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Introduction

ONE evening during my early teen years, I was
asked to baby-sit for some friends from church.

After they drove off to wherever it was they were going,
I decided to take a little tour of the house. While pass-
ing by the master bedroom I noticed a bright yellow
book on the shelf titled The Joy of Sex. As a young man
who had recently developed quite an interest in the
subject, I felt that I had come upon a treasure chest.
With great enthusiasm I pulled the book off the shelf
and began leafing through it. And I found some things
of great interest among the pages, to be sure. But as I
put the book back on the shelf, I found myself hoping
that the experience itself was much more exciting than
reading about it.
It is with a similar hope that I write this book. I hope

that those who take it off the shelf will find it interest-
ing. I hope that some of the pictures I have painted of
the preaching life are exciting. I hope that the experi-
ences I have related are encouraging and occasionally
amusing. I hope that the practical suggestions I have
offered are helpful. I hope that the joy I find in preach-
ing has been communicated in such a way that those
who have not yet experienced such joy will be in a bet-
ter position to do so, and that those who have will be a
bit more eager to experience it again. And yes, I really
do hope that everyone who reads this little book will



conclude that the experience itself is much better than
reading about it—not because the book is bad, but
rather because what the book speaks of is so good.
I want to make it clear that this book addresses

preaching in a general way. I write as a Roman Catholic
priest. But what I have to say about preaching most
often applies to Christian preachers of any denomina-
tion, both clergy and lay. I rejoice that almost every
Christian community recognizes that preaching is cen-
tral to the ministry of the ordained. I celebrate the fact
that in more recent years permanent deacons have
once again taken up this ministry in the Roman
Catholic Church, and often to great effect. I celebrate
further that opportunities for gifted and well-trained
lay preachers have increased in many of the Christian
churches.
Such a small book cannot hope to cover all the var-

ious contexts for preaching. 
My focus is liturgical preaching, mainly the kind of

preaching that flows from biblical texts read in public
worship and seeks to relate those texts to the lives of
the congregation. However, much of what I have to say
can be applied to preaching in any setting. For the joy
of preaching is certainly not limited to the Sunday litur-
gy. In fact, those who have come to understand the gift
and promise of preaching will always find it an occa-
sion for joy.
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Chapter 1

THE JOY OF BEING CALLED

�

“WHAT are you doing here?” This question some-
times comes as a person stands before the

assembly preparing to preach. It is not conveyed in a
tiny whispering sound the likes of which Elijah once
heard on Mt. Horeb and recognized as the voice of
God. No, in this case it is the preacher’s own appre-
hension speaking. This question of what one is doing
standing in the position of preacher emerges most
often as one has some clear realization of what he or
she is about to do and is humbled by it. How can any
human being presume to speak for God? Who is holy
enough, wise enough, intelligent enough and articulate
enough? 
The preacher looks out on those assembled, seeing

the man he forgot to visit in the hospital, the woman
she spoke badly of behind her back, the child to whom
he once gave a stern look for making noise in church.
And again the question comes, “What am I doing here?
Who am I that I should speak of God to these people,
many of whom know God far better than I do?” Yet
even as the question looms disturbingly before the
preacher, if the preacher is truly where he or she



belongs and is the least bit open to it, a divine whisper
of an answer will come, “You are here because I have
called you.” And in a moment of utter amazement, the
preacher smiles and sighs, “Ah, yes. Another mystery!”

Born in the Divine Mystery
The biblical account of the creation begins with the
mystery of God’s speaking. God speaks a word into
nothing and something happens. This is the nature of
God’s word—to make something happen. God’s desire
is articulated and the articulation blossoms into cre-
ation. And God pronounces the fruits of his speaking
good, meaning that they are in some way a genuine
reflection of God’s own goodness. In the beginning
God spoke word after word, bringing into being a uni-
verse that expressed in some way the complexity and
complementarity, the holiness and wholeness of God’s
own life. This always has been God’s intention in
speaking a creative word. 
Yet those who were brought into being by his cre-

ative word did not always understand God’s intentions.
And often, even when they were understood, they were
not accepted. As a result, life gave way to death and
disintegration. So God spoke again and again, seeking
to break through human resistance and to restore
humankind to holiness and wholeness. At times this
word was embraced and its restorative purposes were
accomplished. Yet even more often people were so
engulfed in the darkness of sin that they were unable
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to latch onto the gift of life God was offering them.
Finally, unwilling to give up on the people he had made
and let them sin themselves into oblivion, God spoke
the ultimate saving word. God spoke himself into
human life. The Word became flesh in the person of
Jesus Christ and dwelt among us. The Word made 
visible, reaching out in compelling ways with the
promise that all who accepted him would receive
power to become children of God.
How the divine Word spoke himself into human life

is certainly a great mystery. How does a God we cannot
see or touch, a God who is without a physical body,
generate speech, particularly the kind of speech that
actually brings things into existence? The Word of God
is born in mystery, and remains a mystery. 
But perhaps just as mysterious is God’s involvement

of human beings in the speaking of his word.
Throughout history, God has called some individuals to
echo a word he has spoken to them, a word that has the
power to save those for whom it is intended. That God
would dignify humankind in this way, by inviting us to
share in his speaking of a life-giving word, is utterly
amazing. It is among the most amazing aspects of the
gracious mystery of God’s speaking.
We find a marvelous example of this in God’s call of

the prophet Jeremiah. Inviting this young man to share
in the speaking of his word, God says, “Before I formed
you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born
I consecrated you, I appointed you a prophet to the
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