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Foreword

Set on the scale with a world of wonders, the ordinary ser-
mon ought to weigh in heavy—not so much for the arts of the 
homilist as for the intention of the assembly. How remarkable 
that twenty or two hundred or two thousand gather week on 
week, year on year, to give ear to the same person! No cause for 
assembly is like it. Who but a preacher receives such opportu-
nity to reflect upon and reach for heart, mind, and soul? The 
professor and the trainer are certainly given dense quantities 
of air time, but only in vaguely formed communities, and only 
in exchange for certificates of advancement. The traveling lec-
turer is a one-off. The political speech maker may have the ear 
of a real community, but is suffered little time to address them. 
A eulogist may help the deepest emotions to run, but such 
access to the hidden places where our life is quick is seldom 
opened. Except on Sunday. The listening given to a preacher 
stands apart from every other offered in assembly. It is a won-
der. And it involves more mysteries and wrinkles, too.

Many years ago, after a worship service at a nearby church 
in which a very likable colleague of mine had delivered him-
self of a sermon with not one grain or nut in it, but pablum                                                                                                                                           
only, I overheard one of his parishioners praising him and his 
homily in warmest tones. So genuine was her sentiment, and 
so objective did I hold my assessment of his to be, that I felt 
pushed to rethink what some in the church actually want of a 
sermon. 

My colleague’s great gift in ministry was pastoral and per-
sonal. He really loved his people well. Clearly, his grateful ser-
mon-praiser had received more of this best gift of his, but not 
from words leading somewhere new; rather, from the tone of 
his voice, from his presence. It occurred to me that, for not a 
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few churchgoers, the transaction really needed in a sermon is 
to feel that they are loved by their minister, standing in for God 
for them.  I still think this is about right.  Not merely content 
with “tasteless wafers” for sermons, many demand them and 
spit out anything else.  Nothing to chew on, please; no nutri-
ents needing digestion or likely to cause growth and change.  
Rather, a symbol of God’s love for us, only—that will do.  It is a 
wonder.

But not at Riverside. What can be said of the listening at 
Riverside is of course not unique to the gifts of the people 
there, for many churches are blessed with real food in the 
Word. What is unique about Riverside is how the very name 
of the church, unlike any other in the nation, or perhaps the 
world, stands now for the possibility that a prophetic word 
can be spoken and heard with such psychological and spiri-
tual synergy that both the public and personal spheres of our 
existence are set in vibration as instruments for the change 
that must come. The way we respond to the name of this place 
reveals our hope that God is still speaking, that there is a path 
out from our disasters. This is a wonder.

With the present volume of sermons from Riverside, the 
reader can trace in the thought and feeling of the church’s 
first four preaching ministers the shape of this hope, growing 
through an exciting and terrible century, that a godly word 
heard well can make a world of difference. As one having had 
the privilege to preach regularly for Riverside through a goodly 
season, I want to say a thing that I think these great men would 
wish said; namely, that the excellence of the listening at River-
side—itself a spiritual attitude worthy of a book—twines mys-
teriously by night and day with the gifts and the good will of 
the preacher to produce the sermon and all its spiritual seeds. 
The one comes not one without the other—and never a taste-
less wafer.
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That said, although the voices of these preachers are now 
present in memory to only a few, every reader will never-
theless feel how each man loved the people and the church. 
Genuine love desires most for the beloved that they grow tall, 
true, and free. Therefore, no surprise, the reader will find here 
none of that fusing group-think about the Bible and society so 
popular among certain throngs of Christendom. Rather, these 
men practiced the arts of opening hearts and minds, of pulling 
back religion’s fusty drapery that light might shine in, of light-
ening burdens too hard to bear, that unused muscles, social 
and moral, might move at last. 

Whether you, the reader, ever sit in The Riverside Church 
and set your heart and mind on edge in hopes of hearing God’s 
word in a sermon there, may this slim volume serve as a sign 
that truth is possible, and that you believe it. That is a wonder.

 
 Rev. Stephen H. Phelps,

 Interim Senior Minister, 
 The Riverside Church

 in the City of New York
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