
Moving sermons

Studies into the persuasive effects of preaching

Henk Stoorvogel

Moving Sermons   1   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



Moving Sermons   2   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



MOVING SERMONS

STUDIES INTO THE PERSUASIVE EFFECTS OF PREACHING

dissertation

to obtain
the degree of doctor at the University of  Twente,

on the authority of the rector magnificus,
prof. dr. T.T.M. Palstra, on account of the decision of the Doctorate 

Board, to be publicly defended
on Friday, the 1st of March, 2019 at 14.45 uur

by

Henk Stoorvogel

born on the 14th of August, 1977
in Amersfoort, the Netherlands

Moving Sermons   3   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 26-02-19   18:43



This dissertation has been approved by:
Prof.dr. M.D.T. de Jong (supervisor)
Dr. H.A. van Vuuren (co-supervisor)

Moving Sermons   4   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



GRADUATION COMMITTEE

Chairman/secretary
Prof.dr. T.A.J. Toonen  University of Twente

Supervisors:
Prof.dr. M.D.T. de Jong  University of Twente
Dr. H.A. van Vuuren  University of Twente

Committee members:
Prof.dr.ir. B.P. Veldkamp University of Twente
Prof.dr. G.J. Westerhof  University of Twente
Prof.dr. F.G. Immink  Protestant Theological University
Prof.dr. P. Nullens  Evangelische Theologische Faculteit
Prof.dr. A.A. van Ruler  University of Amsterdam

Moving Sermons   5   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



Moving Sermons   6   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



Table of Contents

Chapter 1:  Introduction 11
Chapter 2: The impact of preaching: A field experiment to  

the effect of small changes in rhetoric in sermons 27
Chapter 3: Moving sermons: A field experiment on the  

persuasive effects of preaching 51
Chapter 4: Exploring the retention and change effects  

of sermons: A focus group study into the use  
of rhetorical elements in preaching 67

Chapter 5: Sermons that have changed my life: a qualitative  
study of the factors in sermons that elicit change 105

Chapter 6: Secrets of impactful preaching: an in-depth 
 study on the preparation process and success  
factors of life-changing sermons 135

Chapter 7: General discussion 169

References  201
Summary in English 211
Appendices  215
Samenvatting in het Nederlands 225
Acknowledgements (in Dutch) 231

Moving Sermons   7   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



Moving Sermons   8   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



Eloquence is fully integrated, no matter what fields are chartered.

 
Cicero

Moving Sermons   9   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



Moving Sermons   10   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



introduction | 11

chapter 1

Introduction

1.1. Introduction

In oral communication, persuasion plays an important role. The work 
of Cialdini (2007, 2016) has recently played an influential role in per-
suasive communication. Cialdini identifies seven principles of persua-
sion: reciprocity, consistency, social proof, liking, authority, scarcity 
and unity. In persuasive communication, these principles are tapped 
into in order to elicit change. Though these seven principles have prov-
en to be effective in our understanding of persuasive communication, 
throughout the centuries, ancient rhetoric has played an important role 
as well.
 Traditionally, five categories, or canons, in the development of per-
suasive speech have been distinguished: invention, style, composition, 
memory and delivery (Aristotle, 2004; Cicero, 2017; Quintillian, 2000). 
Invention encompasses the process of finding and constructing per-
suasive communication through, among others, the content of the 
message (logos), the perceived character of the communicator (ethos), 
the emotion that can be aroused through the communication (pathos) 
and humor (Cicero, 2017). Ancient rhetoric focused on three genres of 
communication: judicial, deliberative and epideictic. Judicial rhetoric 
is primarily concerned with past events, whereas deliberative rhetoric 
aims to persuade an audience to take or not to take action, as it advises 
about things to come. According to Cicero, deliberative rhetoric can be 
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viewed as a basis for all rhetoric, as it demands the greatest skill of the 
communicator.
 In this dissertation, we project these notions onto the realm of preach-
ing, as this is a form of communication in which persuasion plays an im-
portant role (Carrell, 2000; Stanley & Jones, 2006). Though the preacher 
is no salesman or lawyer, there is a need for research into communicative 
aspects in the preaching event (Immink, 2018). From a communication 
perspective, preaching can be seen as an act of human discourse, though 
from a theological perspective, the human discourse mediates a divine 
discourse (Immink, 2002). In this dissertation, I investigate the persua-
sive aspects of preaching in order to see how persuasion theories work 
out in that specific realm, with the aim of finding direction for broader 
application of persuasive aspects in communication.

1.1.1. Preaching in the 21st century
Preaching remains a pervasive phenomenon in many of the world’s re-
ligions, and it is central to some, especially Christianity, Judaism and 
Islam (Guthrie, 2007). Every Sunday, thousands of preachers mount 
their pulpits or stages to address millions of people. Though churches 
in some parts of the world are in decline, the sermon is alive, given the 
many books on homiletics that are written, new megachurches devel-
oping all over the world and podcasts and videos of sermons that are 
frequently being watched online. Since the second half of the previous 
century, enormous attention has been paid to theological study and 
communications creativity in the process of preaching, maybe more 
than ever before (Wilson, 1995).
 Congregants expect their pastor to be great at preaching and vision-
casting; in Hawkins and Parkinson’s (2009) research among 80,000 
congregants in 376 churches, they found that the satisfaction of a con-
gregation with their senior pastor is determined primarily by preach-
ing and vision-casting (51%), followed by providing spiritual chal-
lenge (17%), serving advocacy (12%), providing unity and stability 
(11%) and pastoral care (9%). Preaching is deemed important by peo-
ple who go to church. However, the sermon turns out to be the main 
reason why people are dissatisfied with their church service (Hawkins 
& Parkinson, 2008)—the three main sources of dissatisfaction with 
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the service being not experiencing enough relevant Bible teaching  
to help in everyday life, not being challenging or thought-provoking 
enough and not providing in-depth study of the Bible. People want the 
sermon to be relevant to their everyday lives, they want to be challenged 
and learn new things and they want to experience a certain depth in the 
sermon.

1.1.2. This research
This dissertation focuses on communicative aspects of preaching in or-
der to contribute to the understanding of how sermons can connect 
with the hearer in better ways in our day and age. Based on both rhetoric 
and homiletic insights, different communicative strategies that can be 
used in sermons will be investigated, in both quantitative and qualita-
tive ways. The center of this research will focus on the viewpoint of the 
listener, while the last part will pay attention to the role of the preacher. 
I hope, on the basis of this research, not only to contribute to a better 
understanding of persuasion in preaching but to draw from the find-
ings into the broader field of persuasion and communication. Also, 
through the unique setup of this study, it is my aim to provide a meth-
odological contribution to the field of homiletics.
 This chapter first gives an introduction on the topic of rhetoric and 
homiletics and the ways these fields of study influence the sermon and 
images of the preacher. After that, special attention will be given to the 
“turn to the listeners” that has taken place in the thinking on preaching 
in the past decades (Ottoni-Wilhelm, 2010). A description of the unique 
setup of this study will be given after that. The chapter ends with the 
presentation of the different communicative strategies that will be in-
vestigated as well as with an outline of this dissertation. A reflection on 
how this dissertation aims to contribute to shortcomings and underde-
veloped areas in the current homiletic literature will be given as well as 
the ways in which our research can contribute to the understanding of 
the communicative event in broader contexts.
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1.2. Classic rhetoric and sermons

In his classic work, Rhetoric, Aristotle (2004) defines rhetoric as the abil-
ity to sense the ways of persuasion for every subject. Rhetoric is speech 
designed to persuade (Burke, 1969). In reaching that goal, Aristotle dis-
tinguishes between three primary tasks of the rhetor: invention, style 
and arrangement. Persuasion is not achieved through arguments and 
logic only; means of persuasion can be found in the perceived character 
of the rhetor, the emotional condition of the hearer and the argument of 
the reason itself. The three tasks of the rhetor were broadened with two 
additional tasks: memory and delivery (Cicero, 2017; Quintilian, 2000), 
but the three means of persuasion remain as the logic of the argument, 
winning the favor of the audience and influencing the audience on the 
emotional level. Augustine (2009) synthesized these three means of 
persuasion, the purpose of preaching being to teach, to delight and to 
persuade. According to Augustine, teaching is primary; the other two 
follow naturally. Cicero underscores this viewpoint by stating that the 
rhetor should give the impression of wishing nothing but to share in-
formation, whereby the other two means of communication should be 
embedded in the speech, “like blood flowing through the entire body” 
(Cicero, 2017, p. 290).
 In the sixteenth century, Ramus (Ong, 2004) revisited the five canons 
of rhetoric as described by Cicero and condensed them to two: logic 
(roughly consisting of invention and arrangement) and rhetoric (rough-
ly consisting of style and delivery). In speaking, logic was to be valued 
over rhetoric, leading homiletic scholars to conclude that the first and 
most important task of a preacher was to impress doctrinal proposi-
tions on the understanding of the audience, whereby the arousal of emo-
tion or raising of affection was secondary at best (Heacock, 2011). 
Ramean thinking deeply influenced Calvinist theology, leading, even to 
this day, to a predisposition towards logic and content and an ambiguity 
towards rhetoric and persuasion (Heacock, 2011). Karl Barth (1966, p. 
49), for example, states, “Preaching must be exposition of holy scrip-
ture. I have not to talk about scripture, but from it. I have not to say some-
thing, but merely repeat something.” The preacher thus is primarily a 
herald, commissioned to deliver (Barth, 1966). With the emphasis on 
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logic and content over emotion and persuasion, for centuries, the pri-
mary mode for preaching was deductive. Influenced by Ramism’s dia-
lectical approach to communication, distinguishing between logic and 
rhetoric (Ong, 2004), preaching in the Western world suffered a “Barth 
attack” (Long & O’Day, 1993), where Barth (1966) underscored that to 
speak of the Word of God was something entirely impossible for hu-
mans, as the sermon is in essence an event in and of God alone and is not 
dependent on anything from the human side. Disregard for the use of 
rhetoric in preaching was advocated by the Biblical Theology Movement 
(Allen et al., 2004). Dialectic theology still insists upon the idea that 
preaching cannot be organized; rather, it happens (Pleizier, 2010).
 However, a more nuanced approach was advocated, beginning in 
the 1970s, by homileticians like Craddock (2001), Lowry (2001), Wil-
son (1999), Buttrick (1987), Loscalzo (1995), Eslinger (2002) and oth-
ers. While confirming dependency on the Holy Spirit in the preaching 
process, these voices advocate for more creativity, emphasis on com-
munication and rhetoric in communication, as instigated by a homile-
tician named Fred Craddock, who proposed creating sermons based 
on an inductive model. The sermon was to reflect the creative process 
of the preacher and recreate that journey within the experience of the 
sermon (Craddock, 2001). Craddock’s book, As one without authority, 
first published in 1971, marked a landslide in thinking on preaching, 
whereby a sermon is viewed not as a speech but as an event, is centered 
not only around the text but also around the listener, is not valued only 
for truth but also for experience, does not stress logic but creativity, 
and is not focused at the head but at the heart, with all its emotions. 
Suddenly, it seems, there’s a new connection to ancient rhetoric, with 
its stress not only on logic but on emotion and persuasion as well. 
Apart from invention and arrangement, style and delivery are also 
deemed crucial.
 The sermon as narrative art form is seen by Lowry (2001) as an inevi-
table development from the shift to inductive preaching. In The homileti-
cal plot, Lowry argues that truth can best be experienced if the sermon is 
constructed like a plot, containing five stages: upsetting the equilibri-
um, analyzing the discrepancy, disclosing the clue to the resolution, ex-
periencing the gospel and anticipating the consequences. According to 
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Lowry (2001, p. 28), the first step in the sermon is to “upset the equilib-
rium of the listeners in such a way as to engage them in the sermon 
theme.” Ambiguity is thus an important rhetorical weapon to draw the 
listener into the sermon process. If a preacher does not succeed in ar-
resting the attention of the listener within two or three minutes, the at-
tention will drift to other matters. The sermonic itch of the preacher 
must be communicated in such a way that attention is aroused. Diagno-
sis is the second step, necessary in bridging the communication gap in 
preaching. In this phase of the sermon, the listener senses that the 
theme at hand is all about him or her. The preacher needs to move the 
sermon from behavioral application to the world of motives, to shift 
from the “simplicity of behavior to the complexity of causality” (p. 46). 
After the phase of diagnosis, a revelatory clue needs to be disclosed by 
the preacher in such a way that truth is experienced rather than known. 
In the sermon event, this is experienced as a communal moment of illu-
mination. Once revelation is disclosed, the gospel can be experienced, 
followed by guiding the listener in anticipation of consequences that 
may be the result of the sermon event just experienced.
 A New Homiletic was born. Whereas the Old Homiletic was built on 
logic and three-point propositions, the New Homiletic put more em-
phasis on creativity, the listener and the sermon as narrative. “The Old 
Homiletics point forms and hierarchical notions of authority and argu-
ment have been largely displaced in the last half-century by the New 
Homiletic, with its horizontal emphasis on conversational narrative 
and the needs of the listener,” states Wilson (2014).

1.3. Persuasion and preaching

In homiletics, there are those who mainly view the preacher’s task as 
heralding or proclaiming the truth (Barth, 1968; De Ruijter, 2013; Rob-
inson, 2014). The preacher’s task is to disclose the scripture in such a 
way that the essential meaning is conveyed. Others put more emphasis 
on the persuasive nature of preaching (Boyd-MacMillan, 2006; Stanley 
& Jones, 2006). In their view, the preacher has a responsibility to move 
the audience in the direction that was disclosed through the sermon. 
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Carrell (2000) found that most (54%) preachers view it as their highest 
goal to change hearers’ beliefs, values or actions. The conviction that 
sermons need to be persuasive in nature demands a journey of discov-
ery whereby rhetoric, communication and homiletics all play their role 
(Allen, 2004).
 In ancient rhetoric, persuasion could be effectuated through teach-
ing, pleasing and moving (Aristotle, 2004). For a long time, the empha-
sis in preaching was put primarily on the teaching side of persuasion. 
In a time when opinion makers were trained to speak and listeners were 
trained to listen, this worked well. However, this typographic culture 
has been replaced by a digital–visual culture that demands sermons to 
be engaging, compelling and persuasive in a broader sense (Versluis, 
2007). The need for the sermon to become persuasive in this way is 
shared widely and results in a continual stream of publications. For ex-
ample, Anderson (2001) argues that the apprehension of listeners can-
not be created by cognition only, but it needs intuition as well. Childers 
(1998) advocates the preacher as performer and preaching as theater, 
thus putting emphasis on the pleasing and moving aspects of persua-
sion. Wilson (2014) advocates preaching as poetry, thus highlighting 
the importance of giving thought to style in sermon creation and deliv-
ery. And Graves (1997) calls preachers to adapt their preaching to the 
literary forms of the text in order to connect invention to arrangement 
and style.
 Not only in homiletics is thought given to ways in which persuasion 
can take place through communication other than teaching. The TED 
movement has elicited great momentum over recent years and has giv-
en public speaking a boost. Publications on the success of TED Talks 
focus primarily on the nonteaching persuasive skills of the communi-
cators (Anderson, 2015; Gallo, 2014). Some seek to integrate commu-
nication theory with homiletics, for example, Joseph and Thompson 
(2004) and Ehler (2007), with the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Ca-
cioppo & Petty, 1984) showing that both the central and peripheral 
routes of communication play a role in the sermonic event. Persuasion 
in preaching does not occur through content or logic alone but through 
emotion, the perceived character of the communicator and persuasive 
strategies as well.
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 Despite the flood of books and publications on homiletics, research 
into the persuasive nature of sermons remains limited. Guthrie (2007) 
presents a total of eight investigations that have been undertaken on 
persuasion in preaching. Carrell (2000) found a discrepancy between 
preachers and listeners, with preachers wanting to persuade their lis-
teners and listeners primarily seeking inspiration and life-application 
ideas. Crawford (1974) found that within ten days after a sermon, only 
10% of people were spontaneously able to come up with the sermon 
subject, with 29% denying they had heard the sermon they had heard. 
Daiber et al. (1980), in a study among 6,687 protestants, found that dif-
ferent types of sermons are judged by hearers as succeeding and failing 
according to the sermon’s own characteristics. The personal-dialogical 
sermon cannot be valued over the dogmatic-didactic sermon in and of 
itself. Both sermons can be persuasive in their own right, if they are de-
livered well. And if sermon construction or delivery is poor, both fail on 
their own merits. The research makes clear that there are no straight-
forward rules on successful persuasion. There are many variables pre-
sent, such as message style, attention, comprehension, retention and 
delivery (Guthrie, 2007).

1.4. Images of the preacher

The shift in homiletics towards narrative and listener require different 
images of the preacher. No longer is the preacher seen as herald alone. 
The image of the preacher as herald presupposes that the authority of 
the preacher is generally accepted, but such is often not the case. Long 
(2016) differentiates between four dominant images of the preacher. 
Besides the herald, who, in the words of Stanley and Jones (2006), 
“brings the Bible to the people,” there’s also the pastor. The pastor 
brings the people to the Bible; preaching becomes more therapeutic 
and dialogical. The pastor asks himself, “What is it like to hear this 
message?” The third image is that of the storyteller or poet. The poet is 
concerned with the method of communication. Not only the content of 
the message or the needs of the public are taken into account but also 
the rhetorical form in which the communication takes place. As a 

Moving Sermons   18   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



introduction | 19

fourth image of the preacher, Long introduces the preacher as witness. 
In a postmodern era, this provides a new authority to the preacher. The 
preacher holds authority not because of position or power but because 
she has seen and heard. In this view the preacher becomes a witness 
who leads people to the event she has experienced herself.

1.5. Listening to the listeners

The shift in homiletics since the 1960s has been described as a turn to the 
listener (Allen & Mulligan, 2009). No longer is the preacher seen as sole 
creator and sender of the message; the listener is considered to be a co-
creator and participant in the preaching event. Persuasive communica-
tion can only exist in a co-creative experience. Allen et al. (2004) con-
ducted a study, using the rhetorical framework of logos (argument and 
content), ethos (perceived character and personality of the communica-
tor) and pathos (emotions aroused by the communicator), to investigate 
how listeners were persuaded. He found that roughly 40% were per-
suaded through the argument and content of the message, 40% through 
their relationship with and opinion of the preacher and 20% through the 
emotion the sermon aroused in them. Apart from logos, ethos and pa-
thos, the researchers found that delivery was to be taken into account as 
a separate category. Rietveld (2013) lists a number of investigations that 
have taken the listener into account. Van der Geest (1981) found that ser-
mons must be personal, must communicate hope and must engage with 
people’s thoughts, doubts, questions and insecurities. Schaap-Jonker 
(2008) found that sermons were experienced as most meaningful when 
they were relational, that is, when people were experiencing an encoun-
ter or experience with God. The most effective predictor of attention to a 
sermon lies in the attitude towards the preacher, and a strong predictor 
for sermon evaluation is the personality type of the hearer. Despite the 
research being done, Allen and Mulligan (2009) underscore the need for 
further investigation of how listeners perceive qualities in sermons that 
encourage hearers to follow them.
 This dissertation is a response to that need. The research reported in 
this dissertation focuses on the listener in the preaching process and 
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the effects different communicative elements can have on retention, 
evaluation and intention to change behavior as a result of a sermon. 
Since students in theology receive ample training in exegesis and her-
meneutics of Bible texts and focus primarily on the logic and content of 
the sermon, while the need for a better understanding in the use of rhet-
oric in contemporary society is prevalent, this study focuses on the 
emotional and nonrational persuasive aspects of preaching.

1.6. A unique setup

The setup of this study is unique (see Figure 1.1.). Thus far, research 
on sermons and listeners has primarily been conducted using surveys 
or interviews about sermons that were delivered. To our knowledge, 
this is the first time that the effect of certain communicative elements 
in sermons has been measured through the application of small ma-
nipulations in otherwise identical sermons in one congregation. A 
church in the Netherlands partnered in this investigation and allowed 
two of its pastors, one being the author of this dissertation, to partici-
pate in this research for one year. The church has two identical servic-
es every Sunday morning, with the same host, same worship songs, 
same preacher, same sermon and same atmosphere. The only thing 
that differs in the service is the audience. After six communicative ele-
ments were identified, i.e., human-interest stories, humor, multime-

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Specific rhetorical strategies, 
measuring immediate effects of 
sermons on listeners, quantitative, 
Chapter 2 and Chapter 3
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impact, Chapter 6

Figure 1.1. Setup of this dissertation
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dia, direct appeal, ritual and invitation, the two pastors created a ser-
mon with and without one of these elements. For example, pastor one 
would preach the first service using one or more human-interest sto-
ries while omitting these stories in the second service. After the ser-
vice, 220 respondents, divided over the two services, would fill out an 
online survey on the sermon, focusing on the evaluation of the ser-
mon and the intention to change behavior as a result of the sermon. In 
this way, every communicative element was investigated twice, deliv-
ered by two different pastors for two comparable audiences. The 
method and outcomes of this research are presented in Chapter 2 and 
Chapter 3.

The research presented in Chapter 4 elaborates on the research de-
scribed in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3. Listeners from the same church who 
participated in the quantitative research took part in a further investiga-
tion, through questionnaires and focus group discussions. With 27 par-
ticipants, we were thus able to investigate the influence of sermons over 
an entire year. This broadened our perspective on the effects sermons 
can have on people’s lives and the ways in which listeners perceive ser-
mons to be influential in their lives. In Chapter 5, the scope of research 
widened even more, as 15 people took part in semistructured interviews 
looking back on those sermons that throughout the years had had pro-
found impact on their lives. Whereas the research in Chapter 2 and 
Chapter 3 focuses on the immediate effects sermons can have, the re-
search in Chapter 4 broadens the scope to the influence of sermons over 
the course of a year, with the research in Chapter 5 investigating whether 
and in what ways sermons can have longitudinal impact, i.e., over the 
course of a lifetime. The combination of these steps in our research gives 
a unique insight into the ways sermons can influence people’s lives, and 
to our knowledge, this combination of perspectives on preaching has 
never been taken into account in one study. In Chapter 6, one perspective 
on the investigation is added, as the focus shifts from the listener to the 
preacher, and 15 experienced preachers share their convictions about 
the factors that create impact in sermons. This dissertation thus pro-
vides a unique perspective on the ways in which sermons can influence 
people’s lives, during the event itself (Chapter 2, Chapter 3), over the 
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course of a year (Chapter 4) and over the course of a lifetime (Chapter 5), 
taking both the listener’s (Chapter 2, Chapter 3, Chapter 4, Chapter 5) 
and the preacher’s (Chapter 6) perspectives into account.

1.7. Dissertation outline

This dissertation consists of five empirical studies investigating the 
ways in which sermons can influence listeners. The first two studies are 
quantitative in nature, the last three qualitative. The first four studies 
focus on the listener in the preaching process, while the last study fo-
cuses on the preacher. The final chapter consists of a discussion of the 
results and theoretical implications of the research reported in this dis-
sertation.

1.7.1. Six rhetorical strategies
In studies one, two and three, six communicative elements play a cen-
tral role: human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, direct appeal, in-
vitation and ritual. I based the selection of these six tools on four selec-
tion criteria.
 First, I chose tools that regularly occur in sermons. I did not come up 
with something entirely new but wanted to test the impact of readily 
available and practiced tools in the context of sermons.
 Second, in these studies, I focused on the persuasive side of preach-
ing, nonrational rhetorical elements (Cicero 2017) that win the listener 
for the communicator and emotionally influence the hearer. According 
to classic rhetoric, the three main styles of persuasion are to teach, to 
please and to move (Augustine, 2009; Cicero 2017; Wilson, 1992;). As 
general theological education places the focus on the teaching style of 
persuasion, I want to contribute to the understanding of a broader 
spectrum of persuasive communication in preaching and focus on 
communicative elements that can be placed in the realm of “pleasing” 
or “moving” persuasion. The six elements I study in this dissertation, 
i.e., human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, ritual, invitation and 
direct appeal, cannot be divided solely as “pleasing” or “moving,” as 
every element contains broader persuasive features. For example, in 
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Cicero (2017) and Quintillian (2015), humor is discussed extensively as 
a persuasive factor of its own.
 Third, the manipulation of the rhetorical tool needed to be a relative-
ly small adaptation, especially for the first two quantitative studies. To 
be practically useful, the rhetorical adaptation needed to be a minimal 
intervention in order to maintain the overall comparability of the ser-
mons. Also, both preachers involved in the first two studies had to feel 
confident enough with the addition or omission of the rhetorical ele-
ments to be capable of administering the manipulation well.
 Finally, I chose six elements that each play a salient role in contempo-
rary communication and preaching.

Human-interest stories

With the rise of inductive preaching, the use of human-interest stories 
has soared. The preacher no longer must hide behind the text (Barth, 
1966) but can share his or her personal journey (Craddock, 2001) and 
draw people in. Transformational preaching relies heavily on the use of 
stories and examples from life situations (Loscalzo, 1995). Human-in-
terest stories connect ideas with emotion (MacKee, 2003) and create 
human contact in ways no other communicative elements can (Duarte, 
2010).

Humor

Humor played an important role even in ancient rhetoric (Cicero, 2017), 
and it does so in contemporary communication and preaching as well 
(Darden, 2008). Humor is usually categorized in superiority theory, re-
lief theory or incongruency theory (Lynch, 2002; Robert & Wilbanks, 
2012). In these views, humor is used to express superiority, relieve ten-
sion and/or appreciate or resolve incongruency.
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Multimedia

Multimedia is widely used in teaching in general and in churches spe-
cifically. Many advocate that it play a more prominent role in preach-
ing (Randolph, 2009), and there is ample research indicating that it 
can assist in the learning process (Mayer & Moreno, 1998; Sundar, 
2000) when it is used in the right way (Bartsch & Cobern, 2003). How-
ever, research on the use of PowerPoint in teaching environments 
does not provide consistent results (Baker, Goodboy, Bowman, & 
Wright, 2018).

Direct appeal

Direct appeal is a way of addressing people personally, which is be-
lieved to be critical in preaching (Van der Geest, 1981) and to potentially 
create greater effectiveness in persuasion (Lindskold, Forte, Haake, & 
Schmidt, 1977).

Ritual

Ritual, to this day, plays an important role in church contexts. It serves 
to funnel people’s thoughts, feelings and behaviors (Smith & Stewart, 
2011). Apart from the embodied expression of collectivity within the 
cultural realm (Dulaney & Fiske, 1994), it also provides the audience 
with a multisensory experience (Bickel, 2004).

Invitation

Invitation is frequently used in evangelical or Pentecostal denomina-
tions, and though it is believed to be generally appreciated by con-
gregants (Jenkins & Kavan, 2005), little research has been done on the 
effects of an invitation at the end of a sermon.
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Based on the four original selection criteria mentioned earlier, I chose 
to include the six rhetorical tools as described above: human-interest 
stories, humor, multimedia, direct appeal, ritual and invitation.

1.7.2. Description of content by chapter
Chapter 2 describes a study that investigated the use of human-interest 
stories, humor and multimedia among 220 respondents in a church in 
the Netherlands. The church has two identical services every weekend; 
the only thing that differs is the audience. Two pastors of the church 
participated in the research, each preaching two similar sermons on a 
given Sunday apart from a manipulation in human-interest stories, hu-
mor or multimedia. Through an online tool, respondents were sent 
eight surveys, which they filled out right after the service. Since the ma-
nipulation of the sermon was the only thing different in the sermon in 
the first and second services, differences in evaluation or indication to 
be willing to change behavior were ascribed to the manipulation. Using 
two-way ANOVA, the data are presented and interpreted. Apart from 
the surveys, focus group discussions were held with four groups, two 
consisting of respondents and two of nonrespondents to the study. The 
focus group discussion shed further light on the results of the surveys. 
This way, this study contributes to our understanding of the effects of 
the use of human-interest stories, humor and multimedia on emotion, 
retention and persuasion in sermons.
 Chapter 3 describes a study that investigated the use of direct ap-
peal, ritual and invitation among 220 respondents in a church in the 
Netherlands. Again, the church has two identical services every week-
end, the audience being the only thing that differs. The two pastors of 
the church participated in the research, each preaching two similar 
sermons on a given Sunday, apart from a manipulation with respect to 
direct appeal, ritual and invitation. Through an online tool, respond-
ents were sent eight surveys, which they filled out right after the ser-
vice. Since the manipulation of the sermon was the only thing different 
in the sermon in the first and second services, differences in evaluation 
or indication to be willing to change behavior were ascribed to the  
manipulation. Using two-way ANOVA, the data are presented and in-
terpreted. This way, this study contributes to our understanding of the 
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effects of the use of ritual and invitation in sermons.
 Chapter 4 describes a study in which 27 respondents filled out a 
questionnaire on their retention of sermons of the past year and wheth-
er they had been changed through sermons (and if yes, how these ser-
mons played a role in that process) and finally, the respondents gave 
their evaluation of the use of human-interest stories, humor, multime-
dia, direct appeal, ritual and invitation. After filling out the question-
naires, the respondents took part in four focus groups, discussing the 
use and effects of human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, invita-
tion, ritual and direct appeal. Analyses show the ranking of the six rhe-
torical elements in sermons and the reasons why people remember ser-
mons. This way, this study contributes to our understanding of how 
these elements play a role with listeners with respect to emotion, evalu-
ation of the sermon and intention to change through sermons.
 In Chapter 5, a shift is made to the experience of the listener in the ser-
mon delivery process, as this chapter describes the perceptions that lis-
teners have about sermons that have changed their lives or sermons that 
stood out in a negative sense. Based on fifteen in-depth semistructured 
interviews with respondents from various church backgrounds, investi-
gations are conducted on the aspects that influence change through ser-
mons. This way, this study contributes to our understanding of those 
factors in sermons—and preachers—that help create impact in the lives 
of listeners.
 In Chapter 6, a further shift is made to the preparation and sermon 
delivery process of the preacher, as this chapter describes the steps 
preachers took in their sermon preparation process and what they be-
lieve made their best sermons stand out as they did. Based on fifteen in-
depth semistructured interviews with experienced preachers from vari-
ous denominations, it investigates the ways in which preachers prepare 
sermons and what they believe creates impact in preaching. This way, 
this study contributes to our understanding of the processes a preacher 
goes through in order to create a sermon and what factors in the deliv-
ery process are important from a preacher’s standpoint.
 Finally, Chapter 7 reflects on the findings and conclusions of each 
individual chapter. This chapter also elaborates on further research on 
preaching, rhetoric and homiletics.
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chapter 2

The impact of preaching

A field experiment to the effect of small changes in  
rhetoric in sermons

Abstract
Preaching remains one of the most widely used forms of oral commu-
nication. This study focuses on the question of whether the use of hu-
man-interest stories, humor and multimedia helps preachers to engage 
their audiences in a better way. In a unique setting with two identical 
sermons in two services of one congregation, a quantitative study was 
conducted, accompanied by a qualitative study using focus group dis-
cussions. The results show that the use of human-interest stories, hu-
mor and multimedia have a positive effect on the evaluation of and the 
behavior after a sermon. This study does not focus on the content of a 
sermon but on those elements that help engage and please the audience 
in order reach persuasion. The results show that the use of human-in-
terest stories, humor and multimedia also have a positive effect on the 
evaluation of sermons. Also, the use of multimedia in sermons has a 
positive effect on the intention to change behavior.

2.1. Introduction

Together with the classroom lecture and the live singing performance, 
preaching stands out as the most enduring form of live public oral 
communication in a world otherwise awash in print and electronic 
media. In this chapter, we contribute to the understanding of the ef-
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fects of the use of human-interest stories, humor and multimedia in 
preaching. In the discussion, we evaluate our results and propose 
practical contributions to the use of human-interest stories, humor 
and multimedia in sermons as well as in public speech in general. 
Hawkins and Parkinson (2009) found that congregants’ number one 
expectation of their pastors is for them to be great at preaching and vi-
sion-casting. People want their pastor to “preach inspiring sermons” 
and “to cast a vision that captures their heart.” The three main sources 
of dissatisfaction with weekend services have to do with the quality of 
preaching (Hawkins & Parkinson, 2008). People want relevant Bible 
teaching that helps them in their everyday lives, is challenging and is 
thought-provoking (Hawkins & Parkinson, 2008). The Evangelical 
Lutheran Synod states that “there is nothing that attaches people to 
the church as does good preaching” (Reagles, 1986). But what is good 
preaching? Pastors try many different things as they seek to bring their 
sermons across to their audiences. They may tell stories, use multime-
dia, become personal, share jokes or vary the length of their sermon. 
Congregants may give feedback on the sermon, though this is rarely 
done (Carrell, 2000), but how does one know what factors really influ-
ence the evaluation of the sermon? And in addition, would it be possi-
ble to preach in a way that creates increased intention to alter behavior? 
The aim of this study is to investigate the influence of three widely used 
communicative strategies in sermons: human-interest stories, multi-
media and humor.
 Throughout the years, some research on the effectiveness of preach-
ing has been done (Allen et al., 2001). For example, people would be 
asked to fill out questionnaires before and after the sermon to see 
whether their attitudes or beliefs were changed. People were asked to fill 
out questionnaires after sermons or take part in focus group discussions 
(Guthrie, 2007). But never before has there been a study that was able to 
create manipulations in the sermon, making use of the setting of two 
identical services, thus creating the opportunity to investigate what in-
fluence the presence or absence of certain sermon characteristics has.
 This paper is structured as follows. First, we discuss the importance 
of rhetoric in preaching and the different styles rhetoric offers in elicit-
ing change in the audience. This discussion results in the presentation 
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of three communicative elements that are used to engage an audience 
in the communication: human-interest stories, multimedia and hu-
mor. The method section describes the design of our research and the 
steps undertaken. Following the method section, we present the results 
of this research, followed by a discussion, conclusion and thoughts for 
further investigation.

2.2. Theory and hypotheses

Throughout the centuries, classical rhetoric has played a role in the way 
pastors have preached: “History reveals that rhetoric, and specifically, 
classical rhetoric, has been used by the church in its preaching and its 
apologetic” (Reagles, 1986). Though theologians have been ambiva-
lent in their view of rhetoric over the years, it seems that homiletics can-
not ignore its intelligence. Rhetoric is “speech designed to persuade” 
(Burke, 1969) and to please the audience (Wasterfors & Holsanova, 
2005). Aristotle (2004) presented three kinds of persuasive proofs in 
his Rhetoric: logos, an appeal to the rational faculties of the listener, pa-
thos, an appeal to his or her emotional faculties and ethos, asserting 
one’s own credibility through the speech (Oskamp & Geel, 1999). The 
three offices of the orator are 1. To teach, inform and instruct; 2. To 
please and 3. To move, or “bend” (Cicero, 2017, Quintillian, 2000). The 
ultimate goal of rhetoric, according to Augustine, is to “move” people 
in a certain direction to persuade them to do what is right (Burke, 1969). 
Most preachers see it as their primary responsibility to persuade people 
in a certain direction (Carrell, 2000). In order to move people, the ora-
tor should make good use of his or her teaching and pleasing skills.
 In homiletics, much stress has been laid on the quality of teaching, and 
rightly so. Around 1925, the dialectical theology became influential in 
homiletics. In reaction to a theology that was too anthropocentric, Karl 
Barth refocused the theological attention on God (Barth, 1966). This the-
ology saw the Bible as God’s inspired word that should just be repeated to 
the hearers. The preacher should not apply, direct or want anything; it 
was all about explaining the content of the biblical text in as plain and de-
tached a way as possible. In answer to this dialectical theology, other 
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homiletics argued that preaching is not about the transmission of dog-
matic truth but about relating the Bible to the hearer (Anderson, 2001; 
Craddock, 2001). Four major shifts occurred: the focus shifted from text 
to hearer, homiletics opened up to the social sciences (such as communi-
cation science), more attention was paid to the preacher as sender of a 
message and pneumatology (the theological area that focuses on the 
knowledge of the Spirit of God) started playing a more important role 
(Douma, 2000). Allen et al. (2004) found that in any given audience, 
some people are persuaded through teaching, others through pleasing 
and yet others through moving communication. A broader communica-
tive approach than the straightforward teaching mode that was prevalent 
for many years seems to be beneficial.
 A factor in the renewed interest in the effect of communicative fac-
tors on the effectiveness of a sermon is the notion that we live in a post-
modern age, where pluralism, multiplying ideologies and new evalua-
tion of authority are strong undercurrents in society (Breidenbaugh, 
2003; Dekker & Douma, 2007). We live in an age where the internet, 
video and television dominate communication channels (Johnston, 
2001). In relation to the different offices of the preacher, i.e., to teach, 
please and move a congregation, our present age requires more knowl-
edge as to the role of the preacher as entertainer (Childers, 1998; Ran-
dolph, 2009).
 In this research, we put three rhetorical tools to the test to see how 
they influenced hearers’ attitudes and intentions to change behavior. 
We based the selection of tools on three selection criteria. First, we 
chose tools that regularly occur in sermons, especially in our present 
day. Second, we focused on irrational means of persuasion (Cicero, 
2017). Whereas teaching calls for the listener to be engaged on the cog-
nitive level, we focused more on the intuitive side of communication 
(Anderson, 2001). Third, the manipulation of the rhetorical tool need-
ed to be a relatively small adaptation in order to be practically useful  
in the setup of our research. Based on these three considerations, we 
chose to include the following three communicative tools: human-in-
terest story, humor and multimedia.
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2.2.1. Human-interest stories and sermons
The primary tool for connecting to people’s hearts is the human-interest 
story (Schutte, 2012, Duarte, 2010). Stories are the most powerful deliv-
ery tool for information, more powerful and enduring than any other art 
form. Duarte (2010, p. 8) states, “Presentations [among which she in-
cludes the sermon] create a catalyst for meaningful change by using hu-
man contact in a way no other medium can. (...) Facts alone fall short.” 
But “stories are the most powerful delivery tool for information, more 
powerful and enduring than any art form. ... When we listen to a story, 
the chemicals in our body change, and our mind becomes transfixed” 
(Duarte, 2010, p. 16). Duarte is not alone in her conviction. On the basis 
of his analysis of 350 investigations on the use of story in communica-
tion, Haven (2007) concludes that story is the favorite way for the human 
brain to process information. Breidenbaugh (2003) argues that preach-
ing in a postmodern society begs special communication ability on the 
terrain of image and story. Stories help people identify with the subject at 
hand and thus learn more quickly (Johnston, 2001). They help a commu-
nicator unite a potential complex idea through emotion (McKee, 2003). 
In presenting a story, it is critical to create and resolve tension through 
contrast (Duarte, 2010). A communicator builds emotional contrast by 
moving back and forth between emotional and analytical content.
 Stories of human interest that involve the preacher have great com-
municative potential. Postmodern listeners value different qualities in 
a sermon than people from the modern era. Whereas people some 20 
years ago looked for universal truths, the present listener looks for per-
sonal meaning and relevance. The more personal and concrete a mes-
sage is, the better (Jonker, 2015).
 Van der Geest (1981) found that people in a church setting are only 
persuaded by evidence. However, “this evidence is required in an area 
of life where logical arguments have almost no value at all.” According 
to van der Geest, the transversal of this existential evidence requires 
genuine perception of the preacher. This genuine perception is ex-
pressed in graphic language, resulting in the use of human-interest 
stories or images. According to Van der Geest, the use of human-inter-
est stories and images is crucial in helping people understand the es-
sence of the sermon.
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 In short, the use of human-interest stories helps people engage in a 
sermon, learn better and personalize the content of the sermon. There-
fore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1A: Sermons using human-interest stories will be evaluated more 

positively than sermons without human-interest stories.

Hypothesis 1B: Sermons using human-interest stories will create more intention to 

change behavior than sermons without human-interest stories.

2.2.2. Humor and sermons
Traditionally, humor research has been categorized into three schools 
of thought: superiority theory, relief theory and incongruity theory 
(Lynch, 2002, Robert & Wilbanks, 2012). In these views, humor is de-
picted as an expression of superiority, as a means to relieve tension or as 
a means to appreciate or resolve incongruency. Meyer (2000) finds this 
arrangement unsatisfactory when it comes to communication science. 
In his opinion, humor serves for identification, clarification, enforce-
ment or differentiation. Any given humor theory can have multiple func-
tions in communications. For example, incongruity theory can have the 
function of identification (when incongruity is alleviated), clarification 
(when incongruity is explicated) or differentiation (when incongruity is 
appreciated). In the setting of a sermon, where people from various 
backgrounds and of different ages, genders and social standing have 
gathered to listen to a preacher, humor can play an important role in cre-
ating common ground for the preacher and the listener. Humor may al-
so function to create interest (Heath & Heath, 2007). An unexpected 
move may create interest in a message. Using the tool of humor to sur-
prise and delight the congregation may thus help people listen to a ser-
mon. Stone (2004) states, “Appropriate humor, strategically placed, can 
be like a breath of fresh air to a person who’s been under water for a min-
ute.”
 Humor can be a great help, but its application is challenging. Even 
Cicero (2017), in ancient rhetoric, was well aware of the many ways in 
which humor can fail and the precision that is needed to see it function 
well. Wanzer, Frymier and Irwin (2010) found that humor related to in-
structional content correlated positively with student learning. Howev-
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er, inappropriate forms of humor, like offensive humor, did not cor-
relate with student learning. In correspondence to these findings, 
Chapman and Crompton (1978) found that if humor is related to and 
integrated directly with the items learned, it may assist the learning of 
those items. But there are no easy answers. According to Foot and Mc-
Creaddie (1986), the studies that show that humor does not aid memory 
outnumber the studies that show a positive or negative effect. However, 
Gruner (1976) found that humor is entertaining and renders the com-
municator more popular. Though humor has to be applied correctly 
and when misused may backfire on the communicator, the general 
conviction is that there is no reason for teachers or preachers to aban-
don its use. In this project, we therefore hypothesize that humor does 
have positive effects on the evaluation of and intention to change be-
havior after a sermon. Therefore, we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2A: Sermons using humor will be perceived more positively than 

sermons without humor.

Hypothesis 2B: Sermons using humor will create more intention to change behavior 

than sermons without humor.

2.2.3. Multimedia and sermons
Though some call for renewal in preaching, using more multimedia (Du-
duit, 2005; Jeffress, 2007; Keller, 2006; Randolph, 2009), and though in 
some parts of the world, multimedia is viewed as a means that will con-
tribute to people’s active participation, commitment and communica-
tion in worship services (Hwang, 2018), others remain skeptical (Boyd-
MacMillan, 2006; Claassen, 2011). It is clear that television, the internet 
and videogames have changed our society. People use multiple media, 
often simultaneously with other activities. Listening to a pastor preach-
ing for 20 to 30 minutes on Sunday is probably among the slowest, most 
adrenaline-deprived period in many people’s weeks. But is the use of 
multimedia in the church service the cure? Like the joke says, “There are 
three indispensable rules to great multimedia preaching. But nobody 
knows what they are” (Boyd-MacMillan, 2006).
 However, there seems to be evidence that images and multimedia 
support persuasive effects of communication. For example, Joseph and 
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Thompson (2004) found that listeners are more likely to remember and 
be persuaded by sermons that are vivid. And Bartsch and Cobern (2003) 
found that the use of PowerPoint presentations in classroom settings 
can be beneficial for student learning. However, the findings on the use 
of PowerPoint in teaching environments do not provide consistent and 
homogeneous results (Baker et al., 2018). Meta-analysis of 48 studies 
on the use of PowerPoint in teaching settings showed that its use does 
not enhance cognitive learning. Also, the use of PowerPoint (or similar 
types of presentation platforms) needs to be embedded in a broader 
learning process in order to be effective. One needs to remain on guard 
with the use of PowerPoint, for when the presentation includes materi-
al that is not pertinent to the subject, it is harmful to students’ learning. 
Sundar (2000) investigated the influence of written text, audio, pictures 
and video on the perception and retention of news items through a 
website. He found that the most powerful cues for perception and re-
tention are audio and picture. Mayer and Moreno (1998) found that stu-
dents receiving oral instructions in addition to a multimedia presenta-
tion outperformed students only receiving a multimedia presentation. 
It seems that the combination of oral communication supported by 
multimedia can create a higher impact of communication.
 As multimedia helps the audience to picture the content of the ser-
mon and to involve multiple senses in message processing, we hypoth-
esize that multimedia has positive effects on the evaluation of and be-
havioral intentions after a sermon.

Hypothesis 3A: Sermons using multimedia will be evaluated more positively than 

sermons without multimedia.

Hypothesis 3B: Sermons using multimedia will create more intention to change 

behavior than sermons without multimedia.

2.3. Method

2.3.1. Context
In the Netherlands alone, 3.173 million people regularly attend a Sun-
day service, 19% of the population (CBS, 2009). The Vrije Evangelisatie 
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Zwolle (VEZ) in the Netherlands has two identical services, with the 
same liturgy, the same announcements, the same worship band, the 
same songs and the same preacher preaching the same sermon. The 
only thing that differs is the audience.

2.3.2. Design
Two pastors of the VEZ, under the pseudonyms Pastor Bob and Pastor 
Frank (Pastor Frank being the author of the dissertation at hand), 
agreed to participate in this research. The pastors would preach the 
same message in both services, apart from one manipulation. Focus ar-
eas were: 1. human-interest stories; 2. multimedia; and 3. humor. For 
example, Pastor Bob would preach on forgiveness and use human-in-
terest stories in the first service, and he would omit those stories in the 
second service. This was done by both pastors for human-interest sto-
ries, humor and multimedia. Since both sermons were identical apart 
from the single manipulation, the direct effect of these communicative 
tools on the evaluation of and behavioral intentions after the sermon 
could be measured.
 Respondents were asked to attend the first or the second service for 
the period of the research and for eight Sundays were asked to fill out  
a questionnaire after the service. A few weeks after the last surveys, a 
sample of the respondents and a sample of church members who did 
not participate in the research were invited for a focus group discussion 
concerning the sermons that were included in the research. This dis-
cussion was part of a larger study. The qualitative data gathered through 
these focus group discussions are expected to shed extra light on the 
quantitative results.

2.3.3. Participants
All respondents were members of the same congregation. The 220  
individuals participating in the research included 106 males (48%) and 
114 females (52%). The number of respondents in each separate survey 
varied, as participation was voluntary. The ages of the participants 
ranged from 15 through 69 (M=42). Educational levels varied from pri-
mary school (1%) through secondary school (11%), intermediate voca-
tional education (29%), higher vocational education (48%) and univer-
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sity (11%). Respondents had been church members from 1 to 50 years 
(M=15). Each respondent was asked to attend the same service (first or 
second) for the duration of the research in order to create fixed groups 
of respondents.

2.3.4. Instrument
Respondents were sent eight surveys with the use of an online tool, see 
Appendix A. The survey consisted of the adapted version of the Trans-
formative Quality Measure (TQM) developed by Carrell (2009). The 
questionnaire was translated into Dutch, and three control questions 
were added to control manipulation. Answers were scored on a 7-point 
scale, ranging from “not at all” (1) to “completely” (7). In addition to 
the eight surveys, a separate questionnaire was sent to the respondents, 
gathering information on age, gender and educational level.

2.3.5. Manipulation
Key to the research was the manipulation process of the sermons given 
by Pastor Bob and Pastor Frank. Both pastors would meet and discuss 
the research goal of the sermon at hand. Both pastors would draft their 
sermons in a twofold manner, one containing the content and body of 
the message and one adding the communicative element due that Sun-
day. Pastor Bob, for example, would preach on the importance of giving 
and becoming a generous person. One sermon would be straight 
preaching and explaining a portion of the Bible. The other sermon 
would contain multiple vivid, dramatic human-interest stories, such as 
those about rich bankers who committed suicide after the Wall Street 
crash in 1911 or people living at the garbage dump in a third-world 
country but still living generous lives. Pastor Bob said, “I loved those 
stories and really believed they added to the impact of the sermon. The 
first service, I omitted those stories. The second service, I used them. 
The human-interest stories worked very well; I could feel the audience 
being moved by the stories. I regretted very much that I could not use 
the stories in the first service.” Pastor Bob preached his “human-inter-
est sermon” on the adulteress who was forgiven by Jesus. In the first 
sermon, he meditated on the Bible text only, omitting human-interest 
stories. In the second sermon, he added three human-interest stories.
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 In the same way, the pastors designed one sermon using multimedia 
and one omitting it and one containing humor and one lacking it. Pas-
tor Bob preached on the subject of “God loves joyful givers” and told 
many humorous stories in the second service, omitting these jokes in 
the first service. Pastor Frank added three humorous moments to his 
first sermon, omitting these humorous moments in his second ser-
mon. In the multimedia spectrum, Pastor Bob used a video clip of U2 
singer Bono in his second service, omitting this clip in the first service. 
Pastor Frank used multimedia in his first service, showing a video clip 
and using a PowerPoint presentation. For an overview of the manipula-
tions conducted, see Table 2.1.

Table 2.1: Variations between the standard and manipulated sermons.

Standard service Addition in 
manipulation

Manipulation 
t-test

Service 1 
Baseline (Bob)

Identical n/a

Service 2 
Baseline (Frank)

Identical n/a

Service 3
Humor (Bob)

No intentional 
humor was used 
during the  
sermon, and  
funny stories 
were omitted.

Big chunks of  
humor were add-
ed through funny 
stories and  
remarks, gener-
ating big laughs.

p=.00

Service 4 
Humor (Frank)

No intentional 
humor was used 
during the  
sermon. None-
theless, there 
was some spon-
taneous humor, 
where less funny 
parts of the ser-
mon generated 
laughs anyway.

Contained three 
“humor mo-
ments,” each 
generating one 
big laugh.

n.s. (.07)
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Service 5
Human-interest 
stories (Bob)

Though no  
stories should 
have been used 
at all, a few sto-
ries were told in 
the sermon.

Adding stories  
of dramatic  
suicides, people 
in a garbage 
dump being  
happy.

n.s. (.53)

Service 6
Human-interest 
stories (Frank)

No stories were 
told at all;  
the sermon  
contained plain 
teaching.

Adding three  
human-interest 
stories, ending 
with a powerful 
parable.

p=.00

Service 7
Multimedia 
(Bob)

No multimedia 
was used at all.

Adding a video 
clip of U2, featur-
ing Bono and part 
of a U2 concert.

p=.00

Service 8
Multimedia 
(Frank)

No multimedia 
was used at all.

Adding a video 
clip of a movie, 
showing God on 
trial, and adding 
a multipicture 
PowerPoint in the 
closing ritual 
prayer.

p=.00

2.3.6. Manipulation check
In order to check the manipulation, control questions were added to 
the survey. Each manipulation was checked by three additional ques-
tions. One of the control questions for human-interest stories, for ex-
ample, was The pastor used a lot of stories in his sermon, originating from 
daily life. The manipulation on human-interest stories failed for Pas-
tor Bob (p =.53) and succeeded for Pastor Frank (p =.00). A probable 
reason for the failure of this manipulation is that Pastor Bob is known 
for his frequent use of human-interest stories. Even in the sermon 
that should not have contained human-interest stories, a few stories 
were included spontaneously anyway. Though the manipulated ser-
mon contained fewer human-interest stories than the human-inter-
est sermon, the difference between them was too subtle. The manipu-
lation on humor failed for Pastor Frank (p =.07) and succeeded for 
Pastor Bob (p =.00). A probable reason for this failure is the fact that 
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Pastor Frank came across as funny on several occasions in the sermon 
that were not supposed to be funny. The difference between the non-
humorous and humorous sermons was thus too small. The manipu-
lation on multimedia succeeded for both Pastor Bob (p =.00) and Pas-
tor Frank (p =.00).

2.3.7. Data analysis
The hypotheses were tested using two-way ANOVA. This test examines 
the influence of different independent categorical variables on one de-
pendent variable. The two-way ANOVA not only determines the main 
effects of the independent variables, but it is also able to discover sig-
nificant interaction effects between the independent variables. The in-
dependent variables in this research are the preachers, Bob and Frank, 
and the manipulations of the sermons.

Table 2.2. Descriptives of reported evaluations and behavioral intentions.

Pastor Dependent 
variable

1st service 2nd service

n Mean SD n Mean SD 

Baseline Bob Evaluation 80 5.96 .73 76 5.78 .96

Behavioral 
intention

4.96 .89 4.89 1.11

Frank Evaluation 70 5.46 .96 73 5.59 .96

Behavioral 
intention

4.58 1.19 4.70 1.18

Rheto-
rical  
element

Pastor Dependent 
variable

Standard Manipulated

n Mean SD n Mean SD 

Humor Bob Evaluation 71 5.37 .91 73 5.51 .79

Behavioral 
intention

4.70 .98 4.79 1.08

Frank Evaluation 61 5.47 .87 60 5.83 .75

Behavioral 
intention

4.48 1.23 4.86 .98
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Human 
interest

Bob Evaluation 54 5.26 1.02 54 5.66 .91

Behavioral 
intention

4.40 1.18 4.95 1.09

Frank Evaluation 58 5.58 .76 71 6.00 .62

Behavioral 
intention

4.67 .95 4.97 1.11

Multi-
media 

Bob Evaluation 49 5.73 .94 70 6.09 .79

Behavioral 
intention

4.95 1.06 5.40 .93

Frank Evaluation 77 5.41 1.05 46 5.62 1.04

Behavioral 
intention

4.43 1.21 4.78 1.12

#Note. Items were measured on a 7-point scale.

2.3.8. Focus groups
After the quantitative part of the research was finished, a qualitative ele-
ment was added; four focus groups with six to eight members each 
were asked to reflect on the sermons of the past season. The focus 
group discussions were part of a larger study and were used to test 
whether participation in the project had biased the respondents. One 
focus group consisted of respondents who attended the first service 
and another of respondents who attended the second service, while a 
third focus group consisted of nonrespondents who attended the first 
service and the last focus group consisted of nonrespondents who vis-
ited the second service. The focus groups were asked what sermons of 
the past season they could remember, what influence the use of human-
interest stories, humor and multimedia had on their sermon experi-
ence and behavior afterwards and how sermons affected them in gen-
eral. The outcomes of the focus group discussions are used to interpret 
or add to the results of the quantitative research.
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2.4. Results

In this section, the results of the two-way ANOVA are presented and in-
terpreted, in combination with the results of the focus group discus-
sions. First, the results of the research on human-interest stories is pre-
sented, followed by the results for humor and concluding with the 
results for multimedia.

Table 2.3. Evaluation and intention of behavioral alteration after the sermon for 
sermons containing and not containing humor, human-interest stories and 
multimedia.

df F η2 p

Humor

Evaluation of the sermon

Preacher 1 5.76 0.02 0.02

Manipulation  1 4.11 0.02 0.04

Preacher x manipulation 1 1.15 0.00 0.28

Behavioral intention

Preacher 1 3.29 0.01 0.07

Manipulation  1 0.35 0.00 0.56

Preacher x manipulation 1 1.28 0.01 0.26

Human-interest stories

Evaluation of the sermon

Preacher 1 14.52 0.06 0.00

Manipulation  1 9.32 0.04 0.00

Preacher x manipulation 1 0.00 0.00 0.95

Behavioral intention

Preacher 1 8.89 0.04 0.03

Manipulation  1 1.08 0.01 0.30

Preacher x manipulation 1 0.80 0.00 0.37

Multimedia

Evaluation of the sermon

Preacher 1 5.13 0.02 0.02
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Manipulation  1 9.57 0.04 0.00

Preacher x manipulation 1 0.34 0.00 0.56

Behavioral intention

Preacher 1 7.69 0.03 0.01

Manipulation  1 15.83 0.06 0.00

Preacher x manipulation 1 0.12 0.00 0.73
 
Note. Bold indicates p<.05

2.4.1. Human-interest stories
Hypothesis 1A predicted a better evaluation of the sermons by Pastors 
Bob and Frank when human-interest stories were used. A two-way 
(Preacher x Manipulation) ANOVA was calculated to test for the differ-
ence between the evaluations for sermons with and without human-in-
terest stories. A significant main effect for the evaluation of the sermon 
was found for the preacher and for the manipulation as well. There was 
no significant interaction between preacher and manipulation with re-
gard to the evaluation of the sermon. For both preachers, the sermon 
with human-interest stories was evaluated as better than the sermon 
without those stories. Hypothesis 1A is thus confirmed.
 Hypothesis 1B predicted a higher intention to change behavior from 
the sermons by Pastors Bob and Frank when human-interest stories 
were used. A two-way (Preacher x Manipulation) ANOVA was calculat-
ed to test for the difference between the intention to change behavior 
for sermons with and without human-interest stories. A significant 
main effect for the intention to change behavior as a result of the ser-
mon was found for the preacher. There was no significant main effect 
for the manipulation and no significant interaction between preacher 
and manipulation with regard to the intention to change behavior as a 
result of the sermon. Hypothesis 1B is thus rejected.
 The outcome of the focus group discussions confirms these conclu-
sions and sheds further light on them. When asked to list sermons that 
the focus group members remembered from the past season, sermons 
with a high human-interest content were frequently named. Ten dif-
ferent sermons of the past season were mentioned in the different 
groups. There was no clear difference between the groups consisting 
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of respondents and those consisting of nonrespondents. In most cas-
es, the human-interest story was what helped the focus group mem-
bers recollect the sermon. Instead of remembering the title of the ser-
mon or the scripture, they recollected a specific human-interest story 
that impressed them. When asked about the impact of human-interest 
stories in sermons, the focus group members gave examples of stories 
that evolved out of the personal lives of the pastors. For example, “Pas-
tor Bob sharing about his brother or his wife, that’s what I really re-
member.” Or, “The sermon where Pastor Frank told how he climbed a 
mountain and struggled with his anger made a really deep impression 
on me.”

2.4.2. Humor
Hypothesis 2A predicted a better evaluation of the sermons by Pastors 
Bob and Frank when humor was used. A two-way (Preacher x Manipu-
lation) ANOVA was calculated to test for the difference between the 
evaluations of sermons with and without humor. A significant main ef-
fect for the evaluation of the sermon was found for the preacher and for 
the manipulation as well. There was no significant interaction between 
preacher and manipulation with regard to the evaluation of the sermon. 
For both preachers, the sermon with human-interest stories was evalu-
ated as better than the sermon without those stories. Hypothesis 2A is 
thus confirmed.
 Hypothesis 2B predicted a higher intention to change behavior from 
the sermons by Pastors Bob and Frank when humor was used. A two-
way (Preacher x Manipulation) ANOVA was calculated to test for the dif-
ference between the intention to change behavior for sermons with and 
without humor. No significant main effect for the intention to change 
behavior as a result of the sermon was found for the preacher or for t 
he manipulation. Also, no significant interaction was found between 
preacher and manipulation with regard to the intention to change be-
havior as a result of the sermon. Hypothesis 2B is thus rejected.
 The focus group discussions shed further light on the effects of hu-
mor in sermons. When asked what sermons people remembered, not 
one particular funny sermon was mentioned. Humor did not seem to 
help people recollect sermons. When asked how humor functions,  
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focus group members stated that humor unites, opens up and helps  
to gain attention. Someone said, “Laughing together as a community 
gives a sense of togetherness.” And, “After a good joke, you look at your 
neighbor, and there’s this moment of shared laughter that binds to-
gether.” Someone else added, “When a preacher uses humor, it helps 
me to open myself up to what he says. My heart softens.” And, “After a 
good laugh, you feel fresh again and can listen for another ten min-
utes.” The responses of the people in the focus groups show that hu-
mor helps the audience to connect with the speaker as well as with their 
direct neighbors. Humor also helps to recollect attention and to “open 
up” for the content of the sermon.

2.4.3. Multimedia
Hypothesis 3A predicted a better evaluation of the sermons by Pastors 
Bob and Frank when multimedia was used. A two-way (Preacher x Ma-
nipulation) ANOVA was calculated to test for the difference between 
the evaluations for sermons with and without multimedia. A signifi-
cant main effect for the evaluation of the sermon was found for the 
preacher and for the manipulation as well. There was no significant in-
teraction between preacher and manipulation with regard to the evalu-
ation of the sermon. For both preachers, the sermon with multimedia 
was evaluated as better than the sermon without those stories. Hypoth-
esis 3A is thus confirmed.
 Hypothesis 3B predicted a higher intention to change behavior from 
the sermons by Pastors Bob and Frank when multimedia was used. A 
two-way (Preacher x Manipulation) ANOVA was calculated to test for 
the difference between the intention to change behavior for sermons 
with and without multimedia. A significant main effect for the inten-
tion to change behavior as a result of the sermon was found for the 
preacher and for the manipulation as well. There was no significant in-
teraction between preacher and manipulation with regard to the inten-
tion to change behavior as a result of the sermon. Hypothesis 3B is thus 
confirmed.
 The focus group discussions shed further light on the effects of the 
use of multimedia in sermons. All focus group members were asked 
what sermons of the past season they remembered, and many multime-
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dia moments were listed. People remembered videoclips, visuals or 
props that were used to visualize the topic of the sermon. The content 
of the sermon was not recollected, but the multimedia aspects resonat-
ed and helped people remember the sermon. Even sermons held one or 
two years before were frequently mentioned. For example, a sermon 
eighteen months before the focus group discussion took place was 
named multiple times, because of the film parts used in the sermon. Al-
so, the use of multimedia involved people emotionally in the sermon. 
After seeing a picture in a sermon that depicted a vulture watching a 
starving child, someone said, “When I watch that picture, I have to cry, 
especially when I remember my three healthy kids at home.”
 The multimedia used in the sermons mostly consisted of videoclips 
underscoring the message of the sermon and of pictures on a Power-
Point slide. In the church that took part in the research, PowerPoint is 
hardly ever used to bring across “points.” Some people cautioned about 
the use of multimedia. Someone said, “Multimedia should strengthen 
the message, not overrule it.”

2.5. Discussion

2.5.1. Reflection on the use of rhetorical elements
The aim of this project was to investigate the influence of human-interest 
stories, humor and multimedia in sermons in order to enlarge the impact 
of the communication and to gain insight into which rhetoric tools, when 
used, can benefit communication in broader contexts. The quantitative 
and qualitative research described in this paper supports the conviction 
that human-interest stories, humor and multimedia strengthen the com-
munication in a sermon. The importance of communication that is not 
solely geared towards teaching but which includes pleasing and moving 
communication as well, as stated by Allen and Mulligan (2009), is under-
scored by this research. However, the results show that this influence is 
limited. We found some small effects of humor, human-interest stories 
and multimedia, but these results cannot explain the overall impact of a 
sermon. The research was conducted in a free evangelical church, but the 
expectation is that these findings can be applied along the interdenomi-
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national spectrum, as Jenkins and Kavan (2009) found that in both Pente-
costal and Anglican churches, listeners are keen for sermons to include 
storytelling, anecdotes and humor.
 However, the results of this study show that the use of human-inter-
est stories, humor or multimedia never is a quick fix or a given winner. 
All results point towards a positive influence of these elements, but 
there are nuances as well. It seems that the person of the preacher, the 
element of surprise and the content of the message are all important 
factors that have to be weighed as well.
 In two of the six cases, the manipulation did not work. For Pastor 
Bob, the manipulation in human-interest stories failed, as did the ma-
nipulation in humor for Pastor Frank. For Pastor Bob, this could be ex-
plained partially by the fact that his preaching is always anecdotal; hu-
man-interest stories are used in his sermons on a frequent basis. In this 
specific case, Pastor Bob used fewer human-interest stories in the ma-
nipulated sermon; however, he still used a number of stories anyway, 
making the difference between both sermons gradual, although the 
sermon with the full load of human-interest stories was evaluated more 
positively than the one with fewer stories. Pastor Frank elicited a num-
ber of small laughs in the sermon that was not supposed to be funny. 
This happened unintentionally, but it may well have influenced the out-
come. The sermon that contained more humor was evaluated as better 
for Pastor Frank. This shows how delicately communication functions 
and that even small remarks can influence the whole. But still, the full 
application of human-interest stories and humor was evaluated as bet-
ter in general.

2.5.2. Human-interest stories
Regarding human-interest stories, the main finding is that they 
strengthen the evaluation of sermons and the intention to change be-
havior as a result of sermons, when measured right after the sermon. 
The importance of storytelling and narrative communication in the 
postmodern era is stressed by researchers (Duarte, 2010; Johnston, 
2001; Lowry, 2001, 2012). This research confirms the importance of hu-
man-interest stories in sermons. Stories preachers draw from their per-
sonal lives especially impact their audience. The focus group discus-
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sions showed that sermons where Pastor Bob or Pastor Frank shared 
personal struggles made a deep impression and helped congregants to 
identify with the pastor. This research did not take into account whether 
or not the sermon as a whole was preached in a narrative style; it only fo-
cused on the use of human-interest stories as illustrations of points that 
the pastors tried to bring across. Though human-interest stories help 
the recollection of sermons somewhat, they particularly influence the 
experience during the sermon and the intention to change behavior after 
the sermon.

2.5.3. Humor
Regarding humor, the main finding is that it positively influences the 
evaluation of a sermon when measured immediately after the sermon. 
Rushing and Barlow (2006) say, “Humor can be an effective and bene-
ficial tool for the preacher who can use it skillfully and appropriately.” 
This research underscores that conclusion. Throughout the centuries, 
homileticians have been ambivalent in their attitude towards humor. 
Some, like Piper (2015), have condemned the use of humor in sermons 
altogether, while others have pointed to the use of humor in the ser-
mons of great preachers like Spurgeon and Moody (Burrell, 1913; 
Strickland, 2013). The use of humor in sermons is delicate, as too 
much humor may transform the preacher into a comedian, while mis-
applied humor distracts the audience from the intended message. On 
the other hand, the use of humor helps the preacher to connect with 
his audience and helps the audience to capture the message and stay 
focused. Darden (2008) emphasizes the need for the recollection of 
laughter in sermons. It seems that humor in sermons especially serves 
the function of identification, as described by Meyer (2000). Darden 
(2008) says, “We should be open to the fact that humor and laughter 
and comedy are everywhere, all around us, even in the Bible, especially 
in the Bible.” Our impression is that humor, when applied well, helps 
the audience to connect with the preacher and open up their hearts for 
the message of the sermon. Humor does not have a big influence on 
the recollection of sermons, but it has specific importance for the un-
derstanding and evaluation of the message while it is being preached.
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2.5.4. Multimedia
Regarding multimedia, the main findings are that it positively influ-
ences the evaluation of a sermon as well as the intention to change be-
havior as a result of a sermon, when measured immediately after the 
sermon. Jeffress (2007) shows that the vast majority of homiletics text-
books published after 2000 avoid the subject of the use of multimedia 
in sermons altogether. The textbooks that do involve the role of multi-
media in sermons only “skim the surface.” In his conclusion, Jeffress 
calls upon theologians and communication scholars to build a con-
vincing case for the need and use of multimedia in sermons. This re-
search answers the call, at least in part. Pastor Bob normally never uses 
multimedia but saw remarkable results when he did incorporate a U2 
videoclip into his sermon. The focus group discussions also revealed 
multimedia to be a strong factor in recollecting sermons, even ser-
mons preached years before. Our findings thus provide a positive ad-
dition to the current status of research on the effects of multimedia 
(Baker et al., 2018). Though we did not measure the ways in which the 
use of PowerPoint enhances student learning, we did find that the use 
of multimedia positively influences the evaluation of the sermon as 
well as the intention to change behavior. Also, it seems to enhance ser-
mon recollection. However, Duduit (2005) cautions preachers not to 
use multimedia “because of the multimedia.” Rather, “we must be 
careful to not let the technology tail wag the dog; use technology where 
it strengthens communication and enhances the worship experience, 
not simply to be cutting edge or to keep up with the church down the 
street.”

2.5.5. The sermon as transcendent event
Finally, in churches and sermons, much emphasis is laid on the work  
of “the Spirit” through the sermon. A pastor can preach as well as he 
wants, but ultimately it is a spiritual, transcendent event that takes 
place during the transferal of the sermon. The researchers take this into 
account and at the same time acknowledge the communicative princi-
ples and skills that can be used—also by God—to create more impact 
through a sermon.
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2.5.6. Further investigation
These outcomes at the least provide new reasons to further investigate 
the effects that the use of specific communicative means can produce in 
preaching and a broader spectrum of factors that can influence the im-
pact of a sermon. Hollingworth (1935) states that a communicator has 
five fundamental tasks to accomplish in winning an audience: main-
taining attention, holding interest, creating an impression, instilling 
conviction and providing direction. Human-interest stories, multime-
dia and humor at least help the communicator in the first three of those 
five fundamental tasks. Further research could be done in discovering 
whether personal human-interest stories generate better results than 
general human-interest stories. Also, the negative effects of humor can 
be a subject of further investigation. Apart from communicative ele-
ments in the delectare realm (the “pleasing” realm), there’s the field of 
persuasion as well. This team will conduct further research to investi-
gate what communicative persuasion strategies may help enlarge the 
effects of preaching on an audience.

2.5.7. Limitations
The outcomes of this study are limited, as we conducted the research in 
one church only, asking people to report personally on their intention 
to change behavior. The outcomes therefore carry a personal bias. We 
anticipated this by organizing the focus group discussions six to twelve 
months after the initial participation in the research in order to check 
the durability of the changes. Also, the effects of the use of humor, hu-
man-interest stories and multimedia that we found were small. One 
cannot say that the presence or absence of these communicative ele-
ments causes a sermon to effect change or not. Maybe factors in the mo-
vere realm (the moving or “bending” realm) provide a greater under-
standing of factors that influence the impact of a sermon. Also, the 
person of the preacher, the content of the sermon and the situation of 
the hearer can play an important role. This requires further research.

2.5.8. Practical implications for preachers
In general, this research confirms that a sermon using human-interest 
stories, humor and multimedia generates better results in the evalua-
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tion of the sermon and the intention to change behavior than do ser-
mons omitting the use of these elements. Preachers would do well to 
acknowledge the importance of pleasing and persuading people in 
their sermons. Of course, the content of the message lies at the heart of 
a good sermon. And of course, the event of a sermon, in essence, is su-
pernatural, and God works through the message as he wants. At the 
same time, preachers should be good stewards of the task at hand and 
create sermons in such a way that they can generate maximum impact.
 Therefore, after laying the exegetic and hermeneutic foundation of 
the sermon, a preacher would do well to put similar diligence and effort 
into shaping the sermon into persuasive and engaging communica-
tion. In what ways will the sermon “win” the hearts of the people? What 
human-interest stories will you add in order to help people remember 
the sermon? What multimedia parts could underscore the message and 
especially involve the younger generations? What humorous elements 
may be added in order to help the audience regain attention and listen 
for another ten minutes? This requires a whole new set of skills for the 
preacher, skills generally overlooked in seminaries and theological fac-
ulties. However, in the weekly routine of preaching, these elements will 
significantly determine the effects of a sermon.

2.5.9. Conclusion
The use of humor, human-interest stories and multimedia results in 
sermons that are better evaluated than sermons without these commu-
nicative elements. The use of multimedia also positively affects the in-
tention to change behavior through a sermon. This research shows that 
the use of human-interest stories, humor and multimedia will help 
preachers to engage and please their audiences in a better way.
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chapter 3

Moving sermons

A field experiment on the persuasive effects of preaching*

Abstract
In the present chapter, we report the findings of a field experiment on 
the effects of the use of direct appeal, invitation and ritual in sermons. 
In a church in the Netherlands that organizes two identical services 
on a regular Sunday, we exposed the hearers in one of those services to 
typical motivational elements that were absent in the other service: di-
rect appeal, ritual and invitation. Panel members from both services 
rated the sermons they had heard, both for appreciation of the ser-
mon and their intention to change behavior. We found support for the 
main and interaction effects for the preacher and strategy on both the 
evaluation and behavioral intention with the use of invitation. For the 
use of direct appeal, we did not find any results, since the manipula-
tion failed. For the use of ritual, no significant effects were found. We 
conclude by discussing implications for future research and provide 
practical, evidence-based suggestions to preachers about the use of 
available rhetorical tools for reaching the high goals of religious ser-
vices.

* This chapter has been published in the Journal of the Evangelical Homiletics. So-

ciety, 2018, 18(2), 46-59.
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3.1. Introduction

Persuasion is seen as a central feature of a sermon (Stanley & Jones, 
2008). A wide range of rhetorical techniques is used in sermons to  
engage, persuade and challenge listeners (Overstreet, 2003, 2004). 
Hearers are invited to see things in a particular way and act in accord-
ance with that view. In short, sermons are rhetorical playing fields 
(Lunceford, 2007), but the outcome is uncertain. In a US-based study, 
Carrell (2000) explored the aims and impacts of church sermons, ask-
ing both preachers and hearers about their experience of sermons. The 
majority of preachers said that their main goal was to change the hear-
ers’ beliefs, values or actions. Strikingly, the hearers said that most 
preaching was completely irrelevant to their real lives. There is agree-
ment among both preachers and listeners that the aims of sermons are 
to challenge people to grow and take next steps (Hawkins & Parkin-
son, 2009). Yet everyone involved knows that this aim is not easily 
achieved. While this situation is common knowledge, there is a lack  
of insight into the impact of rhetorical strategies in sermons. What 
makes a moving sermon?
 In this research, we study the effects of three rhetorical strategies 
that preachers use to engage churchgoers, i.e., direct appeal, rituals 
and invitations. As a context, we conducted a field experiment in a 
church that organizes two identical services on a regular Sunday. We 
exposed the hearers in one of those services to typical motivational ele-
ments that were absent in the other service. Comparing the evalua-
tions of the services provided insight into the impact of the strategies. 
Since this type of manipulation is rare in sermons, this is a unique re-
search opportunity to evaluate the impact of particular rhetorical strat-
egies. Through this field experiment, we can learn about the dynamics 
of religious messages and provide practical, evidence-based sugges-
tions to preachers about the use of available rhetorical tools for reach-
ing the goals of religious services. We also contribute to the under-
standing of the use of invitation, direct appeal and ritual in broader 
contexts.
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3.2. Theory and hypotheses

When it comes to the impact sermons can have, the general impression 
from research is that attitude changes through sermons are not to be ex-
pected (Nye, Watts, & Savage, 2003). Sermons follow changes in occur-
ring beliefs and attitudes rather than leading to them (Abbey, 1976; Bar-
tow, 1982). While these findings alone make one wonder why preachers 
are so stubborn and keep trying to influence their audiences, anecdotal 
evidence indicates that sermons can move, encourage, challenge and 
convince people. Sermons can have life-changing effects on hearers. 
Contexts also abound where people are profoundly influenced through 
certain messages, including in health communication (Absolom, Eiser, 
Greco, & Davies, 2004), governmental communication (Pol, Swankhu-
isen, & van Vendeloo, 2013) and behavioral change (Goldstein, Cialdini, 
& Griskevicius, 2008).

3.2.1. Three rhetorical tools
In this study, we put three rhetorical tools to the test to see how they in-
fluenced hearers’ attitudes and behavioral intentions. We based the 
selection of tools on three selection criteria. First, we chose tools that 
regularly occur in sermons. We did not mean to come up with some-
thing entirely new but wanted to test the impact of readily available and 
practiced tools in the context of sermons. Second, in this study, we  
focused on the movere part within the rhetorical realm. According to 
classic rhetoric, the three main goals of communication are docere (to 
teach, inform and instruct), delectare (to please) and movere (to move, or 
“bend”) (Oskamp & Geel, 1999). Traditionally, speech is seen as de-
signed to persuade, and the ultimate goal of rhetoric is to move people 
in a certain direction, to persuade them to do what is right (Burke, 
1969; Oskamp & Geel, 1999). Third, the manipulation of the rhetorical 
tool needed to be a relatively small adaptation. To be practically useful, 
the rhetorical move needed to be a minimal intervention, an add-on to 
a sermon without which the sermon would still also make sense for 
the group attending the service without the rhetorical tool. Based on 
these three considerations, we chose to include the following three 
rhetoric tools: direct appeal, ritual and invitation.
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3.2.2. Direct appeal
A direct appeal addresses the audience with a clear and concrete con-
clusion with unambiguous suggestions for the course of action that 
should follow from the message (Cope & Richardson, 1972; Lev-
enthal, Jones, & Trembly, 1966). In a classic study, Lindskold et al. 
(1977) showed how the directness of appeals influenced the effective-
ness of fundraising activities. The direct personal appeal (“Excuse 
me, would you like to contribute to the disabled people, please?”) was 
more effective in raising money than open appeals (“Give to the disa-
bled children”). Least effective was the silent indirect appeal, where 
only a canister was placed and the passerby had to interpret this as a 
call for collecting money.
 Given that all people involved are aware that the goal of any sermon 
is the appeal made to the listener (Ehler, 2007; Oskamp & Geel, 1999), it 
seems reasonable to assume that to make the appeal explicit and direct 
will be appreciated and granted. Applying the content of a sermon to 
the listeners’ individual lives and addressing them personally by fre-
quently using “you” is an easy way to make an appeal to the audience. 
For example, in a sermon on rage and anger, a preacher could remain 
impersonal and leave the interpretation of the appropriate behavioral 
response to the hearer: “Sometimes, people can be very angry. It is bet-
ter not to hang around with a raging bull.” But the direct appeal trans-
lates the issue in a clear confrontation with the audience: “Some of us 
here walk around very angry. You entered this service with your raging 
bull, and you need to get rid of it.”
 To our knowledge, the impact of direct appeal in sermons has not 
been a topic of research, even though direct appeal is often used in 
churches. We expect that sermons with direct appeals are more valued 
both in evaluation and in behavioral intentions.

Hypothesis 1A: Sermons using direct appeal will be evaluated more positively than 

sermons without direct appeal.

Hypothesis 1B: Sermons using direct appeal will create more intention to change 

behavior than sermons without direct appeal.
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3.2.3. Ritual
In religious contexts, rituals are established ceremonial acts (Bell, 
1997). Following a clear structure, rituals are attention-directing, cultur-
ally embedded sequences of action. Rituals help to funnel the different 
thoughts, anchoring the feelings and appropriate behaviors of those 
who take part in the ritual (Smith & Stewart, 2011), especially because 
they facilitate the practice of thought scripts (Goffman, 2002). Through 
the alignment of thought and action, rituals can be important means of 
making a sermon persuasive. The application of a ritual may facilitate 
the internalization of the message and transmission of values and be-
liefs. Apart from being an embodied expression of collectivity within a 
cultural realm (Dulaney & Fiske, 1994), rituals provide the audience with 
a multisensory experience: people feel, smell and taste the message of 
the sermon, which will probably positively influence its impact (Bickel, 
2004). It can thus be assumed that rituals will result in a more positive 
evaluation of a sermon and will facilitate the translation of the sermon 
into practice.

Hypothesis 2A: Sermons using a ritual will be evaluated more positively than 

sermons without a ritual.

Hypothesis 2B: Sermons using a ritual will create more intention to change 

behavior than sermons without a ritual.

3.2.4. Invitation
As a response to a sermon, an invitation serves as an opportunity to ex-
plicitly respond to a call made in that sermon. Making one’s response 
to a call salient is a statement that strengthens the transformational 
power present in the service. An invitation is also more open than direct 
appeals or a ritual. Where a direct appeal prescribes the appropriate ac-
tion, an invitation is a call to respond. Rituals submit all participants to 
their structure, while an invitation is more open to the type of response 
someone wants to give. An invitation is a way in which a preacher can 
make his or her message concrete by asking for a specific public action 
to signify an inner decision or need. An invitation thus functions as a 
vehicle that helps people to make the leap (Kierkegaard, 1981). While 
invitations occur regularly in (Pentecostal) churches, and altar calls are 
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generally appreciated by congregants (Jenkins & Kavan, 2009), little re-
search has been done on the effects of an invitation at the end of a ser-
mon. Still, the expectation is that the use of an invitation will have posi-
tive effects on the evaluation of and intention of behavior alteration 
after a sermon, as listeners are invited personally to make a choice or a 
commitment.

Hypothesis 3A: Sermons using an invitation will be evaluated more positively than 

sermons not using an invitation.

Hypothesis 3B: Sermons using an invitation will create more intention to change 

behavior than sermons without an invitation.

3.3. Method

3.3.1. Context
The Vrije Evangelisatie Zwolle (VEZ) is an evangelical congregation in 
the Netherlands. Each Sunday, they hold two identical services for an au-
dience of 1,250 attendants each. These services are generally identical; 
they have the same liturgy, the same announcements, the same worship 
band, the same songs and the same preacher preaching the same ser-
mon.

3.3.2. Design
For the purpose of this study, we created a particular difference be-
tween these two services on a given Sunday. Two pastors of the VEZ, 
for whom we will use the pseudonyms “Bob” and “Frank,” agreed to 
participate in a study where within a period of one year, the experi-
ment would take place. During this year, Pastor Bob and Pastor Frank 
meticulously worked on their sermons, creating two identical ser-
mons for the two services—apart from one variation in the communi-
cative realm. For example, one sermon would make use of direct ap-
peal, whereas the other sermon would omit these elements. At the 
beginning of the season, church attendants were invited to partici-
pate in a research project “concerning the effectiveness of sermons.” 
These participants were unaware of the fact that the two services 
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would not be identical. This invitation led to two panels of compara-
ble size per service. On eight Sundays during the season, the partici-
pants received an online evaluative questionnaire right after the ser-
vice. The two pastors, Bob and Frank, would preach the same message 
in both services but would include movere elements in one of the two 
sermons, i.e., direct appeals, a ritual or an invitation. According to 
the hypotheses, we expected that people who attended the service 
with direct appeal, ritual or invitation would evaluate the service more 
positively and would report more behavioral intentions after the ser-
mon than people in the service with the sermon missing these ele-
ments. This research was part of a larger study conducted in this 
church, investigating the effects of rhetorical instruments on the re-
tention and intention of behavioral change in sermons. This research 
focuses on movere elements of rhetoric in a quantitative manner.

3.3.3. Participants and procedure
All 220 respondents in the two panels were members of the same con-
gregation: 106 males (48%) and 114 females (52%). The age of the par-
ticipants ranged from 15 to 69 (M=42). Educational levels varied from 
primary school (1%) through secondary school (11%), intermediate vo-
cational education (29%), higher vocational education (48%) and uni-
versity (11%). Respondents had been church members for 1 through 50 
years (M=15). Each respondent was asked to attend the same service 
(first or second) for the duration of the study in order to create fixed 
groups of respondents. Because not every panel member attended all 
services, the number of respondents in each separate survey varied (see 
Table 3.1). The online questionnaire consisted of one baseline measure 
per preacher and six surveys after the services, see Appendix B. Answers 
were scored on a seven-point scale, ranging from “not at all” (1) to 
“completely” (7).

3.3.4. Manipulation
The two pastors met before each Sunday and discussed the research 
goal of the sermon at hand. Both pastors would draft two versions  
of their sermons, one including the rhetorical element due that Sun-
day.
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Table 3.1. Variations between the manipulated and nonmanipulated sermons.

Nonmanipulated 
service

Addition in  
manipulation

Manipulation 
t-test

Service 1
Baseline (Bob)

Identical
n/a

Service 2
Baseline 
(Frank)

Identical
n/a

Service 3
Direct appeal 
(Bob)

Speaking to people 
in general: Some 
people have hearts 
of stone and long for 
a new heart.

Speaking to people 
directly: Is your 
heart made of 
stone? Do you want 
a new heart?

n.s. (.24)

Service 4
Direct appeal 
(Frank)

Speaking to people 
in general: Some 
people may have a 
problem with anger. 
Let us consider this 
subject today.

Being very bold and 
blunt to people on 
the subject of anger: 
You entered this  
service with your 
raging bull, and you 
need to let him 
loose.

n.s. (.08)

Service 5
Ritual (Bob)

No ritual, but tra-
ditional ending of 
the sermon with a 
prayer (while  
congregation was 
seated) and a song.

People could walk 
up front, to the 
stage, standing 
there with their 
hands held open. 

p=.00

Service 6
Ritual (Frank)

No ritual, but tra-
ditional ending of 
the sermon with a 
prayer (while con-
gregation was seat-
ed) and a song.

At the end of the first 
sermon, the  
children entered the 
auditorium, and the 
fathers/men were 
asked to make a  
circle around the 
women and children 
and sing a song of 
blessing over them.

p=.00
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Service 7
Invitation 
(Bob)

No invitation, but 
traditional ending of 
the sermon with a 
prayer (while con-
gregation was seat-
ed) and a song.

Inviting people to 
stand at their place 
and receive prayer, 
while congregants 
around them 
stretched out their 
arms in prayer to-
wards them.

p=.00

Service 8
Invitation 
(Frank)

No invitation, but 
traditional ending of 
the sermon with a 
prayer (while con-
gregation was seat-
ed) and a song.

Inviting people to 
stand at their place 
to signify that they 
wanted to surrender 
all to find the trea-
sure of the Kingdom 
of God.

p=.00

3.3.5. Manipulation check
In order to check the manipulation, control questions were added to 
the surveys. Each manipulation was checked by an additional question 
in the survey. For direct appeal, the question was I thought the pastor ad-
dressed me directly. For ritual, the question was The pastor included a ritual in 
his sermon. For invitation, the question was The pastor used an invitation af-
ter his sermon. The manipulation on direct appeal failed for both Pastor 
Bob (p =.24) and Pastor Frank (p =.08). In the discussion section, some 
possible explanations for this failure will be given. The manipulation 
on ritual succeeded for both Pastor Bob (p =.00) and Pastor Frank 
(p =.00). The manipulation on invitation also succeeded for both Pastor 
Bob (p =.00) and Pastor Frank (p =.00).

Table 3.2. Descriptives of reported evaluations and behavioral intentions.

Pastor Dependent 
variable

1st service 2nd service

n mean SD n mean SD 

Baseline Bob Evaluation 80 5.96 .73 76 5.78 .96

Behavioral 
intention

4.96 .89 4.89 1.11
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Frank Evaluation 70 5.46 .96 73 5.59 .96

Beh. Int. 4.58 1.19 4.70 1.18

Rheto-
rical  
element

Pastor Dependent 
variable

Nonmanipulated Manipulated

n mean SD n mean SD 

Direct  
appeal

Bob Evaluation 43 5.75 0.73 47 5.76 .81

Behavioral 
intention

4.84 1.05 5.09 .90

Frank Evaluation 59 6.19 0.64 56 6.18 .66

Behavioral 
intention

5.37 0.98 5.31 1.08

Ritual Bob Evaluation 34 5.61 .78 37 5.78 .95

Behavioral 
intention

4.80 .95 5.15 1.11

Frank Evaluation 37 5.79 .83 39 5.95 .89

Behavioral 
intention

5.05 1.05 5.08 1.34

Invitation Bob Evaluation 67 5.38 1.21 59 5.99 .73

Behavioral 
intention

4.60 1.24 5.15 .94

Frank Evaluation 58 5.99 .78 45 6.11 .64

Behavioral 
intention

5.30 .97 5.32 .75

#Note. Items were measured on a 7-point scale.

3.3.6. Data analysis
The hypotheses were tested using two-way ANOVA. This test examines 
the influence of different independent categorical variables on one de-
pendent variable. The two-way ANOVA not only determines the main 
effects of the independent variables, but it is also able to discover sig-
nificant interaction effects between the independent variables. The in-
dependent variables in this research were the preachers, Bob and 
Frank, and the manipulations of the sermons.
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3.4. Results

In this section, the results of the two-way ANOVA are presented and in-
terpreted. First, the results of the research on direct appeal are present-
ed followed by the results for ritual and concluding with the results for 
invitation. Table 3.3 summarizes the results of the manipulations of di-
rect appeal, ritual and invitation.

Table 3.3. Evaluation and intention to behavioral alteration after the sermon for 
sermons containing and not containing direct appeal, ritual and invitation.

df F η2 p

Direct appeal

Evaluation of the sermon

Preacher 1 18.82 0.09 0.00

Manipulation 1 0.00 0.00 0.97

Preacher x manipulation 1 0.01 0.00 0.92

Behavioral intention

Preacher 1 7.26 0.04 0.01

Manipulation 1 0.49 0.02 0.48

Preacher x manipulation 1 1.17 0.01 0.28

Ritual

Evaluation of the sermon

Preacher 1 1.61 0.01 0.21

Manipulation 1 1,29 0.01 0.26

Preacher x manipulation 1 0.00 0.00 0.98

Behavioral intention

Preacher 1 0,24 0.00 0.63

Manipulation 1 0.99 0.01 0.63

Preacher x manipulation 1 0.79 0.01 0.32

Invitation

Evaluation of the sermon

Preacher 1 9.30 0.04 0.00

Manipulation 1 9.49 0.04 0.00

Preacher x manipulation 1 4.13 0.02 0.04
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Behavioral intention

Preacher 1 10.58 0.05 0.00

Manipulation 1 4.57 0.02 0.03

Preacher x manipulation 1 3.83 0.02 0.05
 
Note. Bold indicates p<.05

3.4.1. Direct appeal
Hypothesis 1A predicted a better evaluation of the sermons by Pastors 
Bob and Frank when direct appeal was used. A two-way (Preacher x Ma-
nipulation) ANOVA was calculated to test for the difference between 
the evaluations for sermons with and without direct appeal. A signifi-
cant main effect for the evaluation of the sermon was found for the 
preacher but not for the manipulation. Also, there was no significant 
interaction between preacher and manipulation with regard to the eval-
uation of the sermon. Since the manipulation did not work, hypothesis 
1A is rejected.
 Hypothesis 1B predicted a higher intention to change behavior for 
the sermons by Pastors Bob and Frank when direct appeal was used. A 
two-way (Preacher x Manipulation) ANOVA was calculated to test for 
the difference between the intention to change behavior for sermons 
with and without ritual. A significant main effect for the intention to 
change behavior as a result of the sermon was found for the preacher 
but not for the manipulation. Also, there was no significant interaction 
between preacher and manipulation with regard to the intention to 
change behavior as a result of the sermon. Since the manipulation did 
not work, hypothesis 1B is rejected.

3.4.2. Ritual
Hypothesis 2A predicted a better evaluation of the sermons by Pastors 
Bob and Frank when ritual was used. A two-way (Preacher x Manipula-
tion) ANOVA was calculated to test for the difference between the eva-
luations for sermons with and without ritual. No significant main ef-
fect for the evaluation of the sermon was found for the preacher nor for 
the manipulation. Also, there was no significant interaction between 
preacher and manipulation with regard to the evaluation of the sermon. 
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Since no significant results were found, hypothesis 2A is rejected.
 Hypothesis 2B predicted a higher intention to change behavior of the 
sermon by Pastors Bob and Frank when ritual was used. A two-way 
(Preacher x Manipulation) ANOVA was calculated to test for the differ-
ence between the intention to change behavior for sermons with and 
without ritual. No significant main effect for the evaluation of the ser-
mon was found for the preacher nor for the manipulation. Also, there 
was no significant interaction between preacher and manipulation 
with regard to the intention to change behavior as a result of the ser-
mon. Since no significant effects were found, hypothesis 2B is rejected.

3.4.3. Invitation
Hypothesis 3A predicted a better evaluation of the sermons by Pastors 
Bob and Frank when invitation was used. A two-way (Preacher x Ma-
nipulation) ANOVA was calculated to test for the difference between 
the evaluations for sermons with and without direct invitation. A sig-
nificant main effect for the evaluation of the sermon was found for the 
preacher and for the manipulation. Also, there was a significant inter-
action between preacher and manipulation with regard to the evalua-
tion of the sermon. For both preachers, the sermon with invitation was 
evaluated as better than the sermon without invitation. Hypothesis 3A 
is thus confirmed.
 Hypothesis 3B predicted a higher intention to change behavior of the 
sermon by Pastors Bob and Frank when invitation was used. A two-way 
(Preacher x Manipulation) ANOVA was calculated to test for the differ-
ence between the intention to change behavior for sermons with and 
without invitation. A significant main effect for the intention to change 
behavior as a result of the sermon was found for the preacher and for 
the manipulation. Also, there was a significant interaction between 
preacher and manipulation with regard to the intention to change be-
havior as a result of the sermon. For both preachers, the sermon with 
invitation resulted in a higher intention to change behavior among the 
participants. Hypothesis 3B is thus confirmed.
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3.5. Discussion

The aim of this project was to study the effects of direct appeal, ritual 
and invitation in sermons in order to gain more insight into this par-
ticular type of persuasive communication. With a unique approach of 
applying manipulations in sermons, we created the opportunity to in-
vestigate what influence the presence or absence of certain sermon 
characteristics has.

3.5.1. Direct appeal
For direct appeal, we did not find any significant results, due to a failure 
of the manipulation. Possibly, the difference between the two sermons 
was too subtle to be noticed by the hearers. This outcome does not 
mean that direct appeals cannot influence the hearers, since other re-
search has given proof of the influence of direct appeal (Lindskold et 
al., 1977). Since literature suggests that direct appeal is important in or-
der to effect change (Stanley & Jones, 2006), we propose that this sub-
ject be investigated further, both in quantitative and qualitative ways. A 
focus group study could help filter nuances and provide a better under-
standing of the function of direct appeal in persuasive communication.

3.5.2. Ritual
For ritual, the manipulation worked well, but there were no significant 
effects for evaluation or behavioral intention. A possible explanation may 
be that the ritual was not connected well enough to the content of the ser-
mon or that the ritual was oriented towards someone else (in the case of 
the children and women being blessed by the men). Since the use of ritual 
may serve to turn a sermon into an event instead of a lecture (Long, 2016) 
by providing the audience a multisensory experience (Bickel, 2004), this 
area deserves more research. It is possible that the multisensory aspect of 
ritual could influence retention of the sermon, since a memorable experi-
ence is created. Further qualitative research could give more insight into 
the function of ritual in persuasive communication.
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3.5.3. Invitation
For invitation, both hypotheses were confirmed. For both pastors, both 
evaluation and the intention of behavioral change were rated higher for 
sermons with invitation. The openness of the invitation (compared to 
the prestructured direct appeals or rituals) could be one of the reasons 
for this strong effect, because hearers can frame the call as they want 
and respond in the way that suits them. This finding indicates the value 
of an embodied response to a rather passively received message in a ser-
mon. We propose that the use of concrete invitation be applied in 
broader contexts, as it serves to bridge the gap between the experience 
of the public speech event and concrete action.

3.5.4. Limitations
One contribution this research offers is that despite earlier findings (Craw-
ford, 1974), sermons can generate impact. However, the questionnaires 
were filled out the same day the sermon was delivered. It is unclear wheth-
er the intention to change behavior resulted in concrete and long-term  
action. It will take further research to investigate the influence of sermons 
in general and rhetorical devices in particular on retention and change.
 A factor to be taken into consideration is the fact that this research was 
conducted in an evangelical church. This church has affinity with Pente-
costal churches as well as mainline churches. The results of this research 
may not be applicable to some mainline churches, as the people there are 
not used to the use of ritual or invitation. Also, since the use of ritual has a 
different place in Catholic liturgy, the findings on ritual can differ widely 
in that context. At the same time, this research gives ample reason for 
pastors from both mainline churches and Catholic parishes to experi-
ment with the use of ritual and invitation. Also, the outcomes of this study 
are limited, as we conducted the research in one church only, asking peo-
ple to report personally on the intention to change behavior.
 This research calls for further investigation on the persuasive power 
of sermons specifically and oral communication in general. Though 
this research has resulted in a number of conclusions, it has also made 
clear that this is but the beginning. There is little literature on the use of 
direct appeal, invitations or rituals in church settings, though these 
communicative strategies are frequently used all over the world.
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3.5.5. Practical implications for preachers
A sermon is not finished when the text is explained correctly, theologi-
cally. Communication science has wisdom to offer to the field of homi-
letics. The use of direct appeal, ritual and invitation may help the audi-
ence to deepen their experience of the sermon, even to the extent of 
concrete change in behavior, attitude or thinking. A preacher therefore 
would do well to ask in what ways the persuasive power of the sermon 
could be enhanced by conscious application of direct appeal, ritual or 
invitation. This requires sensitivity, creativity and boldness on the part 
of the preacher. Sensitivity, because the preacher has to draft a ritual or 
invitation that is suitable to the congregation and is appropriate in the 
church calendar, to avoid overkill or an overdose of ritual and invita-
tion. Creativity, because a good ritual is appealing to people and 
breathes a natural connection to the central message of the sermon. 
And boldness, because a direct appeal, invitation or ritual requires 
courage of the preacher. A direct connection has to be made, a call has 
to be uttered and an invitation has to be extended. Always a preacher 
may feel the fear, “What if nobody responds? What if I’ve crossed a 
line?” This feeling of vulnerability is an emotion the preacher has to 
deal with. But we encourage the preacher to move through these chal-
lenges and start experimenting with the use of direct appeal, ritual and 
invitation, because the effects on congregants could be remarkable.

3.5.6. Conclusion
The use of direct appeal could not be measured, because the manipula-
tion failed. The use of ritual in sermons did not show any effect on the 
evaluation of or intention to change behavior through the sermon. The 
use of invitation resulted in positive effects on the evaluation of the ser-
mon and the intention to change behavior. We found these rhetorical 
strategies difficult to measure, but gaining a greater understanding of 
the functionality and influence of rhetoric in public is important in or-
der to gain a greater understanding of the speech as communicative 
event. Thus, all three communicative elements deserve further re-
search, in both quantitative and qualitative ways.
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chapter 4

Exploring the retention and  
change effects of sermons:

A focus group study into the use of rhetorical  
elements in preaching*

Abstract
In preaching, various communicative tools and strategies are used to 
help maximize engagement, retention and change. This study focuses 
on the question of how communicative tools like human-interest sto-
ries, humor, multimedia, invitation, ritual and direct appeal help ser-
mons to be remembered better and effect change.
 A qualitative study was conducted in a congregation, with 27 people 
filling out a questionnaire and taking part in four focus groups. The re-
spondents all belong to the same church and form a mix in gender and 
age. This study builds on a quantitative study that was done in the same 
congregation. Half the respondents of the focus groups had participat-
ed in the previous quantitative study.
 The results show that the use of human-interest stories, humor, multi-
media, invitation, ritual and direct appeal have positive effects on the reten-
tion of sermons and the change people experience through those sermons, 
though differences occur on the individual level. The use of multimedia,  
ritual and direct appeal in particular seem to have a positive influence on 
sermon recollection and change. Different ways in which these six commu-
nicative elements influence sermon recollection and change are presented.

* This chapter has been conditionally accepted for publication by the Interdis-

ciplinary Journal for the Research of Religion.
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4.1. Introduction

Every weekend, preachers all across the world mount their pulpits to 
deliver sermons. Millions of people across the globe visit a church and 
listen to the sermons that are being delivered. Therefore, homiletics 
has paid much attention to the foundations of a good sermon, especial-
ly the exegetic and hermeneutic aspects of creating a sermon. At count-
less theological institutions, students are trained in the methods of cre-
ating a sermon that reflects biblical truth. Little attention is paid to the 
more intuitive (Anderson, 2001) or nonrational (Cicero, 2017) modes 
of communication. The result of this focus is that many sermons may 
be biblically sound, but they do not really communicate to the hearers 
(Johnston, 2001).
 In the last decades, homiletics has broadened its scope to include the 
communicative aspects of sermons, acknowledging that good content 
does not suffice for a good sermon; delivery counts as well. Guthrie 
(2007), for example, has listed forty-five studies on six different aspects 
of preaching, including the subjects: Do sermons persuade, and How 
do people best understand and retain messages? Even though preach-
ers put much effort into preparing and delivering a sermon, the recall 
rates of sermons are often deplorable. Crawford (1974) found that 29% 
of his respondents actually denied having heard sermons they had 
heard, with only 10% of the respondents spontaneously mentioning 
sermons they had heard. Though the ability to exert change is viewed as 
one of the basic functions of a sermon (Carrell, 2000), there is research 
suggesting that people do not really change through sermons but rath-
er, see their own convictions strengthened by the sermons they hear 
(Abbey, 1976; Feather 1964). People tend to distort the memory of a 
message, whereby their personal theology is key; they recall the parts 
they agree with and bend other messages towards their personal con-
victions (Pargament & DeRosa, 1985). Less popular messages are re-
membered less, are distorted more frequently and are rejected more of-
ten. However, insight into the ways in which sermons can be delivered 
in such a way that retention and behavioral change are maximized is 
still limited. In this paper, our aim is to contribute to the understanding 
of how to communicate more effectively in sermons.
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 This study contributes to preaching theory in two ways. First, since 
previous research suggests that sermon recollection is at best very lim-
ited, we aim to test this assertation through this study by asking re-
spondents to fill out a questionnaire. Second, we suggest that commu-
nicative tools may be of use in preaching. We aim to investigate the 
influence of six different communicative tools, i.e., human-interest 
stories, humor, multimedia, invitation, ritual and direct appeal, on re-
tention and effects of change through sermons in a focus group setting.
 Our research question is the following: What is the role of communi-
cative tools (i.e., human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, invita-
tion, ritual and direct appeal) in helping sermons be remembered and 
effect change? To address this question, we conducted a qualitative 
study among congregants from a church in the Netherlands. Before we 
describe the design and results of our study, we will first discuss the 
theoretical background.

4.2. Theoretical background

4.2.1. Three rhetoric communication styles
The discussion about which rhetorical ingredients are beneficial for per-
suasive texts, like preaching, has a long history. Augustine differentiat-
ed between three different styles of preaching: to teach, to please and to 
move (Augustine, 2009; Wilson, 1992). Teaching focuses on communi-
cating the actual content of the message, explaining the meaning of the 
Bible in clear language. Pleasing is the style focusing on the connection 
with the audience, for example, by sharing a story of personal interest or 
using humor. Moving is the expressive rhetoric tool to address the audi-
ence directly in an attempt to effect change in attitude or beliefs (Os-
kamp & Geel, 1999). In homiletics, much stress is laid on the impor-
tance and the art of teaching (Barth, 1966). Preaching is viewed as a 
supernatural event in which God communicates to man (Long, 2016), 
the transferal of truth thus being pivotal. A consequence of this focus 
was that pleasing and moving styles of communication, described by 
Cicero as the nonrational styles of communication, were neglected. 
However, these communicative elements have gotten more interest over 
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the years (Allen, 2008), for as the times change, so do the requirements 
of preaching (Johnston, 2001). The authority of a preacher is no longer 
self-evident (Long, 2016), so communication skills in the terrain of im-
age and storytelling become more and more important (Breidenbaugh, 
2003; Duarte, 2010).

4.2.2. Six communicative elements
In the realm of pleasing and moving communication, we investigate six 
elements: human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, direct appeal, 
ritual and invitation. Human-interest stories unite ideas with emotion 
(McKee, 2003) and create human contact in ways that no other com-
municative elements can (Duarte, 2010). Valkenburg, Semetko, & De 
Vreese (1999) argue that a human-interest frame brings “an individu-
al’s story or an emotional angle to the presentation of an event, issue or 
problem.” By doing so, a human-interest frame personalizes, drama-
tizes and emotionalizes the news (Steimel, 2010). It is this emotional 
involvement that provides the communicator with a different angle 
than cognition from which to persuade the receiver. For example, Cho 
and Gower (2006) found that the use of the human-interest frame is 
highly likely to evoke an emotional response from the audience. But al-
though the use of human-interest stories in sermons is advocated by 
many (Duarte, 2010; Johnston, 2001), there is little research available as 
to what effect the use of human-interest stories in sermons has on the 
audience.
 Humor makes use of the element of surprise, thus creating interest in 
a message (Heath & Heath, 2007) and creating positive feelings towards 
the communicator (Gruner, 1976). Wanzer, Frymier and Irwin (2010) 
found that humor is positively correlated to learning. Their research was 
conducted in a student learning environment, but it may well have simi-
lar effects in a congregational setting. Meyer (2010) distinguishes four 
functions of humor in communication, i.e., identification, clarification, 
enforcement and differentiation, based on the classic threefold catego-
rization of humor research: superiority theory, relief theory and incon-
gruity theory (Lynch, 2002; Robert & Wilbanks, 2012).
 Multimedia can make sermons less predictable and more lively, tak-
ing into account that the use of PowerPoint or similar presentations  
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is beneficial for student learning in classroom settings (Bartsch & 
Cobern, 2003). Joseph and Thompson (2004) found that hearers are 
more likely to remember and be changed by sermons that are vivid, 
and Mayer (2002) found that students learn better through combina-
tions of words and pictures, as opposed to words alone. The promise 
of multimedia learning is that students will learn more deeply from 
media messages consisting of words and pictures than from tradition-
al modes of communication, such as words alone. There is also evi-
dence not only that students learn more deeply from multimedia than 
from words alone but that students also learn more deeply from a con-
versational style of teaching than from a formal style (Mayer, 2003). 
Multimedia preaching can help people develop discernment towards 
the images that shape both thinking and values (Johnston, 2001). Oth-
ers, like Claassen (2011) or Boyd-MacMillan (2006), are more appre-
hensive about the use of multimedia in a speech or sermon.
I nvitation is the opportunity given by the preacher to respond to the 
message through a concrete action. An invitation is seen as a tool to 
help people internalize their decision-making process (Kierkegaard, 
1981). Head (2011), regarding establishing the natural involvement of 
youth in the “ladder of participation,” argues that asking people to take 
certain steps rewards them with the trust of taking responsibility. From 
this viewpoint, an invitation at the end of a sermon enables the audi-
ence to co-own the subject at hand and take responsibility. Loscalzo 
(1995), recognizes that the typical invitation, by asking people to leave 
their pews and come forward, states that the gospel is invitational by 
nature, and suggests that every service should in some way or another 
incorporate an option for response.
 Ritual is connected to invitation but is generally presented as a more 
public, visible act, whereas invitation is more private. Rituals are atten-
tion-directing, culturally embedded sequences of action (Smith & Stu-
art, 2010), such as nailing a piece of paper to a cross or taking part in the 
Lord’s Supper. Rituals make an appeal to different senses, thus intensi-
fying the experience and probably positively affecting the results of a 
sermon (Bickel, 2004). Following a clear structure, rituals are atten-
tion-directing, culturally embedded sequences of action (Bell, 1997).
 Finally, direct appeal is the classic direct address to the audience, 
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making clear that the message is about the individual hearer, calling 
people to a specific action (Cope & Richardson, 1972). Lindskold et al. 
(1977) found that directness in appeal influenced the effectiveness of 
fundraising. In a sermon setting, people want to be relationally en-
gaged by the preacher (Van der Geest, 1981).

4.3. Method

4.3.1. Design
For the duration of almost one year, 220 respondents from a large evan-
gelical church in the Netherlands took part in a quantitative study, fo-
cusing on the effects of human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, 
direct appeal, ritual and invitation in sermons. For a total of fourteen 
Sundays, i.e. two Sundays for each of the six rhetorical elements and 
two Sundays to investigate the baseline, the respondents filled out an 
online survey. The online survey investigated whether the six rhetorical 
elements had influenced their evaluation of the sermon and their inten-
tion to change behavior as a result of the sermon. The results of this re-
search have been described in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3.
 In order to gain a better understanding of the influence of human-
interest stories, humor, multimedia, direct appeal, ritual and invitation 
on sermon reception, 27 respondents also took part in a qualitative 
study. The 27 respondents of this study were divided into four groups: 
two whose members had taken part in the quantitative research and 
two whose members had not taken part. The group that had visited the 
first service and had taken part in the quantitative study consisted of 
nine participants, while all other groups consisted of six participants. 
The respondents were randomly selected, making sure there was a 
good balance between male and female respondents as well as a spread 
in age groups. This setup would enable the research team to see wheth-
er the participation in the previous study would result in any different 
opinions on communication strategy for sermons.
 The 27 respondents were asked to fill out a questionnaire and take 
part in a focus group discussion (see Appendix C). They were asked 
what sermons they recalled from the last twelve months and why. Also, 
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they were asked to indicate whether any of the sermons had resulted in 
any change in attitude or behavior, and if yes, what this change had 
been and what it was that had effected this change. Lastly, the respond-
ents were asked to rank the six communicative elements of the ser-
mon—human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, direct appeal, ritu-
als and invitations—into their order of priority. After filling out the 
questionnaire, the 27 respondents took part in a focus group discus-
sion.

4.3.2. Focus groups
Ormston, Spencer, Barnard and Snape (2014) argue that qualitative re-
search is suited to providing an in-depth and interpreted understand-
ing of the social world of research participants by learning about the 
sense they make of their social and material circumstances, their expe-
riences and their perspectives. It allows for data that are rich, complex 
and detailed to be analyzed and interpreted.
 After filling out the questionnaire, the respondents came together in 
the four different focus groups. Focus groups are particularly useful for 
exploring people’s experiences and knowledge, and they can be used 
not only to find out what people think but also how they think and why 
they think that way (Kitzinger, 1995). The focus group approach trusts 
that the group process can people help clarify their views in a better way 
than a one-on-one interview (Kitzinger, 1995).
 The discussion in the focus groups elaborated on the subjects of the 
personal questionnaires, discussing the six different communicative 
components of sermons: human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, 
direct appeal, rituals and invitations.
 In order to ensure maximal transparency in the focus groups, four in-
dependent focus group leaders were instructed by the researchers. The 
focus group leaders were instructed to ask open-ended questions, probe 
more deeply when answers only scratched the surface and make sure all 
questions were answered within the set time of 1.5 hours. In the focus 
groups, the respondents were asked to come up with as many sermons 
from the previous season as possible. After that, they were asked what 
elements of a sermon they saw as crucial for its effects. The main body of 
questions revolved around the six communicative elements under inves-
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tigation: what human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, ritual, invi-
tation and direct appeal meant to them, what they saw as the expected 
results of these communicative tools, what examples of these elements 
they remembered and what effect these elements had on them.
 This order of research was chosen to avoid the influence of group dy-
namics on the personal recollection and opinions on sermons.

4.3.3. Data analysis procedure questionnaires
The questionnaires were filled out individually by the respondents. The 
questionnaires were clustered per focus group for a first analysis. This 
was done in order to see whether there were any differences between peo-
ple who did or did not take part in the quantitative study as well as any dif-
ferences between people who visited the first or second service. The mean 
rank was computed to discover whether there was a difference between 
the number of remembered sermons for people who had visited the first 
service and for people who had visited the second service as well as to 
learn whether more people experienced change through sermons in the 
first or second service.

4.3.4. Data analysis procedure focus groups
All four focus group discussions were transcribed verbatim. Using a 
multistep content-analytic procedure, we analyzed the data with two 
coding rounds. In the first round of coding, the first author read the 
filled-out interviews and generated a list of comments that indicated 
the changes people had experienced through sermons and the reasons 
they gave for those changes. The first author also made a count of all the 
sermons the respondents said they could remember from the last year.
 In the next round of coding, the first and second authors looked for 
subcategories in the data while keeping open discussion regarding  
the categorization of comments. Applying an iterative procedure, we 
moved back and forth between the data and the literature on communi-
cative elements in preaching and adjusted our framework if necessary. 
The resulting subcategories were labeled to capture the meaning re-
flected by the group comments. All of the subcategories were defined in 
a codebook. Since the purpose of our analysis was to look for common 
ideas and patterns in participants’ responses, categories represented 

Moving Sermons   74   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



exploring the retention and change effects | 75

by a single comment made by one participant were deleted from further 
analysis. The quotes presented in the Results section are illustrative of 
the 27 interviews. The mean rank of the six communicative elements 
was computed.

4.4. Results

First, the results of the questionnaires are presented, followed by the 
results of the focus groups. In the section that presents the results of 
the questionnaires, first, the communicative reasons for remembering 
sermons are presented as well as the ranking of the importance of the 
communicative elements. After that, the results for change are present-
ed. This section shows in what areas people experienced change 
through sermons and why they believed this change had occurred. In 
the section presenting the results for the focus groups, the outcomes 
per communicative element are presented, showing what effect every 
communicative element had on the hearer.

4.4.1. Results from questionnaires

4.4.1.1. remembering sermons
The mean of the remembered sermons for all 27 respondents in the 
questionnaires was M = 3.93 (SD 2.39). There was not a single respond-
ent who did not remember any sermon. There were five respondents 
who remembered only one sermon and one respondent who remem-
bered twelve sermons. The sermons that were remembered included 
many sermons that had been given in the beginning of the season, 
some nine months prior to the structured interview. People seemed to 
remember sermons, though they did not spontaneously remember eve-
ry sermon they had heard. But over the course of a church season, every 
active visitor to the services seemed to remember at least one of the ser-
mons he or she had heard.
 Almost half the participants indicated that the reason they remem-
bered sermons was either the direct appeal that the sermon had made 
to them or the ritual they had been part of. For the long term, the appli-
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cation of direct appeal and ritual seemed to have had a positive effect on 
the retention of sermons. Humor and invitation were scarcely men-
tioned as reasons for remembering sermons.

Table 4.1. Reasons for remembering and ranking of rhetorical elements.

Rhetorical element Ranking of rhetorical  
elements in sermons 
(mean and standard  
deviation)

# of people indicating 
this as the reason for 
remembering

Human-interest story 1 (M 1.85; SD 1.06) 10

Humor 2 (M 3.33; SD 1.27) 2

Ritual 3 (M 3.70; SD 1.54) 22

Direct appeal 4 (M 3.85; SD 2.09) 23

Multimedia 5 (M 3.89; SD 1.39) 10

Invitation 6 (M 4.37; SD 1.69) 1

The participants were asked to rank the six communicative elements 
in order of importance for a good sermon. The mean rank of the six 
elements was computed. The results of the ranking are shown in Ta-
ble 4.1. Interestingly, people value the use of human-interest stories 
more than any of the other elements, while human-interest stories 
have a limited effect on the retention of sermons. Ritual and direct ap-
peal have a strong effect on the recollection of sermons, but they are 
placed third and fourth in the ranking. There seems to be a difference 
between what people want to hear in a sermon and what makes them 
remember a sermon. In order to give people a positive sermon experi-
ence, the use of human-interest stories and humor is important. If 
one wants the sermon not only to be a positive experience but to be re-
membered over the long term as well, ritual and direct appeal are im-
portant.

4.4.1.2. change through sermons
Out of the 27 respondents, 22 indicated that they had been changed 
through one or more of the sermons in the past season, while five re-
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spondents stated that though they had remembered sermons, they had 
not been changed through the sermons in the near past. Our analysis 
revealed that there are five main categories in which people experience 
change through sermons. Table 4.2 shows the types of change hearers 
experience through sermons.
 Participants often stated (N = 8) that sermons helped them to be 
more serious about their faith. This resulted in a determination to be 
more open about their faith in the public world. Another realm in which 
participants experienced change as a result of a sermon was in practical 
help to people in need (N = 5). This resulted in actions like opening 
their homes to lonely people or financially supporting a child in pover-
ty. Hearers had also taken steps to mend or build personal relation-
ships, such as their marriage or their relationship to their children or 
extended family (N = 5). Another result of sermons changing people 
involved taking action in the practice of their spiritual disciplines, such 
as praying, giving or Bible reading (N = 4). Finally, hearers had also ex-
perienced a strengthening of their faith through sermons they had 
heard (N = 3).
 Most participants indicated that they had experienced change 
through sermons (N = 22). Also, they were able to point out specific ar-
eas in their livres that had been affected by the sermons. However, a few 
categories of change through sermons that the researchers expected to 
be among the conclusions were not mentioned at all. For example, the 
development of character was not mentioned once. Likewise, one of 
the big goals for Christians in general is that their nature grows more 
and more towards the nature of the founder of Christianity, Jesus 
Christ. This as well was not mentioned a single time. Also, nobody 
mentioned that he/she had learned new things through the sermon. 
Does this indicate that sermons are ineffective in triggering the cogni-
tive side of the hearer? It seems that sermons have an effect on practical, 
outward acts, like helping people in need and praying more, but that 
the effect of sermons on character or the inward development of a per-
son is limited.
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Table 4.2. Areas and reasons for change through sermons.

Category Definition Sample comments

Areas of change 

Being serious 
about the  
practice of my 
faith
(8 comments)

Deciding to  
express more of 
his/her faith in 
public 

I realized what effects my behavior 
has on other people and what it real-
ly means to be a follower of Jesus.
The sermon gave me a deeper un-
derstanding of what it means to be  
a follower of Christ.

Helping people 
in need
(5 comments)

Deciding to  
actively help  
people in need

I have decided to sponsor a child 
through Compassion.
I have opened up my home to a  
person in need for a longer period of 
time.

Strengthening 
personal  
relationships
(5 comments)

Deciding to  
improve personal 
relationships 
(love, forgive)

Through the sermon, my husband 
decided that he wanted to fight for 
me and our marriage. It made us re-
alize how much we love each other.
I have a clearer picture now of how I 
should operate as a father to my 
children.

Spiritual  
disciplines
(4 comments)

Deciding to  
improve prayer, 
giving or Bible 
study

I have started to pray more, because 
I realized the importance of prayer.
I have started to eat and drink less 
and live more modestly.

Strengthening 
of faith
(3 comments)

Feeling  
encouraged

I realized how God sees me. I have 
heard this before, but this time it  
really hit me. It was a loving help 
from God.
My trust in God has grown, and I 
have experienced the Holy Spirit.

Reasons for change 

Connection to  
a personal  
process
(9 comments)

Helping taking a 
next step

The sermon elaborated on my  
personal process and touched my 
heart.
The sermon strengthened a process 
I was already in.

Moving Sermons   78   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



exploring the retention and change effects | 79

Confrontation
(7 comments)

Spoke to  
onscience 

My heart and conscience were 
moved by the sermon.
I could not get around it. The Holy 
Spirit touched me, and I knew this 
was about me.

Refreshment  
of insight
(6 comments)

Activation in a 
fresh way

The sermon reiterated what I already 
knew. It made me see the impor-
tance of the subject.
The combination of a picture of  
metaphor with explanation of a  
Bible text opened up old truths from 
a new perspective.

In the questionnaires, participants indicated reasons why they believed 
certain sermons effected change in their lives. The reasons for change 
can be presented in three different categories: elaboration on personal 
process, confrontation and refreshment of insight.
 Many participants indicated that the reason they changed through the 
sermon was rooted in the fact that the sermon elaborated on a process the 
person was already in (N = 9). Sermons were experienced as building 
blocks in the developmental process of a person. The sermon expanded 
on subjects the hearer had already been reading or thinking about. The 
sermon helped bring already existing decision-making processes to a 
conclusion. Also, hearers experienced confrontation as a reason for 
change (N = 7). Sermons could be so upfront or direct that the hearers 
knew this was about them, and they saw no other way than to respond 
with a change. Lastly, participants indicated that fresh insight on subjects 
that were considered well-known activated them to change (N = 6).
 Taking into account the ranking of the six communicative elements, 
as depicted in Table 4.1, remarkable discrepancies stand out. Change 
was effected primarily through the elaboration on already existing in-
ternal processes and direct appeal. However, direct appeal was ranked 
fourth out of the six communicative elements. Direct appeal seems to 
be the single most important communicative tool to positively effect re-
tention and change through sermons.
 At the same time, it is important to note that people apparently value 
the use of human-interest stories and humor above the use of direct ap-
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peal, invitation and ritual. There seems to be a tension between what 
people like and what makes a sermon effective. If one wants the audi-
ence to remember the sermon and to be changed by it, one cannot omit 
the use of human-interest stories and humor, as these two elements 
will win the hearts and minds of the audience and allow the preacher to 
boldly use ritual and direct appeal as well. If one wants to move the au-
dience, one first has to win them over, according to these findings. 
However, although humor is considered to be important in sermons, it 
hardly plays any role in the retention of a sermon. If a preacher wants 
people to remember the sermon, direct appeal and ritual should be 
used. If a preacher wants people to like the sermon, human-interest 
stories and humor cannot be omitted.

4.4.2. Results from focus groups
The focus groups zoomed in on the effects of human-interest stories, 
humor, multimedia, invitation, ritual and direct appeal. Through the fo-
cus group discussions, insight was gained into the way these communi-
cative elements work. In total, 32 ways in which human-interest stories, 
humor, multimedia, invitation, ritual and direct appeal strengthen the 
communicative impact of a sermon were identified. We will discuss the 
ways in which the communicative elements had impact for each element 
separately.

4.4.2.1. human-interest stories
In the delivery of sermons, human-interest stories are widely used. Our 
analysis revealed five different ways in which the use of human-interest 
stories affects sermons. Table 4.3 shows the effects produced by the use 
of human-interest stories.

Validating credibility of preacher

Many focus group members stated that the use of human-interest sto-
ries validated the credibility of the preacher to them. Focus group mem-
bers indicated that personal experiences showed that the preacher was 
not aloof and preaching from a textbook but that his message was sea-
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soned in the struggles of life. This provided credibility to the message 
as a whole. Human-interest stories reveal the personality of the preach-
er. The use of human-interest stories is experienced as inspirational 
communication. When a preacher shows his emotion, this has a posi-
tive effect on his credibility. One focus group member said:

Inspiration is important, that [at] once can tell that the preacher has had his 

personal battles, so that his message is seasoned.

The use of human-interest stories has limitations as well. Some focus 
group members stated that if a preacher uses too many stories, stories 
that are not accurate or stories that are not perceived as authentic, this 
has a negative effect on the preacher and his sermon.
These findings are consistent with Allen (2008), who stated that ethos, 
revealed through the personality of the preacher, is one of the impor-
tant factors for the effectiveness of a sermon. Perceived authenticity is 
important for people to tune in to a message, and a strong way to prove 
one’s authenticity is by telling a personal story.

Table 4.3. Human-interest stories in sermons.

Category Definition Sample comments

Validating 
credibility 
preacher
(15 comments)

The listener  
provides the 
preacher with 
the authority 
that (s)he has 
the right to 
speak into his/
her life.

With pastor Al, I often think, “You 
preach this, but what about your  
personal life?” It feels like he is preach-
ing to us from a distance. Or you think, 
“He is saying this, but he doesn’t know 
what he is speaking about, so you think, 
please don’t go there.”

Creating a 
bond
(11 comments)

The listener  
recognizes him/
herself in the 
preacher, in-
creasing willing-
ness to listen to 
the message.

It shows vulnerability, allowing you to 
draw people into your message. You 
can relate and think, “He has the same 
thing as me; I am not alone in this.” 
That can help you move on. I remember 
Pastor Frank being emotional himself 
by a sermon on the Good Samaritan.  
That made me think. That is how deep
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God’s love goes, apparently. If he feels 
that so deeply, so can I.

Allowing the 
audience to be 
drawn into the 
sermon
(9 comments)

The story creates 
resonance in the 
listener, actively 
involving the  
audience.

Human-interest stories allow one to 
connect with the preacher. You can 
identify and start to think along the 
lines of the story from your own  
perspective. Without the human- 
interest stories, you just sit and listen.

Illustrating the 
sermon
(5 comments)

A personal story 
illuminates the 
message. 

A human-interest story is a story that is 
used to illustrate the sermon. It is not 
the message itself.

Helping to 
make the  
application
(3 comments)

The story shows 
how the message 
could be applied 
in daily life.

When you do not use human-interest 
stories, the sermon will come across 
less, and it is more difficult to apply the 
message to your own life.

Creating a bond

Another effect of the use of human-interest stories is the creation of a 
bond between the preacher and the audience. The preacher steps off 
the stage, figuratively speaking, and stands shoulder to shoulder with 
the hearer as they move forward and probe for guidance together. This 
creates a commonality and a bond that opens up the heart of the hearer 
to receive the message. Focus group members stated that through the 
use of human-interest stories, one could relate to the preacher, how the 
preacher became more human, how this created recognition and how 
this made the preacher come closer to them and created a sense of trav-
elling together:

The effect of human-interest stories is that the preacher becomes more human. There 

is recognition. You can relate. In a sermon, one is looking for recognition of oneself. 

It makes you use your imagination.
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Allowing the audience to be drawn into the sermon

Out of the bond that is created between the preacher and the audience 
through human-interest stories, the communicative impact of the ser-
mon is strengthened, because the stories help the hearers to tune in to 
the sermon. Focus group members shared how the emotion that was 
shared by the preacher touched them and made them remember the 
sermon later that week, how the stories helped them to tune in to the 
sermon instead of just sit and listen and how these stories help reach an 
audience that consists of a great variety of people:

Pastor Bob shared about his navigation system in the US, and he did this in such a 

hilarious way that this helped strengthen the theme of the sermon and brightened 

your entire Sunday.

Illustrating the sermon

The use of human-interest stories helps to illustrate the sermon. Focus 
group members experienced these stories as adding to the message of 
the sermon, speaking especially to certain age groups of the audience 
and creating an impact:

A sermon should always have a personal story. This story should be useful and add 

to the message of the sermon.

Helping to make the application

A specific kind of illustration that human-interest stories may provide 
is to help paint a picture to apply the message in daily life. The preacher 
may share a story of how he ran into obstacles when he implemented 
the message in his daily life, thus helping the audience make the con-
nection between the event in the service and their daily lives. The hu-
man-interest story makes it easier to apply the message and makes it 
stick better for you:
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Honesty of the preacher is crucial to the impact of the sermon.

This statement connects the use of human-interest stories with the im-
pact sermons can have in people’s lives. If a preacher wants his mes-
sage to have impact, the use of human-interest stories serves him or her 
well.

4.4.2.2. humor
The use of humor can help strengthen the impact of communication, as 
stated, for example, by Wanzer, Frymier and Irwin (2010). Humor may 
serve different goals. It may serve as a starter, as a re-energizer or as a 
tool to forge the audience into a unity. Humor in this research could be 
the sharing of a blunder, self-mockery or a funny anecdote, or sponta-
neous remarks that create a laugh. Table 4.4 shows six different ways in 
which humor can serve preachers when they deliver their sermons.

Table 4.4. Humor in sermons.

Category Definition Sample comments

Winning  
people for a 
person
(11 comments)

Preacher wins  
apprehensive  
audience over so 
they are willing to 
listen to him.

I thought, “Okay, if he is like this,  
I will survive this sermon. It helped 
me to tune in. Others may like this 
preacher, but humor wins me over.”

Re-energizing 
the audience
(8 comments)

Humor provides  
a break in the  
sermon, refresh-
ing the audience 
and recapturing 
their attention.

Humor makes one sharp again, 
ready to receive again. It provides 
more oxygen. We are all here again.

Winning  
people for a 
subject
(6 comments)

Humor wins a 
pprehensive  
audience over so 
they are willing to 
keep listening to 
an uninteresting 
message. 

If I like the subject, I do not need  
humor in a sermon. If I do not like the 
subject, I do need humor badly.
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Creating  
expectation
(4 comments)

Humor raises  
attention and  
creates an atmo-
sphere of 
expectation. 

When a sermon starts with a good 
joke, you think, “This could become 
a good sermon.”

Creating a 
common bond
(3 comments)

Humor connects 
the audience, by 
their having a 
good laugh to-
gether.

It is important to laugh together. It 
creates a bond with your neighbor. 
Wow, you are laughing loud! I feel 
with you.

Alleviating 
heavy subject
(2 comments)

Preacher breaks 
the tension by  
using humor,  
allowing people to 
deal with serious 
subjects,

I heard this preacher at a conference 
on a very serious subject. He used a 
lot of humor, and that worked very 
well, because the subject was so  
serious, and the use of humor just 
broke the taboo and the tension and 
opened people up for the invitation.

Winning people for a person

Most frequently mentioned was the experience that the use of humor 
helped the preacher to win the affection of the audience. The different 
reactions of the focus group members revealed that members of the au-
dience feel the need to be won over by the preacher before they decide to 
actually listen to what he has to say. Some listeners may be reluctant to 
listen to a particular preacher or feel an inner resistance to open up for a 
sermon. Focus group members mentioned that humor disarms them, 
that humor creates recognition and acceptance:
 If the joke is funny, it can create acceptance, my heart softens up 
again.
 At the same time, humor can cause a preacher to lose his audience. 
This is the negative side of the powerful tool humor can be to win people 
for the preacher. Focus group members were sensitive to humor that 
was perceived as over the edge, humor that put the preacher too much in 
the picture or humor that was perceived as not being funny. In such in-
stances, humor has a negative effect on the relation between the preach-
er and his audience.
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Re-energizing the audience

An important function of humor is to allow the audience to re-engage. 
Shared laughter creates new momentum. Focus group members say 
that humor makes one feel fresh and ready to tune in again, that it helps 
one to catch up or step into a sermon again after having tuned out for 
some time and that it prevents people from falling asleep:

 After laughter, one feels fresh again and ready to tune in again.

These findings imply that the omission of humor in a sermon is a dan-
gerous thing. One person said:

Sermons without humor tend to become boring. The preacher will go on and on and 

after twenty minutes, I am done and think, “Please stop now, I cannot handle 

anymore.”

Winning people for a subject

Humor plays a specific role in sermons with topics that people don’t re-
ally like. People may be defensive or all-out negative at the beginning of 
a sermon, because they think the subject is boring or threatening. Hu-
mor helps people to open up, not only to the person of the preacher but 
also to a particular subject:

Some subjects will do without humor, even for an hour; other subjects require the use 

of humor, especially those subjects you don’t really like.

This has a downside as well. It is also possible that through bad humor, 
people are put off and tune out of the sermon. Humor can create an at-
mosphere of acceptance, but when humor creates a laugh at the cost of 
other people or the preacher makes use of humor that is on the edge, 
this may have a negative impact on the effects of the sermon.
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Creating expectation

Humor gets people’s attention and creates expectation for what is to 
come. It serves as a trigger to open up a window to what is to come and 
draw people into the message. People may be neutral or unfocused at 
the beginning of a sermon, not expecting much, but humor may arouse 
their attention:

I like it when a preacher starts with humor. Humor helps to loosen up. It is 

important, especially to young people. It gets your attention. It is not about the 

jokes, but about the humor.

Creating a common bond

Various focus group members mentioned the role humor plays in forg-
ing the audience together and building a feeling of commonality. Hu-
mor creates a relaxed atmosphere and provides for a fun and natural 
way to connect with your neighbor. Someone said:

I have done this course, and the trainer started off each session with a joke. It creates 

a bond of unity when the whole congregation laughs together.

Alleviating heavy subjects

Finally, especially with subjects that carry a heavy pastoral burden or a 
discussion of sensitive subjects, humor may serve to break the tension. 
Some subjects are so dreadful or come so close that people long to be 
invited to a good laugh, so they are positioned to receive again:

I like the sermons of pastor Kees. His jokes allow the tension to dissolve for a 

moment.
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General remarks on humor

The results in the humor section indicate that it is often wise to start 
off a sermon with humor. It serves to create expectation and win the 
audience to both the speaker and the subject. A preacher would do well 
to prepare the opening of the sermon by digging deep for good, hu-
morous stories that serve as the introduction of him or herself as a per-
son and of the message. Not only should the story be funny, it should 
also be communicated in a humorous way. This requires solid prepa-
ration.

4.4.2.3. Multimedia
The use of multimedia can help strengthen the impact of communica-
tion, as stated, for example, by Bartsch and Cobern (2003). Table 4.5 
shows four different ways in which multimedia can serve preachers 
when they deliver their sermons.

Table 4.5. Multimedia in sermons.

Category Definition Sample comments

Messages 
come alive 
and close
(9 comments)

The multimedia 
item brings home 
the central point of 
the message.

Pictures and film clips help to 
transport the message closer to the 
audience. The message becomes 
more alive.

Reaching  
specific target 
audiences
(9 comments)

The multimedia 
item especially 
resonates with 
younger or new 
target audiences.

My children like the use of multimedia 
very much. When a clip is started, they 
tune in.
Pastor Frank uses film clips of movies 
that everyone knows and uses those to 
communicate a message in such a way 
that people think, “Well, Christians 
are normal people after all.”

Improving 
structure
(8 comments)

The multimedia 
item structures the 
flow of a message 
and recaptures  
attention.

I think multimedia is important, also 
for churchgoers, because it helps to 
structure a sermon and stay focused.
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Strengthen-
ing recollec-
tion
(4 comments)

The multimedia 
item serves as a  
retrieval cue of the 
sermon.

People often say, “That sermon  
with that film clip.” It serves to help 
recollect the sermon better.

Strengthening the message

Many focus group members indicated that multimedia helped to 
strengthen the impact of a sermon. Someone summarized:

The use of pictures that support the message strengthens the message  

of the sermon.

It helps bring the message closer to the audience, it helps the message 
come alive and it triggers the imagination. At the same time, the focus 
group members indicated that multimedia has its limitations in strength-
ening a message. It only works well when the multimedia item is con-
nected very well to the content of the message. Also, when multimedia is 
used too often, it could lose its impact.

Reaching specific target audiences

Different generations take part in modern day church services. Many 
churches struggle to keep the youth connected to their gathering. Mul-
timedia is seen as a tool that can help improve the communicative im-
pact of the sermon on the younger generations:

In this day and age, multimedia should be used widely, because it is everywhere, 

especially for the youth.

Also, multimedia is seen as playing a specific role towards people from 
outside the church community. The multimedia piece may be recog-
nized by the nonbelievers, providing validation and credibility for the 
sermon. The gap between what happens inside of the four walls of the 
church and that which happens in daily life is decreased. Also, preju-
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dices may be negated, as new visitors see that the people who belong to 
the church actually watch and like the same films they do:

The use of multimedia shows that as a community of faith, you are still up to date, 

that you aren’t a little club reading a dusty Bible but that you know what’s going on 

in the world.

Improving focus

A specific way in which multimedia can strengthen a sermon is by im-
proving the focus of the audience upon the message. Projecting the 
Scripture reading, using pictures that illustrate the point that the 
preacher is making or showing videoclips that summarize the main 
themes of the sermon help people to focus on the message. However, 
people also experience some tension when multimedia is used. Too of-
ten it is associated with misfunctioning beamers or sound systems. Al-
so, multimedia can easily be overdone, using too many words or pic-
tures, thus creating confusion or irritation instead of focus:

If multimedia is not used well, it can irritate, like when the audio or film clip is not 

functioning. That is a risk.

Multimedia can serve to improve the focus of a message, but it requires 
craftmanship and an experienced technical crew.

Strengthening recollection

Finally, the use of multimedia helps sermons to be remembered bet-
ter. The multimedia item may serve as a trigger by which the sermon 
can be remembered. Also, more senses than just the hearing are in-
volved in the sermon, which may help people to remember the ser-
mon better:
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Multimedia incorporates more senses. You not only hear the message, but actually 

see it. This helps you to remember the message better.

However, this finding is supported only partially by the earlier finding 
in our research, where people indicated that direct appeal and ritual 
were the two primary elements that made them remember sermons, 
with multimedia being mentioned there only in third place.

4.4.2.4. invitation
The use of invitation may help people make their faith more tangible 
and concrete, showing outwardly that they inwardly want to make a 
leap towards God, as already discussed, for example, by Kierkegaard 
(1981). Table 4.6 shows five different ways in which invitation can serve 
preachers when they want to help their audience move into action or 
change.

Provides a way of response

A sermon may evoke a desire to respond within the hearer. Many focus 
group members indicated that they have experienced how a sermon 
was delivered and they just wanted to respond or even needed to re-
spond. An invitation provides these people with a way in which they can 
show what the sermon has meant to them. The invitation thus becomes 
the answer to an inwardly felt need. Someone said:
 An invitation allows people to make a commitment after the sermon.
In particular, this notion of being allowed to respond is something peo-
ple value in an invitation.
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Table 4.6. Invitations in sermons.

Category Definition Sample comments

Provides a way 
of response
(20 comments)

Invitation  
provides a path-
way for people to 
show their re-
sponse to the 
message.

An invitation can create a threshold 
for someone. At the same time, it  
creates power. A person makes that 
step very consciously. The choice you 
make as a result of the sermon has 
more impact. I don’t go forward  
easily, but when I go forward, it really 
is a significant moment.

Delicate act
(11 comments)

Invitation puts 
people on the 
spot and requires 
action amidst 
spectators

I have had some bad experiences with 
invitations, and that makes me  
careful about moving forward.

Impossible to 
be optional
(5 comments)

Preacher makes a 
call to respond to 
God; one has to 
say yes or no.

The effect of an invitation is that one 
cannot go around the subject of the 
sermon. One is forced to think about 
it and evaluate oneself: Is this for me? 
What should I do about this?

Gives a sym-
bolic new start
(4 comments)

Invitation is the 
start of a new  
process in some-
one’s life.

An invitation is the start of a follow-up 
process. After I have responded to an 
invitation, I think, “Okay, now what 
will I do next?” It is the start of a  
process of growth.

Creating ac-
countability
(2 comments)

Response to  
invitation is  
public, so others 
can refer to your 
moment of 
choice later.

When one responds to an invitation,  
it creates accountability. Your spouse 
may reflect on that moment: “You 
stood up during that prayer; what 
made you respond to that invitation?”

Delicate public act

An invitation is a delicate public act. Showing a personal response to an 
invitation by waving your hand, standing on your feet or moving for-
ward requires an action that often brings people out of their comfort 
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zone. This delicacy requires the pastor to draft and apply the invitation 
carefully. Some people may want to respond but do not show their re-
sponse, because they think it too threatening to react in public. Also, 
the invitation should be worded clearly, and the words should not be 
changed during the invitation:

It is important that an invitation is framed clearly. Sometimes an invitation is 

done, and afterwards the invitation is changed or sharpened. I have been in doubt at 

invitations. I wanted to react, but I wanted to react to the right thing. When the call 

is not clear, it makes me feel uncomfortable.

Time is another issue. When an invitation is rushed, or people feel there 
is too little time for the invitation, they will shy away. The positive thing 
is that an invitation creates a bond within the community. The sensitivi-
ty of the moment creates a common intimacy.

Impossible to be optional

An invitation puts people on the spot. People are forced to make up their 
minds and decide whether they want to respond to the invitation or not:

What I do not like about an invitation is that it demands a choice: not responding is 

a choice as well. When an invitation is done, I feel resistance inwardly, and when I 

choose not to respond, that is a choice as well. One is forced to choose.

Some people value this negatively and others more positively. Though it 
puts people on the spot, this serves a purpose that people deem impor-
tant.

Gives a symbolic new start

The actual result of an invitation is that decision-making processes are 
internalized and strengthened, but people also experience their re-
sponse to an invitation as a symbolic new start:
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An invitation allows one to make a new beginning.

Creating accountability

Responding—or not responding—to an invitation can be the reason 
for extended private conversations back home. Someone’s partner or 
close friend, in particular, may observe the response to the invitation or 
feel free to reflect on that moment once back home. Thus the invitation 
may serve as a trigger to hold each other accountable:

An invitation puts you on the spot. I was anxious; what if my husband does not 

stand up, then I have a problem when we are at home.

4.4.2.5. ritual
The use of ritual can help strengthen the impact of communication. 
When multiple senses are incorporated in the evaluation or internaliza-
tion of the sermon, this may have a positive impact on the results of the 
sermon, as stated, for example, by Bickel (2004). Table 4.7 shows four 
different ways in which ritual can serve preachers when they deliver 
their sermons.

Creates inspiration

Unlike the invitation, which is experienced as a very personal and pri-
vate act, maybe resulting in some accountability back home, taking 
part in a ritual is viewed by many as a public act. The ritual allows the in-
dividual to become part of a group. The act of the ritual may create in-
spiration for others. At the same time, it puts people on the spot, and 
people choosing not to participate in the ritual may feel left out and dis-
couraged. This implies that preachers should be careful, both in how 
they draft the ritual and in how they present it, knowing that part of 
their audience will feel awkward about the ritual that is proposed.
Some people take part in a ritual not for themselves but especially to en-
courage others to follow their example:
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I take part in a ritual for God and for myself, but for others as well. I take part to 

show: you don’t need to be perfect, God loves us the way we are. I want to share that 

truth, so I like to show that to the church.

Table 4.7. Rituals in sermons.

Category Definition Sample comments

Inspiring
(16 comments)

Ritual allows 
audience to make 
a public stand 
and thus show to 
others they are in 
favor of the sub-
ject of the sermon 
and the ritual.

I love the use of rituals, because they 
create such an intensity in the service. 
Those things just stick with you. See-
ing people take part in a ritual makes 
you think, wow…

Internalizing 
decision
(10 comments)

Ritual ignites in-
ternal processes 
that help solidify 
the decision that 
is being made.

I think rituals are important to God, 
because they help you make a step  
towards God.

Remembering 
the sermon
(9 comments)

Ritual involves 
multiple senses 
and thus helps 
audience to  
remember the 
sermon and the 
subject better.

A ritual is designed to strengthen the 
recollection of the event. It allows you 
to remember what you have been 
through, even years later.

Marking an 
end
(3 comments)

Ritual allows 
someone to close 
off or secure a 
process.

A ritual is something I actually do and 
helps me conclude the subject.

Internalizing decision-making process

People experience taking part in a ritual as a significant event, show-
ing their expression towards God. The ritual helps people make a 
choice, and the fact that this is a public act creates a deepened convic-
tion on this decision. Like the invitation, the ritual involves an out-

Moving Sermons   95   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



96 |  moving sermons

ward action, but the ritual usually involves a greater step or multiple 
actions:

A ritual has a deeper effect than just responding to an invitation. A ritual requires 

you to actually do something, and that creates a deeper result.

Remembering the sermon

Focus group members stated that taking part in a ritual helps them to 
remember a sermon better and for longer. This result is supported by 
the result we found in the first part of this study: the two factors that 
help people remember a sermon are direct appeal and ritual. Multiple 
times, focus group members indicated that they remembered sermons 
because of a ritual:

I have been part of rituals that were a beautiful stone of remembrance to me.

People seem to cherish the experience of having been part of a ritual, 
and this helps them in their retention of the sermon.

Concluding a subject

Taking part in an invitation was experienced by focus group members 
as the start of a new beginning. This was not found with ritual; rather, 
people experienced taking part in a ritual as the conclusion of a subject 
or process. The ritual helped them to incorporate the message in their 
lives and bring this to a conclusion:

A ritual can be an addition to the sermon and help come to a conclusion with a 

subject.
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4.4.2.6. direct appeal
The use of direct appeal can help strengthen the impact of communica-
tion, as it brings the message close to the hearer and applies it to their 
personal situation. Table 4.8 shows two different ways in which direct 
appeal can serve preachers when they deliver their sermons.

Making an appeal to change by confrontation

Direct appeal serves to move people into action and apply the mes-
sage to their daily lives. It moves the sermon from being an intelligent 
and nice meditation into a message that could actually impact one’s 
life:
 I have been moved to change through direct appeal over the years.
The use of direct appeal makes a sermon come close to the hearer. 
Sometimes this is uncomfortable for the hearer, though at the same 
time, they do not want to miss it either. There are also limitations to the 
use of direct appeal. Some people may be put off by an appeal that they 
feel is too strong, while for others, a direct appeal simply never can be 
bold enough:

If there is too little direct appeal, there’s no confrontation. If there’s too much direct 

appeal—well, that isn’t really possible. Direct appeal can be done in a judgmental 

way; that would give me a hard time.

Connecting with the individual

Direct appeal may serve as a wake-up call for people in a sermon:

I experience that the daily routine absorbs me so easily, so I like direct 

communication. The more direct, the better.

Direct appeal makes it clear to everyone: this sermon is about you. Not 
about your neighbor or your uncle. There’s a message here for you, so 
pay attention.
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Table 4.8. Direct appeals in sermons.

Category Definition Sample comments

Making an  
appeal to 
change
(10 comments)

Preacher calls  
audience to make 
a specific change 
in their lives.

Direct appeal means that you are 
called to act and that this is about 
you personally. What will you do? 
What will you do now? It is about a 
concrete call to action. The pastor 
moves into a dialogue, balancing on 
a very thin line between himself and 
the audience. It was like he was 
speaking just to me. That is very  
important to me.

Connecting to 
the individual
(6 comments)

Preacher commu-
nicates directly to 
get audience’s 
attention.

It was a wake-up call for me. I  
realized: this is about me.

4.5. Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the influence of communicative 
tools like human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, invitation, ritual 
and direct appeal on the retention of sermons and change through ser-
mons. Our study shows that all six communicative tools have positive 
effects on the retention of sermons and their capacity to effect change in 
people’s lives. The results show that people remember more sermons 
than previous research (Crawford, 1974) would have had us expect and 
that sermons do have the capacity to effect change in people’s lives. The 
six communicative elements all in their own way can strengthen the 
communicative impact of a sermon.

4.5.1. Theoretical contributions
The present study makes at least three theoretical contributions to the 
communication and sermon literature.
 First, this study presents a less pessimistic view on the possible im-
pact of preaching than many other studies before us have done. Though 
our findings do not negate those of Crawford (1974), stating that 29% 
of respondents actually denied having heard a sermon that they had 
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heard the week before, we found that every single participant in this 
study remembered at least one sermon. Newman and Wright (1980) 
found that 75% of their sample never, seldom or sometimes responded 
to a sermon. Joseph and Thompson (2004), in line with the mentioned 
researchers, found that listeners had poor to modest recollection of 
messages.
 However, the findings of this study are more optimistic. Most re-
spondents indicated that they had experienced changed through specif-
ic sermons, even being able to describe what aspects of the sermon 
brought about this change in their lives. There were areas in which  
we expected people would be changed, for example, in character and 
knowledge, that were not indicated as areas of change. But all the same, 
sermons had had an impact on the majority of the respondents in this 
study. The use of direct appeal and ritual were particularly mentioned as 
communication tools that had helped people to remember sermons and 
be changed by them. The moving communication thus is important for 
the recollection of and change through sermons. The notion that people 
primarily change in directions that they were already geared towards 
(Abbey, 1976; Feather, 1964; Jenkins & Kavan, 2009) is supported by this 
study. However, not only do people see their own convictions being 
strengthened but a broader scope for change is opened up as well. The 
effects of sermons are not limited to strengthening already existing con-
victions, but they can be seen as building blocks in a person’s develop-
ment. An implication for preachers is that they should not only be able to 
apply the communicative elements of this study but should also know 
what the current status of their congregation is. The preacher has influ-
ence on the scope of impact the sermon will have on the people. Preach-
ing a sermon that is not aligned with the processes of the congregation 
will have little or no effect. Strengthening the processes that are taking 
place, especially when making use of direct appeal and ritual, will have 
more impact.
 Second, the results show that impact through a sermon can be in-
creased by applying a mix of communicative tools. There is a difference 
between what people value in a sermon and what helps them to remem-
ber a sermon or be changed by it. The preacher should therefore find 
the ideal mix for every sermon in order to satisfy the immanent needs or 
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expectations of the hearer while at the same time allowing his sermon 
to have a lasting impression or impact. Joseph and Thompson (2004) 
found that listeners are more likely to remember and be persuaded by 
sermons that are vivid. The use of one or more of the communicative el-
ements studied in this research help make sermons more vivid. Duarte 
(2010) also found that resonance is a prerequisite to change. A sermon 
that is remembered well will have greater potential to change a person 
as well. This is supported by the finding that direct appeal in particular 
has a positive effect on the retention of sermons and their ability to ef-
fect change.
 This changes the role of the preacher remarkably. Not only is the task 
to draft a sermon that presents truth in a structured way, but he or she 
must also make an effort to maximize the communicative impact of the 
sermon. The appropriate use of human-interest stories, humor, multi-
media, invitation, ritual and direct appeal will add to the quality and im-
pact of the sermon. The use of human-interest stories will help validate 
the preacher’s person and message, which is especially important in 
front of an audience that contains people who do not know the preach-
er as well. The use of humor will help create expectation and a bond. At 
the same time, the ultimate goal remains to move people into action; 
therefore, the use of direct appeal and at times an invitation or ritual are 
crucial. The preacher should evolve to a master communicator, making 
use of a toolbox with communicative instruments that will support 
what he or she wants to accomplish. This will require a whole new fo-
cus and discipline by the preacher. The sermon is not finished when the 
content has been produced. The sermon is not right when it speaks 
truth. The goal of the preacher is not to simply bring truth but to bring 
truth in such a way that his or her audience will be impacted and maxi-
mally changed. That will involve the hard work of digging deep into 
one’s own life to find adequate illustrations, figuring out how to tell 
stories in such a way that they become funny, thinking of places in the 
sermon where one can address the audience directly and making an ap-
peal and drafting invitations or rituals that will help people internalize 
the subject of the sermon.
 Third, our study sheds light on the different dynamics in the use of 
the six communicative tools. The outcomes of the focus groups made 
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clear that each of the communicative tools can be applied in such a way 
that the effect is counterproductive. Wanzer, Frymier and Irwin (2009), 
for example, found that humor that is related to the instructional con-
tent of a communicational relationship works positively on the effects 
of that communication, whereas inappropriate use of humor works 
counter-effectively. Also, humor covers a broad scope. A human-inter-
est story can be communicated with humor and thus serve the valida-
tion of the preacher and arouse expectation at the same time. Humor 
can be situated at the opening of a sermon, but it has a function in be-
tween as well, to let the audience loosen up and give them the opportu-
nity to tune in again. Yet every time humor is used, the preacher runs the 
risk of not being perceived as funny, thus losing credibility. This re-
quires courage and practice.
 The use of humor in sermons seems especially to connect with relief 
theory and incongruity theory. From the perspective of relief theory—
the use of humor in order to win people for the preacher or subject at 
hand—the creation of a common bond and the alleviating of a heavy 
subject can be explained. From the perspective of incongruity theory, 
re-energizing the audience and creating expectation can be explained. 
Also, the use of direct appeal may come across as too direct and put 
people off, which is something that will be remembered for a long time. 
A ritual or invitation puts people on the spot and forces them to make a 
decision. This helps people who want to make that decision at that spe-
cific time, but at the same time, it can put people off who were attracted 
to the sermon but felt that the ritual or invitation was too much.

4.5.2. Limitations
We note that this study is only a starting point in examining the influ-
ence of certain communicative tools in preaching. Several limitations 
of this study should be noted. First, this research has combined the use 
of questionnaires with the use of focus group discussions. The ques-
tionnaires allowed for some quantification of outcomes, whereas the 
results of the focus groups were only qualitative. The outcome of the 
focus groups is therefore difficult to combine with the outcome of the 
structured interviews. Combining these results involves the interpreta-
tive skills of the research team, and this is vulnerable to partial sight or 
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misinterpretation. The combined results suggest that the use of the 
communicative elements under investigation strengthen the commu-
nicative impact of a sermon, both for the recollection of sermons as 
well as for the experienced change in people’s lives.
 A second limitation is the number of focus groups. Four was the min-
imum needed to conduct this study, but more groups would have given 
more in-depth information, both on the side of the focus group discus-
sion as well as on the side of the structured interviews. More respond-
ents would have generated more data, perhaps resulting in sharper dif-
ferences between elements.
 Finally, it is not clear in what measure sermons really effect change or 
in what measure they strengthen processes people are already in. Do 
churches gather people who know that the sermons they will hear in 
that particular church will be in line with the season of life they are in, or 
do sermons really have the capacity to break into people’s life patterns 
and change them?

4.5.3. Future research
This research shows that the use of communicative elements like hu-
man-interest stories, humor, multimedia, direct appeal, ritual and in-
vitation can influence retention rates of sermons positively and can 
possibly increase the intention to change behavior. This shows that 
apart from focusing on the content of a message, persuasion strate-
gies, style and delivery are important. Though this research is prom-
ising for the effect of the use of communicative elements in preach-
ing, the six elements were chosen arbitrarily and do not provide a full 
overview of possible elements that can be used. For example, the use 
of alliteration, hyperbole or parable, just to name a few, or the appli-
cation of styles in preaching, have not been touched at all. There is a 
wide range of communicative elements that deserve closer investiga-
tion.
 Second, it would be worthwhile to investigate whether there is a co-
herent framework that would suffice for sermon preparation and de-
livery on a broad scale. Does rhetoric offer a framework that could be 
readjusted and applied to postmodern communication, as Allen et al. 
(2004) have proposed? Or can a different framework be developed?
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 Lastly, further research should be done on the ways in which the find-
ings for the use of these communicative elements translate to communi-
cation and teaching in general. Is preaching a different field of communi-
cation altogether, or is it a form a communication that can be translated 
in broader ways?

4.5.4. Conclusion
Of the six communicative elements studied, i.e., human-interest sto-
ries, humor, multimedia, direct appeal, ritual and invitation, people 
remember sermons especially through the use of direct appeal and rit-
ual. There is a discrepancy between the elements that influence reten-
tion and the elements that are valued most in sermons, as the use of 
human-interest stories and humor is valued most. Sermons do elicit 
change in the lives of hearers. Twenty-two out of 27 respondents indi-
cated that they had experienced change through sermons in the past 
year. Respondents experienced changes in the level of taking their 
faith seriously, helping people in need, strengthening personal re-
lationships, applying spiritual disciplines and the strengthening of 
their faith. Primary reasons for change through sermons were the con-
nection to the personal process, confrontation and refreshment of in-
sight. The use of human-interest stories in sermons serves to validate 
the credibility of the preacher, create a bond between listener and 
preacher, allow the audience to be drawn into the sermon, illustrate 
the sermon and help people make the application of the sermon. The 
use of humor in sermons serves to win people for the preacher, to re-
energize the audience, to win people for a subject, to create expecta-
tion, to create a common bond and to alleviate a heavy subject. The use 
of multimedia in sermons serves to make a message come alive and 
come close, to reach specific target audiences, to improve the struc-
ture of the sermon and to strengthen recollection. The use of invita-
tion in sermons serves to provide people with a way to respond to the 
message, though it is a delicate act that can work counterproductively, 
because it puts people on the spot. However, it provides people with 
the symbolic opportunity for a new start, and it creates accountability. 
The use of ritual in sermons serves to create inspiration, to help people 
internalize decisions, to help people remember sermons and to mark 
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the end of the sermon. The use of direct appeal in sermons serves to 
make an appeal to change and to create a connection between the 
preacher and the listener.
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chapter 5

Sermons that have changed my life

A qualitative study of the factors in sermons  
that elicit change*

Abstract
Can people be changed by sermons? This study focuses on the impact 
sermons can have on and the factors involved in peoples’ lives. A quali-
tative study was conducted among a group of sermon listeners. The re-
sults show that all the respondents have experienced a change in their 
lives through sermons. Moreover, the respondents show remarkable 
unity in their views on the factors in the sermons that caused them to 
change. The results illustrate that the connection between the message 
of the sermon and the actual question, the listener’s challenge or field 
of interest, the preacher’s ability to communicate in a surprising and 
novel way are key factors in a sermon to elicit change.

5.1. Introduction

Throughout decades, numerous people have congregated week after 
week to listen to a sermon. At the end of the 20th century, when new 
forms of communication evolved, some critics questioned the dura-
bility of the speech, especially given its one-way communication. 
Over the past years, the speech has made a remarkable comeback. 
Business leaders use the speech to launch new products, popular 

* This chapter has been conditionally accepted for publication in Homiletic.
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preachers attract large crowds, and TED Talks have become a brand of 
their own.
 Throughout years, scholars have theorized the sermon extensively, 
while empirical studies have remained limited. Although Pleizier 
(2010) states that homiletics cannot be approached from an empirical 
perspective, there is a need for further investigation into the processes 
involved in the preaching process (Allen & Mulligan, 2009). Pleizier 
(2010) distinguishes between the effect-research and the audience-re-
search in sermon reception studies, while adding a third category by his 
own research, that is listening as practice. The effect-research asks this 
question: what do (aspects of ) sermons do to listeners? The audience-
research, on the other hand, asks this question: what do listeners do to 
sermons? Listening research, in its own right, asks: what does listening 
do to sermons? The examples of effect-research include the research 
projects by the Hannover-research group (Daiber et al., 1980) and Allen 
et al (2004). Daiber et al (1980) tested certain qualities of sermons 
among 6,000 listeners, including the effects of a personal-dialogical 
and a dogmatic-proclaiming types of sermon. Allen et al. (2004) stud-
ied the role of rhetorical categories, such as logos, ethos, and pathos in 
the act of listening. The examples of audience-research include Stark’ 
(2005) and Schaap-Jonker’s (2008) studies. Stark (2005) distinguishes 
between six types of preaching and relates the characteristics of ser-
mons to the evaluation of listeners (2005). Schaap-Jonker (2008) re-
lates the characteristics of listeners to the meaning of sermons, con-
cluding that hearers’ personalities influence the perceived meaning of 
sermons to a large extent. In previous research, we found the character-
istics of sermons, such as human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, 
direct appeal, invitation, and ritual can influence the evaluation of ser-
mons by hearers (Stoorvogel et al, 2018).
 With the revival of the speech as a mode of presentation, persuasion 
research on the aspects and results of oral communication needs to be 
intensified. Because sermons are and continue to be one of the modes 
of mass communication, there is considerable scope to learn about 
their effects on people. However, insights into how sermons can influ-
ence people remain limited. A substantial number of books and arti-
cles reflecting the opinions of homileticians has been published. De-
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spite this, research into this realm is remarkably scarce. In this paper, 
we contribute to the effect-research in homiletics and the understand-
ing of the reasons why certain sermons influence people more power-
fully than others. The aim of our research is to gain a better under-
standing of the factors in sermons that play a role in influencing 
peoples’ lives.
 Our research question is as follows: which factors play a prominent 
role, when people recall sermons that have influenced their lives? To 
answer this question, we conducted a qualitative study among the re-
spondents from various denominational backgrounds. The following 
section discusses the theoretical background of the study, followed by a 
discussion on the design and results of our study.

5.2. Theoretical background

There are different ways of examining oral communication, such as lec-
tures or TED Talks. Sermons are also a popular way of public speaking. 
Findings in the domain of preaching can benefit the different realms of 
oral communication.
 There has been an ongoing debate about the extent to which ser-
mons can change people. Normally, researchers tend to underestimate 
the change effect of sermons. What a sermon can do at best is reinforce 
the already existing ideas. Abbey (1976) has noted that people tend to 
filter messages that agree with the positions they already hold. Bartow 
(1982) has argued that events change people, and that sermons serve as 
methods of explaining and justifying those changes. Nye, Savage, and 
Watts (2003) have concluded, “we cannot make someone change their 
attitude or behavior.” At the same time, homiletics refuses to accept 
these notions and persists that communication in general and sermons 
in particular not only have the duty but also the power to change people 
(Stanley & Jones, 2006; Boyd-MacMillan, 2006; Long, 2016). This no-
tion is supported by evidence. For example, Mulligan and Allen (2005) 
have conclude that the twelve most important factors that engage lis-
teners in the sermon process are (a) the sermon deals in a foundational 
way, with the expectation and demand that God has from man; (b) 
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preachers whose lifestyle coheres with the church’s core theological 
convictions; (c) preachers who speak from their personal experience; 
(d) sermons that make biblical truths come alive for people; (e) mes-
sages that connect in a practical way with listeners; (f ) sermons that are 
short; (g) preachers who are clear and easy to understand; (h) preachers 
who allow their listeners to wrestle meaningfully with important is-
sues; (i) preachers who are specific in call and application; and (j) 
preachers who are lively and passionate in their communication. Car-
rell (2007) has stated that effective sermons express a clear call for 
change, are well organized, delivered well (i.e., with emotion and con-
nection), and connect the content of messages with the needs of listen-
ers. In his depiction of six case studies of Australian churches with out-
standing preaching, Hussey (2015) found that humor, boldness, a clear 
structure, passionate communication, preachers’ preparedness, prac-
tical connection of sermons with listeners’ lives, and the ability and 
willingness to present complex concepts in an understandable way are 
key to making sermons outstanding.
 Apart from the developments in homiletics, lately public speaking 
has received an impetus from the TED movement. Globally, people 
spread their ideas using the TED format, thus shaping our understand-
ing and picture of communication. Books such as Talk like TED (2014) 
and TED Talks: The Official TED Guide to Public Speaking (2016) stress the 
importance of developing one’s personal style, creating novelty, and 
practical talk tools. Most of the content of these and other publications 
(e.g., Claassen (2011)) focuses on how communicators can connect 
with their audience and how they can adorn their talk with tools such as 
humor, multimedia, persuasion, and human-interest stories. The main 
body of this literature, hence, focuses on the strengthening of the com-
municator-audience connection.
 Gallo (2014) has studied the success factors of TED Talks. Among the 
nine “public speaking secrets” that he recounts, three are devoted to 
“novelty.” To create an impact, something new should be taught; people 
should be enlightened and experience “jaw-dropping moments.” “The 
human brain loves novelty,” claims Gallo (2014, p.113). Burns (2013) 
connects learning new things with dopamine. When something new or 
exciting is experienced, people tend to remember this, mainly because 

Moving Sermons   108   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



sermons that have changed my life | 109

of the dopamine that accompanies it. Based on his analyses of the bibli-
cal evidence, church history, homiletics, and communication science—
especially the Elaboration Likelihood Model (Cacioppo & Petty, 1984)—
Ehler (2007) advocates seven aspects of effective preaching: biblical, 
relevance, persuasive appeal, engaging illustrations, dynamic delivery, 
Christ-centered content, and authenticity and empowerment of the Ho-
ly Spirit.
 The impact of communication does not solely depend on the speak-
ers’ choices or philosophy; the audience plays an important role too 
(e.g., Schaap-Jonker, 2008; Stark, 2005). De Ruijter (2013) stresses that 
every congregation comprises a somewhat coherent group of people, 
sharing a common culture. To be able to connect as closely as possible 
with hearers, Tisdale (1997) stresses the importance of not only exeget-
ing the Bible, but analyzing the congregation as well. This notion illus-
trates the pastoral image of preachers. Geertz (1973) speaks of symbol-
ic webs of significance among any given group of people who gather on 
a regular basis and thus develop a shared culture. These webs of signifi-
cance should be studied and interpreted to gain an understanding of 
the influencing factors in the given subculture. Every preacher needs to 
find a way to bridge the cultural gap between the Bible and contempo-
rary society (Cathcart, 2012). However, Long (2016) sets aside the need 
for analyzing the congregation, as he presupposes that preachers are 
deeply embedded in the church culture, thus being unable to distance 
or disconnect themselves from it. Although he stresses the importance 
of being connected with the public, he claims that this connection has 
already come about in a natural fashion.
 The New Homiletic movement, with its focus largely on the form and 
content of sermons, advocates a form of communication that leads to 
learning and experiencing new things (Randolph, 2009). At the same 
time, hearers’ contextual settings have attracted great interest (Tisdale, 
1997; Cashcart, 2012). The preacher-hearer relationship demands both 
dissonance and consonance. If there is a lack of consonance, hearers 
will not feel inclined to connect with preachers and be persuaded by 
them. In case there is a lack of dissonance, surprise, or even conflict in 
the interaction, there will not be adequate grounds for effective com-
munication (Long, 2016). When probing the effect of communication 
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on hearers, the aforementioned factors need to be considered, illumi-
nating the aspects that may influence preaching.

5.3. Method

5.3.1. Semi-structured interviews
Since we were particularly interested in learning about the effect of ser-
mons on the participants’ lives and why such an effect, if any at all, was 
made through that particular sermon, a qualitative approach was iden-
tified to be most appropriate. During the interviews, the participants 
were invited to share their history of sermons to find out about the gen-
eral number of sermons that each participant would have heard in his 
or her lifetime. The interviews lasted 90 minutes. All of the interviews 
were audiotaped by permission. The participants were assured that 
their responses would remain confidential and anonymous.
 We started the interviews (see Appendix D) by asking the partici-
pants to describe the history of their church attendance in general and 
church services and sermons in particular. Then, we asked the partici-
pants about their expectations when attending a service and listening 
to a sermon. Next, we focused on the sermons that participants could 
recall, which enabled us to identify which sermons stood out from the 
hundreds of sermons that the participants had heard in their lifetime. 
We asked the participants to describe the sermons that had made a last-
ing impression on them. This helped us gain insights into the reasons 
why these sermons were recollected. Afterwards, we focused on the 
sermons that had changed the participants’ lives. Not only were the 
participants asked what sermons had changed their lives, but also why 
they thought the changes came about through those sermons and how 
they affected their lives. In addition, the participants were inquired 
about the role that these sermons played in their lives on a regular basis. 
In this way, we were able to gain an understanding of the long-term ef-
fects that these sermons could have on people and investigate how 
deeply sermons could influence peoples’ lives. During the interviews, 
the main focus was invariably on why and how: why did a particular ser-
mon result in a particular outcome? And, how did it exactly stand out?
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5.3.2. Participants
A total of 15 participants were asked to participate in an in-depth semi-
structured interview. To be invited, the participants were required to 
meet four selection criteria. First, we aimed at people who had attended 
church for a considerable number of years; this would prevent the par-
ticipants from simply sharing their recollections of the last two ser-
mons they had heard, but it would rather allow them to delve into the 
experiences that had really shaped their lives. Second, the participants 
were required to represent a broad denominational spectrum; this 
would prevent the findings of our study from being limited to a certain 
branch or subculture of a church, but it would rather reflect wider con-
gregants. Third, we strived for a balance between males and females. 
Finally, we selected the participants from three age groups: early (aged 
20–30), which comprised six participants; middle (aged 31–49), which 
included five participants, and late (aged 50–70), which involved four 
participants. This choice of age range gave us the opportunity to ex-
plore whether sermons have had any long-term impact. All of the invit-
ed participants agreed to take part in this study. The participants were 
not rewarded for their participation.
 All the participants (nine men and six women) attended church on a 
regular, weekly basis for multiple years. The participants were aged be-
tween 20 and 68 years old (mean age = 38 years). The participants came 
from ten different church backgrounds, ranging from Catholic to Dutch 
Reformed, Evangelical, and Pentecostal.

5.3.3. Data analysis procedure
All of the interviews were transcribed verbatim, resulting in 146 pages 
of text. Using a multistep content-analytic procedure, we analyzed the 
data with three coding rounds. In the first round of coding, the first au-
thor read the transcripts multiple times and generated a list of reasons 
why certain sermons had had a lasting impact on peoples’ lives. In this 
phase, the first author looked for patterns in the answers by the differ-
ent participants.
 In the second round of coding, the first and the second author looked 
for categories, while maintaining an open discussion regarding the cat-
egorization of the comments. The categories were compared with the 
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literature regarding persuasion and communication. Additionally, the 
researchers searched for words such as changed, remember, new, surprise, 
process, move, image, and person. Applying an iterative procedure, we 
moved back and forth between the data and literature on persuasion and 
communication and adjusted our framework when necessary. The re-
sulting subcategories were labeled to capture the meaning reflected by 
the group of comments. All of the categories and subcategories were 
then carefully defined in a codebook. Since the purpose of our analysis 
was to look for common ideas and patterns in the participants’ convic-
tions, (sub)categories represented by a single comment made by one 
participant was not taken into account.
 In total, 79 statements that gave information on the reasons why ser-
mons had had an impact on the participants were identified. Of these, 
34 statements were grouped under connection to process. All the par-
ticipants contributed to this list of statements. Another 22 statements 
illustrated the importance of surprise and novelty in presenting old 
truths in a new fashion; these statements were made by all but two par-
ticipants. The final category consisted of 13 statements, which elabo-
rated the personality of both the communicators and the hearers.
 In the final coding round, the codebook was given to an independent 
coder. This coder re-categorized each of the comments into the defined 
(sub)categories. This independent coding resulted in an initial kappa 
of .39. After extensive discussion with the first author and a repetition 
of the steps described in rounds 1 and 2, the kappa increased to .95. The 
quotes presented in the Results section are illustrative of the 15 inter-
views.

5.4. Results

Three categories of influence were identified: (a) connection to pro-
cess, (b) presenting old truths in a new fashion, and (c) factors related 
to the personality of the preacher and the hearer. Before the results on 
the categories of influence are discussed, first the ways in which people 
have experienced change through sermons are presented.
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5.4.1. Areas of change through sermons
The participants indicated three different areas of change that had oc-
curred in their lives because of sermons: in their thinking about or con-
nection with God, in their behavior, and in their inner world (i.e., self ). 
Table 5.1 shows the change people experienced through sermons in 
their lives.

Spiritual

As sermons take place in a religious setting, aimed at experiencing 
spirituality and seeking knowledge about God, it is not surprising that 
the primary area of change that was acquired through preaching in-
volved the way in which people began to think about God and shape 
their relationship with God. The interviewees stated that, through ser-
mons, they began to alter their views about God. Often this change is 
described as a differentiation between distant and personal, aloof and 
caring, and judgmental and gracious:

I was raised with the image of a holy God that should be revered. God was a God 

from afar, from on high. He was distant. Through the sermons I heard, he has come 

closer. It is difficult for me to describe it, but it has become something of my everyday 

life. I have discovered it is possible to walk with a holy God.

The change people experienced in their views about God and self is not 
limited to conviction or thinking. The participants indicated that ser-
mons had also changed their perceived connection with God. The 
knowledge about God changed something on the inside:

We are all lost sons. To come to the conclusion that we accept the gift of a Father 

saying, “come, in spite of everything you have done” is... I have cursed God; I 

blamed him for everything that happened. And then to find grace, to receive mercy, 

that is difficult.

In the interviews, some of the participants were lost for words to de-
scribe the change they had experienced from within. The holy God 
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from afar has become a loving father, with whom the respondents ex-
perienced an intimate connection.

Table 5.1. Indicated areas of change through sermons.

Category Definition Sample comments

Spiritual

Image of God 
(10)

The way a person 
thinks about God

A sermon on Jesus being our Lord and 
our Savior influenced me. If he is our 
Lord, it suits me to be humble and  
obedient. Although I am an indepen-
dent person, I try to be humble.

Connection to 
God (7)

The devotion a 
person expe-
riences in  
relationship  
to God

The sermon of that pastor really turned 
my life upside down. It was everything: 
the sermon, the setting, the ritual. That 
combination resulted in me being  
overwhelmed with a sense of God’s grace 
for me.

Behavior

Behavioral 
change (8)

Change in  
behavior on the 
basis of faith

A sermon on the armor of God made me 
realize that I have to keep certain things 
out of my life. I work in the corporate 
world and with the right excuses and a 
little bit of lying one can make a lot of  
extra money. Through that sermon,  
I decided to protect myself from going 
along in those patterns of behavior.

Social engage-
ment (4)

The involvement 
of a person in  
activities of  
social justice

A sermon on justice had a great impact 
on me. A picture was showed of a vulture 
waiting next to a starving child. I was so 
impressed. Since that sermon, I have 
been engaged with compassion, help-
ing liberate children from poverty.

Self

Encourage-
ment (6)

The reception  
of inner strength 
and peace in 
concrete  
situations

Listening to a sermon strengthens me. 
That during the week it dawns on me, 
“would this be connected with the  
message of last Sunday?” And that I  
conclude, “yes, I do think so.”
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Image of self 
(4)

The convictions a 
person has about 
him- or herself

A sermon on the prodigal son radically 
changed my life. I was an action- and  
result- driven man. This sermon made 
me realize that being loved does not 
have to do with what you do, but rather 
with what you have or what others say 
about you. One is loved because of  
Jesus’ presence.

Destination of 
life (2)

The purposes a 
person dedicates 
his or her life to

My wife and I love to play music. 
Through a sermon, we realized we had 
to invest in the next generation. So, that 
is what we do now. We coach church 
music groups throughout the country.

Behavior

Change did not only occur in the spiritual realm, but in the practical be-
havior too. The respondents pointed out that they had changed the way 
they viewed and reached out to people as well as the way they spoke, 
dealt with money, used their time, raised children, and prioritized their 
tasks. The change the respondents had experienced resulted in more 
caring for people:

I heard this sermon “God gives people.” That message encouraged me to share more 

love with people. I mean, one can remain passive ... but this sermon made me realize 

I can influence peoples’ lives by doing something small, like sending a card or a 

message or reaching out to a person in need.

Moreover, it made people aware of social injustice and prompted them 
to rise and be the change for people in need:

A sermon on the Good Samaritan challenged my thinking on people in need. It 

made me look at them differently and encouraged me to come to their aid.
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Self

Lastly, the respondents said that they experienced change in the way 
they viewed and felt about themselves as well as how they wanted to live 
their lives. The respondents indicated that they felt strengthened by the 
sermons. In times of need or loss, they sought fresh courage or per-
spective to carry on:

That sermon made me realize, “wait a minute! God can handle everything, and I 

belong to God, so everything will be all right.”

In addition, it helped them come to peace with who they are as a person 
and feel loved and accepted:

I am both a perfectionist and chaotic. That’s not a good combination. Through a 

sermon of Jacob’s fight with God, it dawned on me that I am okay the way I am. 

That was a crucial turning point in my life.

Through the sermons they had heard, some respondents were strongly encouraged to 

change the course of their lives and navigate in new directions:

That sermon literally made us do new things; it helped us leave our comfort zone 

and make choices in our lives.

5.4.2. Categories of influence in sermons

5.4.2.1. connection to process
In their interviews, all the participants indicated that the sermons that 
had made a profound impact on their lives made a strong connection 
with the process they were going through when they heard the sermon. 
Table 5.2 shows the types of connection that the hearers experienced.

Personal process

The participants often stated that the reason why they were influenced 
by a sermon was determined by the connection they experienced be-
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tween the sermon and their personal phase of life or process at the time. 
Some indicated that they had been contemplating the subject of the ser-
mon already when they heard the message. The hearers’ life circum-
stances created a new openness to receive the message that was being 
delivered. One respondent said that s/he even hopes for the sermon to 
be connected with the specific situation where s/he is in at that given 
moment:

I always hope that a sermon connects with the process I am in at that moment, that, 

for example, when I am busy, the sermon is about being busy and creating balance. 

I hope to receive some good advice, and that it really motivates you to start working 

on it.

The processes that create openness for a certain message can be very 
different. In any given meeting, people have their personal issues, 
questions, hopes, and dreams:

There was this sermon on dreams and how to explain them, and I responded to the 

altar call to receive prayer, because I had this same dream over and over again.

Talking about dreams may not be the first subject that comes to mind 
when trying to choose a subject that connects with a broad audience, but 
for this specific listener, it was a subject s/he was processing already.
 Someone else said:

I remember a sermon I heard 29 years ago on the barren bones from Ezechiel. That 

was about this valley that was full of dead and dry bones, but they were brought 

back to life. And I remember that sermon because that still is what I hope will 

happen to me one day.

This specific sermon apparently addressed a question this person was 
already dealing with at the time when s/he heard the sermon, and this 
same question continues to be relevant today.
 The questions we have, the things we go through, or the challenges 
we face all prove to be elements that make communication resonate in 
deeper ways. For sermons to be remembered, it is important that they 
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connect with the processes people are going through. There is one par-
ticular category of process that people go through, creating a special 
receptivity in communication: crisis.

Table 5.2. Communicative impact in sermons: connection to personal process.

Category Definition Sample comments

Personal  
process (13)

The sermon is 
connected with a 
process the hearer 
is going through 
at that moment.

The fact that these sermons have changed 
me the way they have is because they were 
the right sermons at the right time; it’s the 
right place, the right time.

The sermons that have meant to me the 
most are those sermons that were 
preached at that moment of my life when 
I was really working on those issues. 
Those sermons were connected with my 
actual situation in life.

Crisis (7) The sermon is  
delivered during  
a time of personal 
crisis or loss.

Through the sermon on “It’s Friday, but 
Sunday is coming,” I found myself in a sit-
uation where I thought, “I just feel … I do 
not know how to move on. I didn’t know 
what to do. I had a crisis in my faith, many 
problems in my private world … my sister 
being very sick, my business not taking 
off, being cheated on by someone. Every-
thing hit me at the same time. And I felt 
“where is God?” … And this sermon fitted 
my situation in that moment. I felt like  
Friday, but it will be Sunday, and there is 
hope. That message landed in my heart.

Fourteen years ago, I had a burnout. At 
that time, I read a story about a prodigal 
son. That was a revelation to me: it’s not 
about what I do, but about what Jesus 
has done for me … I heard the writer of 
this book, Henri Nouwen, had preached 
on this subject three times … That  
sermon changed my life.
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Confronting 
personal  
beliefs (7)

The sermon is  
experienced as a 
confrontation to 
ones beliefs or  
values.

I heard a sermon on this subject: “Is  
Jesus your Lord and Savior?” That really 
spoke to me because I am an indepen-
dent person. This sermon stayed with me 
because it encouraged me to apply the 
message to my life. It also caused me to 
reflect on my life.

Special  
occasion (4)

The sermon is  
delivered during  
a memorable  
occasion.

Two of the three sermons I remember 
were delivered at funeral services.

The sermon on the barren bones made a 
deep impression on me. I heard it 29 
years ago but still remember it. I think 
this is also the case that we buried my  
father-in-law the Thursday before and 
baptized my daughter on the Friday  
before the sermon.

Personal  
identification 
(3)

The sermon is 
connected with 
the past or  
personality of the 
hearer.

I remember the sermon on the prodigal 
son. It made me realize what had  
happened in my own life. My father had 
one brother and, through an argument 
over inheritance, they would not talk to 
each other anymore. I was 19 when I left 
home. I was sent away and coming home 
was never nice. So, this story made an 
impression on me. The idea that God 
would never drop me. That Father always 
says, “come home and bring the fattest 
calf.” … And also, the reaction of the  
oldest brother, the one that stayed at 
home the whole time. I recognized  
myself in him too.

Crisis

Studying the results of the process connections that the hearers experi-
ence, we noted that the impact of the sermons often occurred in a phase 
of life that could be described as being vulnerable:

Moving Sermons   119   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



120 |  moving sermons

There’s a world of difference between the way I listen to sermons before and after my 

divorce. It’s like living two lives. Before, I was the man who had everything under 

control. Then I got a divorce and burned out. The sermons have never been the same 

since then. I have become more vulnerable and emotional during the sermons.

The respondents described situations of burnout, despair, depression, 
and loss, connected with sermons that had a profound impact on their 
lives. One needs only to take heed of today’s statistics of divorce, burn-
out, or sickness to realize that, in any given audience, there are people 
who grapple with moments of darkness. On the same note, there are 
processes that people go through in connection with certain events in 
their lives or society. A public tragedy such as a plane crash or terrorist 
attack can unsettle people and create a new openness to receive the gos-
pel:

I remember this sermon that was held by the previous pastor of my parents’ church, 

right after MH17 plane crash. Two teenagers of that church had been killed. The 

pastor returned from his new church to comfort the congregation, and that really 

was a special service. The pastor himself was really moved, and he handled the loss 

in a beautiful way.

This quotation helps the various elements that are important in creat-
ing an impact connect with one another. The respondent describes that 
the pastor was moved himself, illustrating authentic communication. 
Moreover, the shock of MH17 plane crash was intertwined with the 
shock in society, unsettling people and rousing fear. At the same time, 
the impact of this event was palpable among the congregants them-
selves, as two of their teenage members had been killed in the tragedy. 
The broad shockwaves of this act of terror particularly affected this 
church, thus creating a delicate common ground for communication. 
It seems that having to deal with personal crisis, illness, divorce, or loss 
creates an opportunity for communication to resonate in more pro-
found ways than otherwise.
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Confronting personal beliefs

A subcategory in the connection between hearers’ process and the mes-
sage may sound counterintuitive: a few respondents indicated that a 
sermon that confronts their set of beliefs and values could result in 
change. The sermon connects with hearers’ system of beliefs and val-
ues, but takes it further or flips it around, thus resulting in changed be-
liefs and values. A respondent who described himself as “independent” 
was persuaded to abandon his independence and become a Christ fol-
lower, based on a sermon that stressed the importance of service and 
following. It seems that, because the notion of the sermon was so coun-
terintuitive to the way the hearer saw himself, he decided to change his 
beliefs:

I heard that sermon, and it spoke to me in such a powerful way that I wanted to hear 

it again. It connected with me at that moment. That sermon made many pieces fall 

together. That faith requires action that your partner can lead you to the entrance of 

the gate, but that you yourself have to step across the threshold.

The respondent apparently believed that faith did not require action, 
and that the faith of the partner would suffice for God. This sermon was 
experienced as a wake-up call, mainly because it connected with the set 
of beliefs and values that the hearer espoused, but by taking them to a 
new level, the sermon was experienced as persuasive. If a preacher in-
tends to persuade his or her audience, a key initial step involves con-
necting the sermon with the personal process of the people in the audi-
ence. This connection is multifaceted and complex. In one audience, 
there can be one person battling burnout, one grieving over a divorce or 
a loss, and another pondering how to interpret his/her recurring 
dream, and yet another celebrating 25 years of marriage. It seems im-
possible for every sermon to connect with everybody at the same time. 
Perhaps this is one of the reasons why most people who listen to many 
sermons in their lifetime only find a few that really make all the differ-
ence.
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Memorable occasion

A specific category of crisis occurs during funeral services. Both collec-
tive and personal tragedies can render individuals vulnerable, resulting 
in an openness for the message being preached. People may end their 
marriage, lose their health, or, more seriously, lose loved ones:
 Two of the three sermons I remember were delivered at funeral ser-
vices.
The significance of the moment of the funeral creates receptivity to the 
message. Conversely, joyful occasions may also create an atmosphere 
for memorable communication. This is what a participant said:

I remember sermons that are connected with significant moments of my life, such as 

my wedding, New Year’s Eve, and other days of celebration, like my confession.

It seems there are certain memorable occasions, both sad and joyful, 
which create great opportunities for successful communication.

Personal identification

Apart from the connection with a personal process of questions, be-
liefs, challenges, or crises, it appears that, on a more existential level, 
sermons can connect with the basic beliefs and views people have of 
themselves and thus create an impact. In one instance, a respondent 
explained how the story of the prodigal son reflected his own life for 
many years, creating identification between him and the story, and 
thus leading to change in his life. An interviewee made the following 
remark:

When the pastor preached about Esther, I just felt like her. I was Esther. I even wrote 

the pastor an anonymous letter, saying that I felt like Esther. I felt so stupid that I 

did it. I asked myself, “Why?” I don’t know why this happened at that sermon! 

Why did I feel like Esther?

Moving Sermons   122   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



sermons that have changed my life | 123

Apparently, stories from the Bible can result in close identification by 
hearers; even in such ways that they may not be able to explain what re-
ally happened, but only that it had such a profound impact that con-
vinced the participant above, for example, to write an anonymous letter 
to the pastor.

5.4.2.2. making old things new
In the reality of the delivery of sermons, there exists a peculiarity, in that 
the main body of the audience consists of people who have usually at-
tended numerous services throughout their lives, have read the Bible, 
and know the stories presented to them from childhood. The audience 
is familiar with the stories and their outcomes, which renders sermons 
predictable—a major disadvantage. During the analysis of the inter-
views, it became clear that sermons that had created an impact were 
those that were not predictable; they were rather delivered as though 
they were new, causing the hearers to awaken to fresh and/or surprising 
understandings. It seems that ambiguity and the ability to reach deeper 
layers of the traditional text are critical. Table 5.3 shows the elements 
that help make old things new.

Surprise

The respondents described the sermons that they remembered and had 
made an impact on them as “shedding new light,” “out of the ordi-
nary,” “surprising,” “eye-opening,” or “intriguing.” The respondents 
described that “new” in the newness of the impactful sermon is not a 
total and complete new, but one that elaborates what is already known.

It works like affirming, in the sense that it affirms what you already know, but it 

sheds new light.

Seemingly, the content and form of impactful sermons are intertwined 
in such a way that a surprising, new experience is delivered:
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I remember sermons that have surprised me. I love it when the preachers take a story 

from the Old Testament, for example, and apply it to our daily lives. That is such a 

surprise. They take me by surprise, and then the sermon sticks to me. Just a few weeks 

ago, I heard this sermon on the Good Samaritan, and the way the pastor unfolded this 

familiar story was just marvelous. And that makes me remember the story.

The stories are familiar, yet there is something in the way impactful ser-
mons are presented that causes the old stories to receive a new flavor. 
The point of reference is changed, new perspectives are offered, or peo-
ple point out that the way the familiar story was presented made the 
message “come to life.”

Table 5.3. Communicative impact in sermons: making old things new.

Category Definition Sample comments

Surprise (10) The sermon  
contains a spark: 
new, surprising 
elements.

A good sermon awakens me to something.  
It is like someone turning on the light. You 
think, “Ah yes! That is the way it is, indeed.” 
It works like affirming, in the sense that it  
affirms what you already know or believe, 
but it sheds new light on it.
The sermons that appealed to me are those 
sermons that are out of the ordinary.  
Something happens in those sermons and 
that stays with me.

Text and 
context (6)

The sermon  
successfully 
bridges the gap 
between “then” 
and “now.” It 
turns the truth 
into reality.

I love it when a preacher succeeds in disclos-
ing hidden treasures; “little secrets” that are 
new and make an old story speak to you in a 
completely new way.

There was this preacher in my parents’ 
church who was very old; I think he was in his 
eighties, and you just sensed that this 
preacher was very intelligent. And the way 
he preached, using historical background 
and painting the picture of the context of the 
story, helped me learn many new things and 
thus getting to know God better.
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Visuals (6) The sermon uses 
rich imagery 
through multi-
media or mental 
pictures.

I heard this sermon on social justice, and the 
preacher showed a picture of a vulture  
waiting to eat a starving child. I was deeply 
impressed. I was confronted and knew that  
I had to do something.

Text and context

A second aspect of making old things new involves the skillful manipu-
lation of text and context, which preachers of impactful sermons exhib-
it. The findings of our research show that people like to learn new 
things, and that learning new things enhances the probability of ser-
mons to be remembered and impactful. One respondent said the fol-
lowing:

It is important that the explanation of the Scripture is intriguing. When people read 

for themselves, they do not discover the new things; but when a preacher explains the 

Scripture clearly, that sounds beautiful.

An element that appeals to people involves explaining the text in an en-
lightening and fresh way. This does not just have to do with the text on-
ly, but with the context too. The broader scope of the text and the history 
in which the stories are delivered shed new light on old knowledge. 
This is what a respondent had to say:

Our pastor spoke on the building of the tabernacle, and how everybody sacrificed 

goods to make this happen. He explained the happenings in such a way that I was 

awestruck. He talked about the mirrors and what they meant. Every item was 

listed. He could explain it historically so well.

The historical context just adds new meaning to an otherwise predicta-
ble, complicated, or dull text.
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Visuals

A third element in creating novelty amidst preconceived ideas towards 
predictability of familiar texts is the use of visuals. Various respondents 
mentioned that it was the surprising use of visuals that illuminated a 
message, leaving them feel deeply affected. Visuals do not only include 
the use of pictures or videos; the language itself can also create vivid pic-
tures, causing the message to stick to people. A participant said thus:

I remember sermons that have really communicated to me. Sermons that have 

deeply moved me, that have given me the realization, “O yes, indeed...” because the 

sermon used such powerful imagery. I love it when the sermon becomes a small play 

and you just see it unfold before your eyes. When there’s no clear picture, I forget the 

sermon.

For this respondent, the receptivity to the sermon becomes possible 
when the sermon is able to elicit surprise, “O yes, indeed...” This sur-
prise does not comprise totally new information, but is connected with 
the knowledge that is already present, hence the use of “indeed.” Old, 
latent information is presented in such a new way that arouses excite-
ment. The sermon paints a picture in its own right.

5.4.2.3. the influence of communicator and hearer
Apart from the importance of connecting with hearers’ process and 
preachers’ ability to present old truths in a new fashion, our research 
introduces several conditions conducive to creating the environment 
for successful communication. The first of these conditions involves 
the person of the preacher, and the second one includes the person of 
the hearer. Table 5.4 shows the results of the role of the preacher and 
the hearer in the sermon process.

Person of the preacher

The respondents emphasized the importance of the person of the 
preacher’s manner in which the sermon comes across. The authenticity 
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of the communicator is a factor that creates the right atmosphere for 
people to tune in and receive the message. Likeability and knowledgea-
bility are described as aspects that create authenticity. A participant 
stated the following remark:

I have been changed through the sermons but also through the person of the preacher. 

He is so forbearing and friendly.

Sharing human-interest stories at a personal level can enhance the 
credibility and likeability of a preacher:

I love it when a preacher becomes personal and has the courage to share his personal 

life.

Table 5.4. Personal conditions for communicative impact in sermons.

Category Definition Sample comments

The preacher (8) The person of the 
preacher plays an  
important role in the 
receptivity of the 
message.

The person of the preacher is very 
important for the impact of the  
sermons. When you can sense that 
they are authentic, connected with 
God, and preached in a loving way, 
this speaks volumes.

The hearer (5) The person of the 
hearer determines in 
part how the message 
comes across.

One has to be willing to be confront-
ed. I really believe so. When you  
enter the room with a hard, distant 
attitude, then the sermon will not 
have as much impact. Still, a preach-
er may sometimes have the ability to 
break down your walls.

Person of the hearer

In addition to the person of the preacher, the condition of the hearer 
plays an important role in determining how the communication comes 
across. An interviewee commented thus:
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It matters if I have had my morning coffee or not. When I am tired or do not feel like 

going to church, I am not motivated to learn. The way you attend a service 

determines your level of openness to receive something. And sometimes the only 

thing you are thinking about during the service is about getting home.

If people are not prepared to learn or receive a message, it becomes dif-
ficult for a preacher to effectively convey the message, although he may 
still succeed on special occasions, as observed by a participant. When 
the hearers’ minds are occupied with different things, or when they are 
physically present but mentally absent, or when there are internal barri-
ers to receiving the preachers’ message, a communication breakdown 
is almost inevitable. This is how a participant concluded:

I believe the most important factor for retention lies in oneself. I mean, how busy 

you are inside your head. Apart from that, it’s important how the pastor preaches.

5.5. Discussion

5.5.1. Three factors of importance
The aim of this study was to examine the factors that create impactful 
communication in sermons from the perspective of the hearers. Our 
study shows that three factors are crucial: (a) the connection of the mes-
sage with hearers’ internal processes and needs, (b) preachers’ ability 
to present old truths in a new fashion, and (c) the role of both preachers 
and hearers in the preaching process. The prominent role of connec-
tion with the personal process is congruent with the findings of other 
researchers. Mulligan and Allen (2005), for example, comment that the 
message needs to relate in practical ways to listeners’ lives. Carrell 
(2007) remarks that the integration of listeners’ perspectives into the 
sermon process is necessary to connect the content with listeners. 
Ehler (2007) insists on the importance of relevance in sermons, and 
Hussey (2015) states that a key aspect of effective preaching is the con-
nection of sermons with the practical issues of life. Our results show 
that connection with the personal process often occurs in times of per-
sonal crises, during memorable occasions, when personal beliefs are 
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challenged, or when there is personal identification.
 The importance of presenting old truths in new ways, as a distinctive 
feature of effective sermons, is supported by Mulligan and Allen (2005) 
when they advise preachers to present the message in a lively manner 
for listeners, both in content and delivery. Carrell (2007) emphasizes 
the importance of high standard and emotionally engaging sermon de-
livery. Our research illustrates that presenting old truths in fresh ways 
becomes possible when preachers succeed in delivering the content of 
the message in a surprising manner, presenting new elements from the 
text and context or using strong visuals or images.
 Our finding that the person of the preacher plays an important role in 
effective sermons is supported by Mulligan and Allen (2005), in that 
preachers’ way of living should conform to the church’s theological 
convictions, thus stressing the preachers’ ethos and authenticity (Ehler, 
2007).
 Previous sermon-effect research confirms our findings but challeng-
es some of the past findings too. Our core findings are all supported by 
several theorists and researchers (e.g., Long, 2016; Johnston, 2001; 
Craddock, 2001; Ehler, 2007; Mulligan & Allen, 2005; Carrell, 2007; 
Hussey, 2015). Nonetheless, not all the findings of previous research 
featured in our findings. For example, the duration of sermons (e.g., 
Mulligan & Allen, 2005) or the clarity of the call to action (Carrell, 2007) 
did not figure in our investigation. However, data from our interviews 
advance our understanding of how communication works and what 
happens in the moments when memorable communication takes place.

5.6.2. Theoretical contributions
This study makes at least five contributions to the homiletical and com-
munication literature. First, the results show that sermons can have 
considerable impact on peoples’ lives. Not only did every respondent 
have at least one memorable experience connected with a sermon, 
these experiences could also be traced back to as many as 29 years. Our 
research shows that change occurred not only in the spiritual realm but 
also in the behavior and view of self. Although previous research has 
shown that sermons have limited or no impact on hearers, our data 
suggest that long-term commitment to sermons gives hearers a great 
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chance of being significantly influenced by at least one specific sermon. 
However, what is clear at the same time is that the impactful sermon re-
mains a rarity; people are not deeply moved week after week. Once in a 
while, a sermon occurs that has a profound impact on listeners. Our 
conclusions provide ample evidence for preachers to communicate for 
change (Stanley & Jones, 2006), while preachers should at the same 
time realize that change through sermons requires sermons and hear-
ers’ settings to connect in a unique way.
 Second, our study offers new insights into the connection between 
hearers’ personal process and the preachers’ message. The importance 
of the connection of communication with the hearers’ personal pro-
cess is not new (Carrell, 2007; Hussey, 2015). Furthermore, studies in 
the homiletical field have suggested that the influence of a sermon is 
limited to the possible strengthening of the already existing beliefs 
(Abbey, 1976; Bartow, 1982). Our data show that this is not always the 
case. Almost half of the respondents indicated that it was the conflict 
with their already existing beliefs that created the impact. There was 
sufficient connection with the hearers’ personal process to enable the 
communication to work, providing preachers with the opportunity to 
stretch or challenge the hearers’ beliefs without causing a communica-
tion breakdown (Long, 2016). Confrontation is a means of connecting 
with hearers. Confronting and confirming hearers’ worldviews should 
be balanced to allow connection with personal conviction to bring 
about change (Keller, 2012).
 Third, it is crucial for preachers to know their audience and the ques-
tions they have, the challenges they face, and the values they espouse. 
This point is advocated strongly in homiletic writing (Johnston, 2001; 
Cathcart, 2012; De Ruijter, 2013). In the past decades, there has been  
a move from the text to the hearer (Rietveld, 2013). But, how drastic 
should this move be? Does it require the scrutiny of the congregation  
to be able to connect well with an audience, as Tisdale (1997) claims?  
Is there a need to study postmodernism and its effects on society, as 
some advocate (e.g., Johnston, 2001; Dekker & Douma, 2007; Sine, 
2009)? Although Long (2016) does not support an explicit study of the 
congregation or the public, there are sufficient reasons to support the 
views of Tisdale (1997), Johnston (2001), and others about a deliberate 
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study of the congregation and its culture to connect well with the audi-
ence. Especially when a preacher stays with a congregation for a long 
period of time, or when one preaches on a regular basis to the same 
public, it is worthwhile to immerse oneself in the dynamics of that spe-
cific situation. Mere intuition, as Long (2016) suggests, does not suf-
fice. If intuition had been able to accomplish the job, there would be no 
doubt about the impact of preaching today. However, these doubts are 
widespread. It is not self-evident for sermons to be impactful, mainly 
because too often people do not realize the connection between the 
message and their lives. For preachers to connect well with their au-
dience, it is vital to have a profound understanding of the culture in 
which people live, the pastoral reality that can take place in a person’s 
life, and the dominant processes that a congregation goes through. 
Since the connection between preachers and hearers is central to the ef-
fectiveness of sermons, we propose further research to be conducted in 
this realm. A good way to gain further insights about this aspect is by 
conducting a qualitative research among top communicators in the 
Church; this will allow exploring how successful preachers deliberately 
create the connection in their preaching.
 Fourth, our data show that inductive preaching—making use of am-
biguity—as advocated by Craddock (2001) and Lowry (2001), is a strate-
gic way of communication if one wants to create an impact. The re-
spondents indicated that many of the sermons that influenced them 
were communicated in a narrative style. The use of biblical stories can 
help hearers register close identification with the message. To enable 
this, the message should be presented in the full form of a story without 
abridgement. Many of the influential sermons that the respondents re-
ferred to were well-known narratives of the Bible, such as the story of 
Esther, the story of the Prodigal Son, or the story of the Good Samari-
tan. Apart from presenting sermons in a narrative style, our research il-
lustrates that surprise is a key element in impactful communication, as 
supported by Gallo (2014) and Anderson (2016) in their studies on the 
success of TED Talks. The respondents reflected on the familiar stories, 
yet the way they were presented was surprising and novel and hence im-
pactful. Perhaps the point of reference was changed or new perspec-
tives flourished. The respondents indicated that the way the familiar 
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story was presented made the message “come to life.” Our research en-
courages pastors to preach narratively even the stories that may be con-
sidered too familiar by the audience. Moreover, there are benefits of  
integrating the fields of rhetoric with homiletics, as Duarte (2010) sug-
gests. Her work on the art of storytelling provides training for both cor-
porate and religious communicators, where they both serve as positive 
role models, learning from each other.
 Finally, this study shows that there are many variables at play in ser-
mon effectiveness. It is impossible to ascribe persuasion to the mes-
sage and the messenger alone. Peoples’ attitudes, opinions, and events 
all determine the extent to which sermons are effective in persuading 
congregants. The person of the hearer serves as a hygiene factor for the 
impact of communication. If the hearer has missed his or her morning 
coffee, if last night’s party finished too late, or if one’s mother-in-law 
visits for coffee right after church, for example, are events that may un-
dermine the impact of the message. Conversely, in times of crises, peo-
ple may be more receptive to the message than ever before. In moments 
of vulnerability, there may be unusual openness to receive the word 
from the pulpit. Our results illustrate the multiplicity of different fac-
tors causing change. It cannot be restricted to the novelty of communi-
cation, albeit an important factor in effective communication. Further, 
communicators’ authenticity cannot produce persuasion on its own; 
the actual process listeners experience can greatly influence the extent 
of persuasion a message can elicit. In short, this qualitative inquiry 
demonstrated a nuanced and theory-based exploration of the underly-
ing dynamics, which may create an impact in preaching.

5.5.3. Limitations and future research
We believe that this study is a useful, albeit inconclusive, attempt at  
examining the factors that can transform sermons into impactful 
events. Several limitations should be noted. First, this is a typical sin-
gle-perspective study, mainly because we did not involve preachers in 
our study. We encourage researchers to examine how preachers pre-
pare their messages, how they deliberately work on bridging the gap 
between the text and the audience, and what they believe are the deter-
mining factors that create an impact in their sermons. There has lately 

Moving Sermons   132   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



sermons that have changed my life | 133

been greater attention to the role of hearers in the preaching process 
(Douma, 2000), and throughout centuries, concern for the text has 
been predominant in the preaching process (De Ruijter, 2013). Howev-
er, the role of the person of the preacher has received limited attention 
in research. Traditionally, preachers were viewed as the machines of 
study, as mouths (Barth, 1966), whose job involved proclaiming what 
was written in the ancient text. Homiletic textbooks provide detailed 
multistep processes to allow arriving at a robust sermon (Keller, 2016), 
but they often overlook the complications involved in communication 
and tend to be oblivious to strategies necessary to bridge the gap be-
tween the audience and text. Thus, it would be useful to examine how 
experienced preachers influence their congregations and to find out 
what this means in light of the findings of our current study.
 A second limitation is that we only focused on sermons as a form of 
mass communication. Previous research (Duarte, 2010; Gallo, 2014; 
Claassen, 2011) shows that impact is a communicative goal that exceeds 
beyond preaching alone. In the political, corporate, and educational 
realms, communicators try to persuade their audiences into new modes 
of thinking or behavior. Although the respondents spoke about com-
munication outside the context of sermons, our analysis focused only 
on change effected through sermons. While the results of this study 
shed light on the different communicative arenas, the perspectives on 
eliciting impact through communication allow for a broader investiga-
tion than the one presented herein.
 Further, our findings are based on a small number of respondents (N 
= 15). Although theoretically data saturation can be achieved with 
twelve interviews (Guest, Bunce & Johnson, 2006), we do not claim that 
the identified factors influencing impact in communication are the on-
ly ones that may play a role. We eagerly anticipate similar studies using 
larger samples to enable comparison with and extension of our find-
ings.

5.5.4. Conclusion
Our research among a selected group of listeners of sermons illustrated 
that every respondent had experienced a decisive change through a ser-
mon at least once. This change was effected in the spiritual, behavioral, 
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and self domains. In the spiritual realm, people had experienced a 
change in their image of God and a change in their connection with 
God. In the realm of behavior, the respondents had experienced a be-
havioral change and a greater involvement in social justice. In the do-
main of self, people had experienced encouragement, a change of con-
victions about self, and a discovery of the destination of life. The factors 
in the sermon processes that effected these changes included a connec-
tion between the sermons and the listeners’ personal processes, the 
preachers’ ability to present old truths in a fresh, surprising way. Lastly, 
the person of the preacher and that of the hearer play a role in the pro-
cess too. The connection with the listener’s personal process is espe-
cially experienced in times of crises or on special occasions, and when 
the preacher succeeds in confronting their personal beliefs without 
causing a communication breakdown. Listeners experience old things 
being presented in new ways, especially when they sense that sermons 
successfully bridge the cultural gap between “then” and “now,” and 
when sermons in content and delivery contain new, surprising ele-
ments.
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chapter 6

Secrets of impactful preaching:

An in-depth study on the preparation process and success 
factors of life-changing sermons

Abstract
Every time a preacher delivers his or her message, s/he expects the ser-
mon to create an impact. However, not every sermon bears equal com-
municative power. What is it that makes some sermons stand out above 
others? And how do preachers prepare themselves to deliver a good ser-
mon? This study focuses on the preparation process and best sermons 
that were held by a selection of top preachers from a broad denomina-
tional spectrum. The results show that sermon preparation is a com-
plex process in which creativity and communicative aspects play a 
greater role than textbooks. When it comes to the delivery of impactful 
sermons, the results suggest that it is crucial for sermons to contain a 
spark and clarity and for preachers to identify with the subject at hand 
and be willing to do the extraordinary. Hence, it seems that the ele-
ments for impactful preaching largely correspond to the five canons for 
persuasive speech from the ancient rhetoric.

6.1. Introduction

One of the main roles of pastors and priests is to preach. For many, this 
is a weekly routine; some even preach multiple times every week. In 
their education, pastors are trained to exegete the biblical texts to create 
sermons. The flourishing field of research in homiletics and the con-
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tinued emphasis on the sermon in countless churches around the globe 
reflect the importance placed on the art of preaching.
 In the past decade, homiletics has paid considerable attention to the 
role of both sermon preparation and hearers in the preaching event 
(Long, 2016; De Ruijter, 2013). This is a broadening of the focus that 
was laid on the centrality of the Bible text as the first and foremost fac-
tor in preaching (Barth, 1966). In research on keeping sermons alive in 
the post-modern era, great attention has been paid to bridging the gap 
between the ancient text and the context of the hearer (Anderson, 
2001; Keller, 2012). Apart from that, there has been a growing interest 
in the pneumatologic aspects of preaching (Douma, 2000; De Ruijter, 
2013) to gain a better understanding of the supernatural side of the 
preaching event. However, insights into the role of the preacher in the 
preaching event and in the specific communicative aspects that can 
help create an impact through the sermon are still limited. In this pa-
per, we contribute to the understanding of the role of the preacher in 
the sermon preparation process and the views of the preacher when it 
comes to factors that help create an impact through sermons.

6.1.1. Aims for contribution
This study contributes to homiletics in four ways. First, homiletic text-
books offer a wide variety of sermon preparation strategies (Keller, 
2016; Long, 2016). The sermon preparation strategies are often pre-
sented in great detail; however, the question remains as whether these 
strategies function satisfactorily in the daily routine of preachers. In ad-
dition, we take into account the five classic canons of speech prepara-
tion from rhetoric (Cicero, 2017) to see how rhetoric and homiletics can 
complement each other. We aim to contribute to the description of the 
steps preachers take to develop a sermon as well as to those that could 
possibly deserve more attention.
 Second, recent publications agree on the fact that the connection be-
tween the sermon and the reality of the hearer is crucial (Mulligan & Al-
len, 2005; Carrell, 2007; Hussey, 2015) if one wants the sermon to create 
any impact (Stanley & Jones, 2006; Keller, 2012). Often the question re-
mains as what factors in a sermon help bridge this gap. Our aim is to 
contribute to the discussion on effective preaching by giving a descrip-
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tion of the essentials that a sermon, from a preacher’s perspective, needs 
to embody.
 Third, we suggest that more attention should be devoted to the per-
sonal journey of the preacher in delivering a sermon. Although re-
searchers state that the quality and impact of a sermon largely depends 
on the person of the preacher (Keller, 2016), there is limited insight 
about which aspects in the person of the preacher are required for the 
delivery of an impactful message. Our aim is to contribute to this un-
derstanding by showing what necessary steps a preacher needs to take 
to deliver an impactful message.
 Finally, the communicative aspects of the sermon remain underem-
phasized. Rhetoric remains a disputed field of reference for many 
preachers (Boyd-MacMillan, 2006), although homiletics cannot ignore 
its significance. Our aim is to contribute to the realization that preach-
ing, as a form of oral art, requires rhetorical skills if one desires the ser-
mon to create an impact on the audience.

6.1.2. Research questions
Our research questions are as follows: how do preachers prepare their 
sermons, and what factors make a sermon impactful from a preacher’s 
standpoint? To address these questions, we conducted a qualitative 
study among preachers with a good reputation from various denomi-
nations. Since this research is part of a larger study in which we have 
exclusively concentrated on the listener in the sermon process, we fo-
cus on the preacher’s viewpoints in this chapter to gain further insights 
into the aspects that influence sermon effectiveness. Before we de-
scribe the design and results of our study, we will first discuss the theo-
retical background.

6.2. Theoretical background

6.2.1. Sermon development process
In his book on preaching, Keller (2016) provides a manual on how to 
write an expository sermon. He identifies four main steps, which form 
the general framework for the homiletics literature on sermon prepara-
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tion. The four steps include (a) discovering the meaning and central 
theme of the text; (b) choosing the most important theme for the ser-
mon, reflecting the central theme of the text, which is relevant to the 
hearer; (c) developing an outline of the central theme and its sub-points 
on the basis of the message of the text; and (d) enunciating the different 
points using arguments, illustrations, examples, biblical passages, 
and practical applications.
 The classic rhetoric teaches five canons or stages in speech prepara-
tion (Cicero, 2017; Quintillian, 2005), and these include invention: the 
process of discovering, developing, and defining your arguments, in-
cluding rational and non-rational arguments, such as ethos (the per-
ceived character of the communicator through the speech), pathos (the 
emotion and zeal transferred by the communicator), and humor. Sec-
ond, arrangement: the process of arranging and organizing the argu-
ments for maximum impact. Third, style: the process of crafting ra-
tional and non-rational arguments into persuasive speech, using 
correct language, creating clarity, using figures of speech, and a wide 
array of rhetorical instruments, and ensuring a functional use of style 
and speech. Fourth, memorization: the process of memorizing the 
speech to be able to deliver it without notes, and finally delivery: the 
process of delivering the speech, including the tone of voice, gestures, 
and facial expression.
 The first two and the final steps (i.e., the discovery of the theme and 
choosing the theme for the sermon and finding the right illustrations 
and arguments out of the sermon preparation process, as presented by 
Keller (2016)) can be incorporated into invention—the third step—and 
developing the outline can be linked to arrangement. Long (2016) 
stresses the importance of the step of invention, when he emphasizes 
the need for a clear focus and function of the sermon for successful 
communication. A focus statement is “a concise description of the cen-
tral, controlling, and unifying theme of the sermon.” A function state-
ment is “a description of what the preacher hopes the sermon will cre-
ate or cause to happen to the hearers.”
 Invention in particular and sermon preparation in general are time-
consuming. Hussey (2015) has found that preachers need between 10 
and 20 hours for sermon preparation. According to De Ruijter (2013), 
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the preaching process requires exegetical analysis, personal medita-
tion, and pastoral reflection. This is a circular process in which the text 
serves as a starting point, but one that comes forth from a specific 
choice, fueled by the pastoral reality and personal preference. Barth 
(1966) speaks of the “whence” and the “whither” of the sermon; the 
whence points towards the source of the message, the initial meaning 
of God and the text, and the events that took place in the past. On the 
other hand, whither points towards the here and now, the actual mean-
ing of the ancient text for our actuality. Preaching, according to Barth, is 
an event in which what has already taken place in the past tends to take 
place again. Although they have been described in different words and 
with different nuances, there is agreement on the need for the discovery 
of the original meaning and the ancient truth. This serves as an impor-
tant starting point for the preacher to walk through a process that con-
nects the original and ancient meaning and truth with our present-day 
lives or pastoral reality. The text has a focus in and of itself and a unique 
function for the hearer today. This study aims to contribute to this line 
of research by qualitatively examining preachers’ sermon development 
process to identify the key steps in the practice of creating a sermon.

6.2.2. Factors in the sermon, preacher, and delivery

6.2.2.1. factors in the sermon
Homiletics pays great attention to the fact that a sermon should be at-
tractive to engage the audience. According to Lowry (2001), the sermon 
should be viewed as a narrative built around a plot. To draw people into 
the sermon, one should create tension or ambiguity. It is the responsi-
bility of the preacher to engage the hearer in the sermon. Something 
unexpected should happen to get their attention. Through the creation 
of ambiguity, the equilibrium of the hearer needs to be upset. A sermon 
should not be excessively created or developed. It should be born out of 
the generative power of the text. Craddock (2001) proposes that a ser-
mon should not present the conclusions of the sermon preparation 
process but rather take the hearer on the journey the preacher experi-
enced when wrestling with the text. The sermon should recreate the 
process of discovery so that the hearer is invited to draw conclusions 
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similar to those of the preacher. This inductive method of preaching 
has attracted considerable attention and confused some preachers. Was 
it no longer possible to offer propositions and follow a deductive pat-
tern? Long (2016) has proposed a model for establishing focus and 
function in the sermon preparation. The points of Craddock (2001) and 
Lowry (2001) are clear: a sermon needs to be exciting and engaging. 
There needs to be a spark, consisting of ambiguity, engaging illustra-
tions, and dynamic delivery (Ehler, 2007). Jonker (2015) concludes that 
the use of a controlling image serves to create vibrant and impactful ser-
mons. However, this spark cannot come at the cost of clarity (Carrell, 
2007). The ancient rhetoric underscored the importance of organiza-
tion or composition of the message (Aristotle, 2004; Quintilian, 2000). 
According to Boyd-MacMillan (2006), only 12% of an average audience 
is able to remember a three-point structure until 20 minutes after deliv-
ery. The rest of the audience rather makes up their own points, leading 
Boyd-MacMillan to conclude that, “if you want your audience to get 
your point, confine yourself to one point.” Robinson (2014) taught his 
students, “if there’s mist in the pulpit, there will be fog in the pews.” 
Homiletics generally focuses on the importance of a sermon to be exe-
getically sound, while realizing that a sermon needs to be engaging and 
clear in its structure in order for the message to create an impact. It is 
our aim to investigate what factors in sermons are deemed most impor-
tant by preachers, given the fact that they want their sermons to make 
an impact.

6.2.2.2. factors in the preacher
Apart from the factors in the message that help create an impact, the 
person of the preacher plays a role too. A sermon should be born out of 
personal meditation (De Ruijter, 2013). Douma (2000) underscores the 
importance of meditation and spirituality for the preacher to create and 
deliver sermons well. The preacher is a witness before he or she is a her-
ald (Long, 2016). Especially in a post-modern society, it is crucial that 
the audience senses the unity between the preacher and the message 
(Anderson, 2001); this requires vulnerability. Smith (2011) has found 
that the key factor for preachers to be effective in their missional 
preaching is self-disclosure, which illustrates discipleship, and a com-
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mon pattern of effective communication, which involves disclosing the 
aspects of their lives reflecting shortcomings or struggles, which were 
spiritual, relational, or ministerial. According to Allen et al (2004), 40% 
of the listeners engage with a sermon primarily through the personality 
of the preacher and the relationship the listener and the preacher estab-
lish between each other. Brown (2012) underscores the power of vul-
nerability, which creates a road to creativity and connection. However, 
unreserved self-disclosure in the pulpit can lead to dramatic results 
(Hussey & Demond, 2018). Aspects like timing, intensity and safety are 
important for the preacher to consider. The ancient rhetoric stressed 
the importance of ethos: the perceived character of the communicator. 
This ethos comprised practical insights into the subject, the expertise 
in the subject, and the connection with the audience. The perceived 
character of the communicator thus consists of credibility and likeabil-
ity. The credibility of the preacher is fueled by meditation and reflection 
on the message to such an extent that a sense of urgency and passion is 
developed. Robinson (2014) summarizes thus: “Effective delivery be-
gins with desires.” The preacher should be pregnant with the message 
at hand. This reasoning led Anderson (2001) to formulate four stages in 
sermon preparation: discovery, construction, assimilation, and deliv-
ery, with assimilation focusing on internalizing the message to achieve 
a passionate effect.

6.2.3.3. factors in delivery
Delivery has received distinctly limited attention within homiletics. 
Even when discussed in textbooks, it is often presented as a short clos-
ing remark (Robinson, 2014; Long, 2016). For example, Buttrick (1987) 
and Craddock (2001) have stressed the importance of words, stating 
that we are homo loquens (i.e., speaking species). Others like Oskamp 
and Van Geel (1999) and Stanley and Jones (2006) have emphasized that 
the sermon should be concrete, engaging the audience, and geared to-
wards the individual person.
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6.3. Method

6.3.1. Semi-structured interviews
Since we were particularly interested in the process of sermon prepara-
tion and the reasons why certain sermons create a great impact while 
others fail, a qualitative approach was found most appropriate. Inter-
views enabled us to acquire a deep understanding of what had hap-
pened at certain moments during sermons—some of which had been 
delivered decades ago (see Appendix E for the questions). During the 
interviews, the respondents were invited to share the steps they took in 
their sermon preparation process and explain why some of their ser-
mons created a profound impact, while others failed to do so. Inter-
views lasted about 90 minutes. The participants were assured that their 
responses would remain confidential and anonymous. The interviews 
were conducted by the first author, who is an experienced communica-
tor himself. The reason for this decision was because access to senior 
communicators is not always easy, and that when access is granted, the 
communicators are likely to be more open and honest in front of a re-
spected colleague rather than when confronted by someone unknown 
to them. Moreover, because of the first author’s experience in the area 
of communication, he was able to delve into the subjects discussed, 
creating opportunities for obtaining insights into the real dynamics of 
communication.
 We started the interviews by asking the respondents to describe their 
experience of preaching and indicating how many years of experience 
they had and how many times they had preached. Then, we asked the 
participants about their sermon preparation process: which steps they 
normally take before delivering a sermon. Next, we focused on the ser-
mons that had a profound impact. This enabled us to find out which ser-
mons stood out from the hundreds or thousands of sermons that the  
respondents had given over the years. We asked the interviewees to de-
scribe the sermons that created an impact and indicate what factors in 
those events had created an impact. This helped us gain insights into the 
reasons why these sermons were remembered. During the interviews, 
the main focus was on why and how: why a particular sermon produced a 
specific outcome and what exactly made that sermon stand out.
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6.3.2. Participants
A total of 15 respondents were asked to participate in an in-depth semi-
structured interview. The respondents were required to meet three se-
lection criteria to be invited. First, we aimed at the preachers with broad 
experience in preaching. The respondents had been preaching for two 
to 41 years (mean years of experience = 17). They had also preached be-
tween 100 and 7,000 times, with a mean of more than 1,500 times. In 
general, the preachers had considerable experience in the field of 
preaching. Second, the respondents were required to represent a broad 
spectrum of the different churches in the Netherlands so that the out-
comes of our study would not be limited to a certain branch or subcul-
ture of the Church, allowing wider implications. Third, we selected the 
preachers who are admired for their quality of preaching. We wished to 
obtain insights about the preachers who are viewed as master commu-
nicators in their field. All of the invited respondents agreed to take part 
in this study. The participants were not rewarded for their participa-
tion.
 All the respondents (14 men, 1 woman) preached on a weekly basis. 
They were aged between 20 and 68 years old (mean age = 38 years old) 
and came from thirteen different churches and ten different denomina-
tions, ranging from Catholic to Dutch Reformed, Evangelical, and Bap-
tist.

6.3.3. Data analysis
All of the interviews were transcribed verbatim, resulting in 78 pages of 
text. Using a multistep content-analytic procedure, we analyzed the da-
ta with three coding rounds. In the first round of coding, the first au-
thor read the transcripts multiple times and generated a list with steps 
in the sermon preparation process as well as a list of reasons why cer-
tain sermons created an impact and others failed. In this phase, the first 
author looked for patterns in the answers by the different respondents.
 In the second round of coding, the first and the second authors 
looked for categories, while keeping an open discussion regarding the 
categorization of the comments. The categories were compared with 
the literature regarding homiletics and communication. Additionally, 
the researchers searched for words such as context, speak into, time, sur-
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prise, process, connection, image, and study. Applying an iterative procedure, 
we moved back and forth between the data and literature on homiletics 
and communication and adjusted our framework when necessary. The 
resulting subcategories were labeled to capture the meaning reflected by 
the group of comments. All of the categories and subcategories were 
then carefully defined in a codebook. Since the purpose of our analysis 
was to look for common ideas and patterns in respondents’ convictions, 
(sub)categories represented by a single comment made by one respond-
ent were not taken into account.
 In total, 77 statements that gave insights into the sermon prepara-
tion process were identified. In addition, 84 statements that gave infor-
mation on the reasons why sermons had created an impact were identi-
fied. Another 46 statements presented information on the aspects of 
the message, which helped create an impact, 38 statements dealt with 
the person of the preacher, and finally, 79 statements were identified 
that provided insights into the six aspects of delivery: human-interest 
stories, humor, multimedia, direct appeal, ritual, and invitation.
 In the final coding round, the codebook was given to an independent 
coder. This coder re-categorized each of the comments into the defined 
(sub)categories. This independent coding resulted in an initial kappa of 
.66 for the sermon preparation process. After extensive discussion with 
the first author, the kappa increased to .79. For the factors in messages 
and preachers that influence the impact, the first coding round resulted 
in a kappa of .45, increasing to .71 in the second round. The quotes pre-
sented in the Results section are illustrative of the 15 interviews.

6.4. Results

In total, nine aspects of the sermon preparation process were identified, 
including planning, meeting the Scripture, prayer, study, searching for 
illumination, analyzing congregation, creative process, wording ser-
mon, and bridging communication gap. Another ten aspects of the ser-
mon itself and the preacher were also identified and these included text-
context, imagery, surprise, clarity in structure, clarity in application, 
personal identification, vulnerability, courage, sense of urgency, and 
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confidence. The outcomes of the qualitative interviews are presented in 
three tables, one for the process of sermon preparation, one for the as-
pects in the sermon, and one for the aspects in the preacher.

6.4.1. Process of sermon preparation
In the process of sermon preparation, different phases can be identi-
fied (Cicero, 2017; Keller, 2016; Anderson, 2001). Our analysis revealed 
that the two main phases in the process of sermon preparation are in-
vention and style. Arrangement, memorization, and delivery are hardly 
mentioned or not at all. The aspect of taking enough time to walk 
through the steps in this process is a precondition for creating a good 
sermon (Hussey, 2015). Table 6.1 shows the results of the process of 
sermon preparation.

Planning

The participants often stated that planning was crucial for creating 
and delivering a good sermon. Although the specifics of the timetable 
varied from person to person, the importance of taking enough time 
for preparation was shared widely. The respondents indicated they 
needed between 10 and 20 hours to develop a sermon that met their 
standards. Preparation started at least a week and sometimes weeks or 
even months before the moment of delivery, depending on the preach-
er’s preference and the subject at hand. Respecting the timetable, the 
quality of the time one has is of great importance too:

The moment of illumination is sometimes difficult. If I have not managed my time 

well, when I am tired, in a leadership mode, writing memos, or calling people, I 

may sit at my desk on Thursday morning nine o clock, but I am much too aroused 

and have no business working on a sermon. Throughout the years, I have discovered 

that I first need to go for a walk or a run or a swim, listen to some music and pray for 

an hour to reach the condition for reception.

It seems that taking enough time to prepare a sermon is a prerequisite 
for delivering a good message. When asked about the reasons why ser-
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mons in the past had failed, the most common response dealt with a 
lack of time for preparation:
 When my sermons fail it is always due to a lack of time for the prepa-
ration.
The quality of the sermon seems to be linked to the time spent on prepa-
ration—at least to some extent:

That [the succeeding or failing of my sermon] is directly correlated with the time I 

spent on preparation. Preparation pays off. I need some space to see a sermon ripen.

Regarding the three stages in sermon preparation that we distin-
guished in our findings (i.e., reception, creation, and translation), the 
aspect of taking enough time for this entire process is crucial across the 
three stages.

Table 6.1. Process of sermon preparation.

Category Definition Sample comments

Planning

Time manage-
ment (21)

The preacher has a 
set timetable to 
walk through the 
sermon prepara-
tion process.

I use Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, 
and Thursday mornings for prepara-
tion of my sermons. If I really have to 
deliver, I rise at five and start working 
fully concentrated. On Sundays, I rise 
at six, finish my preparation, and go 
off to church. Afternoons are not a 
good time for me to work on my  
sermons.

Invention

Study (12) The preacher stud-
ies books, com-
mentaries, and  
information on the 
Bible portion.

After that, I start noting down my 
thoughts. I study and read books.  
I study a few words and pick up a  
concordance.

Meeting the 
Scripture (8)

The preacher stud-
ies and meditates 
on a portion of the 
Scripture.

I print the portion of the Bible I will 
preach from—sentence by sentence. 
I read carefully and notify everything 
that stands out. I write down the
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associations as well. This is my first 
encounter with the Scripture.

Prayer (6) The preacher 
spends time on 
prayer and  
meditation.

I start by praying to be filled by the 
Holy Spirit.

Searching  
for illumination 
(6)

The preacher 
seeks to find a  
moment of illumi-
nation for every 
sermon.

A good sermon is received, not creat-
ed. The moment of reception is very 
important to me. To receive the  
sermon in my heart, I focus on Jesus, 
not on the sermon itself. Out of a life 
in his presence one can preach in his 
presence.

Analyzing con-
gregation (5)

The preacher in-
vestigates the ac-
tual situation of 
the congregation.

I study the themes of life. Sometimes  
I receive a letter with a question that 
leads to a sermon, such as “I have 
been a Christian for 25 years, but 
have stopped growing.”

Creative process 
(4)

The preacher  
intently works 
through a creative 
process to develop 
a sermon.

I look for illustrations in the daily life.

Style

Wording of the 
sermon (6)

The preacher 
works deliberately 
on the wording 
and sentences of 
the sermon.

My sermons are six or seven minutes. 
After that, I have nothing more to say. 
I could give more examples and  
accentuate, but it would only cause 
confusion. I am happy when people 
remember one sentence. That is why I 
craft my sentences with care.

Communication 
gap (4)

The preacher  
deliberately works 
on bridging the 
communication 
gap between the 
message and the 
audience.

Afterwards, I experience the “big 
gap”: “How can I communicate this 
wonder to people in such a way that 
they will be as awestruck as I am?” 
That to me is the hardest part of our 
job.
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Style

Wording of the sermon (6) The preacher works deliberately on the word-
ing and sentences of the sermon.My sermons are six or seven minutes. 
After that, I have nothing more to say. I could give more examples and 
accentuate, but it would only cause confusion. I am happy when people 
remember one sentence. That is why I craft my sentences with care.
Communication gap (4) The preacher deliberately works on bridging 
the communication gap between the message and the audience.After-
wards, I experience the “big gap”: “How can I communicate this won-
der to people in such a way that they will be as awestruck as I am?” That 
to me is the hardest part of our job.

Invention

Study

The creation of a sermon involves the study of the Scripture, books, and 
commentaries, which offer insights into the themes or verses of the 
text.

I dissect the text, trying to find the central themes. I study certain words, read 

commentaries, and then write down my thoughts—everything. I then create a 

central line and write the sermon out—word for word.

The study required creating a sermon that took a good amount of time. 
Some of the participants study in the week before the sermon while oth-
ers start earlier:

I study a lot. I start my study for a new preaching series sometimes as much as a year 

beforehand. I study words, I read, meditate, and read. Only when I think I have 

gathered enough material, do I start writing the sermons.
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Meeting the Scripture

The participants stress the importance of several steps they take in the 
phase of reception. The first inclination of the participants relates to 
the biblical text. In meeting the Scripture, the participants start the pro-
cess of developing a sermon. The engagement with the Scriptures often 
involves a study, prayer, and meditation. The preacher wants to gain 
deep insights into the specific portions of the Scripture and wants to get 
acquainted with the text:

In a preaching series, I start with the text. I read it and pray about it. I meditate and 

reread it. This is an iterative process.

Prayer

Closely connected with the meeting of the Scripture is the aspect of 
prayer (Douma, 2000). The participants indicate that to arrive at a mes-
sage they need for themselves to enter a mode of receptivity by prayer. 
Through prayer, the participants show their dependency on God and an 
openness to reach new insights:

I sit in my study and pray and think. I write my sermons prayerfully.

Searching for illumination

In developing a sermon, the aspect of illumination or wonder is impor-
tant (Lowry, 2001). That is where the audience will be enlightened, 
mainly because old things will be communicated in new ways. Illumi-
nation does not often come easy. It requires time, personal receptivity, 
and wide open senses. However, when illumination is found, it will en-
hance the impact of the sermon:
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I never search for examples but for wonder. People will fill in the blanks and apply it 

to their lives. I search for the amazement in the text. I search until I am awestruck by 

something about God.

Analyzing the congregation

The aspects of meeting the Scripture, prayer, and searching for illumi-
nation focus primarily on the person of the preacher and the biblical 
text. However, to achieve the reception of a message, the audience plays 
a vital role, as stated by the participants. The sermon needs to speak in-
to the actual situation of the audience (Keller, 2012) so that they will feel 
connected with the message:

In the end, I always ask myself, “What will be important for this specific moment in 

time for my congregation?”

This special attention to the audience receiving the message can be de-
scribed as exegeting the congregation (Tisdale, 1997).

Creative process

Developing a sermon is a creative process (Craddock, 2001; Lowry, 
2001). The participants focus on the Scripture and the meaning they de-
rive from a specific text, but at the same time they turn their attention 
outward to the people in their church and the world in which they live. 
When these worlds coalesce, people will sense that the sermon is 
geared towards them and flows from a pastor who knows their God, 
their Bible, their world, and their lives. In the creative part of developing 
a sermon, the participants seek illustrations in the daily newspapers. 
Throughout the week, they keep their eyes and ears open and use any-
thing that can enhance the communicative power of their sermon:

My sermon grows throughout the week. I get my input from different angles, such 

as newspapers, conversations with people, meditating in my study, taking a walk.
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Style

Wording of the sermon
The participants stress the importance of the wording of the sermon. A 
sermon deserves to be crafted well in wording (Barth, 1966). Strong 
sentences can help people retain the message better. The right wording 
can create an impact in the delivery of the sermon. The process of find-
ing the right words requires practice and hard work:

I think carefully about the language I use. I always create a few sentences that 

everybody can take home and remember.

Communication gap

In the phases of reception and creation, new insights are gained and a 
sermon is born. The participants in this research realize that, in order 
for a sermon to be delivered well, it needs to be connected with the lives 
of the listeners. There is a communication gap between the preacher and 
the audience (Dekker & Douma, 2007). This gap needs to be bridged. 
The realization that this gap exists is the first step. In their attempt to 
bridge this gap, the participants look for the right imagery and think 
through their communication. Sometimes they even test their message 
on a small audience:

Sometimes I test my sermons on a small group. That enables me to see if the 

questions I address are the questions of my audience.

6.4.2. Factors in the sermon that create an impact
In order for a sermon to be impactful, there needs a spark in the com-
munication and the clarity in the structure of the message (Gallo, 2014; 
Jonker, 2015). Table 6.2 shows several ways in which the spark and clar-
ity can be accomplished according to the respondents.
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Table 6.2. Why sermons create an impact: factors in the sermon.

Category Definition Sample comments

Spark

Text-context: 
speaking into  
actual situation 
(19)

The sermon is expe-
rienced as the right 
word for the right  
moment.

I received many emails from  
people telling me they had built 
these walls themselves. There 
was a great connection with  
imagery, and it spoke to people in 
an area of life in which they 
longed for a change.

Imagery (9) The sermon makes 
use of clear images to 
sparkle communica-
tion.

Images influence people. The text 
is often forgotten. Images sparkle 
the message and make people 
feel what is communicated.

Surprise (3) The sermon reveals 
things that are new  
or surprising to the 
audience.

My personal journey was so  
different from what people had 
expected.

Clarity

Clarity in  
structure (10)

The structure of the 
sermon is so clear that 
it communicates well.

I divided the central theme into 
three practical points, answering 
the question about how people 
could take care of their soul.

Clarity in  
aplication (5)

The sermon has a 
clear call to action.

I then invited the church to  
actively participate in the  
sermon. I asked everybody to 
pray the Psalm together with me 
in an applied version to our situa-
tion. The engagement of the 
church was a strong factor of  
influence in this sermon. 

6.4.2.1. spark
The participants are clear that, in order for a message to be impactful, 
there needs to be a spark. This spark is created through a close connec-
tion between the text of the Scripture and the context of the audience as 
well as through vivid imagery and the strategic use of surprise.
 Text-context: speaking into the actual situation. The respondents are unit-
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ed on this aspect: when one succeeds in connecting the text with the 
specific context of the audience receiving the message, chances are that 
the impact will be profound. Several respondents gave elaborate exam-
ples of the same sermon preached in different congregations with dif-
ferent results, because of the difference in context in those congrega-
tions:

I once held the same sermon in two different churches. It was a sermon on the command 

to be joyful. In one church this sermon had an enormous impact. In the other church, 

the sermon was well received but not as much as in the first church. I think the reason 

for this has to do with the condition of the churches: one church was used to stern, 

correcting preaching, and this message on joy struck a nerve, a deep longing in that 

church and set it free. The other church already was joyful, so the message was not as 

revealing or unveiling for them. Also, I wrote the sermon specifically for the first 

church. The message was an exact fit for the condition of this church. It is crucial to 

know your audience well and to be able speak into the actual phase the church is in.

This may even go as far as for the same message to make a great impact 
on the one church and not be well received at all in a different church:

I preached at this church that was theologically very different from ours. I preached a 

strong message, but the people did not react at all. Maybe there was too big of a gap 

between the audience and me.

There needs to be a connection between the message preached and the 
audience (Keller, 2012). The sermon has to portray a contemporary sig-
nificance for the hearer (Boyd-MacMillan, 2006). The stronger this 
connection, the greater the chance that people will feel directly ad-
dressed and engaged in the event of the sermon.
 When one succeeds in connecting the text with the context, the mes-
sage is transformed from something that may be valid—but “not for 
me nor for now”—into something that addresses the actual situation 
and emotion of the hearer. One respondent summarized thus:

To me the benchmark is this: is the sermon true? Is it real? The role of the preacher is 

to turn the truth into reality. That is the secret of a good sermon.
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Imagery

In order for a sermon to be eventful, strong imagery is important (Gal-
lo, 2014, Jonker, 2015). The participants gave examples of sermons that 
had created a great impact because of the metaphor or image that was 
used. According to some, the importance of the right image is so great 
that it leads to the following statement:
 A sermon is not finished until there is a strong image. I talk in images.
 And:

Examples are crucial. The question is whether you are able to paint with words. 

Every preacher carries the great responsibility to be able to paint with words and 

images and invade thoughts.

The use of images creates a spark in the communication. It helps peo-
ple grasp the central message of the sermon and to remember it even 
over long periods of time:

I meet people who comment on the sermons I delivered 20 years ago, like my sermon 

Born for Battle, in which I took a bow and arrow and shot an arrow through the 

auditorium.

Surprise

A third element in creating the spark in communication is the use of 
surprise (Gallo, 2014). When people hear things they do not expect or 
that are new to them, they lean in. Communication comes alive and 
chances for creating an impact grow. The surprise does not have to lie 
in imagery or big events; it can also lie in the originality or newness of 
the message that is communicated. People love to hear new things or 
old things in a new way. And for the preacher, discovering and commu-
nicating something new is exciting too. This excitement comes across 
in the communication:
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My most impactful sermons are those that incorporate a lot of Bible study. When I 

preach these sermons, I am telling people something new, something they do not 

know yet. And that is impactful. For these sermons, I have to dig deep myself and go 

beyond my normal borders to create the sermon. These sermons are revealing. I love 

it myself. I have been surprised during the preparation, and I have had the privilege 

of communicating this newness to others.

6.5.2.2. clarity
Apart from the spark, it is crucial that a message contains great clarity 
in structure and application.

Clarity in structure

Clarity in structure is a precondition for a sermon to be good (Buttrick, 
1987). If the structure is not clear, chaos in the delivery and confusion 
on the part of the hearers will ensue. The lack of clarity in structure of-
ten has to do with a lack of time in preparation:

Sermons fail because of laziness in preparation and the chaos in communication, 

which is a result of that.

The structure of the message should not only be clear to the preacher 
but specifically to the audience. A structure that is only clear to the 
preacher serves no purpose:

My pitfall is my chaos. I may have a structure that is clear to me, but sometimes it is 

not clear to people.

When one succeeds in creating clarity it may lead to a memorable ser-
mon, as stated by this respondent:

Another impactful sermon that I delivered was my sermon on Solomon. I think that 

was a very clear message. I presented a strategy for personal growth with three very 

clear bullet points.
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Clarity in application

Even when the structure of a sermon is clear, the impact may be lost in 
the last part of the sermon if the call to action is vague (Anderson, 
2016).

I preached on living without conflict and the conclusion of my message was too 

vague. It lacked clarity. My invitation did not elicit much response.

On the other hand, when the application is clear, memorable moments 
can take place. If the preacher succeeds in leading the congregation to a 
specific point or invitation, an impact can be generated.

6.4.3. Factors in the preacher that create an impact
In order for the communication to be successful, one needs to take into 
consideration the person who communicates the message (Lloyd-Jones, 
2012; Claassen, 2011). Table 6.3 shows the factors that are key for com-
municators to become successful in creating an impact.

6.4.3.1. identification
The respondents indicate that, in order to preach with passion, they 
themselves need to have internalized the message. The message first 
needs to have spoken to their heart so that they can transfer it with zeal 
(Anderson, 2001). According to the respondents, this process of identi-
fication legitimizes and authenticates their message for the hearer:

Every sermon needs the sense of a personal testimony. People must feel this subject 

has gone through the man himself. People sense this is not just a story; this is 

reality. This is about life. This legitimizes and underscores the message. It makes the 

sermon authentic.

According to some respondents, the process of identification is con-
nected with the quality of their sermons:

The secret for me is that I have gone through the message myself, through exegesis 

and meditation. And that my heart is so full of the moment I have to get on stage, 
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that I am boiling, that I have to tell this—and those moments, when that happens, 

those are my best sermons.

The personal story and experience of the preacher influence the per-
ceived identification of the communicator and the message for the au-
dience (Aristotle, 2004). When identification is present, it builds the 
credibility of the preacher. The message is not perceived as a dead letter 
but as a testimony, as something that has proven to be true in the life of 
the communicator.

Vulnerability

A specific way for showing that the preacher has identified him- or her-
self with the message is through vulnerability. When preachers use per-
sonal stories that show their struggle, questions, or failures and apply 
the message to their own process, this can enlarge the impact (Brown, 
2012, 2013). Vulnerability strengthens the connection between the com-
municator and the audience. It helps legitimize the message so that peo-
ple are more prone to listen:

When I as a preacher become vulnerable, this elicits an impact because people 

recognize it. When I shared that I was done preaching, people loved it. Because 

everybody has had similar periods in his or her own life.

Table 6.3. Why sermons create an impact: factors in the preacher.

Category Definition Sample comments

Identification

Personal 
identification 
(20)

The message has 
first spoken to the 
preacher in  
profound ways.

Connection is crucial. I heard a speaker 
explain a Bible verse on the importance 
of staying joyful amidst trials. Everyone 
was okay, but not impacted. Until the 
preacher shared that his 16-year-old 
son was suffering from a rare disease 
and had to use a wheelchair. Now the 
congregation was fully engaged.
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Vulnerability 
(6)

The preacher shows 
his personal weak-
ness and struggle in 
the sermon.

There was a lot of humor, and it was 
very personal with the story of my son. 
He said, “Daddy, you are away so  
often.” I said, “But son, I must be good 
at something?” He answered, “Yes, at 
leaving.”

Jump

Courage (5) The preacher is  
willing to make the 
“jump” and connect 
with the audience 
on a deep level.

The text was so up close and personal 
that at first I just didn’t have the cour-
age to preach on it. In the sermon, I was 
able to express the dominant feeling of 
the congregation: “The ship will be  
destroyed, but we will be saved.”

Sense of  
urgency (4)

The preacher has a 
strong sense of ur-
gency in relation to 
the message.

If I do not have this sense of urgency,  
I cannot reach my people. Something 
has to come to pass in this service, in 
the dynamics of the service. It is now or 
never.

Confidence 
(3)

The preacher feel-
ing secure in his or 
her role.

In my early years, there were times I was 
more concerned with my own sermon 
than with the people. I lacked focus and 
connection with the people in the audi-
ence, but was consumed with myself, 
trying to function well.

6.4.3.2. jump
Identification and vulnerability make a sermon a personal event, for 
both the preacher and the audience. However, to be able to show the pro-
cess of identification and be vulnerable, the preacher needs to be willing 
to be transparent and open in communication. This requires courage 
and confidence in his or her role. It requires an emotional surrender to 
the preaching event. This surrender for many preachers feels like jump-
ing into the deep. The moment right before mounting the stage, many 
preachers go through an intense emotional struggle. It requires a figura-
tive jump into the message to arrive at a flow of communication. When it 
came to their role as preacher, the respondents shared the importance of 
the jump.
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Courage

Getting on the stage and starting to preach to the hearts of men and 
women require courage. For some, this is a daunting task and a reason 
to play it safe and not to show their personal journey. Others describe 
the moment right before they go on the stage, knowing they need to 
preach what they know and the fear they have of opening up these sub-
jects to their audience:

Preaching, making the truth become real, requires courage. Where does one find the 

courage to touch on grief to open up the suffering?! I am convinced that many 

preachers lack the courage to make the jump to really preach.

Sense of urgency

The respondents link the impact of their preaching to the sense of ur-
gency they have in regard to their message. Every sermon feels like a 
“now or never” moment to them. It is a unique moment in time that has 
to take place. The preacher does not preach by choice but because of a 
call (Barth, 1966; Anderson, 2001). It is this burden that drives and, at 
the same time, daunts them:

Preach as if this is your last sermon. Preach as if you were dead tomorrow and this 

was your last chance to share anything. The church deserves the very best of you.

Confidence

In order to get the message across and jump into the event, one needs 
to find his or her own voice. Especially at the beginning of a preach-
ing career, one may be tempted to imitate other well-known speak - 
ers or try to satisfy the audience instead of preaching the message that 
lies on the heart. The respondents indicate that it is a process that  
involves growing in confidence and being ready to make the jump  
into the sermon time and again. When preachers fail to find their  
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own voice and be confident in that, it harms the quality of their preach-
ing:

In the beginning of my career as a preacher, I was searching. I felt insecure in the 

pulpit. I started preaching in such a way that I thought I would satisfy my 

audience, even if I did not support the sermons myself. Those were the sermons that 

failed.

6.5. Discussion

The aim of this study was to examine the ways in which the sermon 
preparation process takes place in the actual situation of the preachers’ 
lives, what factors influence a sermon, and how these processes and 
factors can be linked to the rhetorical theory. Our study shows that the 
preachers undertake a number of deliberate steps to develop a sermon, 
which can be categorized under invention and style. The results show 
which factors are viewed by the experienced preachers as critical for 
generating an impact through sermons.

6.5.1. Theoretical contributions
This study makes at least four contributions to the homiletics litera-
ture.

6.5.1.1. the importance of time management
First, the results show how the practice of creating a sermon is consist-
ent with what is taught in the general textbooks on sermon develop-
ment, although it introduces several new dimensions too. Sermon de-
velopment is a time-consuming effort (Hussey, 2015), and the struggle 
with time is a reality in preachers’ lives. The textbooks take the students 
through a fixed pattern of steps (Keller, 2016), in which establishing in-
vention or discovering the focus and function of the text and developing 
an outline into a full sermon are introduced as key elements. The meet-
ing with the Bible text, accompanied with prayer, meditation, and 
study—as an iterative process—is a habit that the preachers have formed 
and one that is in accordance with the general homiletic education. 
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However, there is limited attention in the homiletics literature on the im-
portance of memorization and delivery. Of the five rhetorical canons, in-
vention (Craddock, 2001) and style (Wilson, 2014; Graves, 1997) receive 
some attention. Nonetheless, even in these aspects, there is still ample 
room to learn from the ancient rhetoric in, for example, the application 
of ethos, pathos, and humor in building up one’s argument (for inven-
tion) and using correct language, creating clarity, and a diversity of rhe-
torical techniques (style).
 In daily life, however, a crucial factor for a preacher in developing the 
sermon lies in their battle with time. Between the urgent and the impor-
tant on the one hand and the pastoral reality and the relentless rhythm 
of a week on the other, the top quality of a preacher involves the effective 
management of time. Every preacher needs a personalized rhythm to 
arrive at a sermon. Homiletic textbooks should incorporate teaching 
on this subject and train students in finding and keeping their rhythm. 
Moreover, when it comes to finding illumination and bridging the com-
munication gap, the homiletic textbooks provide little training. Every-
one agrees that the gap between the text and the audience should be 
bridged, but often the advice given is limited to “finding good illustra-
tions, stories, and applications” (Keller, 2016), whereas in reality, stu-
dents should be trained in creative processes and rational and non-ra-
tional strategies in persuasion and deep listening. To reach the hearts 
and minds of their audience, reflection on delivery plays a key role in the 
practice of seasoned preachers, compared to what the general homilet-
ic thinking suggests.

6.5.1.2. factors that create an impact
Second, our study offers new insights into the factors that help create 
an impact through the sermon. When asked about the factors that real-
ly created an impact through sermons, the respondents frequently re-
flected primarily on two aspects: (a) creating a spark, through a strong 
connection between text and context and the use of rich imagery and 
surprise, and (b) clarity in structure and application. Interestingly, the 
preachers did not mention “sound exegesis of Bible texts” or the like. 
Sound exegesis seems to be viewed as a precondition, which needs to 
be present in an impactful sermon; however, this exegesis needs to be 
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taken further, as Lowry (2001) and Craddock (2001) suggest. The truth 
needs to become real for the people. The sermon needs to be an event in 
time, in which people sense that their current situation or questions are 
being addressed in creative and direct ways.
 An impactful sermon requires that old truths be communicated in 
fresh ways, fit for the actuality of life. It needs to be a kairos-moment 
(Barth, 1966). The proposals of Craddock (2001) and Lowry (2001) have 
sparked an intense debate on what a sermon should look like: should it 
be inductive, as Craddock (2001) advocates; should it be narrative (Low-
ry, 2001) or have three points and remain deductive, as the classic homi-
letics taught (Robinson, 2014). Long (2016) suggests that the style and 
structure of the sermon do not matter, as long as the ideas are presented 
eventfully (in the case of a deductive or a three-point sermon) or the 
narrative or journey remains clear (as in the narrative or inductive ser-
mon), or as long as every sermon is guided by a clear focus and func-
tion. We would add to this that, as focus and function are key to the or-
ganization of a sermon, the connection with the actuality of life is 
equally important. A sermon needs focus, function, and connection. 
Whereas focus and function lean heavily towards the text, connection 
leans towards the audience. According to Long (2016), the preacher 
does not create the sermon in mid-air, but rather it is embedded in the 
pastoral reality and, as such, almost automatically connects with the 
audience. We would argue that both experience and this research chal-
lenge the point of view that it is the responsibility of a preacher to with-
draw somewhat into mid-air to be able to reflect on the best ways to 
connect with the audience.
 If we wish preachers to preach with an impact, there needs to be fur-
ther research and training in these areas; this is because, in the arena of 
the pulpit, it is all about connection and clarity in colorful ways. Experi-
enced preachers are aware that the likelihood of transfer of information 
or occurrence of change through mass communication is limited, hence 
the criticality of clarity. This clarity can be achieved by structure, lan-
guage, imagery, and application, with the realization that most of the 
time less is more. Further, as Lowry (2001) argues, ambiguity should al-
ways be apparent to be able to engage the audience throughout the ser-
mon. Carrell (2007) seems to exactly echo this when she concludes that 
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the crucial factors for a successful sermon include clarity in structure 
and application (invention and arrangement), a sound composition of 
ideas (arrangement), authentic delivery (delivery), and connection with 
the listener.

6.5.1.3. the role of the preacher
Third, this study contributes to the understanding of the role of the 
preacher during the preaching process. Lately, homiletics has focused 
more on the role of the hearer as opposed to the text (Dekker & Douma, 
2007). When it comes to the person of the preacher, more attention has 
been paid to pneumatological and reflective aspects (Douma, 2000; De 
Ruijter, 2013). This research gives a unique insight into the processes 
that take place in the person of the preacher. A first remarkable obser-
vation is that, when asked about the reasons why certain sermons cre-
ated a great impact, the preachers stated that, for the most part, this 
had to do with themselves. They had identified with the text in a special 
way, and they were more vulnerable and felt a great sense of urgency 
than other occasions.
 Keller (2016) states that the difference between a good and a bad ser-
mon is the sole responsibility of the preacher. This research shows that 
the preachers recognize that an important success factor of their ser-
mon is directly connected with their preparation process and readiness 
to communicate. However, Keller (2016) remarks that a great sermon is 
primarily the work of the Holy Spirit. While this is true, when asked 
about their best sermons, the preachers indicated that this was greatly 
influenced by the way they prepared and delivered their sermons. This 
places an extra emphasis on the preacher’s role during the preaching 
process.
 Previous research by our team revealed that, from the hearers’ per-
spective, the impact in sermons is created through a strong connection 
between text and context and by the ability of the preacher to present 
the old truths in novel ways. For the hearer, the person of the preacher 
and the processes that he or she goes through in preparing and deliver-
ing the sermon is something that is self-evident. Hardly does an audi-
ence realize the extent of courage and soul journeying to which a ser-
mon is created and delivered. This suggests that the role and position of 
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the preacher can be a lonely one. The impact of the sermon will be con-
tingent on the skill, surprise, and connection perceived by the audi-
ence, while, according to the preachers, an impact is created because of 
an intense personal journey. For every sermon, the preacher is chal-
lenged to leave his or her comfort zone and go to extraordinary lengths 
to not only deliver the message but also part of him- or herself.
 In addition, according to Barth (1966), a sermon is an event that has 
happened in the past and that will happen again in the present. Our re-
search adds an important notion to this line of thinking, mainly be-
cause of the realization on the part of the preachers that identification is 
a precondition for preaching. Thus, what has happened in the past 
should first happen again to the preacher to enable it to happen again in 
the event of the sermon. This aspect of identification turns the sermon 
preparation and delivery process into an existentialistic journey for the 
preacher. A sermon is not about the transfer of ideas or thoughts to be 
done in a certain detached mode of conduct, but it is rather about invit-
ing the audience to a spiritual journey—one that has been made in pri-
vate before. It is this process of identification that fuels the preacher’s 
ethos, as alluded to in the classic rhetoric (Aristotle, 2004). During the 
delivery of a sermon, the preacher is challenged to “dive” and reveal 
him- or herself. Whereas Barth (1966) emphasizes the need for the 
preacher to hide behind the text in such a way that he or she becomes 
invisible, the preachers in this study sense that they have to come for-
ward and disclose themselves to a certain extent.
 We are convinced that we struck a largely uncultivated ground here. 
One can work through all the steps in sermon preparation and delivery, 
as summarized by Keller (2016), and still miss the mark. Preachers 
need to be trained to walk through a process of identification with the 
text and to dare make the jump when it comes to the preaching event. 
This requires investing in the whole person of the preacher to reach a 
reconciliation with the past and strength for the present and courage 
for the future. Vulnerability is key in communication, as Smith (2011) 
argues. Preachers need to be trained how to become vulnerable and 
know where the boundaries of vulnerability lie. There has been consid-
erable investment in training students in skillful exegesis; it is now time 
for the next step: to guide them in becoming and being a preacher.
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6.5.1.4. rhetoric rediscovered
Fourth, when we examine the results of this investigation and compare 
them to the ancient rhetoric, we notice remarkable similarities. Identifi-
cation with the text corresponds to the phase of invention. Although in-
vention in the ancient rhetoric involves more than identification, the 
process of the communicator’s assimilation with the message forms 
part of this phase. Spark corresponds to both invention and style, as the 
preachers in our study in this phase give considerable thoughts to means 
of communication, persuasive strategies, image, and language. Clarity 
corresponds to the phase of arrangement, mainly because the focus here 
is on arranging the sermon in such a way as to achieve clarity in both 
structure and application for the listener. Finally, jump corresponds to 
the process of delivery, not just in a technical sense—involving gestures, 
body, and expressions for communication—but also to an existential 
sense, involving the speaker’s whole person in the communication 
event. This often rouses such great resonance with the message that 
memorization becomes inevitable. Hence, we recognize the five canons 
of the ancient rhetoric in the preachers’ evaluation of the sermons that, 
according to their observation, have created a great impact.
 There is a remarkable discrepancy between what preachers describe 
as their usual sermon preparation process, focusing primarily on in-
vention and style, and what they believe is important for sermons to be 
impactful. It is possible that some of the phases such as arrangement, 
memorization, and delivery happen almost without explicit notion, or 
that the preachers have given sermons that have created a great impact 
in these areas. Nonetheless, our research leads us to the conviction that 
a greater understanding of the ancient rhetoric and a more disciplined 
following of its phases could possibly result in better preaching.
 To conclude, our research builds on much of the homiletical think-
ing of the past decades, while at the same time reveals new insights into 
many aspects of the preaching process, for which more research and 
training is needed.

6.5.2. Limitations and future study
We note that this study in many parts is only a starting point for devel-
oping our thinking on the sermon preparation process and sermon de-
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livery. Several limitations should be noted. First, this is a single-per-
spective study, as we did not involve the hearers. A comparison of the 
results with our previous studies that included hearers illustrates that 
there are some specific outcomes that deserve to be researched among 
hearers, for example with regard to the role of the preacher in the 
preaching process. Since little attention has been given in homiletics to 
the influential factors of sermon delivery in general and the preacher’s 
role in particular, it would be useful to examine these further to advance 
the homiletic theory and the pastoral reality. A study incorporating the 
views of both preachers and listeners on sermons that are considered 
impactful would be of great value.
 A second limitation is that we invited the preachers from various de-
nominations in this research. Although this enabled us to get a broad 
view of the aspects that the preachers considered important, this 
choice may have somewhat weakened our premise, mainly because 
sermons are judged by different criteria in different religious dis-
course communities. We would like to encourage a similar research 
design to investigate the preacher’s role in the preaching process held 
among preachers from one denomination to allow comparing results 
with this study.
 A third limitation is that we only focused on preaching. Preaching is 
a form of oral mass communication. It differs from giving a presenta-
tion in the sense that it is geared towards the existential truth and 
change. However, there are different situations in which communica-
tion is directed towards change and the values of life. The outcomes of 
these aspects, which influence the extent to which communication can 
be impactful, allow for a broader range of communication to be tested.
 Further, our findings are based on a small number of respondents (N 
= 15). Although theoretical data saturation can be achieved with twelve 
interviews (Guest, Bunce & Johnson, 2006), we do not claim that the 
conclusions of this research are the only factors of importance in creat-
ing an impact in communication. We keenly anticipate similar studies 
conducted in different settings and with different samples to enable 
comparison and extension of our findings.
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6.5.3. Conclusion
Insights about and training in sermon preparation process are still lim-
ited, with a primary focus being on invention, style, and arrangement; 
the rhetorical categories of memorization and delivery are largely miss-
ing. Even in the application of invention, style, and arrangement, the 
ancient rhetoric can relate to modern homiletics. Managing timetables 
is an important factor to ensure a sound sermon development process. 
Invention is pursued by studying and meeting the Scripture, prayer, 
searching for illumination, interpreting the dynamics of the audience, 
and engaging in a creative process. According to the preachers, their 
messages gain effectiveness through the successful bridging of the text 
and the listener’s context as well as the suitable application of imagery 
and surprise. Apart from creating a spark, clarity is crucial in both 
structure and application. With respect to preparation and delivery, the 
preachers acknowledge the need for personal identification with the 
text and the willingness to become vulnerable. Moreover, the preacher 
experiences the critical jump, which involves having the courage to  
immerse him- or herself in the subject and start communicating—a 
strong sense of urgency and confidence in his or her role.
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chapter 7

General discussion

7.1. Introduction

In this general discussion, first a summary of the main findings will be 
given. Then, theoretical and methodological implications of this disser-
tation will be discussed, followed by a discussion of the practical implica-
tions raised by this research. Afterwards, the limitations of this research 
will be noted and suggestions for future research on communication and 
preaching will be given. Finally, the chapter will present some conclud-
ing thoughts.

7.2. Summary of main findings

The goal of this dissertation was to investigate what factors influence 
the persuasive impact of preaching, with the aim to broaden the scope 
of the findings to communication in a more general sense. After having 
examined the influence of six rhetorical strategies for the evaluation of 
the sermon and the intention of changing behavior through the sermon 
immediately after delivery (Chapter 2, Chapter 3), the scope broadened 
in the consecutive chapters. In Chapter 4, the investigation covered ser-
mons throughout an entire year and, in Chapter 5, it even extended to 
sermons over the course of a lifetime. In addition, the focus shifted 
from the six rhetorical strategies to the aspects of influence in sermons. 
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Finally, preachers’ perspectives on the aspects that create an impact in 
sermons was discussed in Chapter 6.
 Nowadays, there is a growing attention to speech as a means of per-
suasive communication. Genres of speech such as the motivational 
speech, the political speech, and TED Talks are widely practiced. The ser-
mon is a specific genre of mass public speech, which is perhaps practiced 
widely, despite an ongoing reduction of visitors to traditional churches in 
the Western world. New church concepts are pioneered in multiple ways 
and, in large parts of the world, the church is flourishing, with the ser-
mon still playing a central part in liturgy and gatherings. In conjunction 
with this, homiletics is a flourishing field of publication and research, 
with a focus on the way the sermon can function in our present day. In-
ductive preaching, narrative styles of communication, creativity, empiri-
cal research on the effects of the sermon on listeners and vice versa, a 
growing concern for the listener in the preaching process, and the fertili-
zation of the study of homiletics by rhetoric are developments of the past 
decades. The present dissertation focused on the ways in which commu-
nicative elements can affect the retention of sermons and the intention to 
change because of sermons. Based on a study of the developments in 
homiletics and the status of empirical studies in this realm, this investi-
gation studied the effects of the sermon on listeners and, in five empirical 
studies, it explored the effects of the use of human-interest stories, hu-
mor, multimedia, direct appeal, invitation, and ritual; it also probed the 
reasons why some sermons can have a long-lasting impact on hearers 
and the ways in which preachers prepare their sermons and the elements 
they believe can create impactful sermons. In this dissertation, I intended 
to contribute to the understanding of the influence of homiletics on com-
munication and vice versa as well as of the ways communicative strate-
gies applied in sermons can be of benefit in broader contexts. The results 
of the studies are summarized in the following sections.

Chapter 2

Chapter 2 described a quantitative empirical study on the use of human-
interest stories, humor, and multimedia in sermons. In a unique re-
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search design, whereby manipulations on human-interest stories, hu-
mor, and multimedia were made in otherwise similar sermons for 
similar audiences, the respondents (220 in total) participated in eight 
online surveys, evaluating the sermons they had heard. The findings 
show that the use of humor, human-interest stories, and multimedia in 
the sermons results in better evaluation of the sermons than when these 
communicative elements are missing. Furthermore, the use of multime-
dia positively affects the intention of behavioral change through a ser-
mon. This research illustrates that the use of human-interest stories, 
humor, and multimedia will help preachers engage and please their au-
diences in a better way. The research described in Chapter 4 shows in 
what ways human-interest stories, humor, and multimedia play a role in 
sermons.

Chapter 3

Chapter 3 described a quantitative empirical study on the use of direct 
appeal, invitation, and ritual in sermons. The respondents (220 in to-
tal) took part in eight online surveys, evaluating the sermons they had 
heard, focusing on the use of direct appeal, invitation, and ritual. The 
use of direct appeal could not be measured because the manipulation 
failed. The use of ritual in the sermons did not exhibit any effect on the 
evaluation and intention of behavioral change through the sermon. 
The use of invitation resulted in positive effects on the evaluation of the 
sermon and the intention of behavioral change. The research described 
in Chapter 4 shows in what ways direct appeal, invitation, and ritual 
play a role in sermons.

Chapter 4

Chapter 4 described a qualitative empirical study on the function of hu-
man-interest stories, humor, multimedia, direct appeal, invitation, and 
ritual in sermons. Questionnaires were completed by 27 respondents. 
After filling out the questionnaires, the respondents took part in four 
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focus groups. Of the six communicative elements studied, it was found 
that people remember sermons especially through the use of direct ap-
peal and ritual. There is a discrepancy between the elements that influ-
ence retention and those that are valued most in sermons; this is mainly 
because the use of human-interest stories and humor is valued most, 
whereas the use of direct appeal and ritual has the greatest impact on 
retention. Sermons do cause change in the lives of hearers. Of the total 
number of respondents (i.e., 27), 22 indicated that they had experi-
enced change through sermons in the past year. The changes the re-
spondents had experienced involved taking their faith seriously, help-
ing people in need, strengthening personal relationships, applying 
spiritual disciplines, and strengthening their faith. Primary reasons for 
change through sermons included connection with the personal pro-
cess, confrontation, and the refreshing of insight. The use of human-
interest stories in sermons serves to validate the credibility of the 
preacher, create a bond between the listener and preacher, allow the au-
dience to be drawn into the sermon, illustrate the sermon, and help 
people apply the sermon. The use of humor in sermons serves to attract 
people to the preacher, re-energize the audience, win people over to a 
subject, create expectation, create a common bond, and simplify diffi-
cult subjects. The use of multimedia in sermons serves to make a mes-
sage come alive and become believable, reach specific target audiences, 
improve the structure of the sermon, and strengthen recollection. The 
use of invitation in sermons serves to provide people with a way to re-
spond to the message, although it is a delicate act that can work coun-
terproductively, mainly because it tends to put people in the spotlight. 
Nonetheless, it provides people with the opportunity of a symbolic new 
start and creates accountability. The use of ritual in sermons serves to 
create inspiration, help people internalize decisions, help people re-
member sermons, and mark the end of the sermon. The use of direct 
appeal in sermons serves to make an appeal for change and create a 
connection between the preacher and the listener.
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Chapter 5

Chapter 5 described a qualitative empirical study on the factors in the 
sermon process that influence listeners. The research among the ser-
mon listeners found that every respondent had experienced a decisive 
change through a sermon at least once. This change was affected in the 
domain of the spiritual, behavioral, and self. In the spiritual realm, peo-
ple had experienced a change in their image of God and a change in their 
connection with God. In the realm of behavior, the respondents had ex-
perienced behavioral change and a greater involvement in social justice. 
In the domain of self, people had experienced encouragement, a change 
of convictions about self, and a discovery of the destination of life. The 
factors in the sermon process that effected these changes served as a 
connection between the sermon and the listener’s personal process and 
the preacher’s ability to present old truths in a surprising, new way. Fi-
nally, the person of the preacher and the hearer play an important role in 
the process too. The connection with the personal process of the listener 
is especially experienced in times of crises or on special occasions, and 
when the preacher succeeds in confronting personal beliefs without 
causing a communication breakdown. Listeners experience old things 
being presented in new ways when they sense that the sermon success-
fully bridges the cultural gap between “then” and “now,” and when the 
sermon in content and delivery contains new, surprising elements.

Chapter 6

Chapter 6 described a qualitative empirical study on the factors that in-
fluence sermon effectiveness from the preacher’s perspective. Insights 
about and teaching of the sermon preparation process are still limited, 
with a primary focus being on invention, style, and arrangement. The 
rhetoric categories of memorization and delivery are largely omitted. 
Even in the application of invention, style, and arrangement, the an-
cient rhetoric can speak into modern homiletics. Time management is 
an important factor in ensuring a sound sermon development process. 
Invention is pursued by studying and meeting the Scripture, prayer, 
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searching for illumination, interpreting the dynamics of the audience, 
and engaging a creative process. According to the preachers, their mes-
sages gain effectiveness through the successful bridging of the listen-
er’s text and context and the suitable application of imagery and sur-
prise. Apart from creating the spark, clarity is crucial in both structure 
and application. When it comes to preparation and delivery, preachers 
acknowledge the need for personal identification with the text and their 
willingness to become vulnerable. In addition, the preacher experienc-
es the critical jump, which involves having the courage to “dive” in the 
subject and start communicating—a strong sense of urgency and con-
fidence in his or her role.

7.3. Theoretical implications

The empirical studies make several contributions to the homiletics and 
communication literature.

7.3.1. Sermons can have an impact
First, the studies show that sermons can have an impact on people’s 
lives. The respondents indicated an intention to change behavior as a 
result of the use of multimedia (Chapter 2) and invitation (Chapter 3). 
In Chapter 4, 22 out of 27 respondents indicated that they had experi-
enced change in their lives as a result of the sermons they had heard in 
the past year. When asked about the sermons that had had a profound 
impact on their lives, all the 15 respondents indicated they had experi-
enced change through sermons (Chapter 5). In addition, when the 
preachers looked back to their sermons, they testified about the in-
stances their sermons had created an impact on peoples’ lives (Chapter 
6). The primary reasons for change through sermons included the con-
nection between the sermon and the personal process (Chapter 4, 
Chapter 5), the refreshing of insight (Chapter 4, Chapter 5), confronta-
tion (Chapter 4), and factors in the persons of the preacher and the lis-
tener (Chapter 5).
 Preaching as a means to create an impact is debated in the literature. 
Some question the ability of the sermon to cause any change (Guthrie, 

Moving Sermons   174   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



general discussion | 175

2007), whereas others remain convinced that one of the primary roles 
of the sermon is to change people’s lives (Carrell, 2001; Hawkins & Par-
kinson, 2008). There is a discrepancy between research results and the 
general conviction in textbooks. Research suggests that one should not 
expect a substantial persuasive effect from a sermon, whereas text-
books insist that preaching can and will change people’s lives (Stanley 
& Jones, 2006; Long, 2016). This research illustrates the reasons to be-
lieve that sermons can have a profound influence on people’s lives 
(Chapter 4, Chapter 5).
 However, it should be noted that the percentage of sermons that make 
an impact may be limited. The respondents in Chapter 4 remembered 
approximately four sermons of the past year, whereas change had been 
effected usually through one of those sermons. The respondents in 
Chapter 5 recalled as many as seven sermons that had had a profound 
impact on their lives. This suggests that sermons can be persuasive, but 
that the persuasive effects are incidental rather than planned. Further, in 
this research, cognitive dissonance could have played a key role. When 
asked about the sermons that had changed their lives (Chapter 5), the 
participants found it difficult to admit they had attended church for as 
long as 50 years or more and have listened to thousands of sermons 
without ever having been moved by them. Why would the interviewees 
admit having listened to sermons all their lives without the sermons ever 
having made any effect on them? That would feel inconsistent. Still, all 
the respondents were able to point out the specific sermons that stood 
out to them, some of which they had experienced decades ago. The areas 
of change could also be identified specifically, which illustrates the con-
viction that people have indeed experienced sermons that have influ-
enced their lives.
 Two principal reasons why people experience change through ser-
mons include connection between the sermon and the personal pro-
cess and the ability of the sermon to surprise or present old truths in a 
novel way. These two notions lead us in the right direction if one seeks 
any golden rule for impactful communication. The significance of the 
connection between the sermon and the personal process is supported 
by homileticians, such as Long (2016) and Tubbs-Tisdale (1997) as well 
as the unity principle (Cialdini, 2016). The unity principle states that a 
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shared identity between a seller and a consumer or a sender and a lis-
tener positively influences the consumer’s or receiver’s willingness to 
receive the seller’s or sender’s message. Thus, sermons that tap into a 
shared identity and connect with a certain conviction or question of the 
listener and provide further insight—consistent with this conviction—
are likely to be more persuasive than the sermons that deal with issues 
that are alien to the listener. The message of the sermon needs to reso-
nate with the reality of the listener, even when it contradicts this reality. 
The need for sermons to surprise or present old truths in a fresh way 
corresponds to the importance of the use of both contrast (Cialdini, 
2007) and ambiguity in oral communication (Lowry, 2001). A spark is 
created through tension, or ambiguity, and the use of contrast (Duarte, 
2010). Sermons, for the most part, speak to an audience that is familiar 
with the biblical narrative. Every Sunday, there is a new sermon on an 
old, familiar topic. When a pastor reads a Bible passage, the listener 
may think, “I know this passage, I know where this is going,” and 
chooses to tune out. Finding the tension and surprise in their commu-
nication is a key persuasive element for preachers who intend to make 
an impact. Experienced preachers know this (Chapter 6), because they 
are convinced that one of their main tasks as a preacher is to create a 
spark, which involves bridging the gap between text and context, using 
the right imagery, and making use of surprise. Multimedia (Chapter 2, 
Chapter 4) can play a role in creating a spark in communication, espe-
cially for certain target audiences. Human-interest stories (Chapter 2, 
Chapter 4) can also play a role in bridging the gap between text and con-
text. Humor (Chapter 2, Chapter 4) can serve the purpose of creating a 
spark too, mainly by helping the audience tune in, become re-ener-
gized, and have difficult subjects simplified.
 People have experienced change in their spiritual lives (Chapter 4, 
Chapter 5), behavior (Chapter 4, Chapter 5), relationships (Chapter 4), 
and their perceptions of self (Chapter 5). Schaap-Jonker (2008) found 
that psychological factors are important influencers on the perceived 
meaning of a sermon. In this research, I was not able to identify that 
connection, mainly because it was not part of the investigation. How-
ever, I did find that people are influenced by topics or issues that are 
closely related to their circumstances. It seems to be hard to lead people 
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to change the areas in which they do not seek any change, as it seems 
hard to lead people towards an image of God that does not correspond 
to their inner conviction.

7.3.2. Homiletics needs to rediscover rhetoric
Second, this dissertation contributes to the understanding of the im-
portance of persuasive communication and rhetoric in preaching. In 
examining the factors that influence change through sermons, it 
seems that the psychology of persuasion is at work. Cialdini (2007, 
2016) identifies seven principles of persuasion: reciprocity, consisten-
cy, social proof, liking, authority, scarcity, and unity. The principles of 
unity and consistency seem to play a role in the crucial connection be-
tween text and context to elicit change (Chapter 4, Chapter 5). Social 
proof seems to play a role in the setting of the sermon, which is com-
municated to an audience gathered there, often weekly, to seek inspi-
ration, truth, and God. The fact that one is not alone in church but 
rather surrounded by peers, friends, family, and role models creates a 
precondition for persuasion to take place. The principles of liking, au-
thority, and unity all revolve around the preacher-listener relationship. 
We tend to say “yes” to people we like easier than to people we dislike. 
We are inclined to listen to people we consider expert in their field of 
communication. We are more likely to be persuaded by people with a 
shared identity. In a church setting, there is a natural shared identity 
that is developed (Tisdale, 1997). This provides a setting for communi-
cation to be persuasive.
 In addition, the person of the preacher in the sermon delivery pro-
cess plays a profound role (Chapter 5). We found that both the author-
ity and the likeability of the preacher play a key role (Chapter 4, Chap-
ter 5). However, the interviews with the respondents indicated that the 
preacher’s role in the persuasion process is not perceived to be pivotal. 
The connection of the message to context and the ability to present old 
truths in new ways are stressed more than the person of the preacher 
as reasons for change through sermons. Again, the principle of au-
thority can play an important role here, not because of respect for the 
preacher but that of the source of the sermon—the biblical text. This 
research suggests that listeners attach more value to the authority of 
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the biblical text than to the person of the preacher (Chapter 5). In 
preaching, thus, there is a double-edged authority principle at work: 
the authority of the biblical text, as the perceived word of God, and the 
authority attached to the person of the preacher. Moreover, the factors 
in the hearer may be of greater importance in the persuasive effects of 
communication than the factors in the preacher, as Schaap-Jonker 
(2008) suggests. From a different perspective, Allen et al (2001) found 
that ethos, or the perceived character of the communicator, is an im-
portant driver for the engagement of the listener in the communicative 
event.
 The influence of rhetoric on preaching seems to be greater than what 
was traditionally asserted. Disregard for the use of rhetoric in preach-
ing was advocated by the Biblical Theology Movement (Allen et al, 
2004). Yet, dialectic theology insists upon the idea that preaching can-
not be organized; it rather happens on its own (Pleizier, 2010). The ser-
monic event in dialectic theology, among other things, presupposes a 
widely accepted authority of the preacher as well as a well-developed 
ability to listen to the audience. Today, these two concepts are under at-
tack; no longer is the preacher seen as a person holding an office of au-
thority, and attention spans have shrunk, advocating for the develop-
ment of theories of preaching.
 A more nuanced approach was introduced in the 1970s by homileti-
cians, such as Craddock (2001) and Lowry (2001). While confirming 
the dependency of the preaching process on the Holy Spirit, these voic-
es advocate for more creativity, emphasis on communication, and rhet-
oric in communication. Allen et al (2004) found that listeners are capti-
vated by a sermon through different rhetorical channels. Some listeners 
first respond to the logos appeal in sermons, whereas others choose to 
first respond to the ethos appeal; there are still others who respond to 
the pathos appeal first. The logos appeal is connected with the ability of 
the preacher to present old truths in new ways (Chapter 4, Chapter 5). 
In the pathos appeal, the connection between text and context of peo-
ple’s experience occurs, where the emotional bond between the mes-
sage and their situation is situated (Chapter 4, Chapter 5). The ethos 
appeal is connected with the way listeners perceive the person of the 
preacher (Chapter 5). This research suggests that the factor of ethos as 
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a means of persuasion is limited in the preaching process. However, if 
there is no connection on the ethos level, persuasion becomes virtually 
impossible. The persuasive strategies of logos and pathos seem to play 
an important role in persuasive preaching.
 In preachers’ sermon preparation process, the traces of Ramean 
thinking are still present. A great emphasis has been put on the logical 
aspect of the sermon. Exegesis and hermeneutics are leading and right-
ly so. However, attention to arrangement, style, memory, and delivery 
are limited, although research has shown that style (Allen et al, 2004) 
and delivery (Daiber et al, 1980) affect the persuasive effects of preach-
ing. The ancient rhetoric advocated a balanced approach between con-
tent, persuasion, and delivery. It is our conviction that homiletics would 
benefit from a greater integration between all five canons of rhetoric. 
The popular communication literature, such as the TED Talks move-
ment (Gallo, 2014; Anderson, 2016), places a great emphasis on style 
and delivery; however, in their teaching on story, persuasion, and spark, 
there is much to be learned from the field of homiletics.
 When asked about the factors that made some of their sermons 
stand out as specifically impactful, the preachers remarkably described 
four phases that resembled the canons of the ancient rhetoric (i.e., in-
vention, arrangement, style, and delivery) (Chapter 6). To them, me-
morization seems like a topic that is assumed to be present and accu-
mulated throughout the process of preparation. Whereas homiletic 
textbooks focus primarily on the phases of invention, arrangement, 
and style, delivery and memorization tend to play an important role in 
the process of preaching too. However, one needs to exercise caution 
about integrating rhetoric with homiletics. Persuasion can become ma-
nipulative; especially in the setting of the sermon, where people tend to 
attach great value to the biblical text and the person of the preacher, the 
risk of becoming manipulative can be great. A key notion is that manip-
ulation has been a danger in preaching throughout centuries, especial-
ly in preaching that has been dominated by logic. If preaching is a solely 
divine act, as Barth (1966) states, the distinction between the preacher, 
the sermon as the event, and the reality of God becomes blurred and 
easily manipulative. The challenge of incorporating rhetoric into 
preaching is not that the risk of manipulation increases, but that it re-
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quires a new set of skills and personal development on the part of the 
preacher.
 Despite the risks and the unchartered fields, I advocate a more holis-
tic approach to preaching. Pleizier (2010) states that preaching is an 
event in which inter-human discourse and divine discourse are bound 
together in a complex act of communication. This complex act of com-
munication should, on the part of the preacher, not be reduced to a fo-
cus on content nor transshipped to the Holy Spirit alone, but should, 
apart from the focus on content and reliance on the Holy Spirit, engage 
the full spectrum of rhetoric canons and communication science for 
the sermon to take the shape of an event of influence. This research 
shows that rhetoric plays an important role in preaching. Sermons have 
the power to change peoples’ lives (Chapter 4, Chapter 5). Communi-
cative tools affect the retention and intention of behavioral change 
(Chapter 2, Chapter 3, Chapter 4). The ancient rhetoric advocated the 
use of logos, ethos, pathos, and humor as strategies for persuasion. 
This research shows that all of these strategies continue to play a key 
role in preaching. The audience looks for original, creative insights in-
to old truths (Chapter 5). The person of the preacher plays a prominent 
role in preparing people for the possibility of change (Chapter 5). Hu-
mor disarms resistance, creates connection, and builds likeability of 
the preacher (Chapter 4, Chapter 5). Direct appeal and human-interest 
stories affect listeners, as they move emotions and draw the content 
nearer (Chapter 4, Chapter 5). Communication matters, and the con-
sideration of invention, style, composition, memory, and delivery can 
serve the communicative impact of sermons.

7.3.3. Broader implications of this research
This dissertation provides insights into the communicative strategies 
that can be used in the communicative settings other than the sermon. 
Among other things, the use of human-interest stories, humor, multi-
media, direct appeal, ritual, and invitation in sermons was investigat-
ed. These communicative strategies can be applied to broader contexts. 
Also, communication in fields other than homiletics can learn from 
this research, as the field of homiletics can learn from communication 
science.
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 Human-interest stories result in a better evaluation of sermons 
(Chapter 2), validate the credibility of the preacher, create a bond be-
tween the preacher and the listener, allow the listener to be drawn into 
the sermon, serve as illustration to the sermon, and help listeners make 
the application (Chapter 4). Duarte (2010) states that resonance causes 
change, and that resonance in communication is primarily created 
through the delivery of human-interest stories. Stories engage the hu-
man brain, help the speaker connect with the audience, and make it 
more likely for the audience to agree with the speaker (Gallo, 2014). 
This research underscores these findings and provides a deeper under-
standing of the effect of human-interest stories in oral communication. 
The use of human-interest stories can overcome people’s resistance 
and play a key role in connecting the communicator with the audience.
 Humor results in a better evaluation of sermons (Chapter 2), attracts 
people to a person, re-energizes the audience, wins people over to sub-
jects, creates expectation, creates unity, and simplifies difficult subjects 
(Chapter 4). The effects of humor in sermons can best be explained 
through relief and incongruity theories (Lynch, 2002) and identifica-
tion (Meyer, 2000). Tension is relieved, unity between preacher and lis-
tener is forged and/or strengthened, and incongruity in expectation  
or experience of the message is alleviated (Chapter 4). This research 
suggests that the use of humor in sermons can best be applied at the 
beginning of a message to create unity and expectation and somewhere 
halfway to re-energize the audience. The findings underscore the im-
portance of the use of humor in public speaking. As relief and incon-
gruity theories help explain the function of humor in sermons, I believe 
these findings may equally apply to broader contexts. Humor can be an 
effective strategy to create a connection between the communicator 
and the audience as well as between the audience and the subject at 
hand.
 Multimedia results in a better evaluation of sermons and a higher in-
tention of change in behavior (Chapter 2). Multimedia makes the mes-
sage come alive, helps reach specific target audiences, improves the 
clarity of the structure of the message, and strengthens recollection 
(Chapter 4). Literature and research do not provide a consistent picture 
of the use of multimedia in teaching environments, although there are 
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results that point out that the proper use of multimedia can enhance 
student learning (Bartsch & Cobern, 2003). Yet, the combination of 
both oral and visual communication is more effective (Mayer & More-
no, 1998). This research underscores these findings. When used in a 
sermon, multimedia is always embedded in oral communication, thus 
creating an optimum in the learning environment. This research made 
use of video clips and PowerPoint presentations, but did not investigate 
the quality of the multimedia that was applied. There is no reason to be-
lieve that the multimedia in this research was of extraordinary quality, 
as in Chapter 4 where multimedia items from an entire year were in-
cluded. Despite this, multimedia served a useful purpose in the persua-
sive power of the sermons investigated. This provides enough reason to 
believe that multimedia, when used well, can be beneficial in broader 
contexts of persuasive communication. In this research, I found that, 
although multimedia influences the intention of behavioral change as a 
result of the sermon and the evaluation of the message (Chapter 2), it is 
not ranked high in the rhetorical strategies people desire in a sermon 
(Chapter 4). In Chapter 4, I even found that, through multimedia items, 
people recalled sermons as long as four years ago. Multimedia possibly 
plays a role in creating a connection with the personal process and es-
tablishing confrontation or surprise. More attention should be given in 
future research to the ways in which multimedia can influence persua-
sive communication.
 Direct appeal encourages people to change and creates a connection 
between the preacher and the individual (Chapter 4), albeit at the ex-
pense of a communication breakdown (Long, 2016). Although the ma-
nipulation in our quantitative research failed, Chapter 4 illustrates that 
direct appeal is the principal reason why people remember sermons. 
Direct appeal connects the content of the sermon directly and explicitly 
with the context of the hearer. Lindskold et al (1977) found that direct 
appeal strengthens the persuasive impact of a message. This research 
supports this finding, thus encouraging communicators in broader 
contexts to apply direct appeal when necessary.
 Ritual did not have any effect on the evaluation of sermons or the in-
tention of change in behavior as a result of a sermon (Chapter 3). How-
ever, I found that it is an important factor in the retention of sermons 
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and serves to inspire, internalize decisions, help remember the ser-
mon, and mark its end (Chapter 4). Based on this research and the find-
ings of others (e.g., Bell, 1997; Bickel, 2004), I believe that the applica-
tion of ritual can be of benefit in broader communicative contexts. 
Applying a ritual can make a message memorable and inspiring, as it 
moves the public speaking event from the realm of human discourse 
into a multi-sensory experience.
 Lastly, invitation results in both a better evaluation and greater inten-
tion of behavioral change (Chapter 3). It provides a way of response, 
gives a symbolic new start, and creates accountability, although it is a 
delicate, confrontational act (Chapter 4). Invitation involves a specific 
call to action, thus creating the potential for generating impact, as Lind-
skold et al (1977) have shown. Based on the findings in this research, I 
believe that the use of invitation can be of use to broader contexts, which 
can in turn benefit from a specific call to action.
‘ An area where the field of homiletics can inspire other realms of 
communication involves its focus on and experience with the develop-
ment of content. Logic, throughout the ages, has been at the center of 
sermon development, whereas communication in other contexts pay 
greater attention to form, as seen for example in the lectures in TED 
Talks (Anderson, 2016; Gallo, 2014). While invention used to be pivotal 
in the ancient rhetoric, it continues to exist in homiletics, as far as the 
creation of truth in content is concerned. When it comes to persuasive 
strategies, which used to be part of the invention in the ancient rhetoric 
as well, homiletics can learn from fields of science, such as rhetoric, 
marketing, and communication science.

7.3.4. Communication remains multifaceted
Finally, this dissertation shows that the communicative event remains a 
mystery in many ways. I have found that human-interest stories, hu-
mor, multimedia, and invitation play a key role in persuasive communi-
cation (Chapter 2, Chapter 3). However, my findings indicate that these 
influences are but small. Rhetorical strategies play an important role in 
persuasive communication, although their influence is limited. This is 
underscored by the fact that the results of our research on life-changing 
sermons (Chapter 5) hardly mention any of the rhetorical strategies in-
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vestigated in the previous chapters (Chapter 2, Chapter 3, Chapter 4). 
Change through sermons occurs through the connection between the 
text and the context of the hearer and the ability of the preacher to pre-
sent old truths in new ways (Chapter 5). But, how can a preacher know 
the context of the reality of hundreds or sometimes thousands of listen-
ers? When is it that truth is perceived as original and deeply rooted? 
And, how can old truths be consistently communicated in novel ways? 
This research shows a direction for further thought and study on these 
topics, but, at the same time, it remains open and mysterious in many 
ways.
 In addition, preachers have their own conviction as to what great ser-
mons need. This research shows that, in the opinion of preachers, 
identification, spark, clarity, and jump are key concepts (Chapter 6). 
However, the respondents did not mention or notice the need of a jump 
by the preacher at all. That notion raises the question as whether this 
jump is even necessary? Or, is this a conviction on the side of preachers 
that may be of little significance in persuasive communication? If this is 
the case, preachers could well become more relaxed in their approach 
to preaching. On the other hand, the fact that the listeners do not notice 
the jump does not mean it is not necessary. Preachers are convinced it 
takes courage, a sense of urgency, and confidence to preach well (Chap-
ter 6). It is possible that it has hardly occurred to listeners at what cost 
preachers try to minister to them, although the pathos and ethos car-
ried along in the jump do influence their experience of the sermon.
 Remarkably, both the preachers and respondents largely agree on 
the factors that create impactful sermons (Chapter 5, Chapter 6). The 
importance of the connection between text and context and the use of 
imagery and surprise combined with the need of identification of the 
preacher with the message in Chapter 6 correspond to the importance 
of the connection between text and context and the use of surprise and 
the preacher’s need to identify with the message in Chapter 5. Identifi-
cation and connecting text with context in surprising ways seem to be 
key for both preachers and listeners in experiencing a moving sermon. 
Nonetheless, the sermon remains an event in which human discourse 
is bound to divine discourse, resulting in a complex act of communica-
tion (Immink, 2018). It is this divine notion of preaching that Barth 
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(1966) stressed and that still remains a reason why the event of the ser-
mon is largely a mystery.

7.4. Methodological implications

The design of this research involved multiple steps, including both 
quantitative and qualitative research as well as a focus on specific rhe-
torical strategies and broader notions of aspects, which determine the 
impact of the sermon. The manipulation of the aspects of the sermon 
conducted in the quantitative part of this study gave rise to some criti-
cism. Some people felt it was unethical or unspiritual to manipulate 
sermons deliberately. However, I am convinced that our approach in 
this research was sound and ethical. I am convinced that the design of 
the first part of this study (i.e., administering small manipulations on 
otherwise identical sermons for similar audiences) provides a frame-
work for research, which could be conducted more often in the future.
 Churches with multiple identical services provide unique settings 
for research on the effect of sermons, allowing small manipulations on 
the communicative side of sermons. Research on the short- and long-
term effects of sermons deserves more attention, taking into account 
the aspects of the sermon, listener, and preacher. There seems to be a 
great discrepancy between what is taught in textbooks and theological 
institutions on the one hand and what is needed for sermons to be im-
pactful on the other. Creative methods of research should be applied 
more often to gain deeper insights into the key aspects of the sermon 
event.
 Moreover, the broadening of the scope from specific rhetorical strat-
egies to broader aspects that influence sermons as well as the broaden-
ing of time-span from a week to a year and even to the course of a life-
time have provided unique insights about the ways in which sermons 
can create an impact. The elicitation of the preachers’ perspectives con-
siderably benefited this research (see Chapter 6). Some could argue 
that it would have been better if all the studies were based on the same 
congregation to arrive at a consistent profile of how sermons work out 
in the short- and long-run in one church. Our methodological design 
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provides a great framework for further research on this journey. At the 
same time, I am convinced that the approach in this research gives use-
ful insights about both a single congregation and broader church con-
texts.

7.5. Practical implications

This dissertation offers theoretical and research-based insights into the 
communicative aspects of preaching. This results in key recommenda-
tions for several parties: preachers, listeners, institutions that teach and 
train preachers, and for communicators in broader contexts.

7.5.1. Preaching is a communicative event
First, for preachers, it is important to realize that there is a vast commu-
nicative realm attached to the act of preaching. Barth (1966) was right 
in his assertion that preaching is a divine event, but as preaching is a 
mix between human and divine discourse, rhetoric has its place too 
(Long, 2016; Allen et al, 2004). Although content is crucial, it is but one 
persuasive strategy in the preaching process. All canons of rhetoric 
(i.e., invention, style, arrangement, memory, and delivery) can help 
strengthen the preaching process. When asked about their sermon 
preparation process (Chapter 6), the preachers showed that their main 
focus lay on the phase of invention, with some attention to style too. 
This corresponds to the notion that content counts, and the emphasis 
of theological institutions on the teaching of exegesis in homiletics is 
valid. When I examined the steps preachers took in the invention phase, 
I noticed that the steps were limited to discovering the right content, 
whereas the thought processes on persuasive strategies and moving 
communication were virtually absent. I see generations of preachers 
who wrestle with the question of how to generate an impact through 
their sermons, but ignore a vast array of knowledge and artistry re-
quired to accomplish this. Can this be attributed to the lack of teaching 
and insight in these matters? If one wishes to deliver moving sermons, 
it will not suffice to read a Bible passage and share some key thoughts in 
a structured manner.
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 The presentation of a sermon is a communicative event. When the 
truth is discovered in a Bible passage, half of the phase of invention is 
accomplished. Next is the question of persuasion: what strategies will I 
apply to move my listeners in the direction of the Bible passage? Logos, 
ethos, and pathos each plays a specific role in this process as well as hu-
mor, multimedia, direct appeal, and invitation. The sermon prepara-
tion process needs development in both content and form, as form is an 
act of pastoral care (Long, 2016). It is impossible to distinguish be-
tween form and content. Form creates content. What will happen to the 
image that the youth have of God when they hear dull sermons about 
God week after week? The sermon form needs to reflect the illumina-
tion of the content.
 Apart from a deeper and broader invention phase, preachers need to 
take more time for the development of style, arrangement, memory, 
and delivery. The use of body, voice, and gestures plays a key role in ser-
mon effectiveness (Mulligan & Allen, 2006). Style matters, as demon-
strated by the influence of pathos in preaching (Allen et al, 2004) and 
the effects of the use of direct appeal (Chapter 4). Arrangement is cru-
cial, as illustrated by the significance of clarity (Chapter 6), the effects 
of humor on preacher-listener relationships (Chapter 2, Chapter 4), 
and the role of invitation or ritual at the end of a sermon (Chapter 2, 
Chapter 3, Chapter 4).
 To deliver moving sermons, two factors are critical: the preacher’s 
ability to (a) create a connection between text and context, and (b) pre-
sent old truths in new ways (Chapter 4). Creating a connection between 
text and context requires the preacher to identify with the listener. If a 
preacher serves a given congregation, preaching there week by week, it 
could be beneficial to devote some time and energy to studying the con-
gregation (Tisdale, 1997) by asking the following questions: what sto-
ries do people always tell one another about the history of our church? 
Or, what topics do we argue over in our church? Such questions can 
help preachers gain a better understanding of the values, identity, and 
the dominant culture of the congregation. Based on the principle of 
unity (Cialdini, 2016), preachers could benefit from this information 
and attempt to bridge the gap between text and audience in different 
ways. Moreover, to create a strong connection between text and con-

Moving Sermons   187   |   Elgraphic - Vlaardingen 04-02-19   15:47



188 |  moving sermons

text, it is important for preachers to invest in a sound image of the souls 
of people in their context. Questions such as “what struggles do people 
experience most nowadays?” or “what does it mean for people to incor-
porate Jackle and Hyde within them?” may help advance preachers’ un-
derstanding of the soul of the listener.
 Presenting old truths in novel ways requires that the preacher abandon 
the predictable. Many sermons present predictable ideas in predictable 
ways. Long (2001) goes as far as to say that it is almost impossible to pre-
vent preachers from holding sermons that are trivial, destructive, and de-
monic. Presenting old truths in new ways demands that the preacher dis-
cover original, deeply rooted truths. It requires moving to the core of the 
topic. This core needs to touch the mystery of the ancient text. When this 
truth is discovered, it needs to be communicated in new, fresh, and inno-
vative ways. Strategies such as spark, surprise, rich imagery, and persua-
sive tools all play a role in this. It is my conviction that, in order to grow in 
this, the preacher needs to familiarize him- or herself with a creative pro-
cess that will lead him/her to fresh insights and communication opportu-
nities. The sermon preparation and delivery processes are far more crea-
tive than what is currently understood (Craddock, 2001). For example, all 
senses could be drawn on to explore the meaning of a text (Boyd-MacMil-
lan, 2006). Notions such as ambiguity (Lowry, 2001) and moves, as short 
constructs of speech conveying one idea (Buttrick, 1987), are important 
for preachers to transform into moving communicators.
 Preachers should familiarize themselves with persuasive strategies, 
such as logos, ethos, and pathos, but with the aid of human-interest 
stories, humor, invitation, direct appeal, multimedia, and ritual. Every 
sermon is conducted in front of a wide array of people, some of whom 
will be drawn into the sermon through logos, while others will be en-
gaged through pathos and still others through ethos (Allen et al, 2004). 
Whether we like it or not, the personality of the preacher is a key factor 
of influence in the sermon process (Chapter 5). One may not be humor-
istic by nature; however, the use of humor may serve one well, especially 
in the opening stages of a sermon (Chapter 4). The same is true for all 
the communicative tools discussed in this dissertation: they can all 
serve communicative purposes. At the same time, the preacher should 
know that manipulation always poses a potential danger. Integrity is 
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key. Moreover, there does not exist one golden formula. Every preacher 
has to develop a specific set of communicative skills that suits him or 
her best and serves the purpose of delivering moving sermons.

7.5.2. Theological institutions need to adapt their teaching
Second, for institutions that teach and train preachers, it is important to 
realize that students do not master the art of preaching when they know 
how to apply exegetical and hermeneutical rules. In addition, what lacks 
after the basic theological training in preaching is not just practice but 
insights about the sermon as a communicative event. The ancient rheto-
ric was fastidious in selecting people with the gift of communication. 
Personality, posture, charisma, and eloquence were all weighted in the 
selection process to allow students entry into rhetorical education (Cic-
ero, 2017).
 Today, theological institutions tend to embrace every applicant, en-
rolling all students on the same homiletics course, with a strong focus 
on exegesis and hermeneutics. Perhaps a more careful selection of the 
students allowed to enroll in homiletics class could prevent introduc-
ing poor communicators to the pulpit. Further, the homiletics program 
should start to play a much greater role in theological education. Pas-
tors in churches are primarily evaluated on their preaching (Hawkins & 
Parkinson, 2008), and the greatest sources of dissatisfaction with con-
gregants have to do with poor preaching (Hawkins & Parkinson, 2009). 
A homiletics curriculum, which incorporates sound exegesis with rhet-
oric and persuasive communication training and teaches students how 
to walk through a reliable creative sermon preparation process, can 
help improve preaching in contemporary churches.

7.5.3. Preaching comes at a cost
Third, for listeners, it is important to develop an appreciation for the 
preacher’s task. The struggle with the jump (Chapter 6) reveals the cost 
at which preachers mount the pulpit week by week. For many preach-
ers, it is a daunting task to create and deliver a sermon. The inner 
strength required to make the jump goes unnoticed by most but takes 
its toll on the preacher. Both sermon preparation and delivery require a 
lot of energy on the part of the preacher. Some preachers are expected to 
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preach two new sermons every Sunday. This is a virtually impossible 
task for most preachers. Preachers need time and space to work on 
their sermons. Restructuring church in such a way that allows preach-
ers to create no more than three sermons a month would enable them to 
spend more time in preparation and recovery after delivery.

7.5.4. Everybody can learn from preaching
Lastly, for communicators in a broader context, this research offers sev-
eral lessons. First, our research shows that the use of human-interest 
stories, humor, multimedia, direct appeal, invitation, and ritual can 
benefit public speaking and provide valuable insights about the ways 
these factors can enhance the communicative impact of oral speech. 
Second, our research underscores the importance of originality versus 
superficiality. Listeners will be engaged through communication they 
experience as foundational and original, which is communicated in 
fresh, lively, and novel ways. Predictability is a disadvantage for the en-
gagement of an audience by a speaker. Maintaining creativity and nov-
elty while providing key insights about the matters at hand is crucial for 
effective communication.
 In addition, the communicator’s ability to link the message with the 
listener’s interests and reality cannot be overemphasized. If the speaker 
succeeds in bridging this gap, the communicative event can happen. 
This requires an effort on the part of the speaker to gain some knowl-
edge about every audience he or she addresses and keep abreast with 
the ongoing developments in society, culture, and the personal and 
psychological dynamics.
 Experiences in sermon preparation process can help communicators 
in broader contexts with their preparation processes. Chapter 6 ex-
plained that impactful communication requires greater attention to the 
preparation process than what preachers normally claim about. Where-
as the preparation process typically revolves around invention and style, 
the findings about the factors that influence impactful preaching show 
that great communication requires identification, a spark, clarity, and a 
jump; categories that correspond largely to the canons of the ancient 
rhetoric (i.e., invention, style, arrangement, and delivery). Working 
through the phases of message preparation according to the full spec-
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trum of rhetoric may enhance the quality of public speaking in a broad 
spectrum. This requires that education in public speaking receive great-
er attention in the curricula. Since public speaking continues to play an 
important role in the political, leadership, and educational arenas, there 
is ample evidence to argue that greater investment in teaching students 
in public speech would be a valuable investment in our future.

7.6. Limitations

In addition to the limitations of each individual study, as discussed in 
the previous chapters, certain general limitations reported in this dis-
sertation should be noted. First, in this research, the focus was on the 
ways in which certain rhetorical elements can influence persuasion in 
communication. However, in our interviews and questionnaires, we 
paid little attention to the dark side of rhetoric. Rhetoric is a weapon 
one can use for construction, destruction, or reinvention. Throughout 
the ages, rhetoric has been used for intimidation, manipulation, and 
domination as well as instruction, persuasion, and blessing. Where do 
the boundaries of persuasive communication lie? I have chosen to fo-
cus on the ways in which rhetorical strategies can help strengthen per-
suasion, especially in the realm of preaching. This is mainly because I 
believe that this area requires further exploration and development. 
Others like Zucchermaglio (2005) and Marinho (2012) have investigat-
ed rhetorical manipulation in various fields of interest. Neuman, Bek-
erman and Kaplan (2002) have illustrated how, in a sermonic case 
study, rhetorical strategies construct a discursive context, used by the 
orator to manipulate the audience’s collective self and nonself to serve 
his or her rhetorical goals. I would like to argue that the possibility of 
manipulation through the adaptation of rhetorical strategies is an im-
portant factor to be considered, which is beyond the scope of this re-
search.
 Second, this research was conducted in the Netherlands in Western 
Europe. This is a limitation of this study. It is possible that preaching 
and rhetoric work out differently in different parts of the world. For ex-
ample, in Africa or Asia, listeners may value different aspects of preach-
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ing than listeners in Western Europe. The participants in chapters 2, 3, 
and 4 were all members of one congregation. The participants in chap-
ters 5 and 6 represented the wider variety of churches in the Nether-
lands. Moreover, the fact that the participants in three of the five inves-
tigations were members of one church poses a limitation to the scope 
in which the results of this research can be extrapolated. Listeners in 
churches that are more traditional or more charismatic may value dif-
ferent aspects in preaching than what is suggested in this research.
 Third, the quality or extent of influence of the rhetorical strategies 
were not probed in our study. In chapters 2, 3, and 4, the effect of the 
presence or absence of human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, 
ritual, invitation, and direct appeal on sermon evaluation and intention 
of behavioral change was investigated. However, the extent or quality in 
which these rhetorical strategies were applied did not receive sufficient 
attention. For human-interest stories, humor, multimedia, and invita-
tion, a positive correlation between their use and the evaluation of the 
sermon was inferred. For multimedia and invitation, a positive correla-
tion for the intention of change in behavior as a result of the sermon 
was found. Yet, all the findings were relatively limited, which led the re-
searchers to conclude that these rhetorical strategies positively influ-
ence the persuasive power of sermons, but on a small scale. It is possi-
ble that the application of the different rhetorical strategies was poor, 
leading to small differences between the sermons with and without the 
application of the rhetorical strategy. For example, a human-interest 
story can be told poorly or powerfully, or it can be shared at the right or 
wrong moment of the sermon. These and other factors were not taken 
into account, which results in a partial insight about the influence these 
rhetorical strategies can have on sermons.
 Fourth, the number of the participants in the various investigations 
was limited. Although 220 respondents participated in the question-
naires in chapter 2 and 3, there have been researches with far greater 
number of participants. Further, the number of the participants in the 
focus groups and the semi-structured interviews (i.e., 27, 15, and 15) 
was also limited.
 Finally, our findings are largely based on measurement at a particu-
lar point in time. Although the design of our quantitative research in 
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chapters 2 and 3 involved a double measurement of each rhetorical ele-
ment—one through the preaching of Pastor Bob and the other through 
Pastor Frank—and the focus groups in Chapter 4 looked back on the 
sermons of the past year, I did not measure the development of influ-
ence with single respondents over time. In our qualitative studies, 
through focus groups, questionnaires, and interviews, I relied on the 
recollection and depiction of reality of the participants in a single re-
sponse. I did not qualitatively follow the respondents over extended pe-
riods of time to see how individual sermons effected change in peoples’ 
lives. A longitudinal investigation with a fixed group of respondents in-
to the influence of sermons in the course of a few years could provide 
new insights into the ways preaching can bring about long-lasting 
change.

7.7. Future research on communication and preaching

There are still many questions that need to be addressed in any future 
research. In this section, research recommendations are offered, which 
deserve further investigation to gain a greater understanding of the 
ways in which persuasive communication and preaching can strength-
en each other.
 First, I propose for a comprehensive research to be done on the role 
of the seven principles of influence, as stated by Cialdini (2007, 2016), 
in contemporary preaching. It would even advance our understanding 
of the working and range of these principles in relation to the biblical 
texts (e.g., the teachings of Jesus and Paul). In this research, we found 
several principles to be at work in preaching, including the principles 
of authority, unity, likeability, and consistency. However, in this re-
search, I did not design our questionnaires or interviews to discover the 
role of the seven principles in preaching. Allen et al (2004) have provid-
ed the homiletical world with an example of investigating the influence 
of general persuasive principles on preaching. Since the field of homi-
letics in the past years has opened up for the mutual fertilization of 
communication science, social psychology, and theology, this would 
be an interesting field to cover more ground.
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 Second, the same is true for a closer examination of the ways in 
which the five canons of the ancient rhetoric can (or cannot) help 
preachers in their sermon preparation process to develop eloquent and 
persuasive sermons. In homiletics, much stress is laid on the phase of 
invention, with emphasis on the element of logos or content as the cen-
tral feature of the sermon. Even in the phase of invention alone, the an-
cient rhetoric calls for a broader approach, which is often taught in 
modern education. I advocate for the studies that provide a more holis-
tic approach to the process of message development to create a greater 
persuasive impact. An important notion would be to gain a greater un-
derstanding of what it would take for the average preacher or commu-
nicator to work through the phases of invention, style, arrangement, 
memory, and delivery from the perspectives of commitment, training, 
and investment in time. This could provide insights into the ways theo-
logical education and other fields of education seek to develop commu-
nicators and need to adapt their curriculum to better help students in 
their mastering of persuasive communication. In addition, research on 
the presence of current persuasive thinking in the ancient rhetoric 
could provide greater insights into the ways the ancient rhetoric can 
benefit public speaking in our present day.
 Third, attached to these notions is the risk of manipulation through 
oral communication. This demands an investigation into ethical, com-
municative, and psychological guidelines and boundaries in the field of 
persuasion. What if the seven principles of influence can be traced back 
to foundational religious texts? What if great preaching is found to be 
full of marketing mechanisms? Should communicators restrain them-
selves from applying certain principles to methods and techniques that 
may lead to decisions they may later regret? What ethical guidelines can 
guard communicators and listeners to maintain a healthy and safe envi-
ronment in church and classroom? On the one hand, we seek to en-
hance the quality of public speaking and discover what factors can posi-
tively influence persuasive communication. On the other hand, these 
discoveries are presented at the risk of causing abuse. Another factor of 
interest in this respect is that the presence or absence of marketing 
principles in persuasive preaching can extend to the broader context of 
motivational speaking. If it becomes clear that persuasive preaching 
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draws on from different sources than marketing principles, this can  
enrich our understanding of the working of influence. Moreover, if it 
turns out that similar mechanisms are at work in both fields of commu-
nication, there is much to be learned from both homiletics and commu-
nication science.
 Further exploration can be conducted of the different aspects of per-
suasive communication that can be of influence in preaching. First, I 
found a discrepancy in the role of the person of the preacher in persua-
sive communication. According to the ancient rhetoric, ethos is one of 
the main strategies for persuasion. Allen et al (2004) found that 40% of 
the listeners engage in a sermon primarily through their perception of 
and relationship with the preacher. Furthermore, the principles of uni-
ty and likeability, as stated by Cialdini (2007, 2016), connect with the 
notion of ethos as an important factor in persuasion. My investigation 
shows that ethos plays an important role but not as dominant as expect-
ed by Cialdini’s and Allen et al’s findings. This discrepancy demands 
broader investigation of the role of the person of the communicator in 
persuasion. Perhaps ethos is associated with different aspects in reli-
gious settings, as the religious text holds an authority in and of itself. 
Since this research shows that influence is attached to the preacher’s 
ability to present old truths in new ways and that the personality of the 
preacher plays an important role—but not as great as expected—it is 
possible that a different kind of authority is at work in persuasive com-
munication in the church setting. It seems that some kind of rhetorical 
authority is present in the event of a sermon that is evaluated as influen-
tial. What is meant by rhetorical authority is the one that is attached to 
the preacher as a result of the ability to present old truths in new ways, 
thus reflecting a deep affinity with the mysteries of ancient religious 
texts. A communicator in religious settings may be less dependent on 
the perception of his or her personal character than communicators in 
different settings, mainly because of the value listeners attach to the 
quality of the presentation of the current meaning of ancient, divine, 
and text. In what proportion does the authority attached to the Word of 
God and to the preacher correspond to each other? Allen et al (2004) 
found that, in church settings, ethos is projected heavily on the preach-
er, the audience expecting the preacher to live by the shared identity, 
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and conviction of the local congregation. Another aspect to be taken 
into consideration with further research involves the role of the per-
ceived personality of the preacher in persuasive communication, which 
is a relatively new phenomenon in churches worldwide (i.e., the pastor 
as a superstar). Churches are increasingly developing into mega-
churches, led by charismatic lead-pastors who have the characteristics 
of celebrities and superstars. Sermons are broadcast live to vast au-
diences; large amounts of wealth, influence, and status are attached  
to the positions of super-pastors; media-empires and multi-million 
church facilities are built around them, and often strong hierarchical 
structures separate these pastors from the normal listener. Ethos as 
perceived personality, status, and character seems to play a key role in 
the functionality of these pastors and the persuasive influence of their 
messages. In what ways are these pastors protected against the risk of 
manipulative communication from the pulpit? In what ways do ethos, 
pathos, and logos determine the persuasive power of their preaching? 
In short, the function of ethos in preaching calls for further research, as 
it is a multifaceted aspect of persuasive communication in the pulpit.
 Second, ways in which a strong connection between the content of 
the message and the context of the listener can be made deserve further 
investigation too. I have proposed that the perception of the image of 
humanity in general and the development of a vision of the prevalent 
dominant culture are key factors if one desires to bridge this gap suc-
cessfully. In addition, if one speaks to the same audience over a pro-
longed period of time, a study into the dynamics of the specific culture 
and identity of the audience may be of great value. Nonetheless, we have 
not hitherto found a comprehensive scientific approach to help com-
municators intentionally work on bridging this gap. An investigation 
that would result in a strategy and be broadly applicable is likely to help 
communicators greatly in different fields of persuasive contexts.
 Third, the preachers indicated that what they believe makes impactful 
sermons can for a large part be ascribed to the way they prepare them-
selves through identification with the text and the inner strength to jump 
into the event of the sermon, with a sense of urgency and courage. The 
aspects of identification and the ability to make the jump in the event of 
the sermon require deeper investigation. What steps do preachers nor-
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mally have to take to successfully identify themselves with the biblical 
text? What strategies can be applied here? Often the process of exegesis 
remains a cognitive process, focused on the understanding of the mean-
ing of the text. But, what is needed for the preacher in his or her ap-
proach to the text, to experience the power and presence of the text in the 
personal life before and during the delivery of the sermon? And in what 
ways can preachers be trained to find the inner strength and jump into 
the sermon delivery event? This requires an inner freedom and the ability 
to minister in candid, forthright ways? For many preachers, cognition 
remains a safe haven: as long as the content is right, I will do all right. 
Persuasion, though, according to our respondents, takes place when 
preachers dare to identify with the text and jump into the sermon deliv-
ery. Since our data were gathered from seasoned preachers with a repu-
tation for quality preaching, there is much to be gained for those of us 
who are not as gifted naturally as they are but do want to master identifi-
cation and the jump.
 Lastly, a study on a small sample of both communicators and listen-
ers, investigating the ways in which communication can influence 
change on the long run, could provide great insights into the mecha-
nisms at work in persuasive communication. In this research, the lis-
teners were asked to identify sermons that have changed their lives. 
Moreover, the preachers were asked to identify sermons they believe 
have changed peoples’ lives. I did not investigate the mechanisms at 
work in sermons that were considered to be highly influential by 
preachers and the ways in which these sermons did (or did not) affect 
the listener. Perhaps the parameters the preacher considers most suc-
cessful in persuasive sermons are not recognized or mentioned by lis-
teners and vice versa. Additionally, as the sermon for many people is a 
weekly or by-weekly event, the ways in which sermons call for change 
are so small that they can hardly be ascribed to a single sermon but rath-
er to the habit of listening to sermons on a regular basis. It would be a 
useful design for a study to holistically investigate the short- and long-
term sermon preparation process, sermon delivery quality, and sermon 
effects on listeners. If all these factors could be incorporated into one 
study, this could provide further insights about the factors that influ-
ence sermons.
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7.8. Concluding thoughts

Sermons can have a profound impact on people’s lives. The connec-
tion of the text with the context of the listener and the ability of the 
preacher to present old truths in new ways are the two most important 
factors in impactful communication. This requires a new approach  
of sermon preparation and delivery. Homiletics has focused strongly 
on the logical side of message development but can benefit greatly 
from a holistic approach of sermon creation by teaching and applying 
the five canons of the ancient rhetoric in a modified form. Invention 
should not only be focused on finding which is true but also on the  
adequate strategies for persuasion. Students in theological studies 
should be trained in invention, arrangement, style, delivery, and mem-
orization. Training in homiletics is focused too much on exegesis. For 
students who are trained to be preachers, much more time and space 
should be allocated to the study of homiletics, rhetoric, and communi-
cation.
 Rhetoric is much more than tips and tricks; it is a holistic approach 
to persuasive communication, which is nowadays too easily and readily 
cast aside. In my opinion, much of the work of Craddock, Lowry, and 
others is, in essence, the rediscovery of the elements of the ancient rhet-
oric, which have been neglected for such a long time. There is still a fear 
associated with many theologians and preachers of rhetoric, a fear that 
is not altogether fair. It is Paul himself who said that it is his responsi-
bility to persuade as many people as possible of the truth (2 Cor. 5:11). 
And for Paul, persuasion included the application of the ancient rheto-
ric. In discussing rhetoric, Augustine states that using Paul as an exam-
ple for the use of rhetoric in the Bible is somewhat unfair, because he 
was so excellent at the use of it. When it comes to the fields of rhetoric, 
theology and homiletics should pay more attention to style, delivery, 
memorization, and persuasive strategies. Chapter 6 shows that experi-
enced preachers in their best sermons tap into all five canons of rheto-
ric to create an impact.
 The connection with the listener is of great importance. During the 
sermon preparation process, this factor often receives little attention. 
Communicators should develop more strategies to gain a better under-
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standing of the status of their audience and the issues they wrestle with. 
Preaching can be impactful, but only when it taps into a connection of 
shared interest or desire for change with the listener.
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Summary

Nowadays, there’s a growing attention for the speech as means of  
persuasive communication. Genres of speech like the motivational 
speech, the political speech and the TED-talk are widely practiced. The 
sermon is a specific genre of mass public speech, that is perhaps prac-
ticed most widely, despite an ongoing reduction of visitors of tradition-
al churches in the Western world. New church-concepts are pioneered 
in multiple ways, and in large parts of the world, the church is flourish-
ing, with the sermon still playing a central part in liturgy and gather-
ings. In correlation with this, homiletics is a flourishing field of publi-
cation and research, with a focus on the way the sermon can function in 
our present day. Inductive preaching, narrative styles of communica-
tion, creativity, empirical research to sermon effects on listeners and 
vice versa, a growing concern for the listener in the preaching process 
and the fertilization of the study of homiletics by rhetorics are develop-
ments of the last decades. The present dissertation focuses on the ways 
in which communicative elements can affect retention of sermons as 
well as the intention to change because of sermons. Based on a study of 
developments in homiletics and the status of empirical studies in this 
realm, this investigation studies sermon-effects on listeners, and in 
five empirical studies identified effects of the use of human interest sto-
ries, humor, multimedia, direct appeal, invitation and ritual, reasons 
why some sermons can have long lasting impact on hearers and the 
ways in which preachers prepare their sermons and elements they be-
lieve create impactful sermons. In this dissertation we contribute to the 
understanding of the influence of homiletics on communication and 
vice versa, as well as in what ways communicative strategies applied in 
sermons can be of benefit in broader contexts.
 In a unique research setup, whereby manipulations on human inter-
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est stories, humor and multimedia were made in otherwise similar ser-
mons for similar audiences, respondents (220 in total) took part in 
eight online surveys, evaluating the sermons they had heard. We found 
that the use of humor, human interest stories and multimedia results in 
sermons that are better evaluated than sermons without these commu-
nicative elements. Furthermore, the use of multimedia positively af-
fects the intention to change behavior through a sermon. This research 
shows that the use of human interest stories, humor and multimedia 
will help preachers to engage and please their audiences in a better way. 
A similar quantitative study focused on the use of direct appeal, invita-
tion and ritual in sermons. Respondents (220 in total) took part in eight 
online surveys, evaluating sermons they had heard, focusing on the use 
of direct appeal, invitation and ritual. The use of direct appeal could not 
be measured because the manipulation failed. The use of ritual in ser-
mons did not show any effect on evaluation of and intention to change 
behavior through the sermon. The use of invitation resulted in positive 
effects on the evaluation of the sermon and the intention to change be-
havior.
 Next, the focus broadened on sermon effects over the course of a year. 
In a qualitative empirical study on the function of human interest sto-
ries, humor, multimedia, direct appeal, invitation and ritual in sermons, 
questionnaires were filled out by 27 respondents. After filling out the 
questionnaire, the respondents took part in four focus groups. Of the six 
communicative elements studied, people remember sermons especially 
through the use of direct appeal and ritual. There’s a discrepancy be-
tween the elements that influence retention and the elements that are 
valued most in sermons, as the use of human interest stories and humor 
is valued most, but the use of direct appeal and ritual influence retention 
the most. Sermons do elicit change in the lives of hearers. 22 out of 27 
respondents indicated they had experienced change through sermons 
in the past year. Respondents experienced change in the level of taking 
their faith seriously, helping people in need, strengthening personal re-
lationships, applying spiritual disciplines and the strengthening of their 
faith. Primary reasons for change through sermons were the connection 
to the personal process, confrontation and refreshment of insight. The 
use of human interest stories in sermons serves to validate the credibility 
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of the preacher, create a bond between listener and preacher, allow the 
audience to be drawn into the sermon, illustrate the sermon and help 
people make the application of the sermon. The use of humor in ser-
mons serves to win people for the preacher, to re-energize the audience, 
to win people for a subject, to create expectation, to create a common 
bond and to alleviate a heavy subject. The use of multimedia in sermons 
serves to make a message come alive and come close, to reach specific 
target audiences, to improve the structure of the sermon and to strength-
en recollection. The use of invitation in sermons serves to provide peo-
ple with a way to respond to the message, though it is a delicate act that 
can work counterproductive, because it puts people on the spot. Howev-
er, it provides people with the opportunity of a symbolic new start and it 
creates accountability. The use of ritual in sermons serves to create in-
spiration, to help people internalize decisions, to help people remember 
sermons and to mark the end of the sermon. The use of direct appeal in 
sermons serves to make an appeal to change and to create a connection 
between the preacher and the listener.
 In the fourth study, a further step was taken, investigating sermons 
that have been most influential for listener, over the course of a lifetime. 
Our research among listeners of sermons found that every respondent 
had experienced decisive change through a sermon at least once. This 
change was affected in the domain of the spiritual, behavioral and self. 
In the spiritual realm people had experienced a change in their image of 
God and a change in their connection to God. In the realm of behavior 
respondents had experienced behavioral change and a greater involve-
ment in social justice. In the domain of the self, people experienced en-
couragement, a change of convictions about self and a discovery of the 
destination of life. Factors in the sermon process that affected these 
changes were a connection between the sermon and the personal pro-
cess of the listener, the ability of the preacher to present old truths in a 
surprising new way. Lastly, the person of the preacher and the hearer 
play a role in the process as well. The connection to the personal pro-
cess of the listener is especially experienced in times of crisis or on spe-
cial occasions, and when the preacher succeeds in confronting person-
al beliefs without causing a communication breakdown. Listeners 
experience old things being presented in new ways, when they sense 
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that the sermon provides a successful bridging of the cultural gap be-
tween ‘then’ and ‘now’ and when the sermon in content and delivery 
contains new, surprising elements.
 Last, the perspective of the preacher in the sermon event was taken 
into account. The fifth empirical, qualitative study shows that insight in 
and teaching on sermon preparation process is still limited, with a pri-
mary focus on invention, style and arrangement. The aspects of memo-
rization and delivery are largely omitted. Even in application of inven-
tion, style and arrangement ancient rhetoric can speak into modern 
homiletics. Time management is an important factor in ensuring a 
sound sermon development process altogether. Invention is pursued 
by studying and meeting Scripture, prayer, searching for illumination, 
interpreting the dynamics of the audience and engaging a creative pro-
cess. According to preachers their messages gain effectiveness through 
the successful bridging of the text and the context of the listener and the 
suitable application of imagery and surprise. Apart from creating the 
spark, clarity is crucial, both in structure and application. When it 
comes to preparation and delivery, preachers acknowledge the need of 
personal identification with the text and the willingness to become vul-
nerable. Also, the preacher experiences the critical jump, i.e. having the 
courage to dive in the subject and start communication, a strong sense 
of urgency and confidence in his or her role.
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appendix a

Questions belonging to online 
surveys chapter 2

General questions:
Male / female
Date of birth

Survey questions on a 7-point scale, ranging from not at all (1) 
through completely (7).

This service ministered to me personally
I was able to pay good attention
I understood the message
The sermon engaged me from the beginning to the end
I was able to apply the content of the sermon to my personal life
I was able to apply the content of the sermon to the community
The sermon reminded me of what I already knew or believed in
I was moved emotionally
I heard information that made me think
I was challenged to change something in my life
I am motivated to return and hear more sermons
I have heard information that I can use
I have received new insights for my spiritual journey
I will take time this week to contemplate the meaning of this sermon for my life
I have decided to change a particular behavior this next week
I will undertake action as a result of this sermon
I have decided to change my religious conviction as a result of this sermon
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I feel inspired
I feel encouraged to continue the spiritual activity I started for myself
I feel encouraged to continue the spiritual activity I started for others

Control questions for the use of human impact stories
The pastor used a lot of stories in his sermon, originating from daily life.
The pastor tried to make a connection between the sermon and my personal 

experiences.
The stories of the pastor helped me to better understand the sermon.
Control questions for the use of multimedia
The pastor used a lot of multimedia in his sermon.
I found the sermon very interesting due to the presence of multimedia.
The multimedia that the pastor used, helped me to better understand the sermon.
Control question for the use of humor
The pastor used a lot of humor in his sermon.
I thought the sermon was very funny.
The humor of the pastor helped me to better understand the sermon.
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appendix b

Questions belonging to online 
surveys chapter 3

General questions:
Male / female
Date of birth

Survey questions on a 7-point scale, ranging from not at all (1) 
through completely (7).

This service ministered to me personally
I was able to pay good attention
I understood the message
The sermon engaged me from the beginning to the end
I was able to apply the content of the sermon to my personal life
I was able to apply the content of the sermon to the community
The sermon reminded me of what I already knew or believed in
I was moved emotionally
I heard information that made me think
I was challenged to change something in my life
I am motivated to return and hear more sermons
I have heard information that I can use
I have received new insights for my spiritual journey
I will take time this week to contemplate the meaning of this sermon for my life
I have decided to change a particular behavior this next week
I will undertake action as a result of this sermon
I have decided to change my religious conviction as a result of this sermon
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I feel inspired
I feel encouraged to continue the spiritual activity I started for myself
I feel encouraged to continue the spiritual activity I started for others

Control questions for the use of direct appeal
I thought the pastor addressed me directly.
This message was specifically directed towards me.
I did not feel addressed in the sermon.
Control questions for the use of invitation
The pastor used an invitation after his sermon.
The invitation helped me to respond to the message.
Control question for the use of ritual
The pastor included a ritual in his sermon.
The ritual helped me to internalize the message.
The ritual helped me to respond to the message.
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appendix c

Questions belonging to 
questionnaires and focus group 
discussions chapter 4

Thank you for your willingness to participate in this research. The past 
twelve months a research on sermons was conducted in our church. 
These focus group discussions aim to shed further light on the findings 
of the previous research. We are very interested in your opinion. There 
are no wrong answers; we are interested in your recollection and opin-
ion.
 This research will be conducted according to the guidelines for sci-
entific research, guarded by the Faculty for Behavior, Management and 
Social Science of the University of Twente. Two of these guidelines are:

– Your participation will be anonymous.
– Participation is voluntarily.

Before we enter into the focus group discussion there’s a personal 
questionnaire to fill out.

Questions questionnaire
What do you remember about the sermons in your church of the past 

twelve months? (It can be anything, the text, the subject, a sentence, 
an event). Write down...

Have there been any sermon in the past twelve months that have elicited 
change in your life?

If yes, then answer:
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What sermon elicited change with you?
What change occurred with you?
What was it in that sermon that caused this change?
List your top 3 sermons of the past twelve months and write down why 

you chose these sermons.
When it comes to human interest stories, humor, multimedia, direct 

appeal, invitation and ritual, which one of these elements, in your 
opinion, strengthens the communicative appeal of a sermon the 
most? List the six elements, (1) being the element you consider to be 
the most impactful and (6) being the element you consider to be the 
least impactful.

Focus group questions
What sermons of the past twelve months can we recollect together?
Why do you remember these sermons?
What elements create impact in a sermon?
What is a human interest story? Which human interest stories of the 

past twelve months do you remember? What are the effects of the use 
of human interest stories?

What is humor? Which humor of the past twelve months do you 
remember? What are the effects of the use of humor?

What is multimedia? Which multimedia-items of the past twelve 
months do you remember? What are the effects of the use of 
multimedia?

What is direct appeal? Which direct appeal of the past twelve months 
do you remember? What are the effects of the use of direct appeal?

What is invitation? Which invitations of the past twelve months do you 
remember? What are the effects of the use of invitation?

What is ritual? Which rituals of the past twelve months do you 
remember? What are the effects of the use of ritual?
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appendix d

Questions belonging to semi-
structured interviews chapter 5

Questions semi-structured interview:
What is your age?
What church do you attend?
How many years have you attended church?
How often do you attend church?
How many sermons do you think you have heard during your life?
What is your expectation when you listen to a sermon?
Why do you think you remember some sermons better than others?
Are there any sermons you can recall?
When did you hear those sermons?
What makes you remember those sermons?
Are there any sermons that have had a profound influence on your life?
What concrete change did these sermons produce in you?
Why do you think these sermons elicited this impact in your life?
When did you hear these sermons?
What is the relation between these sermons and the change that has 

occurred in your life?
How often do you think back of these sermons?
What is the difference between the average sermons you hear and the 

sermons that have elicited change in your life?
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appendix e

Questions belonging to semi-
structured interviews chapter 6

Name
How many years have you preached?
How many sermons have you delivered?
What do you see as the goal of preaching?
What are factors that make a sermon impactful?
Can you give an example of the most impactful sermon you have 

delivered?
What made this sermon so impactful?
Is there a difference between qualitative outstanding and impactful 

sermons?
What factors may cause a sermon to miss it’s mark?
Can you give an example of a sermon that failed miserably?
What made this sermon fail?
What is the relation between the competence and the person of the 

preacher and the impact of the sermon?
What steps do you take in order to create an impactful sermon?
In what ways do you try to elicit maximum impact through your 

sermons?
What creative process do you walk through in order to create a sermon?
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Samenvatting in het Nederlands

Er is tegenwoordig een groeiende aandacht voor spreekvaardigheid en 
overtuigingsstrategieën. Genres van spreekvaardigheid, zoals de moti-
vatie-toespraak, de politieke toespraak en de ‘TED-talks’ worden alom 
gepraktiseerd. De preek is een specifiek genre van massacommunica-
tie. Dit genre wordt wellicht het meest toegepast, ondanks een toene-
mende afname van het aantal kerkbezoekers in de Westerse wereld. 
Voortdurend worden nieuwe concepten voor kerk-zijn uitgeprobeerd, 
en in grote delen van de wereld bloeit de kerk als nooit tevoren. In vrij-
wel alle kerkdiensten speelt de preek een centrale rol in de liturgie en 
samenkomst. In correlatie met deze trends is het onderzoeksgebied 
van de homiletiek volop in ontwikkeling. Hierbij de ligt de focus op de 
wijze waarop de preek haar rol in de tegenwoordige tijd maximaal kan 
vervullen. De afgelopen decennia kende het vakgebied van de homile-
tiek ontwikkelingen als inductieve prediking, aandacht voor narratieve 
stijlen van communicatie, focus op creativiteit, een groeiend aantal em-
pirische onderzoeken naar de effecten van preken op luisteraars – en 
vice versa, een groeiend besef van de rol van de luisteraar in het preek-
proces en een herontdekking van het belang van retorica. Deze disser-
tatie focust zich op de wijze waarop communicatieve elementen de  
herinnering van preken beïnvloeden, alsook de bereidheid om te veran-
deren door preken. Gebaseerd op een studie van de ontwikkelingen in 
de homiletiek en de status van het empirisch onderzoek op dit gebied, 
richt dit onderzoek zich op de effecten die preken hebben op luiste-
raars. In vijf empirische studies zijn de effecten van het gebruik van  
verhalen, humor, multimedia, direct aanspreken, uitnodigingen en ri-
tuelen onderzocht, is onderzoek gedaan naar de redenen waarom som-
mige preken diepgaande invloed hebben op luisteraars en tenslotte op 
welke wijze ervaren sprekers zich voorbereiden op hun preek en gaan 
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voor maximale impact. In deze dissertatie dragen we bij aan het begrip 
van de wijze waarop de homiletiek de communicatie beïnvloedt en vice 
versa, alsook op welke wijzen communicatieve strategieën die in pre-
ken worden toegepast van belang kunnen zijn in een bredere context.
 In een unieke onderzoeksopzet, bestaande uit vijf deelonderzoeken 
zijn verschillende aspecten van het preekproces onderzocht, zowel van-
uit de optiek van de luisteraar (studies 1 tot en met 4) als vanuit de optiek 
van de prediker (studie 5). In de eerste studie hebben respondenten (220 
in totaal) deelgenomen aan acht online vragenlijsten, waarbij ze de preek 
die ze hadden gehoord hebben geëvalueerd. In elke preek werden kleine 
manipulaties toegebracht, op het gebied van verhalen, humor, multime-
dia, direct aanspreken, uitnodigingen en rituelen. Dit onderzoek wees uit 
dat het gebruik van humor, verhalen en multimedia resulteert in preken 
die beter worden geëvalueerd dan preken waarin deze elementen ontbre-
ken. Daarnaast had het gebruik van multimedia een positief effect op de 
intentie tot gedragsverandering door de preek. Dit onderzoek toont dat 
het gebruik van verhalen, humor en multimedia predikers kan helpen om 
beter verbinding te leggen met hun publiek. Een soortgelijke kwantita-
tieve studie richtte zich op het gebruik van direct aanspreken, uitnodigin-
gen en rituelen in preken. Respondenten (220 in totaal) namen deel aan 
acht online vragenlijsten, waarbij zij de preek die zij hadden gehoord eva-
lueerden. De focus lag hierbij op rol van direct aanspreken, uitnodigin-
gen en rituelen in de preek. De rol van direct aanspreken in de preek kon 
niet worden gemeten omdat de manipulatie faalde. Het gebruik van ritu-
elen in een preek liet geen effecten zien op de evaluatie van de preek, noch 
op de veranderbereidheid als gevolg van de preek. Het gebruik van uitno-
digingen resulteerde in een positief effect op de evaluatie van de preek, 
alswel de veranderbereidheid als gevolg van de preek.
 Een volgende stap in het onderzoek was het verbreden van het on-
derzoek naar de effecten van preken over de duur van een jaar. In een 
kwalitatief empirisch onderzoek werd de invloed van verhalen, humor, 
multimedia, direct aanspreken, uitnodigingen en rituelen onderzocht. 
Respondenten (27 in totaal) vulden een vragenlijst in en namen daarna 
deel in vier focusgroepen. De uitkomsten lieten zien dat preken vooral 
herinnerd worden door het gebruik van direct aanspreken en rituelen. 
Er is een verschil tussen de elementen die herinnering positief beïnvloe-
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den en elementen die het hoogst gewaardeerd worden in een preek. Het 
gebruik van verhalen en humor wordt het hoogst gewaardeerd, maar het 
gebruik van direct aanspreken en rituelen heeft de grootste invloed op 
herinnering. Van de 27 respondenten gaven er 22 aan dat zij door een 
preek in het voorgaande jaar veranderd waren. De veranderingen had-
den plaatsgevonden op het gebied van het serieus nemen van hun ge-
loof, het helpen van mensen in nood, het versterken van persoonlijke re-
laties, het uitoefenen van geestelijke disciplines en het sterken van hun 
geloof. De voornaamste redenen van de verandering door preken waren 
de verbinding van de preek met het persoonlijke proces van de luisteraar 
en het verkrijgen van nieuwe inzichten. Het gebruik van verhalen in pre-
ken dient ter validering van de betrouwbaarheid van de prediker, het cre-
eert een band tussen de luisteraar en de prediker, het helpt de luisteraar 
om in de preek meegenomen te worden, het helpt om de boodschap te 
illustreren en deze toe te passen. Het gebruik van humor dient om men-
sen in te nemen voor de prediker, het publiek een energie-boost te ge-
ven, mensen in te nemen voor een onderwerp, verwachting te creëren, 
een gezamenlijke band te creëren en een zwaar onderwerp te verzach-
ten. Het gebruik van multimedia in preken dient om de boodschap le-
vendig te maken en dichtbij te brengen, specifieke doelgroepen te berei-
ken, de structuur van de preek te versterken en de herinnering te 
versterken. Het gebruik van uitnodigingen in preken dient om mensen 
een manier te geven om op een preek te reageren, een symbolische nieu-
we start te geven en verantwoording te creëren. Wel is van belang te be-
seffen dat een uitnodiging een fijngevoelig moment is, dat ook een te-
genovergesteld effect kan hebben omdat mensen zich voor het blok 
gezet voelen. Het gebruik van rituelen in preken dient om inspiratie te 
creëren, mensen te helpen beslissingen te internaliseren, mensen te hel-
pen preken beter te onthouden en een preek goed af te ronden. Het ge-
bruik van direct aanspreken in preken dient om mensen op te roepen tot 
veranderen en verbinding te leggen tussen de prediker en de luisteraar.
 In de vierde studie werd een volgende stap gemaakt. Hier werden pre-
ken bestudeerd die in de loop van het leven diepgaande invloed op luiste-
raars hadden gehad. Ons onderzoek onder de luisteraars liet zien dat elke 
respondent had meegemaakt hoe een preek beslissende invloed op zijn 
of haar leven had gehad. De verandering die mensen hadden ervaren lag 
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op het gebied van het geestelijk leven, het gedrag of het zelfbeeld. Op het 
gebied van het geestelijk leven hadden mensen een verandering in gods-
beeld ervaren of een verandering in hun relatie met God. Op het gebied 
van gedrag hadden respondenten verandering ervaren in een grotere be-
trokkenheid in sociale gerechtigheid. Op het gebied van zelfbeeld had-
den mensen bemoediging ervaren, een verandering in overtuigingen 
over zichzelf of een ontdekking van de zin van hun leven. Factoren in het 
preekproces die deze veranderingen hadden beïnvloed waren de verbin-
ding tussen de preek en het proces dat de respondenten op dat moment 
doormaakten en het vermogen van de prediker om oude waarden op een 
nieuwe, frisse manier te brengen. Daarnaast spelen ook de persoon van 
de prediker en de luisteraar een rol in het preekproces. De verbinding met 
het persoonlijke proces van de luisteraar wordt vooral ervaren in tijden 
van crisis, op speciale momenten zoals een huwelijk of begrafenis of 
wanneer de prediker er in slaagt persoonlijke opvattingen te confronte-
ren zonder dat er een communicatieleemte ontstaat. Luisteraard ervaren 
dat oude dingen op een nieuwe, frisse manier worden gebracht wanneer 
de preek er in slaagt om de cultuurkloof tussen ‘toen’ en ‘nu’ succesvol te 
overbruggen en wanneer de preek zowel qua inhoud als overdracht nieu-
we, verrassende elementen bevat.
 Tenslotte is het perspectief van de prediker op het preekproces on-
derzocht. In het vijfde deel van het onderzoek is een empirische kwali-
tatieve studie gedaan die toont dat het inzicht in en het onderwijs over 
het preek voorbereidingsproces nog altijd gelimiteerd is. De focus ligt 
vooral op vinding, stijl en ordening. Memorisatie en overdracht worden 
grotendeels veronachtzaamd. Ook op het gebied van vinding, stijl en 
ordening kan de moderne homiletiek nog veel leren van de klassieke 
retorica. Het managen van de tijd in het voorbereidingsproces is voor 
predikers een belangrijke factor in het komen tot een goede preek. Vin-
ding wordt tot uiting gebracht door studie en het lezen van de Bijbel, 
door gebed en het zoeken van openbaring, door het interpreteren van 
het publiek en het doorlopen van een creatief proces. Volgens de predi-
kers wordt de effectiviteit van hun preken vergroot door het succesvol 
overbruggen van de kloof tussen de tekst en de context van de luiste-
raar, alsook door het juiste gebruik van beelden en verrassing. Naast 
het creëren van een vonk is helderheid crucial, zowel in structuur als in 
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toepassing. Op het gebied van voorbereiding en overdracht geven pre-
dikers aan dat de persoonlijke identificatie met de tekst en de bereid-
heid tot kwetsbaarheid cruciaal zijn. Daarnaast ervaart de prediker het 
houden van de preek als een ‘sprong’: het vraagt moed om in het onder-
werp en de preek te ‘springen’ en de daadwerkelijke preek te houden. 
Ook een sterk gevoel van urgentie en vertrouwen in zijn of haar rol als 
prediker spelen hierin een rol.
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Zo, eindelijk staan we aan het eind van de ‘promotie-reis’. En wat een 
reis is dat geweest. Het was er één met vele kostbare ervaringen, af-
gewisseld met soms wanhopige momenten. Maar het is die combinatie 
die aan een promotie-traject ook zoveel charme geeft. In de afgelopen 
jaren heb ik heel wat externe promovendi gesproken, en iedereen was 
op de eigen manier aan het knokken, ploeteren, werken, volhouden en 
voortgaan. Met drie vrienden richtte ik in 2008, het jaar dat ik mijn pro-
motie-traject startte, De 4e Musketier op, een mannenbeweging die 
karakterweekenden organiseert in de wildernis. En dat woord ‘karak-
ter’, dat is misschien wel waar het in een promotie-traject vooral om 
draait. Ja, je leert zelfstandig wetenschappelijk onderzoek doen en een 
bijdrage te leveren aan een onderzoeksveld, maar vooral leer je je de-
monen te verslaan, met de blik op oneindig koppig door te gaan, on-
overzichtelijk grote hoeveelheden data en informatie op te delen in 
kleine brokken en je hier stap voor stap doorheen te worstelen. Was het 
dan alleen maar zwaar? Zeker niet. Er zijn veel momenten geweest dat 
ik er echt van heb genoten. Ik vergeleek het vaak met het maken van een 
puzzel van duizend stukjes. Daar gaat ook een meditatieve werking van 
uit. Wanneer ik weer achter mijn bureau kroop en me focuste op de vier-
kante millimeter van het stukje onderzoek dat op dat moment aan de 
beurt was, kwam ik vaak in een vreemdsoortige ontspanning en flow. Ik 
genoot ervan om te léren, te studeren en voelde me steeds iets meer – en 
tegelijk minder – bekwaam worden in mijn onderzoeksveld.

Een tweede element dat het promotie-traject haalbaar maakte, was het 
feit dat ik eigenlijk nooit het idee heb gehad dat ik er alleen voor stond. 
Van begin tot eind voelde het voor mij als een team-effort. In mijn Mas-
terclasses sprak ik dan ook steevast over ‘ons’ onderzoek. Dan vroegen 
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mensen wel eens: ‘Met wie promoveer je dan allemaal?’, waarop ik dan 
moest uitleggen dat ik de enige was die nu aan het promoveren was, 
maar dat mijn begeleiders nauw betrokken waren op het geheel. Daar-
om wil ik op deze plek in de eerste plaats Menno de Jong en Mark van 
Vuuren bedanken. Menno, dankjewel voor je vertrouwen in mij en de 
mooie gesprekken op jouw werkkamer. Tien jaar is een lange tijd, maar 
jouw combinatie van ontspanning en professionaliteit gaven mij de 
ruimte om tot dit eindproduct te komen. Mark, man, wat ben ik jou 
dankbaar! Jij hebt me zoveel inzichten gegeven, zo vaak bemoedigd, zo 
vaak geholpen met praktische problemen. Ik zie ons nog zo samen ren-
nen over de voetbalvelden van Bali, beiden op de rechterflank, op zoek 
naar een doelpunt. Nou, we hebben een paar mooie combinaties ge-
maakt, de verdediging zoek gespeeld en de winnende treffer gemaakt. 
En de assist? Die komt op jouw naam.

Naast mijn kernbegeleiders zijn er nog vele anderen die ik dankbaar 
ben voor hun steun en support. Ik denk aan Bernard Veldkamp, die met 
name in het eerste deel van het onderzoek zijn feedback en begeleiding 
gaf. Door jou voelde ik me statistisch safe. En dat is best een fijn gevoel. 
Jochem Kerklaan hielp me in het kader van zijn afstudeeronderzoek bij 
de uitvoer van het kwantitatief empirische onderzoek van de eerste twee 
delen van deze studie. Dankjewel voor je goede werk hierin Jochem! Het 
project kreeg hierdoor een vliegende start. Eymeke Lobbezoo nam de 
interviews af voor het vierde deel van deze studie. Wat was je consciën-
tieus en betrokken. Dankjewel voor je bijdrage!

In het hele onderzoek zijn de resultaten van interviews, focusgroepen, 
vragenlijsten en enquêtes van honderden respondenten verwerkt, zo-
wel luisteraars als predikers. Velen van hen deelden vanuit hun hart en 
spraken over zeer persoonlijke ervaringen. Dank jullie wel voor jullie 
vertrouwen, kwetsbaarheid en betrokkenheid in dit onderzoek.

Ook wil ik het bestuur van de Vrije Evangelisatie Zwolle (VEZ), de ge-
meente waar ik mag dienen als pastor, bedanken voor de drie maanden 
studieverlof die ik kreeg om het onderzoek goed op gang te brengen. Ik 
hoop dat deze investering dubbel en dwars terug zal vloeien, de VEZ in, 
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in de kwaliteit van de huidige preken en nieuwe generaties van sprekers 
die gaan opstaan.

Theo van den Heuvel en Pieter Struik, de mannen die mijn flanken be-
schermen, strijders in jacquet, allebei speciaal op boksles gegaan om 
mij goed te kunnen bijstaan in de finale verdediging, dank jullie wel 
voor jullie vriendschap! Jullie hebben zoveel voor mij gebeden, zo vaak 
gevraagd hoe het ging (en dan vertelde ik vaak wel eerlijk hoe het was) 
en zo vaak bemoedigd door vriendelijkheid, vreugde en avontuur. Jullie 
zijn zo belangrijk voor mij!

Mijn vader vond het zo mooi dat ik aan het promoveren was. Elke keer 
weer vroeg hij hoe ver ik was. Misschien was hij er nog wel meer mee 
bezig dan ik zelf. Het eind van het traject heeft hij niet mogen meema-
ken, maar de wetenschap dat hij het mooi vond dat ik dit deed, heeft me 
ook na zijn overlijden gemotiveerd om vol te houden. Dankjewel papa!

Ruth, mijn vriendin, mijn metgezel, mijn nummer één! Dankjewel voor 
je niet aflatende steun. Jij geloofde in mij, meer dan ik in mezelf. Je gaf 
me ruimte om wéér de boeken in te duiken, bleef geduldig als ik weer 
met mijn hoofd vol ingewikkelde gedachten door het huis liep. Jij bent 
je naam. En de grootste zegen in mijn leven. Dankjewel.

Manoa, Emma, Chris en Marc, mijn vier kanjers en schatten. Ik vind het 
een groot voorrecht jullie te mogen vaderen. Ieder van jullie heeft een 
unieke weg te gaan en daarin wil ik er voor jullie zijn. Papa promoveert 
nu, en dat is een mooie mijlpaal, maar eigenlijk stelt het ook niet zoveel 
voor. Sommigen mensen zeggen tegen papa: ‘Wat mooi dat je nu ein-
delijk je bachelor afrondt.’ Of: ‘Hoe gaat het met je master?’ Waarmee ik 
maar wil zeggen: je moet nooit iets doen, alleen maar om indruk te 
maken op andere mensen, wie dat ook zijn. Want uiteindelijk begrijpen 
de meeste mensen toch niet wat je doet en waarom. Volg je hart. Volg je 
eigen unieke weg. Wanneer je daarin slaagt, dan is je leven groots. En 
hoe die weg er voor jullie ook uit gaat zien, altijd zal ik van jullie houden 
en altijd super trots op jullie zijn.
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Tenslotte gaat mijn diepe dank uit naar God, mijn hemelse Vader, naar 
Jezus Christus en de Heilige Geest. U gaf mij tien jaar lang elke dag de 
adem in mijn longen, zodat ik kon leven. U gaf mij mijn intellect en de 
vaardigheid van pen. U gaf mij de mensen die samen met mij op reis-
den. Ook dit project is voor u, door u en tot u.
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