
Explaining the Eucharist (VI): The Sermon 

The sermon 

You might wonder what is there to be said about the sermon. It is the least “mystical” part of the
liturgy:  the  sermon  or  homily  is  simply  an  explanation  of  the  sacred  texts,  teaching,  or  an
explanation of a feast or mystery. And while this is true, it is worth looking into some details: why
do we preach from a pulpit? Why is the pulpit where it is? 

Unfortunately, in my experience in most churches (at least on the continent) the pulpit has been
abandoned (sometimes even removed), and priests preach from the lectern. So much so, that today
most dictionaries define “lectern” as “a tall stand ... on which documents or books are placed as
support for reading aloud, as in a scripture reading, lecture, or sermon.” Indeed, in most churches,
sadly,  everything (Scripture,  sermon,  notices,  eulogy)  is  read  from the  same place,  thus  losing
centuries of liturgical development, symbolism and subtle differentiation.

First of all, there is a very simple, practical reason behind the existence of the pulpit: to see and to
hear the preacher. We know for sure that the pulpit was in use as early as in the period of the Church
Fathers. S. John Chrysostom, the ‘Golden-mouthed’, was the first to speak from a pulpit “in order
to be better understood.” The Christian sermon was an art, intended not only for the ears (as in the
case of some pagan orators), but also for the mind and eyes. The practicality of the pulpit becomes
even more evident from its development during the Middle Ages, when there were many wooden
pulpits which were movable wherever occasion required.

Beyond  practical  reasons,  the  pulpit  has  Biblical  roots  too.  There  are  several  Old  Testament
examples. In the second book of the Chronicles we read: “And Solomon stood before the altar of
the Lord, in presence of all the multitude of Israel, and stretched forth his hands. For he had made a
brazen scaffold, and had set it in the midst of the temple.” (6.12-13) And again, in the Book of
Esdras: “Then Esdras the priest  brought the law before the multitude of men and women. And
Esdras the scribe stood upon a step of wood, which he had made to speak upon. And Esdras opened
the book before all the people: for he was above all the people.” (8.2-5) But the most important
Biblical foundation of the pulpit is in the Gospels: “And seeing the multitudes, Jesus went up into a
mountain, and when He was set down, His disciples came unto Him. And opening His mouth He
taught them.” (Mt 5.1-2) Teaching from an elevated place, therefore, follows the example of Jesus.

.All this seems to give quite an importance to the sermon: it is delivered from an eminent place,
everything stops, everybody must pay attention (yes, we can see it when you nod off.!) One might
find all this importance given to the sermon even exaggerated. In reality, the pulpit does not exalt,
but rather puts the sermon in the right context. Being located in the nave, that is in the “less sacred”
part of the church, the pulpit makes it clear that the sermon is only human teaching, lacking the
sacredness of the word of God, and so it has no place in the parts of the church-building reserved to
the divine liturgy. The priest needs to leave, to step out from the divine, the sacred (in some places it
is customary for the priest to take the chasuble off for the sermon) in order to preach.

On the other hand, although the sermon is only human teaching, it  does not mean that we can
completely ignore  it.  The  sermon,  while  the  possibility of  error  on  the  priest’s  side  cannot  be
excluded, is still the teaching voice of the Church. Of the Church who is Mother and Teacher, so we
must listen to the sermon with due diligence. It can happen that we do not agree with what has been
said from the pulpit. In these cases our first duty is prayer. We must ask God to illuminate our mind:
are we perhaps in error? If, in good conscience, we are still in doubt, we can ask the preacher to
show us what the Holy Scripture and the Tradition of the Church says about this or that particular
teaching.



Then there are, of course, the preacher’s duties. The sermon being only human teaching does not
mean that the preacher can say anything from the pulpit, or even that he or she has the right to talk
about any chosen topic. It is the grave duty of the preacher to prepare the sermon in accordance
with the teaching of the Holy Scripture, as understood and taught by the Church. S. Isidor of Seville
called the pulpit “tribunal” because from it the “precepts for the conduct of life,” law and justice are
proclaimed. The Venerable Bede warns the preacher to preach, not what people want to hear, but
what helps them to correct their lives and to be saved. Those preachers who try only to please
people,  he quotes S.  Peter,  “are fountains without  water and clouds tossed with whirlwinds,  to
whom the mist of darkness is reserved.” (II Pet 2.17) Yes, the preacher can talk even about present-
day political issues, but must first  ask: Does my sermon glorify God and sanctify His people; is it
about justice and the correction of life; does it help those present to love God more, to become
better Christians, to practise the virtues more fervently?

Let me conclude with some practical advice: the Church has always regarded the sermon as part of
the sanctification of the Lord’s Day. If for some reason we do not hear a sermon on Sunday, we
should read an edifying Christian book instead, such as the writings of the Church Fathers, the lives
of the Saints, works of spiritual writers, or a collection of sermons. Feel free to ask the clergy for
some advice or peruse the parish library.


