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JS  Do you think the sermon is still 
a valid way to communicate the 
gospel? Why or why not?

 The sermon is certainly valid, but 
it has limited range. For committed 
believers, the sermon remains a 
primary way of communicating the 
good news, by conveying theology 
and biblical truth and making 
practical applications to life. Yet 
sermons are normally delivered in 
churches or places of worship, which 
means that the audience self-selects 
to hear them. 

Even for the uncommitted who 
happen to visit a church, the sermon 
presents certain barriers, namely 
the strange and perhaps threatening 
religious environment. When do I 
stand up or kneel? How do these 
people know what page to turn to? 
What is this Eucharist thing all about?

JS  Those are significant hurdles. 
Are there ways to get over them?

 I can think of two ways. The 
first is simple friendship which can 
lessen that intimidation factor and 
present church as a welcoming 
experience. Think of visiting a 
museum or historical site with a 
friend who shows you around – when 
we invite people to church, we can 
serve that same function. The second 
would be transparency from the 
pulpit, revealing the preacher as a 
fellow human with struggles and 
temptations, rather than an authority 
figure who speaks from on high.

JS  You mentioned people who just 
happen to visit a church, but who are 
essentially unconvinced. This may 
not happen often but it does happen. 
Can a preacher disarm cynics, or 
is it only the pilgrims, artists and 
activists who can smuggle truth to 
the unconverted?

 Most preachers I know don’t 
have much experience in disarming 
cynics – from the pulpit, at least. In a 
hospital room, in prison, in personal 
counselling: in those contexts they 

 Author of over 20 books
  15 million of them in print around the world
 Translated into 35 languages
  13 gold medallion awards from Christian publishers and booksellers

Philip in Figures

PHILIP YANCEY’S 
father died of polio when Philip was one 

year old. His church had convinced him to 
come off life support in faith that he would be 

healed. This is only one of the reasons Yancey speaks 
about being in recovery from a form of Christianity 

that almost killed his belief in a good God. His Southern 
American childhood was spent as part of a ‘toxic’ church: 

racist, judgemental and joyless.

Since a cautious rediscovery of beauty and goodness led 
him to get to know God for the first time, his life has been 
about communicating grace to anyone who will listen. And 
apparently there are quite a few of us, if his book sales are 
anything to go by. He lives with his wife Janet, a social worker 
and hospice chaplain, in Colorado, and writes for a living. 

In an age of nauseating self-promotion, Yancey is 
refreshingly publicity shy. I was delighted to have the 
rare opportunity to put some questions to him on 
behalf of Preach magazine.
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can indeed engage the cynic effectively. 
Again, the church provides a kind 
of ‘captive audience’, and preachers 
understandably focus on feeding the 
sheep in the fold, rather than attracting 
new ones.

A clergy friend of mine tells me of the 
enormous difference in the way people 
treat him when he wears a collar. They 
don’t tend to initiate conversation, they 
feel awkward around him, and some 
even try to avoid him in light of all the 
clergy scandals they’ve heard about.

Of course, a new breed of seeker 
churches has a different approach, 
with varying degrees of success. In my 
country, such churches usually meet in 
buildings that don’t look like churches, 
emphasise entertainment through 
music and drama, and direct some 
services with an uncommitted audience 
in mind. By doing so, however, they rely 
on the same style as pilgrims, activists, 
and artists. They tend to present truth 
indirectly, rather than directly, which 
often is the most powerful way. After 
all, the vast majority of the Bible 
expresses itself in the form of story and 
poetry, not propositions.

JS  You are very concerned with faith 
making a visible difference. Can a 
preacher’s words have power if their 
life doesn’t mirror what they teach?

 My first instinct is to answer ‘No’, 
because I think of Christian leaders 
who are involved in scandalous 
situations and the negative impact that 
follows in their wake. However, I have 
often seen God ‘overrule’ a preacher’s 
failures by using the words to reach 
people despite the speaker’s personal 
flaws. I’ve experienced that myself. 
I’ve left a hotel room torn up over a 
very tense family situation, delivered 
what I felt was a flat and perfunctory 
sermon, only to find it had a deep effect 
on someone in the congregation or 
audience. I write books about grace, 
and yet I don’t always show grace to 
people who irritate me or treat me 
wrongly. And the Bible contains many 
examples of spokespersons used by God 
despite their personal failings.

JS  If God could only use perfect 
people we’d be scuppered, wouldn’t 
we? Speaking of perfect people, Jesus 
– the only one ever – clearly made 
his message ‘compelling to a jaded 
society’, but he was also sometimes 
deliberately obscure, made people 
work to dig out his meaning, and 
didn’t hide the fact that entering the 
kingdom of heaven was a costly and 
difficult business. How can we balance 
the desire to share the gospel in a 
way that attracts outsiders in to take 
a closer look with a commitment to 
stay true to communicating the whole 
picture (some of which is frankly not 
attractive, a ‘stumbling block’ even)?

THINK OF VISITING A MUSEUM 
OR HISTORICAL SITE WITH 
A FRIEND WHO SHOWS YOU 
AROUND – WHEN WE INVITE 
PEOPLE TO CHURCH, WE CAN 
SERVE THAT SAME FUNCTION.

 Ooh, that’s a wonderful question! 
You are hitting at the central paradox 
of the gospel. The statement Jesus 
repeated more often than any other 
in the Gospels (six times) was that we 
find life by losing it. I believe firmly that 
Jesus offered the life most abundant, 
most full. Yet it is not abundant in the 
sense that our self-indulgent culture 
promotes.

The principle is counterintuitive. 
Parents learn that the most important 
relationships on earth come out 
of sacrificial love: nursing a child 
through illness, patiently helping with 
schoolwork, sharing and bearing the 
burdens of your children. Surveys 
show that most personal and spiritual 
growth occurs in times of suffering 
and hardship. The most rewarding 
experiences in life – think of Olympic 
athletes, mountain climbers, research 
scientists – come with cost, not cheaply. 
The more investment, the more reward.

A shallow, materialistic culture 
proclaims the opposite: weight loss 
without sacrifice, sex without love, 
prosperity without work, health 
without discipline. Sadly, some 
branches of the church reflect that 
shallow philosophy rather than the 
deeper truth that Jesus taught. A 
poor marketer, Jesus never put a 
gloss on his message; neither did he 
downplay the promised rewards. ‘For 
the joy that was set before him he 
endured the cross.’ Those of us who 
follow Jesus dare not discount the 
personal discipline involved in holy 
living – which includes caring for the 
vulnerable, giving generously, keeping 
pure in a sex-saturated culture, and 
sacrificial service – but we should do 
so in a way that demonstrates Jesus’ 
paradoxical principle. 

In my writing I love to highlight 
Christians who serve in out of the way 
places, without much acclaim, because 
I have found them to be the most 
deeply fulfilled people I know.

INTERVIEW

JS  Can you tell me about a time you 
experienced grace through a sermon? 
What was it about and why has it 
stayed with you?

 I attended a Christian college that 
held a chapel service every day. In 
truth, I can only remember a handful of 
them. Only one stands out. 
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Philip Yancey’s new book, Vanishing Grace,

is out this autumn. In it he explores how the 

church has failed in its mission to dispense

grace, what communicates best to a culture

running from faith, whether the gospel is 

in fact good news, and how we as Christians

can be heard amongst all the other voices 

lobbying for support.

JS  That is quite a statement in
itself. I wonder how many of us
would say the same thing. Tell us
about that one sermon that made a
lasting impact.

 A board member of the school,
very wealthy, owned a large orange 
juice company that was later sold 
to Coca-Cola. Each week one of his 
trucks pulled up and we students 
would unload crates of orange juice, 
which he provided free to the school.
We practically worshipped this man,
our source of fresh orange juice, so
when he spoke in chapel that day we
paid rapt attention. 

An Italian immigrant, he spoke 
with a thick accent, and clearly had 
little experience in public speaking.
To our shock, he spent that service
telling us about his greatest failure 
as a businessman. After a severe 
winter in Florida, he cheated by
adding sugar to his pure orange 
juice, against government rules.
I’ve never forgotten that lesson in 
humility and transparency. We were 
prepared to idolise him. Instead, we
went away convicted by our own 
natural instincts to ‘look good’, and
conscious of the times we had failed
to live as we should.

I’ll mention one other chapel service 
that just came to mind. Perhaps the
most beloved teacher in the school 
stood up and said, ‘I have prayed
and worked all week, but I’m afraid
I have no word from the Lord for 
you today.’ He then dismissed us!
Again, a lesson in humility and 
transparency.

JS  The cynic in me would say it 
might have also been a lesson in
how to get away with showing
up to preach when you haven’t 
prepared… What do you think
should be the main goal of a
preacher in a church setting (aside
from actually preaching, which
perhaps isn’t a given after all)?

INTERVIEW

IN MY WRITING I LOVE TO
HIGHLIGHT CHRISTIANS WHO 
SERVE IN OUT OF THE WAY
PLACES, WITHOUT MUCH
ACCLAIM, BECAUSE I HAVE FOUND
THEM TO BE THE MOST DEEPLY
FULFILLED PEOPLE I KNOW.

 You may have heard this phrase:
‘to afflict the comfortable and comfort 
the afflicted’. I’m impressed by the
two-edged sword Jesus used in his own
teaching. He pricked the consciences
of the proud, the self-righteous, the
wealthy. At the very same time, he 
brought comfort to those who were
vulnerable and hurting. If a preacher 
can do that...  well, he or she is 
following the Jesus style.
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