
Introduction 

The challenge of the ‘nasty surprise’ in the readings: 

 causes us all to despair 

 but the reality is that they offer us a gift that shines a light on the craft of preaching like nothing 
else can 

Raises the question of what you think happens in a  
sermon.   

For me it is a combination of: 

 proclamation – we do have to think the good 
news is good 

 instruction – teaching in the faith 

 application – explorations of how to live as a 
Christian in our everyday lives. 

Sometimes a sermon will be more one than the other – 
it also can’t bear the weight of being the only place 
where any one of these things happens.  

 

 

Temptations to Avoid with ‘Nasty Surprises’ 

Avoid assuming: 

1. That everyone feels the same as you do about the passage. 

 There can be very specific reasons why you loathe a passage which may not be true for 
everyone 

 You can ruin a passage for someone who loves it 

 Getting the balance right between honesty and tact is important 

 

2. That fancy exegetical footwork can solve the problem for you 

 Sometimes exegesis can help to illuminate a text, take for example the cursing of the fig 
tree in Mark’s Gospel (cursing, cleansing of the temple, withered fig tree) 

 But other times it feels desperate e.g. whoever comes to me and does not hate his own 
father and mother etc… means to love less. 

 Beware etymological fallacies!! 

 

3. That the best course of action is to avoid hard passages because they upset people 

 They are still there (in the word of God) even if you don’t talk about them 

 People will notice you are avoiding them and aren’t as daft as you might think 

Paula Gooder 

Nasty Surprises in the Lectionary 

Prophetic preaching is dangerous work, 
not only because it has a subversive 
edge but because it requires an episte-
mological break with the assumed world 
of dominant imagination. This epistemo-
logical break makes us aware of our as-
sumptions we have not recognized or 
reflected upon. 

Walter Brueggemann  
The Prophetic Imagination 



4. That preaching can bear the weight of the entirety of the  
proclamation, teaching and application that needs to take 
place in the life and faith of a Christian.  

 Preaching can be powerful, transformative and inspira-
tional but can’t do everything – you need to think 
about how your preaching is supported and enhanced 
in other areas 

 Jesus’ teaching was only one way in which the disciples 
learnt 

 

5. That it is our words that will transform people – our words can only 
open the door into the presence of the living God  

 and they can equally slam that door shut 

 The key is how to get out of the way so the dialogue can take place 

   

 

 

Shining the Light on how we treat the Bible 

The problem with ‘easy’ passages is that they seduce us into thinking we can lift a passage, with or with-
out its context, out of the Bible and apply it in our lives without any problems at all. 

 In some circumstances it is right to do this 

 But in many it is not, or at least it is more complex than this, (e.g. Jeremiah 29:11 For surely I 
know the plans I have for you, says the LORD, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give 
you a future with hope) and requires us to interrogate how the Bible speaks God’s word to us 

 Wrestling with the text – Jacob and the angel as a model for biblical engagement  

 

Conclusions or How to handle ‘nasty surprises’ 

Do work hard at understanding the text for yourself – but don’t feel 
need to show your workings 

Do recognise the journey that you have been on – but don’t assume 
that everyone else will join you on the same journey (see 
Brueggemann quote) 

You can admit defeat if the passage defies your preaching – but don’t 
give up on it for yourself, nasty surprises in the lectionary can end up 
being the grit in your spiritual oyster 

The conversation partners in a sermon are God and God’s people –the text, the world’s events and the 
preacher all contribute to the conversation but shouldn’t be mistaken for it. 

The secret of a good sermon 
is to have a good beginning 
and a good ending, then hav-
ing the two as close together 
as possible.  

George Burns 

Exegesis in sermon preparation 
is like wearing underwear, we 
all need to do it but we don’t 
need to show everyone.  

Anon 

A homily in a Eucharistic 
setting is much more than just 
teaching; it is the occasion 
when there is a dialogue be-
tween God and his people.   

Pope Francis 
 Joy of the Gospel 


