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Hearing the Sermon: Relationship/Content/Feeling. By Ronald J.
Allen. St. Louis: Chalice, 2004. 152 pages. Softcover, $19.99.

Since the days of Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, the art of public speak-
ing has most often been reviewed, discussed and evaluated by those who
were doing the speaking rather than those who were doing the listening.
In 1999, a team of homileticians from Christian Theological Seminary,
Indianapolis, received funding from Lilly Endowment, to conduct a
study solely based on information they received by interviewing people
who listened to sermons. The study team asked 263 lay people from
twenty-eight different congregations, consisting of African Americans,
non-Hispanic Europeans and other ethnically mixed individuals to be
their teachers. They asked this question, “Teach us how you listen to
sermons so that we can help ministers become effective preachers.”
From their interviews, Hearing the Sermon: Relationship/Content/Feel-
ing, by Ronald J. Allen was written as one volume of a four volume se-
ries. Allen was also instrumental in the completion of the other three
volumes, Listening to Listeners: Homiletical Case Studies; Believing in
Preaching: What Listeners Hear in Sermons; and Make the Word Come
Alive: Lessons from Laity. This resource was developed as a tool specifi-
cally to help preachers understand the factors that influence how people
listen to sermons with the intent that they might become more effective
in their preaching.

Based on the responses of the listeners, the survey team discovered
that each person listens to the message by his or her pastor in one of
three ways. There are those that listen based on the content of the mes-
sage they expect to hear. Others listen based on the relationship that
they have with their pastor. Still others respond to the preaching of
their pastor based on whether it moves them. Thus, Hearing the Sermon
from the hearer’s perspective is not based on the ability of the speaker
but on the relationship that the listener has to the pastor, or on the con-
tent that is heard in the message or on how it makes the hearer feel.

Chapter one explains the process by which the team developed their
thesis. Of the 263 people surveyed, it was determined that most listeners
fall into one category over the other two based on their responses to the
interview process. It was also discovered that even though listeners fall
into one setting over another, all three settings interact with one
another within any given individual. In chapters two through five, the
author details his study of each setting indicating what are the charac-
teristics of listening in each setting along with how the settings interact
with one another. Equipped with this information, the pastor can
answer the question, “What can the preacher do to appeal to the lis-
tener on each setting?” (17) The final chapter reflects on how individu-
als hear the same sermon but based on their setting of ethos, logos, or
pathos respond differently.

The strength of this work lies in the fact that the author acknowl-
edges that preaching can and will affect the way people respond. The
act of preaching is God’s plan for revealing His redemption to mankind.
Allen has attempted to aid the preacher in connecting to those who sit



Book Reviews

under his tutelage by the means of the weekly preaching event with the
insights of how different people hear the sermon. The fallacy of the text
lies in the emphasis that the research team has placed on the impor-
tance of man’s ability rather than God’s. For example, the sermon pas-
sage used in the text illustrates the point well. It is an allegorical
method of preaching that focuses on the social gospel as a means for
repentance. The author explains how one should approach preaching
the text with regard to those who listen from one of the settings; logos,
ethos, or pathos. Although it will be helpful to understand how people
hear the sermon, the main purpose of the preacher is to “Preach the
Word” from an expositional approach and trust the results to the work
of the Holy Spirit. With a proper view of preaching, this text will be
helpful to the pastor who desires to communicate the truth of scripture
to his congregation.

J. Denny Autrey
Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary

History of the English Calvinistic Baptists from 1771-1892: From
Jokn Gill to C. H. Spurgeon. By Robert W. Oliver. Carlisle, PA: Banner
of Truth, 2006. 410 pages. Hardcover, $26.00.

Robert Oliver, pastor of the Old Baptist Church in Bradford on Aven,
Wiltshire, England, recounts the interesting story of English Calvinistic
Baptists from the late eighteenth into the nineteenth century. His thor-
ough narrative not only adds to the research on prominent Baptists like
John Gill and Andrew Fuller but also introduces individuals typically
overlooked in Baptist histories like John Stevens and Benjamin Bed-
dome.

Dividing his work into three sections, Oliver begins his analysis by
outlining eighteenth-century developments. Oliver argues that much of
the identity of Particular Baptists during the period in question was
framed by the confessional stances put forward in the 1689 Confession.
When introducing John Gill, Oliver notes the modifications Gill intro-
duces to the confession that led to the excesses of hyper-Calvinism,
something a few Particular Baptist congregations would embrace to
their own demise.

But hyper-Calvinism was only one of the three challenges that Oliver
identifies for his readers. The debate over open or closed communion
from 1772-1781 is masterfully explained by Oliver as he seeks to give
more of the context (political, social and denominational) that would
lead to even greater debate in the nineteenth century. Oliver also
recounts the antinomian controversy with great detail. His narrative
and thorough footnotes help the modern reader identify the subtle theo-
logical distinctions that were at the heart of this theological debate.

In the second section, Oliver highlights the strong disagreements
between key leaders of the Particular Baptists. He delves into often
overlooked primary sources to flesh out the nature of the debates. He
examines how Andrew Fuller’s works arguing for the sufficiency of the





