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“The secret of a good sermon is to have a good beginning and 
a good ending, then having the two as close together as 
possible.” 

—George Burns 
 





 

 

 
Preface 

 
 

My father was born in the Bronx, New York City, and when it was 
time for him to learn to swim, his friends took him to the East 
River. They walked him to the end of a pier and threw him in. It 
was the “Sink or Swim” school of swimming.  

Looking back to my seminary days, I remember my four 
years of homiletics as a “Sink or Swim” school of preaching. A 
topic and date were assigned to me and I was then on my own. 
Feedback came from my classmates who were careful not to 
bruise my feelings. In the parish, feedback was the occasional 
“Thank you for your sermon” which was a message in itself. I 
wasn’t very good, sometimes even awful, and didn’t know what I 
had to do to become a good preacher.  

Since then, I have taught courses in public speaking, 
communications, and writing and have sat in the pews for forty 
years in many different parishes. During those years, I have 
watched and listened to preachers who I knew were faith filled 
and dedicated. Some delivered excellent sermons, some mediocre, 
and some delivered dull and lifeless efforts. All of them wanted to 
preach well, had prayerfully read the scriptures, and prepared 
their sermons. Why then did some succeed and others fail?  

The answer, I believe, is that in addition to the scriptural and 
spiritual content of a sermon, a preacher must also learn the 
techniques and skills of writing and delivering a sermon. These 
techniques and skills have been well documented in books on 
writing and public speaking. I have adapted them to fit your 
needs as a preacher and have added a few more from my own 
journey. This is a “how to” book about what you need to know to 
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write and deliver sermons and about the “catalysts” that will lift 
your sermons to life-changing experiences. By mastering them 
and making them your own, you can become an inspiring 
preacher.  

  



 

 

 
Introduction 

 
The Unforgettable Sermon 

  
 

“I’ve learned that people will forget what you said, people 
will forget what you did, but people will never forget how 
you made them feel.” 

—Maya Angelou 
 

If you preach or hope to preach, I suggest you copy Angelou’s 
sentence and tape it on the wall over the desk where you write 
your sermons. It will remind you of what you must do to create 
unforgettable sermons.  

Angelou’s insight reminds us of an obvious but often 
neglected truth: The people who listen to preaching are a mix of 
intellect and emotion, understanding and feeling. Accepting that 
truth is easy; using it to create life-changing sermons is not. 
Experience has shown that some sermons are dynamic and 
engaging while others are dull and lifeless. That is true, I believe, 
because some sermons engage the whole person, intellect and 
feelings, while others are lectures, devoid of passion and feeling. 
They speak only to the intellect. A sermon that appeals only to 
the intellect and not to the heart is half a sermon and is doomed 
to fail. 

 
“One sees clearly only with the heart. Anything essential 
is invisible to the eye.” 

—Antoine de Saint-Exupery 
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A successful sermon which engages the whole person, 
intellect and feeling, creates an experience which the preacher and 
listeners share.  

If you want to create shared experiences in your preaching, 
you can learn how. However, you must first learn the crafts of 
writing and delivering sermons. Good preaching, like good public 
speaking, is the product of knowledge and skills that can be 
learned. A good preacher has learned the techniques needed to 
design sermons, owns the tools and construction materials needed 
to build them, and has mastered the public-speaking skills needed 
to deliver them at a professional level. This book will describe 
those techniques, tools, and skills, and will give you suggestions 
on how you can make them your own.  

In Part One, “Building the Sermon”, I will discuss the 
craft of constructing a sermon, and in Part Two, “Creating the 
Unforgettable Sermon”, I will discuss four catalysts that can 
transform your sermons so they touch the hearts of your listeners. 
In Part Three, “Growing as a Preacher”, I will offer suggestions 
on how you can improve your skills, and in Part Four, 
“Conducting Retreats and Days of Recollection”, I will give 
some recommendations for retreat masters.  
 
Homily or Sermon? 
Some churches use the word “homily” to describe preaching 
during their liturgies while some churches use the word “sermon” 
to describe their preaching. I will use “homily” only in those 
instances where it is related to liturgical preaching. Otherwise I 
will use “sermon.” 
 
Scripture and Prayer 
I assume we agree that all preaching begins with a reading of 
scripture and with prayer. Others have developed these subjects 



 

 

 
 
 
 

Part One 
 

Building the Sermon 
 

When we stand in front of a beautiful painting, we forget that 
the artist first drew a “cartoon”, a sketch, of his first 
visualization of the picture. As he began to fill in the lines, he 
became covered with paint and sometimes his own sweat. 
Painting his work of art was a messy, sometimes dirty, 
process. So it is with crafting a good sermon. It is usually a 
messy experience and not pretty at the “cartoon” stage. Still, 
with hard work, your sermon, like a work of art, can touch 
people’s hearts. Part One is about the messy craft of building 
the sermon. So roll up your sleeves and let’s get to work. 

 



 

 

 



 

 

 
Chapter 1 

 
Some Basic Facts of Life for a Preacher 

 
Preparation 

“It usually takes me three weeks to prepare an impromptu 
speech.” 

—Mark Twain 
 

No one delivers a good impromptu speech. When a speaker rises to 
respond to a call for “a few words” and then knocks it out of the 
park, you can be sure he’s given this before or been rolling it 
around in his mind for hours, maybe days. Good sermons are the 
products of careful preparation. 

Before you begin to put word to paper or computer, you 
must first admit to yourself that, like an apprentice carpenter, you 
must first learn the basics of your craft. Both writing and 
preaching a sermon are crafts. Unlike art which depends upon 
abilities unique to the artist, a craft can be learned by anyone 
willing to work at it and learn.  
 
The Craft of Writing a Sermon 

“Every man must learn his trade – not pick it up. God 
requires that he learn it by slow and painful processes. 
The apprentice hand in blacksmithing, in medicine, in 
literature, in everything, is a thing that can’t be hidden. 
It always shows.” 

—Mark Twain 
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 Twain calls the craft of writing a trade. In that trade (craft), 
the preacher is like a carpenter. Before building a table, a 
carpenter must first learn about the different kinds of wood, their 
characteristics, how to cut and join them, and how to design a 
strong, beautiful table. Only then can the construction begin. A 
good carpenter is a good craftsman. 

Like the carpenter, the preacher must understand the parts 
and structure of a sermon, how they fit together, and how to 
design it. Only then can the preacher write and deliver it. This 
book will describe the parts and structure of a sermon, the 
processes of writing and delivering it, and will help you become a 
better “sermon builder”.  

 “Writing is [like] making a table. With both you are 
working with reality, a material just as hard as wood. 
Both are full of tricks and techniques. Basically very 
little magic and a lot of hard work are involved.”  

—Gabriel Garcia Marquez1  
 
  
 

  



 

 

 
Chapter 5 

 
The Process of Writing a Sermon 

 
“Writing a column is easy. You just sit in front of a 
typewriter until small beads of blood appear on your 
forehead.” 

—Red Smith1 
 

Unlike Red Smith, you don’t have to bleed to write a good 
sermon. Professional writers know that writing is a process. Some 
who have been writing for many years may have forgotten that at 
one time they had to learn the process, step-by-step. If you learn 
and follow the process, you will write more easily, and your final 
product will be better. The process will transform you into a 
writer. Some writing teachers have four steps, others more. I have 
customized the process for you into five steps. 

The process as you see it here is linear, one step after another. 
In reality, it is a messy, back and forth movement in which you 
discover what you are creating as you go along. Follow the 
process, but feel free to use it as a guide, not a strait-jacket. Use 
whatever works for you. 

You will notice that the five step process takes place over 
several days. Because preaching is one of your “vital few”, you 
need to schedule step 1 at least 3 or 4 days before you will deliver 
your sermon.  

If you work with a homily preparation group, their insights 
will give you the ideas you need for steps 1 and 2. Otherwise you 
will have to complete steps 1 and 2 yourself.  
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The Five Step Process for Writing a Sermon 
1. Prepare 
2. Brainstorm 
3. Organize 
4. Write 
5. Revise 
 
If possible, schedule a night’s sleep either between steps 2 

and 3, or between 3 and 4.  
 
Step 1: Prepare 
In your preparation you answer four questions: 

a. What is my purpose?  
b. What is my “one, main idea”?  
c. What is my “hook”?  
d. What is my “Call to Action”? 
 
When you know your primary purpose, you can identify 

your one, main idea. Frequently you recognize both at the same 
time. To make sure you have one, main idea, try writing it in a 
simple, active voice sentence. As stated earlier, a sermon can have 
a secondary purpose. Make sure now that the secondary purpose 
supports your primary purpose. Your “Call to Action” should 
follow naturally from your purpose. 
 

PRACTICE 
After you have considered these following questions, write 
your answers in four declarative sentences: 

 
Step 2. Brainstorm 
Anne Lamott in her book, Bird by bird: some instructions on 
writing and life,2 recounted a moment in her family’s life. Her 
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older brother sat at their kitchen table, unable to begin writing a 
report on birds that was due the next day. He sat there, she said, 
“…immobilized by the hugeness of the task ahead.” Their father, 
a professional writer, sat down beside her brother and said, “Bird 
by bird, buddy, just take it bird by bird.” 

Brainstorming helps you generate the content of your 
sermon “bird by bird.” If you have never trying brainstorming in 
writing your sermons, you might want to experiment with it. You 
can brainstorm by yourself or with a sermon preparation group; 
more on that shortly. If you choose to write by yourself, write 
your ideas in words or phrases, if necessary short sentences, as 
they come to you. Do not eliminate anything. Just get it down. If 
this is a subject you know well, this process may take five to ten 
minutes. If you have to do some research, it will take longer. If 
possible, give yourself enough time so you can “sleep on it” with a 
pad and pen beside your bed. When you begin the process again, 
you are likely to have new ideas, possibly even a different purpose 
and main idea. When you can’t think of anything more to add, 
the brainstorming is finished.  
 
Step 3. Organize 
Now is the time to organize your brainstormed list of ideas into a 
sequence that the ideas themselves suggest. Like the sculptor 
searching for the statue in the block of marble, you search for the 
innate order of the ideas. 

You have three different techniques available to you for 
organizing your ideas: 

1. Organize them in your head (difficult if not impossible). 
Juggling ten to twenty ideas in your head, then 
identifying them as major or supporting ideas and finally 
putting them in proper sequence would tax even an 
Einstein’s brain.  
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2. If you have brainstormed on your computer and all your 
ideas are on one screen, you can organize them using “cut 
and paste.”  

3. If your ideas have scrolled onto another screen, you will 
probably find it easier to print them and work from hard 
copy.  

 
Here’s how to organize using hardcopy:  

- Identify your main ideas as best you can at this stage of 
the process.  

- Write them in sequence in their “innate” order. They will 
be the topic sentences of your paragraphs.  

- Connect the supporting ideas to their major ideas with 
lines or numbers. 

- Rewrite your organized ideas into an outline indenting 
the supporting ideas under their major ideas. You will 
find it easier at this point to spot and delete facts or ideas 
which do not support your main ideas. You will also 
notice gaps where additional information is needed and 
you can add it now.  

 
Brainstorming is a creative, back and forth process. You may 

discover even in the organizing phase that you are developing 
another main idea and purpose, not what you had originally 
thought. Go with it. Keep the brainstorming process open for 
that creative growth. Keep your list of ideas with you through the 
day, and add ideas as they come to you, “bird by bird”. Once 
your brain understands what you are trying to do, the ideas will 
come. Be ready to capture them at the moment or they will fly 
away, not to return.  
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Before you dismiss brainstorming as too time consuming, 
remember that you must generate and organize your ideas, no 
matter how you go about it. In brainstorming, you first 
concentrate your attention on generating your ideas. By 
deliberately postponing the work of how you will express these 
ideas in writing, you keep the creative process open for more, 
varied ideas. Do not shut down this process too soon. Your best 
sermons will rise out of this raw material. The creative, generative 
process completed, you are then ready to begin the hard work of 
structuring your ideas into sentences and paragraphs. 

Some people in my writing classes object that they don’t 
have time to do all the pre-writing work in steps 1, 2 and 3. My 
response is: If you want to produce good writing, you will have to 
do this work sooner or later. It’s easier and faster to do it up 
front. If you postpone it, you will have to figure it out as you 
write, an inefficient way to go about it. It will take more time, not 
less.  
 
Step 4. Write 
Clear writing is the result of clear thinking, and the purpose of 
this five step process is to help you think clearly. In Step 2, you 
brainstormed the ideas that will be the content of your sermon 
and in Step 3, you organized them into an “innate”, logical order. 
At this point, you have made your first stab at establishing those 
“logical relationships.” You may change them again and again. 

You are now ready to write your words and phrases into 
sentences, your first draft. When you have difficulty in getting 
started on a sentence, stop and ask yourself: “What am I trying to 
say?” Frequently that will get you to a simple, declarative 
sentence. Yet even after all of this work, many experience some 
degree of writer’s block. I believe it arises from a form of 
perfectionism. We want our first drafts to be perfect. 
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Your First Drafts  
Many years ago I attended the Breadloaf Writers’ Conference in 
Middlebury, Vermont. One of the faculty authors told about his 
problem with first drafts. As he typed his words on the typewriter, 
he knew what he wrote was garbage. After tearing page after page 
out of his typewriter, he stopped to reflect about what he was 
doing. He realized that he was holding himself to a writing 
standard he couldn’t meet in his first draft. After that, he gave 
himself permission to write garbage and began to write.  

All first drafts are garbage. As you write your first drafts, give 
yourself permission to write garbage. It makes life a lot easier and 
you will get on with it. 

 
“The waste basket is the writer’s best friend.” 

—Isaac Bashevis Singer 
 
Step 5. Revise  

“I’m not a very good writer, but I’m an excellent 
rewriter.” 

—James Michener 
 

After all your hard work, you have more to do. You need to revise 
your drafts to produce your final working copy. The experts tell 
us that an audience listening to a speaker has an attention span of 
about six to eight minutes. You continue to revise your draft to 
use those eight minutes to achieve your purpose. 

 
“A designer knows he has achieved perfection not when 
there is nothing left to add, but when there is nothing 
left to take away.”  

—Antoine de Saint-Exupery  
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Now is the time to rework for conciseness. You must kill the 
adjectives and adverbs, the passive and the “to be” verbs and the 
ideas and facts that do not support your main idea. Replace weak 
verbs with action verbs. Review your sentences so they have one 
idea expressed in conversational words. Rework the pattern of 
your sentences so that most of them are declarative or cumulative 
sentences with few compound or complex sentences. Insert single 
words or phrases when appropriate. Read them aloud to hear if 
they mimic the rhythm of conversation.  

Just as multi-tasking in your work is inefficient and 
confusing, trying to work simultaneously on all five steps is 
inefficient and confusing. As you have seen, the process separates 
writing into its component parts. By doing this, it allows the 
writer to focus on each step before moving on to the next. The 
result is usually clearer thinking and better writing. 
 
Freewriting 
If you decide that you do not like the brainstorming technique for 
generating your ideas, freewriting is an alternative approach. First, 
make sure you know your purpose and main idea. Then you just 
write in sentences and paragraphs as your ideas come to you. After 
you have completed your first draft, revise until you are satisfied 
you have your final version. I still believe that you are not working 
as efficiently and effectively in freewriting as you would with the 
brainstorming approach. In freewriting, you are simultaneously 
brainstorming, organizing and writing, but if you are comfortable 
with it and freewriting works for you, stay with it.  
 
 The Hybrid Approach 
Another approach is to use a hybrid version of the five-step 
process and freewriting. In this, you first identify your purpose 
and main idea and then brainstorm your ideas. Next go to 
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freewriting, crossing off your brainstormed ideas as you include 
them in your freewriting. You get the benefits of brainstorming 
and still work in freewriting to produce your first draft.  

The Appendices contain a check list, “The Process of 
Writing a Sermon.” It will help you remember the sequence of 
the techniques in this book as you create and revise your sermons.  
 
Your Final Revision 
The structure of your completed sermon will now look something 
like this: 
 
INTRODUCTION: 

- Introduces your one, main idea which establishes the 
theme that runs through your sermon and unifies it.  

- Presents your “hook” based on the needs or interests of 
your listeners. 

- If possible, tells a story. If you do not tell a story in the 
Introduction, you can tell it in the Body. I will discuss 
stories in Chapter 6.  

 
BODY: 

- Presents the facts and ideas that develop your theme. The 
first sentence, the topic sentence in a paragraph, 
introduces the one idea of that paragraph and is a place of 
emphasis. Even if you do not write a sermon in full, these 
sentences are important enough to write and revise. They 
become an outline of your sermon. If you write a sermon 
in full, someone should be able to read just the topic 
sentences and see how you developed the theme.  
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CONCLUSION: 
- Repeats and concludes your main idea. 
- Announces your “Call to Action”.  
 
The Seminary Department of the National Catholic 

Educational Association conducted a research study into what 
Catholics want in preaching. The number one quality which 83% 
of the respondents identified was: “The message is clear and well-
organized.” Number two was: “It holds my attention.” You can 
request a copy of the report by contacting the Seminary 
Department of the National Catholic Educational Association at: 
www.seminary@ncea.org.  

If you want to give your listeners what they have said they 
want, I suggest you follow the process in this chapter. Clear, well-
organized writing is the result of critical thinking and this process 
helps you to think critically. Follow the process.  

 
Writer and Editor  
Publishers hire professional writers and editors. The writers do 
the creative part, getting the ideas on paper. The editors do the 
critical, evaluative part. Both are essential to producing a quality 
piece of writing. 

Like the publishers’ professional writers, you must still sit 
down and write your sermon. It is your creative process. That 
process gives you the forward motion to generate ideas and the 
words and sentences to express them. It also blinds you to the 
gaps and errors in your writing. When you have finished your 
revised draft, you must then become your own editor, something 
the publishers organize themselves to avoid. They know how 
difficult it is to edit our own writing.  

The only way for you to solve this conflict is to separate your 
editing from your writing. Sleeping on it for just one night will 



70 | The Unforgettable Sermon 
 

 

let you read it with fresh eyes and see the gaps and mistakes. Try 
to get started early in the week to give your draft cooling off time.  
 

PRACTICE 
Use the process to prepare your next sermon. 

 
We have completed the process of building and writing a 

sermon and are now ready to study the four catalysts that will 
transform and lift your sermon to a shared experience. But before 
we proceed, I share with you some advice from the past.  
 
First, Do No Harm 
The ancient counsel to physicians, “First, do no harm”, also 
applies to preachers. An unfortunate word or phrase, spoken on 
impulse, or an idea developed without reflection, can cut like a 
surgeon’s scalpel and inflict a hurt that will last a lifetime. 

Some people might tell you they found your comment 
hurtful, but most will quietly walk away and you will never know, 
a tragedy for both of you. Like the physician, the preacher’s job is 
to heal and strengthen, an awesome responsibility. On those 
occasions when you decide to talk about our shared failures to live 
our lives according to the Gospel, you might reflect on this 
observation by William Osler, M.D.3: 

“The good physician treats the disease. The great physician 
treats the patient who has the disease.”  

 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 

Part Two 
 

Creating the Unforgettable Sermon 
 

“Whatever touches the heart will  
always be engraved on the mind.” 

—Voltaire 

 
Maya Angelou’s insight “…people will never forget how you made them 
feel.” and Voltaire’s observation are wise advice for those who preach. 
In Part Two, I will discuss four catalysts that can transform your 
sermons so they touch the hearts of your listeners. If you include these 
four catalysts in your sermons, you will create experiences which your 
listeners will not forget. The four catalysts are: Stories, Rhetorical 
Figures, Your Passion, and Your Delivery. 
 
 



 

 



 

 

 
Suggested Reading List  

on Preaching 
 
 

An Introduction to the Homily. Robert Waznak, 1998, Liturgical 
Press 

Craddock On The Craft of Preaching, Fred Craddock, 2011, 
Chalice Press, St. Louis, Missouri 

Craddock Stories, Fred Craddock, 2001, Chalice Press, St. Louis, 
Missouri 

Preaching, Fred Craddock, 1985, Abingdon Press, New York  

Preaching Better: Practical Suggestions for Homilists, Ken Untener, 
1999, Paulist Press  

Preaching to the Hungers of the Heart: The Homily on the Feasts 
and within the Rites. James A. Wallace, 2002, Liturgical Press 

Preaching the Just Word, Walter Burghardt, 1996, Yale University 
Press,  

 
Two documents on preaching from the Catholic bishops that 
Catholic preachers should read and other Christian preachers 
might find helpful are:  
 
Fulfilled In Your Hearing; The Homily in the Sunday Assembly, 

1982, Bishops’ Committee on Priestly Life and Ministry, 
United States Conference of Catholic Bishops, Washington, 
D.C. You can find the entire document at: 
http://www.usccb.org/plm/fiyh.shtml.  
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Preaching the Mystery of Faith: The Sunday Homily, November, 
2012, United States Conference of Catholic Bishops 

  
http://www.cathomiletics.org 

This site provides links to many sources, Protestant and 
Catholic, for the study of homiletics.  

 
Parallelism in Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address  
www.ccc.commnet.educ 

- At the bottom of the column on the left side, click on 
“The Guide to Grammar and Writing” 

- Select Word & Sentence Level  
- Select Parallel structure 
- In the middle of the box, click on “Abraham Lincoln’s 

Gettysburg Address” 
- Click on “OK” 
- At the bottom of the page, click on “slide-show” 
- Watch the slide show 
- After the slide show, it will automatically go to a full-page 

copy of the Address 
Courtesy of the Capital Community College, Hartford, CT 

06103 
 
Kinetic Acting: 

For more information on kinetic acting, use a search engine 
and enter “A One-Man Movement” Sarah Kaufman. It will 
take you to the Washington Post and the article by Ms. 
Kaufman.  
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