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Nobody likes being harangued on the high street. 
Having heard that they are sinners who need to repent, 
shoppers now generally give street preachers a wide 
berth – even if the preacher is good!

Even within church walls, where we’re supposed to have 
a high boredom threshold, preaching isn’t generally 
celebrated. (You’ll gather by now that, for the sake of 
argument, I’m equating proclamation with preaching 
here, if only because ‘preacher’ is an easier word than 
‘proclaimer’!) 

I suspect many preachers – in the deepest, darkest 
place in their hearts – have become unsure about what 
they do. People they love and trust have told them that 
preaching doesn’t work any more and sermons are 
boring. If they’ve got the brass neck to think, ‘but mine 
does and mine aren’t’, they’ve certainly had times that 
have made them wonder… 

Alongside this, proclamation has been relegated as a 
form of evangelism. For decades - even centuries – in 
many churches evangelism was proclamation and vice 
versa. The only evangelists we acknowledged were 
preachers. 

Now we emphasise the building of warm, open 
relationships – and rightly so. If we didn’t see it before, 
we see the need to back up words with acts of kindness 
and mercy –or, that’s what we should do. But we’re less 
convinced about backing up acts of kindness and mercy 
with words. Like a handsome prince who turned into 
a befuddled, shabby old man, proclamation has gone 
from being a fêted celebrity to being an embarrassing, 
awkward relic of a bygone era.

So is there still a place for proclamation? Yes – and a 
very substantial one! 
 
 
 
 
 

The strengths of proclamation

Proclamation has some unique strengths.

l  It gives a chance to communicate a coherent 
crafted message.

l  There’s immediacy about it: the preacher evokes a 
response in a way a book or a chat over a cuppa 
generally don’t. Proclamation points up the “today” 
of Luke 4:21 and the “now” of 2 Corinthians 6:2.

l  A message has an extra dimension when it is 
proclaimed. The nineteenth-century clergyman 
Phillips Brooks defined preaching as “truth 
mediated through personality”. Proclamation 
embodies the sincerity, passion and conviction of 
the speaker.

l  It can reach a large audience. 

Taken together, these strengths mean proclamation 
has a particular ability to move people and to elicit a 
response. It calls for conversion and demands a verdict.

That means it is especially valuable when we want 
people to make a clear decision about how they react to 
the gospel (the good news of Jesus Christ), and that’s 
important, spiritually and psychologically.

Proclamation and evangelism
 
Proclamation has a role to play both at the moment of 
decision, and at every stage in evangelism:

l in setting out basic Christian beliefs

l in giving reasons for the faith we hold

l in responding to alternative positions

l in calling people to respond

l in leading people from a decision to discipleship.

Other forms of evangelism can do these things, too. In 
fact we need proclamation to be backed up by deeds, 
warm open friendships and conversations. Even the 
apostle Paul knew wise and persuasive words were 
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insufficient (1 Corinthians 2:1-5). But by neglecting 
proclamation we deprive ourselves of an invaluable  
God-blessed gift and tool.

Making proclamation work
 
Of course, proclamation needs to be done well. The 
proclaimer has to earn the right to be heard and 
listened to. We need to be faithful to our God-given 
message and we need to communicate well with 
people. The crowd listened to Jesus with delight (Mark 
12:37). This means learning practical skills from people 
who can hold a crowd’s attention. (There’s no harm in 
watching stand-up comics’ routines or the speeches 
of politicians at their party conferences to see how 
they do things.) It means using comedy and drama. It 
means entertaining. We need to be warm and affirming 
and make sure we are not just message merchants but 
heralds of God’s good news.

That’s not to say we shouldn’t be challenging. 
Proclamation is so much more than entertainment. 
However, it certainly isn’t less than entertainment, and 
entertainment earns us the right to be heard. Most 
of our Bible translations do us a disservice in this: 
I’m sure the proclamations that gave rise to Isaiah 5, 
Matthew 6 and many others had people alternately 
laughing, shocked, full of wonder and longing to hear 
more about God. To hear them would have been a life-
giving experience.

 
It isn’t as easy as it used to be to gather a crowd. 
In the eighteenth century, George Whitefield or John 
Wesley could stand on a street corner and by the time 
they had sung a psalm, dozens had gathered in eager 
anticipation. Today we have to be more imaginative – 
but the opportunities can still be made.

Where I live (Appleby-in-Westmorland, Cumbria) our 
quiet little town of 3,000 is inundated for a few days 
each June by over 30,000 travellers, plus countless 
day visitors. They come for the Horse Fair. There’s lots 
of trading and lots of drinking. When the mood is right, 

I have gone to the busiest places where crowds hang 
around. In punchy two-minute talks, I’ve raised my voice 
and welcomed people to the town and told them, in 
God’s name, that God is nearer to them than they know, 
and that if they just turn towards God they’ll be blessed 
and helped. (That’s my paraphrase of Jesus’ message 
in Mark 1:15!) Then I offer anybody the chance to have 
a word with me, or with one of the people who stand 
close to me (my bodyguards!). We’ve had some great 
conversations, helped people in need and encouraged 
Christians to stand up for their faith. And we’ve met a 
small number who have decided there and then that 
they wanted to follow Christ.

So with prayer, imagination and boldness, let’s use all 
the tools God has given us!


