let alone grieve over it. Keeping this in 

mind, I want to resist the temptation to interpret the scripture too quickly in my 

11 Kinnaman and Lyons, 119. 

12 Gabe Lyons, The Next Christians: The Good News about the End of Christian 
America (New York: Doubleday, 2010), 27. 

13 Rome Hartman, "How We Have Changed," lecture, 9 March 2011, Columbia, 
SC. 
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preaching. In the days ahead, I want my preaching to be an event where God can be 

experienced before God ever gets interpreted. 

4. Resisting the Western temptation to view salvation as an "escape, " Hebraic 

preachers move listeners to act in the present world in which they live. All three focus 

groups who were asked to respond to my preaching over an eight-week period shared 

overwhelmingly positive feedback in regards to the way in which my sermons move 

them to action. In the sermon feedback form that I distributed to all participants in all 

three age groups, I asked respondents to circle a number on a scale of one to five (right or 

left) regarding which statement they agreed with the most. On the left side of the page, 

the following choice was given: "This sermon inspired me to take action." On the right 

side of the page, the following choice was given: "This sermon inspired me to change my 

opinions." For each of the eight sermons I preached, the vast majority of respondents 

leaned in the direction of "taking action." Of course, I was affirmed by these results. 

For this particular mark of Hebraic preaching, I was especially interested in 

feedback from the youngest sermon focus group at Lebanon, or the "generation with a 

vision." Recently, ecclesial research has suggested that although the current culture in 

which we live may not attend church as frequently as generations in the past, many are 

more altruistic.14 Robert Wunthrow, professor of sociology and director for the Center of 

the study of Religion at Princeton University, is one of many sociologists who have noted 

that volunteering in America has increased over the past few decades.15 Indeed, younger 

generations of Christians seem to be excited about doing something. My interview with 

14 Robert Wunthrow, After the Baby Boomers (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 2007), 107. 

15 Ibid., 40. 
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Lebanon's generation with a vision confirmed the findings in Wunthrow's research. 

Many younger worshippers at Lebanon expect the sermon to inspire them to take some 

kind of action. In the days ahead, I hope that my preaching will continue to inspire 

movement amongst all generations of worshippers at Lebanon. 

Of course, there are many different ways I could go about inspiring movement in 

my preaching; however, there is one specific goal that I really want to work on when it 

comes to this area of my own preaching. That goal is this: I want to include more 

sentences in my sermons that contain both God and an action verb. For example: God 

heals... God delivers.... God saves... Jesus touches... Jesus speaks... Jesus sees... The 

Holy Spirit moves... The Holy Spirit creates... The Holy Spirit opens... In Paul Scott 

Wilson's book entitled The Four Pages of the Sermon, Wilson argues that there is a direct 

correlation between the effectiveness of a sermon and the number of sentences in a 

sermon that include God followed by an action verb.161 agree with Wilson's assessment. 

After all, I believe it is vital for Hebraic preachers to shift from more static 

thinking about God to more dynamic thinking about God. In a book entitled Hebrew 

Thought Compared with Greek, Thorlief Boman wrote a brief chapter on the differences 

between dynamic thinking (which is Hebraic) and static thinking (which is Greek). 

Consider the following passage from Boman's book in which Boman compares the 

contour of Hebrew thought with the contour of Greek thinking: "If Israelite thinking is to 

be characterized, it is obvious first to call it dynamic, vigorous, passionate, and 

sometimes quite explosive in kind; correspondingly Greek thinking is static, peaceful, 

16 Paul Scott Wilson, The Four Pages of the Sermon (Nashville: Abingdon, 1999), 
199. 
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moderate, and harmonious in kind."17 In the days ahead, I want to make it a goal to think 

more dynamically about what God is doing in any given biblical text. I want to preach in 

such a way that honors the living, acting, dynamic God of Jesus Christ. For if I paint a 

picture of a God in my preaching who is no more than a fossil, then my listeners will 

probably develop a more static faith. But if I engage in more dynamic thinking about 

God, my listeners will probably develop a more dymanic faith. Simply put, my hearers 

will be more likely to take action in response to the sermon they hear. 

5. Unlike Western, Platonic philosophers who often seek to make a sharp 

distinction between the sacred and the secular, Hebraic preachers contextualize their 

message in such a way that honors the ordinary life of the hearer. When it comes to this 

particular mark of Hebraic preaching, all three focus groups who were asked to respond 

to my preaching over an eight-week period shared feedback with an over-arching theme: 

"we respond best to sermons that are relevant and applicable to our everyday lives." In 

the sermon feedback form that I distributed to all participants in all three age groups, I 

asked respondents to circle a number on a scale of one to five (right or left) regarding 

which statement they agreed with the most. On the left side of the page, the following 

choice was given: "Overall, this sermon related well to my everyday life." On the right 

side of the page, the following choice was given: "It was hard to figure out how this 

sermon related to my everyday life." Each participant responding to each sermon over an 

eight-week period leaned very favorably toward the left side of the page. When asked 

follow-up questions, each member of all three groups said that each one of my eight 

sermons was relevant to their everyday lives. After listening to a particular sermon, one 

7 Boman, 27. 
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respondent wrote on the sermon feedback form: "I've heard this scripture before, but 

today was different because it was relevant." Another participant wrote on the sermon 

feedback form: "You use your own personal experiences very effectively in that you 

make connections to God in your everyday life. This has encouraged me to do the same." 

All three groups shared with me that "being relevant" was one of my greatest strengths as 

a preacher. 

Nevertheless, I still want to improve the way I exegete God in my everyday life 

and in the everyday lives of my parishioners. For the Hebraic preacher, all of life is 

theological—even mundane and ordinary tasks. I want to do a better job reflecting upon 

where God is at work in my everyday life as well as where God is at work in the 

everyday life of my community. Ancient rabbis were brilliant in their ability "to speak 

the text to their context."18 In her excellent book on preaching entitled Hear and Be Wise: 

Becoming a Teacher and Preacher of Wisdom, Alyce McKenzie examined the role of 

preacher as "sage." In many ways, McKenzie's creative work validates the importance of 

this fifth mark of Hebraic preaching. (Of course, I especially appreciated McKenzie's 

book because it seeks to understand preaching through a very Jewish lens.) McKenzie 

begins her argument by making the valid point that our culture craves sages.19 Hence, 

according to McKenzie, preachers who are able to speak wisely and relevantly into the 

everyday lives of parishioners tend to be very effective. Recall, once more, the fifth mark 

of Hebraic preaching: Unlike Western, Platonic philosophers who often seek to make a 

Ray Vander Laan, interview by author. 

19 Alyce McKenzie, Hear and Be Wise: Becoming a Preacher and Teacher of 
Wisdom (Nashville: Abingdon, 2004), xiii. 
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sharp distinction between the sacred and the secular, Hebraic preachers contextualize 

their message in such a way that honors the ordinary life of the hearer. Notice how 

McKenzie's reflections on sages in ancient Jewish culture speak to this precise point: 

Throughout Israel's history, sages observed and taught wisdom out of several 
contexts. In the premonarchic days, the sages' wisdom came out of their 
observation of village life revolving around home, farm, and town. A number of 
proverbs make analogies between human behavior and the natural world, and 
seem to reflect an agricultural context. The purpose of this early wisdom was 
individual and family harmony for the good of the village.20 

In order to become a better Hebraic preacher, I need to become more alert to the presence 

of God at all times and in all places, not just inside the walls of my church. 

In his book entitled The Fully Alive Preacher: Recovering from Homiletical 

Burnout, Mike Graves speaks to the importance of what he creatively calls "the 

sacrament of looking."21 Graves offers the following advice to preachers: 

Do preachers require times of prayer and meditation, reading Scripture and 
reflecting? Of course we do, the same way plants need water and sunshine, or else 
they die. But we are more than plants; we are social creatures who desire times of 
recreation as well. Thus we can integrate monastic and active practices—times of 
prayer in the study as we wrestle with Sunday's sermon, but also a child's soccer 
game on a Tuesday night—viewing all our lives as lived in the presence of God.22 

Echoing Mike Graves, Alyce McKenzie offers more practical advice on this subject: 

When we look at our ministry through the lens of wisdom, we find that everything 
we do has the same origin, motivation, and goal: the Wisdom of God. What if we 
believed that, in the midst of all our mundane activities, we were acting in the role 
of sage? What if, in scrubbing the dead bugs off the whitewall tires at the youth 
carwash, in summoning energy to listen attentively to a troubled couple, and in 
focusing on a column of figures at a finance committee meeting, we were alert to 

21 Mike Graves, The Fully Alive Preacher: Recovering From Homiletical Burnout 
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006. 

Ibid., 27. 
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the workings of Divine wisdom in our hands, our ears, our eyes? For one thing, it 
would make us better teachers and preachers. Being constantly alert to the 
presence of God in the most miniscule of circumstances is a spiritual discipline 
that is crucial to communicating God's good news. When we claim and name our 
identity as sages, we can speak more directly to our people's hunger for wise 
guidance for daily living from the pulpit and the podium. We can give the self-
help authors and New Age gurus the competition they deserve.23 

6. As opposed to being exclusively oratory and one-dimensional, Hebraic 

preachers engage the senses of the hearer. When it comes to this particular mark of 

Hebraic preaching, I discovered from all three focus groups that I am clearly not 

engaging their senses as well as I first imagined. The feedback I received in regards to 

this particular mark of Hebraic preaching was humbling, to say the least. In the sermon 

feedback form that I distributed to all participants in all three age groups, I asked 

respondents to circle a number on a scale of one to five (right or left) regarding which 

statement they agreed with the most. On the left side of the page, the following choice 

was given: "This sermon stimulated my senses." On the right side of the page, the 

following choice was given: "This sermon stimulated my thoughts." In all of the eight 

sermons I preached, the vast majority of respondents leaned much more favorably toward 

the right or toward the "more Greek choice." In my preaching, I am stimulating thought 

much more than I am stimulating senses. During the last sermon in the series entitled 

"Let Go and Let God," I preached on the parable of the seed growing on its own (Mark 4: 

26-29). In this particular sermon, I intentionally incorporated an object lesson to stimulate 

participants' senses. But even after hearing this particular sermon, the vast majority of 

respondents still walked away having had their "thoughts stimulated" more than their 

"senses stimulated." What am I to make of this? 

McKenzie, 13. 



94 

For one, the problem may again be that I was offering a choice on the feedback 

form that was far too polarizing. In others words, just because someone has their thoughts 

stimulated does not mean that their senses were not stimulated. In fact, a strong argument 

could be made that stimulating the senses is, ironically, the best way to stimulate 

thoughts. In an effort to distinguish "Hebraic" from "Greek," I may have created a 

Hebraic vs. Greek dichotomy that "otherized" these two entities in ways that were unfair. 

In this instance, the simple choices I gave participants did not honor the far more 

complex and nuanced point that I am trying to make in this thesis project. 

Perhaps the problem was with the feedback form; yes, but the problem could have 

also been with the preacher! Indeed, I need to work on stimulating the senses of my 

hearer in ways that I am perhaps not doing currently. As previously mentioned in this 

project, I do believe that one of the keys to better engaging the senses of my listeners has 

to do with object lesson. Of course, object lesson was very important to the ancient rabbis 

of Jesus' day; hence it is very important to me as well. At Lebanon United Methodist 

Church, however, object lesson may or may not be a particularly effective way of 

communicating. Consider, for example, statement number thirty-nine from the general 

survey. Statement number thirty-nine reads: I often get the point of a sermon better when 

a preacher holds up an object in his or her sermon. Respondents expressed a neutral 

attitude toward this statement (a 2.98 average on the Likert Scale). Asking almost the 

same question in a slightly different way, statement number forty reads: Object lessons 

during the sermon are childish and/or distracting. As a whole, participants disagreed with 

this statement, but did not express a strong attitude of disagreement (a 2.40 average on 
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the Likert Scale). Overall, the people of Lebanon United Methodist Church are very 

neutral toward object lessons in sermons. 

In the follow-up interviews with all three focus groups, I specifically asked 

questions about the object lesson I attempted on July 31st 2011.1 also asked for their 

feedback about object lessons in general. The feedback I received from participants was a 

confirmation of what I already learned from the general survey: the people of Lebanon 

United Methodist Church feel very neutral about object lessons. One participant in the 

older focus group comprised of Lebanon's generation with a memory said rather 

candidly: "Preacher, I don't know why you are so excited about this object stuff." Some 

felt object lessons in the sermon were childish. Still others went so far as to say that 

object lessons in a sermon were patronizing. Others felt very unaccustomed to this 

particular mode of communication. 

In response to this congregational feedback, I have not decided to give up on this 

particular mark of Hebraic preaching. Instead, I am going to change my approach in two 

different ways. First, I am going to continue to insert pictures into the bulletin of biblical 

sites and/or applicable images. Though worshippers at Lebanon United Methodist Church 

are not particularly enthused by object lesson, they are enthusiastic about the inclusion of 

visual pictures inserted into their bulletin. Clearly, this is one way of engaging the senses 

that does work well at Lebanon United Methodist Church. On the general survey, 

statement number forty-one reads: When a preacher tries to re-create an image in 

scripture, I would prefer the preacher make good use of descriptive language as opposed 

to including a picture of the image in the bulletin. Overall, respondents disagreed with 

this statement (a 2.75 average on the Likert Scale). Indeed, visual images inserted into the 
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bulletin are effective in their ability to engage visually the senses of worshippers at 

Lebanon United Methodist Church. My interviews with all three focus groups confirmed 

this to be the case. (The sermon I preached on June 5th 2011 included one of these 

bulletin inserts.) 

Second, in response to the feedback I received regarding this specific mark of 

Hebraic preaching, I am still going to attempt object lesson, though in the context of the 

children's sermon. Instead of viewing the children's sermon as comedy time or as an 

annoying liturgical invention of the 1970's, I am going to volunteer to do the children's 

sermon at least twice a month. (Currently at Lebanon, volunteers deliver the children's 

message on a weekly basis except on mornings where communion is served.) During this 

time, I am going to engage the children with an object lesson that will very clearly relate 

to the sermon I will preach ten minutes later in the worship service. Everyone in the focus 

groups agreed that object lesson is most appropriate for children. But what if the object 

lesson in the children's sermon was "overheard" by adults as well? In other words, I am 

going to strategically use the children's sermon in such a way as to engage everyone's 

senses. In fact, I may even reference (verbally) in my sermon the object I presented 

during the children's sermon. Perhaps this will end up working well. At the very least, it 

will give me the opportunity to improve my own ability to do object lessons that engage 

the senses. 

7. Hebraic preachers reclaim the power ofhaggadic storytelling. From the 

general survey, I learned how much the people at Lebanon United Methodist Church 

appreciate preachers who are good storytellers. In the general survey I distributed, 

participants were asked to react to the following statement: In a sermon, a good story can 
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usually drive home the point. Respondents expressed very strong attitudes of agreement 

toward this statement (a 4.54 average on the Likert Scale). In fact, it was this statement 

(statement number fifty-two) that elicited the strongest attitude of agreement of any 

question on the entire fifty-five question survey. Not surprisingly, the more personal 

component of my project merely reinforced what I learned from the general survey: when 

it comes to sermons, the people of Lebanon United Methodist Church respond well to 

storytelling. 

When it comes to my own storytelling, the people of Lebanon United Methodist 

Church seem to be connecting well with the stories I share. I arrived at this conclusion 

thanks to the sermon feedback form that specifically asked a question about stories. In the 

sermon feedback form that I distributed to all participants in all three age groups, I asked 

respondents to circle a number on a scale of one to five (right or left) regarding which 

statement they agreed with the most. On the left side of the page, the following choice 

was given: "While hearing this sermon, I connected with one or more of the stories the 

preacher shared." On the right side of the page, the following choice was given: "While 

hearing this sermon, I connected with the principles that the preacher was trying to get 

across." In all of the eight sermons I preached, the majority of respondents leaned much 

more favorably toward storytelling, though there were a few sermons where responses 

were mixed. In the follow-up interviews with all three age groups, it became clear to me 

that my storytelling is impacting my hearers in positive ways. In synthesizing the wisdom 

I gleaned from the focus groups, I plan to continue to value storytelling in my preaching 

for two reasons. 
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First, as I discovered from the data in the general survey, stories have universal 

appeal at Lebanon. This idea was reinforced to me in the feedback I received. For 

example, one respondent wrote on his or her feedback form: "The stories you tell not 

only hit home with me, they hit home with my children. On the way home from church, 

my children re-tell the stories in the car." Rabbis were drawn to storytelling, in part, 

because storytelling penetrates the hearts of everyone, no matter how learned or 

unlearned one may be. Stories make sense to the adult and the child as well as to the 

scholar and the farmer. In his book entitled The Parables: Jewish Tradition and 

Christian Interpretation, Brad Young made the following observation about haggadah: 

"Haggadah communicated God's love in a meaningful way to the most erudite scholar as 

well as to the common folk. In the world of haggadah, one discovers the healthy tension 

between the scholar and the unlearned man." To illustrate his point, Young tells an 

ancient rabbinical story that illustrates the far-reaching, universal appeal of haggadah: 

Two rabbis are teaching in the same town. One teaches haggadah, and the other 
treats supposedly more serious issues relating only to halakah. The people abandon 
the one who delves deeply into the details of the legal matters in order to hear the 
words of the Torah expounded in thought-provoking illustrations. Rabbi A, who 
does not believe that anything takes a second place to halakah, is offended by the 
popular success of his colleague, Rabbi B, who captures the attention of the 
common people through his haggadic lore. The halakic mind clashes with the spirit 
of the haggadist. In an open conflict, Rabbi A attacks Rabbi B, who makes his 
defense by telling a parable! Rabbi B speaks: 'I will tell you a parable. To what 
may the matter be compared? It may be compared to two men. One of them was 
selling precious stones and the other various kinds of small ware. To whom do the 
people rush? Is it not the seller of various kinds of small ware?' By comparing 
haggadah to various kinds of small ware and halakah to precious stones, Rabbi B 
makes his concession to Rabbi A. He does not dispute the quintessential importance 
of halakah, but he does argue that haggadah has a popular appeal because it is 
within the grasp of the common folk. Everyone enjoys the dynamic force of a good 
illustration.24 

24 Young, The Parables, 12. 
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In the days ahead, I want to continue to work on the way in which I communicate stories. 

This involves not only listening to other preachers who are excellent storytellers 

(Buechner, Craddock to name a few), but also reading good story literature—both fiction 

and non-fiction. 

Second, I want to work harder at becoming a better storyteller so that I can 

capitalize on the timeliness of storytelling. At this particular time in modern Western 

culture, stories seem to have great appeal. Simply put: stories are popular, especially 

now. Consider, for example, the recent popularity of blogging. In part, blogging has 

become popular because it's a way for people to not only communicate their own stories 

but to also hear the stories of others as well. Statistics regarding the popularity of 

blogging in 2008 reveal that blogging is most common among those age 25-44 years old. 

In fact, 59% of all bloggers come from this demographic.25 What this tells me is that the 

vast majority of the people I will be preaching to over the next fifty years are well-versed 

in the genre of storytelling. That being said, just as it was for rabbis during the classical 

rabbinical period, storytelling appears to be both a relevant and a meaningful way to 

communicate with a twenty-first century audience as well. Note, for example, the excerpt 

from Raymond Bailey's book entitled Jesus the Preacher: 

Jesus was a storytelling preacher. Some years ago I was quoted in the public 
media as issuing a call for more creative proclamation employing drama and 
story. That interview brought a rather nasty letter from a preacher who informed 
me that "no one was ever saved by telling a story." The statement astonished me. 
I wondered how anyone could read the Gospels, study the life of Jesus, and make 
such an absurd statement. Jesus' primary form of communicating was in the form 
of stories. The narrative form he and the writers of scripture employed assured the 
timelessness that no technical prose could have.26 

25 Sally Falkow, "Blogging in America," Web Pro News, 10/21/08. 

26 Raymond Bailey, Jesus the Preacher (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1990), 63. 
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Indeed, stories are "timeless." The ancient rabbis knew this. Jesus knew this. Thanks to 

the feedback I have received from this project, I now know this too. 

In conclusion, I cannot overstate how much I have learned about preaching from 

the people at Lebanon United Methodist Church. The congregation at Lebanon United 

Methodist Church has inspired me to refine and re-think the seven marks of Hebraic 

preaching. Though the seven marks of Hebraic preaching are still very much up for 

debate, I do not want to give up on this idea. Truth be told, many will consider the seven 

marks of Hebraic preaching and question whether or not all models of preaching include 

one or more of the seven characteristics I have put forth. In fact, I anticipate this being 

the case. But part of what makes this particular project unique is that it attempts to piece 

together various facets of rabbinical wisdom in a creative and systematic way. In other 

words, just as Eugene Lowry introduced a "narrative-based, five-stage homiletical plot 

model"27 for preaching, I have tried to introduce a "seven-mark model" of Hebraic 

preaching that might be helpful to other preachers. In their book Unchristian: What a 

New Generation Thinks about Christianity and Why It Matters, authors David Kinnaman 

and David Lyons wrote: 

Some of our research shows that today's pastors are experimenting increasingly 
with how they communicate—not tinkering with the nature of the message itself, 
but trying to express the gospel with gravity and buoyancy that catches the 
attention of a skeptical and disinterested audience.28 

I do hope that my particular "experiment" with the seven marks of Hebraic preaching will 

be helpful to the twenty-first century Church. 

27 Paul Scott Wilson, Preaching and Homiletical Theory, 18. 

28 Kinnaman and Lyons, 211. 
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Finally, Dallas Willard, professor of ethics at the University of Southern California 

made the following observation: 

It is not enough just to announce and teach the truth about God, about Jesus, and 
about God's purposes with humankind. To think so is the fallacy underlying most 
of the training that goes on in our churches and theological schools. Even 
relentlessly pursued, it is not enough.29 

I truly believe that the Hebraic preaching voice, characterized by the seven marks of 

Hebraic preaching, is more than just an attempt at "announcing" the truth. It is an ancient, 

faithful, exciting method of communicating with all kinds of twenty-first century 

promise. 

Willard, The Divine Conspiracy, 322. 
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APPENDIX B 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

mi 
McAfee School of Theology 

Mercer University 
3001 Mercer University Drive 

Atlanta, Georgia 30341 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
participate, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many 
questions as necessary to be sure that you will understand what you will be asked to do. 

Investigator 

The investigator for this research study is Mark Williams, pastor of Lebanon United 
Methodist Church, and a student in the Doctor of Ministry program at the McAfee School 
of Theology. His phone number is 803-776-4604 and his e-mail address is 
mawilliams2222@yahoo.com. 

Purpose of the Research 

This research study is designed to measure the effectiveness of a particular model of 
preaching at Lebanon United Methodist Church. The results of this study will be included 
in the Doctor of Ministry thesis project of the investigator. 

Potential Risks or Discomforts 

There are no potential risks or discomforts associated with this survey. 

Potential Benefits of the Research 

By participating in this survey, you will play an active role in making the preaching at 
Lebanon United Methodist more effective. 
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Confidentiality and Data Storage 

The data collected from this survey may be published. Your name will not be published. 
All records will be kept in a locked file by the researcher for three years. 

Participation and Withdrawal 

Participation in this research project is voluntary. As a research subject you may refuse to 
participate at anytime. To withdraw from the study, simply indicate so to the investigator. 

Questions about the Research 

Mercer University's Institutional Review Board has approved this project. If you believe 
there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the 
Chair of the Institutional Review board at (478) 301-4101. 

Your Signature: 

Date: 

Principal Investigator Signature: 

Date: 



APPENDIX C 

GENERAL SURVEY 

How old are you? (circle one) 

A. 18-34 

B. 35-65 

C. 66+ 

What is your gender? (circle one) M or F 

Do you have children? (circle one) Y or N 

How long have you been attending worship at Lebanon United Methodist Church? 

A. Less than two years 

B. Between two and four years 

C. Between four and fourteen years 

D. More than fourteen years 

How long have you been a Christian? 

A. I am not a Christian 

B. Less than 5 years 

C. Between 5 and 15 years 

D. More than 15 years 
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Which best describes your education level? 

A. Some Schooling 

B. High School Graduate 

C. Some College or Technical School 

D. College Graduate 

E. Advanced Degree Beyond College 

Circle the number that best describes your attitude toward each of the statements below. 

1 = Strongly Disagree 
2 = Disagree 
3 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree 
4 = Agree 
5 = Strongly Agree 

1. In preparing to preach a sermon, a preacher should exhaust considerable time and 
energy studying the scripture. 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. In preparing to preach a sermon, a preacher should prioritize the administrative and 
pastoral- care needs of the church, using whatever time he or she has leftover to study the 
scripture. 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. During Sunday worship, when the preacher reads the scripture for the day, I am 
already familiar with the scripture. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. When hearing a sermon, I respond best when the preacher helps me understand the 
basics of the scripture at hand. 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. When hearing a sermon, I prefer that the preacher skip over the basics of the scripture 
in order to delve into more important matters. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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1 = Strongly Disagree 
2 = Disagree 
3 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree 
4 = Agree 
5 = Strongly Agree 

6. The future of Lebanon United Methodist Church depends, in large part, on the faithful 
preaching of God's story. 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. A preacher can preach a meaningful sermon, even if the scripture is mentioned only 
slightly or in passing. 

1 2 3 4 5 

8. It is possible to be a good preacher without being a good person. 

1 2 3 4 5 

9. A preacher's own moral character determines the weight of his or her preaching. 

1 2 3 4 5 

10. A video-fed sermon from a satellite location can be just as powerful as a sermon 
preached in person. 

1 2 3 4 5 

11. Witnessing a preacher live his or her faith is more important than what he or she has 
to say. 

1 2 3 4 5 

12. A preacher should be someone I should want to become more like. 

1 2 3 4 5 

13. It is important to walk away from a sermon having had an experience of God. 

1 2 3 4 5 

14. It is important to walk away from a sermon having learned more about God. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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1 = Strongly Disagree 
2 = Disagree 
3 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree 
4 = Agree 
5 = Strongly Agree 

15. When it comes to the topic of God's grace, it is more important for me to learn about 
God's grace in a sermon than to experience God's grace in a sermon. 

1 2 3 4 5 

16.1 respond well to sermons that move me deeper into a relational experience with God. 

1 2 3 4 5 

17.1 respond well to sermons that help me form opinions and systematize my faith in 
God. 

1 2 3 4 5 

18. Hearing a sermon ought to be an experience. 

1 2 3 4 5 

19. Hearing a sermon ought to be a learning event. 

1 2 3 4 5 

20.1 respond well to sermons that inform me with information about the faith. 

1 2 3 4 5 

21.1 respond well to sermons that change and transform my faith. 

1 2 3 4 5 

22.1 respond best to sermons that focus on the spiritual world of heaven. 

1 2 3 4 5 

23.1 respond best to sermons that focus on the world in which I live. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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1 = Strongly Disagree 
2 = Disagree 
3 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree 
4 = Agree 

5 = Strongly Agree 

24.1 respond well to sermons that inspire me to serve God by taking action. 

1 2 3 4 5 

25.1 appreciate sermons that make me feel good. 

1 2 3 4 5 

26. The preacher should altogether avoid telling me what to do or how to live. 

1 2 3 4 5 

27. The preacher should tell me what to do and how to live. 

1 2 3 4 5 

28.1 can actively participate in the kingdom of God right now. 

1 2 3 4 5 

29. When I arrive in heaven, I will finally be part of the kingdom of God. 

1 2 3 4 5 

30. The following hymn lyrics inspire my faith: "One Glad Morning, When This Life Is 
Over, I'll Fly Away" 

1 2 3 4 5 

31. The following hymn lyrics inspire my faith: "Here I Am Lord, I Will Go, If You Lead 
Me" 

1 2 3 4 5 

32. When a preacher tells a personal story about an encounter with God in his or her 
everyday life outside of church, I can rarely relate to the story. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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1 = Strongly Disagree 
2 = Disagree 
3 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree 
4 = Agree 
5 = Strongly Agree 

33. When a preacher tells a story about someone's encounter with God out in the world, 
the story usually strengthens the witness of the gospel. 

1 2 3 4 5 

34. Sermon illustrations that come from Shakespeare, poetry, philosophy, and literature 
often work best. 

1 2 3 4 5 

35.1 prefer sermon illustrations from everyday life. 

1 2 3 4 5 

36.1 appreciate preaching that is down to earth. 

1 2 3 4 5 

37.1 appreciate preaching that intellectually stimulates my mind, even if this means that I 
don't fully understand certain parts of the sermon. 

1 2 3 4 5 

38.1 experience God outside of the church's walls just as much or even more than I 
experience God within the walls of the church. 

1 2 3 4 5 

39.1 often get the point of a sermon better when a preacher holds up an object in his or 
her sermon. 

1 2 3 4 5 

40. Object lessons during the sermon are childish and/or distracting. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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1 — Strongly Disagree 
2 = Disagree 
3 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree 
4 = Agree 
5 = Strongly Agree 

41. When a preacher tries to re-create an image in the scripture, I would prefer the 
preacher make good use of descriptive language as opposed to including a picture of the 
image in the bulletin. 

1 2 3 4 5 

42. When hearing a sermon on the topic of evangelism, I would prefer that the preacher 
talk about four concrete principles for effective evangelism. 

1 2 3 4 5 

43. When hearing a sermon on the topic of evangelism, I would prefer the preacher hold 
up fishing net and talk about it. 

1 2 3 4 5 

44. When listening to a sermon, I respond best when my mind is stimulated. 

1 2 3 4 5 

45. When listening to a sermon, I respond best when my senses are stimulated. 

1 2 3 4 5 

46.1 respond best to preachers who make creative use of their surroundings when they 
preach. 

1 2 3 4 5 

47.1 respond best to preachers who focus on using the right words. 

1 2 3 4 5 

48.1 respond best when a preacher talks about the Christian faith in terms of formulations 
and affirmations. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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1 = Strongly Disagree 
2 — Disagree 
3 — Neither Agree Nor Disagree 
4 = Agree 
5 = Strongly Agree 

49.1 respond best when the preacher talks about faith in terms of living relationships and 
lifelong encounters. 

1 2 3 4 5 

50. Over the years, I have heard various different preachers and have witnessed various 
different styles of preaching. 

1 2 3 4 5 

51.1 respond well to preachers who argue their systematic points in a convincing way. 

1 2 3 4 5 

52. In a sermon, a good story can usually drive home the point. 

1 2 3 4 5 

53. In a sermon, a good explanation can usually drive home the point. 

1 2 3 4 5 

54.1 respond best to preachers who understand themselves as "classroom lecturers." 

1 2 3 4 5 

55.1 respond best to preachers who are "creative storytellers." 

1 2 3 4 5 



APPENDIX D 

SERMON FEEDBACK FORM 

Date: 
Scripture: 
Sermon Title: 

Instructions: On a scale of 1 to 5, choose which statement (right or left) you most agree 
with: 

After hearing this sermon, 
it became evident that the 
preacher had studied the 
biblical text in a 
worshipful and insightful 
way. 

After hearing this sermon, 
it became evident that the 
preacher casually made 
himself aware of the 
biblical text in his 
preparation to preach. 

After hearing this sermon, 
I can remember what the 1 
scripture was saying. 

After hearing this sermon, 
I cannot remember what 
the scripture was saying. 

I sense the preacher is 
truly attempting to live 
this sermon in his 
everyday life. 

This sermon could have 
been preached by just 
about any preacher. 
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While hearing this 
sermon, I had an 
experience of God. 

While hearing this 
sermon, I learned more 
about God. 

This sermon inspired me 
to take action. 

3 4 This sermon inspired me 
to change my opinions. 

This sermon was 
transformative. 

3 4 This sermon was 
informative. 

Overall, this sermon 
related well to my 
everyday life. 

3 4 
It was hard to figure out 
how this sermon related to 
my everyday life. 

This sermon stimulated 
my senses. 

3 4 This sermon stimulated 
my thoughts. 

While hearing this 
sermon, I connected with 
one or more of the stories 
the preacher shared. 

3 4 
While hearing this 
sermon, I connected with 
the principles that the 
preacher was trying to get 
across. 
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