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Personal Introduction
Like many in the Licensed Ministers Training, I did not come to my pastoral calling by the conventional college-seminary-ordination route. I do not have conventional homiletical training. I have learned about preaching by experience, mentoring by colleagues, intentionally taking advantage of a variety courses, programs and learning opportunities. I would never attempt to pass myself off as a preaching instructor or expert. 
What I want to do with this presentation is pass on to you one tool that I have found helpful in the preparation and presentation of my messages in worship. It applies a technique called mind mapping to the sermon preparation process. But I am not a mind mapping expert either. The purpose of this presentation is not to teach mind mapping but to introduce a tool you may used to prepare your sermons and other public presentations. If you want to learn more about mind mapping many resources are available and can be located via the internet.

I came to pastoral ministry from a career in Christian education writing and editing. When I first started preaching, I worked from a complete manuscript. I practiced so I could present the message as smoothly and dramatically as possible, but I was concerned to get all the words just right. In 1992 I had the opportunity for a four month sabbatical that included weekly conversations with Henri Nouwen. One day as we were discussing my preaching he said to me, “Don’t prepare your sermon. Prepare yourself. If you have been with God, you will have something to say to God’s people.”
That liberated me from my manuscripts and started me on a growing journey of understanding preaching as a conversation with the congregation. In these conversations I attempt to lead people to be aware of and recognize when God encounters them so that they can respond to God with worship, not just in the service but in the events of the coming week. 
In time I learned to preach without notes from the chancel steps rather than from behind the pulpit. I respect the pulpit as a symbol of Biblical authority, and I have no interest in showing off that I preach without notes. But I have found this approach has helped me be more relaxed, more personal and accessible, closer to and more identified with the congregation. It has forced me to make my messages simpler with a single focus, which seems to have helped engage the congregation as well. I took two courses in the Robert Schuler School for Preaching in 2005 and 2006 that introduced me to using mind mapping to prepare sermons, which significantly facilitated this approach to my preaching.
Overview of the Process
· Map the passage

· Select a focus

· Map the focus

· Write a single sentence target for the message

· Map the message so each part advances the target

· Write the message

· Draw a pictorial map of the message 

Prerequisites for All Preaching 

While academic discipline, solid work ethic and personal gifting are all part of preaching, the foundations are spiritual and cannot be passed over lightly. The prerequisites of God, prayer, Bible and congregation all precede constructing the message. 
The first prerequisite is the preacher’s relationship with God. If you haven’t been with God yourself in the week (or lifetime) before you preach, how can you expect to speak on God’s behalf to God’s people? Besides a life of prayer and engagement with Scripture that nourishes intimacy with God, this calls for a current, authentic relationship with God. Being honest with God about your spiritual joys and struggles is essential, but being perfect or anxiety free is not required. Before imparting the Word of God to the congregation, preachers must listen to what God is saying to them.
The second prerequisite is to start the preparation by praying. Ask for the Holy Spirit to illuminate the text for you. Ask to hear from God from the text for yourself and for the congregation. Ask for wisdom, creativity, insight, courage, as you study and prepare. Ask for the Holy Spirit to be working in the congregation to be ready to hear from God.
The third prerequisite is a faithful and thorough study of the text. Understanding the language, the cultural and historical context, the perspectives of others (scholars and preachers) is essential. There is no excuse for flimsy scholarship. I find it helpful to start this academic study two weeks before the message is to be presented. That give a little more time for it to percolate in the minds and to collect appropriate stories, illustrative materials and to think of creative ways to present the text.

The fourth prerequisite is to know and relate to the congregation. While you don’t want to target people from the pulpit or beat up on the congregation, you do want the people to connect with the text and find that the message has helped them recognize and respond to God’s presence and action in their immediate lives. This is much more than making a practical application; it is drawing people into the text and into the voice of God.
Map the Passage
Whether you are preaching from the lectionary or a plan of your own design, the starting point for each message is the biblical text. Most texts lend themselves to more than one emphasis. Some have multiple themes. This first step is to read the passage (preceded by a background of study and prayer). Then write in brief form everything that the passage brings to mind. Draw lines to show relationships between various items. There will probably be a half-dozen or so major items directly related to the passage, each with several items radiating from them.
For the purpose of this exercise, we will work with the Gospel passage from the lectionary for a week from Sunday. That way, if any of you have occasion to preach on that passage, you will be able to use insights from this session as you do your own preparation.

Mark 10:2-16 NRSV

Some Pharisees came, and to test him they asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife?” 3He answered them, “What did Moses command you?” 4They said, “Moses allowed a man to write a certificate of dismissal and to divorce her.” 5But Jesus said to them, “Because of your hardness of heart he wrote this commandment for you. 6But from the beginning of creation, ‘God made them male and female.’ 7‘For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, 8and the two shall become one flesh.’ So they are no longer two, but one flesh. 9Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.” 
10Then in the house the disciples asked him again about this matter. 11He said to them, “Whoever divorces his wife and marries another commits adultery against her; 12and if she divorces her husband and marries another, she commits adultery.” 
13People were bringing little children to him in order that he might touch them; and the disciples spoke sternly to them. 14But when Jesus saw this, he was indignant and said to them, “Let the little children come to me; do not stop them; for it is to such as these that the kingdom of God belongs. 15Truly I tell you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter it.” 16And he took them up in his arms, laid his hands on them, and blessed them. 

Select a Focus
Look over everything that the passage prompted. Pray about selecting a unifying focus for the message. Whether your message is 15 or 50 minutes, you will not be able to include everything. In fact, to have too broad and focus or two many directions will dilute the impact of the message and interfere with people carrying away the nugget of the passage that they can come back to through the week (or even years later). 
Of course, the focus should reflect the intent and substance of the text and not be a stray idea suggested by a word or phrase in the text. The focus you select should also reflect solid exegesis, theology and scholarship. If you start to think you’re the only person who understands what they text is really saying, you can be sure you are on shaky ground. And if the text just gives you an excuse to take off on one of your personal agendas, you will be misusing and even obscuring the text.

This is not to say that you can’t be creative, insightful and fresh in the way you approach the text. Nor is it to suggest that each text has only one correct focus. As the mapping process draws on the text and your study, you will find many layers and possible directions for your message. Just be sure that what you select is actually supported by the text or emerges in conversation with the text. You may even say in a message that you know what the main point of the text is, but today you want to start from one of the less obvious things in the text.
A good message is practical, but that does not mean it should lead to a list of personal applications. That approach can easily degenerate into moralism or legalism. Rather than stimulating people to wrestle with God, it can reduce their involvement to a superficial check list. So you want to select a focus that connects with the lives of your listeners, something that with draw them into a conversation with the text, something that can evoke a response to God. While you will have supporting sub-points, you want your message to have one clear point that everyone will be able to hang onto after the service.
When you have chosen the focus for you message, write a brief summary in a box or circle in the center of a large sheet of paper. Don’t worry too much about getting the wording exactly right. You’ll have a chance to work on that when you formulate your target sentence.

Map the Focus
With that focus statement in the center of the page, do another map that brings together the material that might be in your message. You will be winnowing out information and ideas that don’t advance or relate to this focus. This can be difficult and even painful, because you will have some great ideas and material that you want to use but just doesn’t have anything to do with your focus. You message will be stronger without that material, but you can save it away for a future message or use it in other settings. Sometimes the overflow of my message preparation makes it into a newsletter column or my blog on the church’s web page. Sometimes it goes back in the file to be returned to duty at a later date.
This will cut out a lot of extraneous material and make your message stronger. As you write the ideas on the paper around your focus statement, you can draw lines and arrows to establish connections between them or the flow of how they develop. One idea will set up the next idea. As you do this, possible illustrations, quotes or other things from the Bible can be added with connecting lines and even your comments on the connections.
Single Sentence Target
All of the work you have done so far leads to this most important of all the steps: writing a single target sentence. This may be harder than writing the message. What is it that you want your listeners to carry away from your message after worship?
It needs to be simple and brief enough that if you met someone from your congregation on Monday (or Saturday) they could say to you, “Pastor, your message last Sunday helped me recognize the joy of the Kingdom of God when I heard my children laughing this week.” While I don’t overtly say, “This is the point I am trying to get across today,” I do find ways to repeat my target sentence several times during the message, which often comes in the transitions as the message unfolds.

If people have been listening for the voice of God as you have been speaking, what would there appropriate response be? Remember they are responding to God, not to you. Try to write this in a single declarative sentence (watch out for getting too many clauses).
Having this sentence will help keep you on track as you prepare and present your message. Sometimes you won’t mention it until later in the message after you have prepared people to hear it, but it will keep you headed in the right direction. Sometimes it becomes the link that holds the message together, that you keep coming back to at each transition in the message. If you have the target sentence clearly in your own mind, you will be able to keep your message moving, even if you can’t remember the exact progression you had planned.
At one time preachers would say to their congregations, “Here are three (or four or five or even six) things you need to remember from this passage.” Between television, multi-tasking electronic devices and the pace of life, most people are only going to remember one point. Your target sentence helps insure that they remember the one that is the point of your message. Of course, you may have sub-points but they will be most effective if they build toward your target.
Map the Message
Now write your target sentence in a box in the middle of a large blank paper. Looking at your focus map, draw a map of your message. Where will you start? How will you link in your target sentence? How will your message flow smoothly? How will you conclude?
This map will look a lot like your previous maps, but probably a lot simpler. Now you are selecting the actual things you will include in the message. Cutting out your favorite quote for one that advances you target sentence will be difficult but will make the message a lot better. 

Don’t worry too much if some of your items are not right where you thought you wanted them. Just draw lines or arrows to indicate the flow and relationship between items. Now your map will look less like a network or web and more like a path. It may seem to circle around your target sentence, with little loops to indicate where you need to include the target sentence in the message.

Write the Message
If you learned to write or preach with a classic outline discipline, this may seem rather unstructured, but you will soon recognize the parts that become the Roman numbers, the capital letters, the numbers and the small letters. If it helps you in writing the message, you may want to convert you map into an outline. I actually write my message using an outline format. Though I am still the writer/editor who likes to fuss over the words and sentences, using an outline approach rather than a scripted manuscript helps keep be at least a little free of that obsession.

Some preachers need only hints of where they are going and others are more comfortable writing out a manuscript. Most are probably some where in between. You can use this mind mapping process to prepare regardless of how much detail you need when you write your sermon. However, it can free you from being overly dependent on the written manuscript when you are actually preaching. With that also comes a freedom to be more conversational and relaxed in presenting the message which can make delivery smoother and help the listeners receive it.
Draw a Pictorial Map of the Message
A visual representation of your message can help you remember the flow from introduction to conclusion which can enable you to speak comfortably without notes (or with much less reliance on the notes). Choose a simple visual symbol for each step or point in you message. Use colored markers to draw them on a blank sheet of paper. Draw them by hand so that your tactile as well as visual senses will be involved. I even use scented markers and sniff them to add smell to my sensory arsenal. You don’t need to memorize all of the details or consciously recall them while you are preaching. You will find that they all work together to prompt your mind while you are preaching. I also pray that the Holy Spirit will prompt my memory as well as make me skip or add in the process of preaching.
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