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“Crisis. Such an alarming word, a grab-you-by-the-throat word. But this is the truth 
of where we are. And in a crisis, what we need is God. We need a fresh proclamation of 
good news. And we need Tyshawn Gardner to show us the way.”
—Winn Collier, director of the Eugene Peterson Center for Christian Imagination at 

Western Theological Seminary and author of Love Big, Be Well and A Burning in My 
Bones: The Biography of Eugene Peterson

“So many of our books are not answering the questions we should be asking. We are 
weary of manuscripts that diagnose but cannot solve. Here is a book we’ve been waiting 
for! The Lord has given Tyshawn a discourse the church needs right now. The crisis facing 
Christian preaching is at fever pitch. The pulpit has at times been handicapped by the 
academy and politicized by culture. We need an example of the kind of preaching that 
fits our current milieu. This is it. The words in these pages are like lights on the path. 
Read them and preach.”

—Charlie Dates, senior pastor, Progressive Baptist Church, Chicago, IL

“Dr. Tyshawn Gardner’s volume presents an unprecedented combination of biblical 
exposition, Christian anthropology, and innovative analysis of the current public debate 
in our social crisis.  The national consciousness in the post-George Floyd era pleads for 
such a book. After the theological and exegetical discussion, Dr. Gardner bridges the 
often-uncrossed gap between the study and the pulpit. He builds a sturdy bridge to carry 
the biblical message over the chasm that often exists between the exegetical insight and 
venue specific proclamation. Born from the reflections of a gentleman who combines 
academic credentials with extensive pastoral experience, this is a book both for the know-
ing and the perplexed when preaching on today’s controverted issues.”

—Joel C. Gregory, George W. Truett Endowed Chair  
in Preaching and Evangelism and director of the Kyle Lake Center  

for Effective Preaching, George W. Truett Theological Seminary

“Gospel preaching at its best is a social enterprise. Like a wise physician, Dr. Gardner 
provides an accurate diagnosis and proper response to the existential crises confronting 
the church in the twenty-first century. Social Crisis Preaching is a work that will challenge 
the status quo of the pulpit and pew. Dr. Gardner writes with the mind of a scholar but 
with a pastor’s heart.”

—Frank Kennedy, Jr, executive pastor,  
New Mount Olive Baptist Church, Ft. Lauderdale, FL 

“Tyshawn Gardner has written a compelling, convicting, and challenging volume that 
carries on the spirit of what he has newly dubbed the black church tradition’s “prophetic 
radicalism.” Carefully theologically reasoned, ecclesiastically oriented, and homiletically 
charged, Gardner has written a wonderful, bold, and provocative work that will bless 
both the church and academy. It is a book for Christians wanting to address the social 
ills of racism, sexism, and inequality. It is a book for preachers. But above all, it is a 
book that courageously calls Christian people to recover and cherish the image of God 



in every human being. I commend it to everyone, but especially to seminarians and the 
ministers of the next generation.”

—Wm. Dwight McKissic, Sr,  
senior pastor, Cornerstone Baptist Church, Arlington, TX

“He is insightful, biblical, prophetic, and engaging with his encouragement and challenges 
to the reader. This book is being released in the middle of a racial reckoning, a mental 
health pandemic, and global health pandemic. The timing of this release could only have 
been arranged by God. It’s a book that I believe will give vocal cords and a voice back 
to the marginalized and oppressed by way of the pulpit heralder and the hearers of the 
pew. It also places tools in the hands of others that make the work doable for all people.”

—Cokiesha Bailey Robinson, founder, Cross Spring Ministries,  
and associate dean of student diversity, Grace College   

“Social Crisis Preaching is a textbook that addresses inequities and injustice in our world 
by viewing them through a redemptive lens based upon the biblical text. In a day when 
the tendency is to assign the biblical text to a secondary function or role, Dr. Gardner 
connects social crisis preaching to its primary source: the Bible. In this work, the ancient 
scriptural text gives voice to the contemporary social texture so that the fruit and the root, 
the cure and the cause, the consequent and the antecedent, are held in unrelinquishable 
tension. The book is saturated in a Christological solution, thus offering the only way 
society and its members can be redeemed to Christ.”

—Robert Smith, Charles T. Carter Baptist Chair of Divinity and professor of Chris-
tian Preaching, Beeson Divinity School at Samford University

“In this wonderful book, Gardner contends that the preaching of the gospel necessarily 
involves the preaching about crises in society. Sin has marred humanity and created the 
social conditions which dehumanize human beings. The gospel is the healing salve that 
abrogates the corruptive powers of sin. Real gospel preaching, then, mandates addressing 
the source and symptoms of sin in order to overturn its authority in the world. I highly 
recommend this book to anyone concerned about preaching the truth of Jesus Christ 
without compromise.”

—Ralph Douglas West, senior pastor, The Church Without Walls, Houston, TX

“As a pastor and an academic in the Deep South for nearly 20 years, Dr. Tyshawn Gard-
ner has written a guide for preachers interested in ‘social crisis preaching.’ His practical 
illustrations and sample outlines will be a helpful guide for preachers who will dare to 
address, from the biblical texts, some of the challenging social crises of our day. Even 
when readers disagree with Dr. Gardner’s method, suggestions, and conclusions, they 
will still learn.”

—Jarvis J. Williams, associate professor of New Testament interpretation,  
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary 
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1

Introduction:

Towards an Ethic  
of Social Crisis Preaching

I 
am an avid sports fan. I spend many Saturday afternoons with re-
mote control, lemon pepper wings, and Dr. Pepper in tow, watching 
the competitive fierceness of college basketball or football games. 

As entertaining as the games are, the hilarious commercials shown 
during the time-outs and halftime are equally engaging. During the 
2019 NCAA March Madness men’s basketball tournament, AT&T 
launched a year-long set of “Just OK Is Not OK” commercials to 
promote their 4K network. Their goal was to help customers see that 
“just OK” network coverage is not merely “OK.” But the commercials 
struck a deeper chord with me. Each commercial presents ordinary 
life situations, like taking your car to a mechanic, sitting in a doctor’s 
office, or hiring a babysitter. While every case is relatable yet unique, 
the common thread in the series is that the characters sought assur-
ance, certainty, and guarantee in each predicament.

My favorite commercial in the series features a man in a hospital 
preparing for a procedure, when his wife, who is at his bedside, asks 
the attending nurse, “Have you ever worked with Dr. Francis?” The 
nurse replies, “Oh yeah, he’s OK,” to which the patient with a grimace 
on his face, trepidatiously interjects, “Just OK?” The next scene has 
a very nonchalant, head-in-the-clouds Dr. Francis strolling into the 
hospital room as he rhetorically asks, “Guess who just got reinstated, 
well, not officially?” The commercial then fades to the narrator who 
says, “Just OK is not OK.”

The social crisis preacher proclaims the justice and hope of the gospel 
in a world where “just OK is not OK.” These five words bear prophetic 
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witness to the times in which we live. Social crisis preaching addresses 
a world where the “OK-ness” of the social order has become accepted 
as the norm. It disturbs and upends the milieu of those who are “OK” 
with things being “OK.” This “just OK” mentality of callousness and 
numbness breeds nihilism, where little compassion is shown for those 
in dire situations, who cry, “This is not OK!” This apathy is an anti-
gospel, deadening spirit that prohibits the fruit of the Spirit from 
sprouting and growing in our lives (Matt 7:16; Luke 13:6–9; Gal 
5:22–23).

Social crisis preaching is biblically rooted, Spirit-enabled proclamation 
that develops and drives congregations to compassionately care for and radi-
cally confront social crises in the communities where their neighbors live, 
work, worship, and play. Think of the twelve-year-old girl taken captive 
by the ever-growing, multimillion-dollar-per-day human trafficking 
industry. This is not OK. There are more payday and title lenders 
in Alabama than hospitals, high schools, movie theaters, and county 

courthouses combined, driving the five 
thousand people per day who take out 
these loans deeper into financial crisis.1 
This is not OK. Imagine the ambitious, 
gifted children who are told to dream big 
(and they do). But they are also assigned 
to ghettos, where failing schools, bleak job 
opportunities, subpar healthcare systems, 
and underfunded social services all align 
to ensure that the cycle of poverty con-
tinues deep into succeeding generations. 
This is not OK. Social crisis preaching 
addresses big pharma, politicians, and 
the wealthy investors of pharmaceutical 

companies who allow opioids to ravage middle-class communities and 
destroy young couples’ lives. Seeing tens of thousands of Americans 
die from opioid abuse is not OK. Preachers who engage in social crisis 
preaching have a responsibility to address the threats of national security, 

1. Alabama Appleseed Center for Law and Justice and Alabama Arise, “Broke: How Payday Lend-
ers Crush Alabama Communities,” 4, accessed February 10, 2022. https://www.alabamaappleseed 
.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/04/Alabama-Appleseed-BROKE-Report-Web.pdf.

Social crisis preaching is 
biblically rooted, Spirit-
enabled proclamation 

that develops and 
drives congregations 
to compassionately 

care for and radically 
confront social crises in 
the communities where 

their neighbors live, 
work, worship, and play.
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foreign wars, and the psychological and emotional toll that international 
conflicts exact on the brave women and men who serve the nation. These 
daily realities are not OK. When there is political corruption on every 
level, the ugly monster of voter suppression arises, and policymakers 
lobby for the wealthy and not for the poor, this is not OK. Imagine the 
elderly couple who faithfully worked thirty-plus years, purchased their 
home, put their children through school, and served their community 
with pride, only to see that same community now ravaged with drugs, 
gang violence, and shark real estate developers. This is not OK. Although 
there are pockets of improvement and promise related to how Chris-
tianity has positively influenced national policies towards minorities, 
the poor, and the most vulnerable, one cursory glance at the spiritual 
and social conditions of our communities and our nation tells us that 
things are “just OK.” But alas, “just OK is not OK.”

A social crisis is a disordered condition within a community that 
disrupts people’s shalom (peace) and flourishing. Social crisis preaching 
addresses a multitude of social realities that have reached crisis mode, 
yet many of these social crises are structural and systemic. Avid social 
media users, self-proclaimed scholars, and mainstream media pundits, 
loosely, and sometimes irresponsibly, use terms that further divide 
people into opposing camps. Clear definitions and examples must 
guide our conversations about systemic and institutional injustices.

Systemic racism is a term that generally generates much discussion 
and disagreement. Renowned scholar, Joe R. Feagin defines systemic 
racism:

The unjustly gained socioeconomic resources and assets of whites, 
and the long-term maintenance of major socioeconomic inequali-
ties across what came to be defined as a rigid color line . . . . 
Systemic racism encompasses a broad range of white-racist di-
mensions: the racist ideology, attitudes, emotions, habits, actions, 
and institutions of whites in this society.2

Feagin rightly explains that racism transcends the mere “feelings” of 
dislike held by members of one racial group towards another. Racism 

2. Joe R. Feagin, Systemic Racism: A Theory of Oppression (New York: Routledge, 2006), 2.
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indeed includes feelings of bias, but it also involves power and affects 
people economically.

Noted sociologists Michael Emerson and Christian Smith report 
that a racialized society and the causes of racial division can be seen in 
these aspects of society: “(1) are increasingly covert, (2) are embedded 
in normal operations of institutions, (3) avoid direct racial terminology, 
and (4) are invisible to most Whites.”3 Smith and Emerson’s definition 
of a racialized society will be of paramount importance throughout the 
course of this text as we discuss the responsibility of the social crisis 
preacher as sacred anthropologist in serving as a resource for the people 
in the pews. Racism is just as prevalent today as it was in 1962; this sin 
is still among us. Even though the blatant “whites only” markers are 
absent from stores, movie theaters, government offices, private busi-
nesses, education, and worship, the brokenness of humanity makes 
racism and all its vicissitudes a daily reality for many.

Closely associated with systemic racism is the term systemic or institu-
tional injustice. This term is used to define the political, social, economic, 
health, and educational structures that create inequity in resources and 
access to opportunities. Those dedicated to eradicating institutional 
injustices assert that there are policies, laws, and rules that adversely af-
fect one group of image-bearers more than another, even if inequity is 
not the intention. Consider the incalculable amount of wealth African 
Americans lost due to the government laws and policies that made hous-
ing discrimination acceptable and normal. Richard Rothstein, in his 
award-winning work The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our 
Government Segregated America, observes, “An account of de jure residen-
tial segregation has to include not only how public policy geographically 
separated African Americans from whites but also how federal and state 
labor market policies, with undisguised racial intent, depressed African 
American wages. In addition, some and perhaps many local governments 
taxed African Americans more heavily than whites.”4

Feagin, in another seminal text, elaborates on one of the specific 
hallmarks of institutionalized injustice, “Another common frame notion 

3. Michael O. Emerson and Christian Smith, Divided by Faith: Evangelical Religion and the 
Problem of Race in America (New York: Oxford, 2000), 9.

4. Richard Rothstein, The Color of Law: A Forgotten History of How Our Government Segregated 
America (New York: Liveright, 2017), 154.
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views local bureaucratic organizations such as a public school or gov-
ernment agency as properly white-controlled, white-normed, and/or 
slanted toward white interests.”5 Respected Christian legal scholar and 
attorney Bryan Stevenson’s work at the Equal Justice Initiative is note-
worthy in the area of systemic or institutional injustice. One instance 
of systemic injustice is found in the criminal courts and jury selection. 
The Equal Justice Initiative reports, “A recent study in Mississippi span-
ning a 25–year period ending in 2017 found that Black prospective 
jurors were four times more likely to be struck than white prospective 
jurors. Similarly, an analysis of more than 5,000 Louisiana cases from 
2011 to 2017 found that prosecutors struck black jurors at 175% the 
expected rate based on their proportion of the jury pool.”6 These biased 
jury selections have resulted in countless excessive sentences, wrongful 
convictions, and in some cases, even death sentences and executions.

Perhaps no other work provides a clearer portrait of systemic injustice 
than Harriet A. Washington’s groundbreaking text Medical Apartheid: 
The Dark History of Medical Experimentation on Black Americans from 
Colonial Times to the Present. Washington states

The much-bewailed racial health gap is not a gap, but a chasm 
wider and deeper than a mass grave. The gulf has riven our nation 
so dramatically that it appears as if we were considering the health 
profiles of people in two different countries—a medial apartheid.7

Social crisis preachers should not only be concerned with how these 
atrocities affect image-bearers, but they should also bring the gospel of 
Christ to bear on these kinds of injustices through expository, thematic, 
and narrative preaching.8

5. Joe R. Feagin, The White Racial Frame: Centuries of Racial Framing and Counter-Framing 
(New York: Routledge, 2013), 141.

6. See, Equal Justice Initiative, “Race and the Jury: Illegal Discrimination in Jury Selection,” 
chap. 4. accessed January 29, 2022. https://eji.org/report/race-and-the-jury/. See also https://www 
.prisonpolicy.org/scans/reprieve_australia/Blackstrikes_Caddo_Parish_August_2015.pdf.

7. Harriet A. Washington, Medial Apartheid: The Dark History of Medical Experimentation on 
Black Americans from Colonial Times to the Present (New York: Anchor, 2010), 20.

8. For more scholarly readings on systemic racism and institutional injustices of various manifes-
tations see: Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness 
(New York: The New Press, 2010); Doris Marie Provine, Unequal Under Law: Race in the War on 
Drugs (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2007); Carol Anderson, The Second: Race and Guns in a 
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This is a homiletics textbook that promotes hermeneutical, exegetical, 
and homiletical responsibility in moving from text to sermon in social 
crisis proclamation. It also argues for social crisis preaching as a pastoral 
responsibility for making disciples who will respond with radical mercy, 
justice, and Christian love to address the crises confronting their own 
communities and those of their neighbors. Part 1 provides an ethic of 
social crisis preaching (chapter 1) and a pastoral theology that gives 
insight for understanding those who hear our preaching (chapter 2).

Part 2 will instruct the social crisis preacher on how to move from 
theory to practice, text to sermon, and theology to application—the 
nuts and bolts of social crisis proclamation.9 In both parts, I will in-
troduce social crisis preaching as the act of proclamation God uses to 
expose sin in its varying forms, to promote the hope of Christ, and 
to realign God’s creation closer to his intended vision for humanity.

A DEFINITION OF SOCIAL CRISIS PREACHING

Kelly Miller Smith, Sr. is one of only thirteen African Americans to 
deliver Yale University’s distinguished Lyman Beecher Lectures. In his 
1983 lecture, entitled “Social Crisis Preaching,” he defines social crisis 
preaching as “the proclamation of that which is crucially relevant within 
the context of the Christian gospel in times of social upheaval and 
stress.”10 In this definition, Smith Sr. solidifies social crisis preaching 
as Christian proclamation rooted in the Bible. Furthermore, Smith 
Sr.’s definition implies that the content in the gospel is sufficiently 
relevant to address contemporary social crises.

An acknowledgement of what is meant by a “social issue” or “crisis” 
is also in order. Ronald J. Allen defines what constitutes a social issue. 
He writes

Fatally Unequal America (New York: Bloomsbury, 2021); Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Repara-
tions,” Atlantic, June 2014, https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-for 
-reparations/361631/; Isabel Wilkerson, Caste: The Origins of Our Discontents (New York: Random, 
2020); Rebecca Skloot, The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks (New York: Broadway, 2010).

9. I will use “social crisis preaching” and “social crisis proclamation” as synonymous terms 
throughout the book.

10. Kelly Miller Smith, Sr. Social Crisis Preaching: The Lyman Beecher Lectures, 1983 (Macon, 
GA: Mercer University, 1983), 33.
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I consider a social issue to have the following characteristics. It is 
public. People are aware of it, or should be aware of it. The issue 
affects the community as a community, that is, it creates social 
consequences. It affects the well-being of the society. Many social 
issues are systemic. Social issues may call for the community to 
invoke a common understanding or behavior in light of the issue.11

Smith Sr.’s definition of social crisis preaching, when viewed through 
the lens of Allen’s definition of a social issue with his emphasis on 
“community,” implies that all social crises are communal concerns. 
Social crisis preaching challenges the church, in times of “social up-
heaval and stress,” to raise the question, “Who is my neighbor?” (Luke 
10:29). “Social upheaval and stress” should “affect the community as 
a community”; however, too often social crises are isolated to certain 
communities. A part of social crisis preaching then is addressing the 
root causes and the fruit of why we seldom live “as a community.”

In my definition of social crisis preaching, I lead preachers and 
churches to embody Jesus’s admonition to “love your neighbor as 
yourself ” (Mark 12:31). In this way, I define social crisis preaching as 
“biblically rooted, Spirit-enabled proclamation that develops and drives 
congregations to compassionately care for and radically confront social 
crises in the communities where their neighbors live, work, worship, 
and play.” Social crisis preaching consistently provides clear sermonic 
application, calling for congregations to love God and their neighbor 
by caring for their neighbor’s mental, spiritual, and physical well-
being. This proclamation might challenge the ideological constructs 
that foster hate and division among racial groups.

In similar fashion, social crisis preaching may prompt a congregation 
to consider how they might leverage their influence and power in the 
advocacy for more green space, well-lit streets, and improved infrastructure 
for children who live and play in high-crime areas. Social crisis preach-
ing calls congregations to act with redemptive compassion towards the 
formerly incarcerated by ensuring that they have a loving church where 
they can hear the gospel and serve, opportunities to earn a livable wage, 
access to educational opportunities, and a place to live. If we model the 

11. Ronald J. Allen, “Preaching on Social Issues,” Encounter 59, no. 1/2 (1998): 59.
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Lord’s example in Luke 4:18, ministry to the formerly incarcerated is a 
field ripe with opportunities. Yet the laborers are few. These image-bearers, 
many who professed faith in Christ in prison and turned their life around, 
once released, are excluded from employment and housing. The federal 
and state laws that govern their lives ensure that once they are released, 
their bondage continues. Reuben Jonathan Miller testifies

Housing-application denials for people with criminal records 
doubled in the first six months after Clinton’s address.12 By 1998, 
almost every public-housing authority in the nation had taken 
up some version of the initiative, barring people with criminal 
records form the premises and evicting entire families who let 
formerly incarcerated loved ones sleep on their couches. Exclu-
sion became official housing policy.13

Social crisis preaching also proclaims God’s love in Christ for those 
who are lost and who futilely seek identity in worldly pleasures, ma-
terial possessions, and empty ambitions. In this definition, not only 
is social crisis preaching defined as biblical proclamation, but there 
are two ways in which it is also communal. First, it develops the local 
congregation to become the community that models justice, love, and 
mercy. These sermons move congregations to stand with others in spaces 
like school board meetings, where they advocate for qualified teachers 
and adequately equipped facilities that are safe and prepare children for 
educational and career opportunities. Social crisis preaching calls for 
clear sermonic application that tethers our treatment of neighbor to 
our baptism and confessions of faith. The confession to love neighbor 
as one’s self requires that we “do unto others as we would have them 
to do unto you” (Luke 6:31). This sermonic application tying the 

12. President Bill Clinton, January 23, 1996, State of the Union address. Clinton challenged 
landlords to evict tenants who commit crimes. The Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment also implemented strict public housing policies that required eviction of residents who 
committed crimes. Congress passes the Housing Opportunity Extension Act of 1996, that required 
public-housing agencies to evict tenants who committed crimes and to evict tenants who have 
guests who had previously been convicted of crimes. See Clinton’s address, accessed February 4, 
2022. https://clintonwhitehouse4.archives.gov/WH/New/other/sotu.html.

13. Reuben Jonathan Miller, Halfway Home: Race, Punishment, and the Afterlife of Mass Incarcera-
tion (New York: Little, Brown, and Co., 2021), 175.
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foundational principles of our faith to concrete social acts may mean 
demanding that local governments support struggling small businesses 
through tax-breaks, grants, and other incentives that will empower the 
employees and owners of those businesses.

Second, it introduces God’s vision of humanity to communities beset 
by injustice. The social crisis sermon calls communities to respond to 
God’s redemptive grace and love for his creation by taking responsibility 
for cleaning up their own communities from drugs and crime, while 
also calling out corporate greed and government neglect. Social crisis 
preaching calls attention to the finished work of Christ on the cross and 
the empowering and enabling power of the Holy Spirit to eradicate hate 
from the hearts of racists and those who practice other forms of bigotry.

Thus, social crisis preaching prevents congregations from being myo-
pic in their limited views of social issues, selfishly only caring about and 
confronting the crises that threaten them personally. My definition of 
social crisis preaching also avoids the humanistic efforts that preachers 
and congregations often use when addressing society’s most controversial 
issues. It does so by tethering the practice of preaching and the congre-
gation’s application to the power of the Holy Spirit for its effectiveness.

THE SUFFICIENCY OF THE TOTALITY OF THE GOSPEL

Some seek to avoid social crisis preaching. To them, “the gospel” is de-
fined in nonsocial terms, only focusing on the spiritual—the rebirth, 
fellowship, and new heaven and new earth. But the true gospel unites and 
liberates. It addresses sin in every area of our pedestrian human position. 
The gospel may unite us in relational love and agreement on the most 
foundational theological tenets, but it does not mean that liberation from 
social and cultural strongholds is a realization for all. Christina Barland 
Edmonson and Chad Brennan instruct, “Contrary to popular belief, 
the Bible does not teach that our relational dynamics with one another 
are separate from the gospel, a distraction from the gospel, or a much 
lower priority than the gospel.”14 Racial justice and equality is also the 

14. Christina Barland Edmondson and Chad Brennan, Faithful Anti-Racism: Moving Past Talk 
to Systemic Change, (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2022), 36.
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gospel. The totality of the gospel means liberation. Social crisis preach-
ing recaptures and reclaims what it means to be liberated. Liberation, as 
both a word and a concept, has deep biblical roots and is a major aspect 
in the ethics of Christian theology and ministry. Paul, in his letter to 
the Galatians, contends that Jesus Christ “gave himself for our sins to 
deliver us from the present evil age, according to the will of our God 
and Father” (Gal 1:4 ESV). By “the present evil age,” Paul is suggesting 
that the death of Christ brought radical implications to salvation, thus 
loosening sin’s grip in all historical and social realities. Timothy George 
explains how Christ’s death has spiritual and social implications:

The coming of Christ has drastically relativized, though not 
completely obliterated, former distinctions of race, class, and 
gender. It also has placed in a totally new perspective such former 
requirements as circumcision, food laws, and feast days. Christ 
has rescued us from this present evil age through justifying us by 
faith and pouring out his Spirit in our lives.15

The liberation that social crisis preaching proclaims permeates the 
spiritual and the social. This liberation is first and foremost a spiritual 
liberation from the eternal effects of all sin, by and because of, the 
atoning sacrifice of Jesus on the cross.

This spiritual liberation in Christ transforms the dehumanizing so-
cial, political, and economic structures that bind humanity to the sinful 
realities of the fall. Women and men, as new creatures in Christ, must 
advocate for and build a world that consistently reflects the glory of God 
and his intention for his creation. In short, there is no liberation apart 
from the transforming power of the cross and resurrection of Christ. The 
purpose of God’s redemptive act in his Son was (and is) to liberate people 
from sin and reconcile them to God. Hugo Magallanes rightly states

God’s liberation is intrinsically connected to the creation narrative, 
in which all aspects of the human being and society are crafted 
in perfect harmony, and to the eschatological images of the book 
of Revelation, in which the promise of perfect harmony comes 

15. Timothy George, Galatians, Vol. 30 (Nashville: B&H, 1994), 87.
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to fruition. Then, the “in-between” time is precisely God’s call 
to liberate—that is, to resemble the perfect harmony described 
at the beginning and at the end of the biblical narrative. God’s 
liberation, then, encompasses all aspects of the human being and 
all elements of the universe and society.16

Sin seeks to destroy, bind, and distort every person or entity it infil-
trates. Because sin knows no boundaries, it affects every aspect of our 
being—our thinking, decision-making, and actions (Jer 17:9; Mark 
7:22; Eph 4:22; Rom 1:21, 12:1–2). Sinful individuals create sinful 
ideologies, structures, and systems that cause harm and dysfunction 
in society (Exod 1:8–14; Dan 3:1–7; Matt 23:1–4; Luke 23:6–25; Jas 
5:1–6). God intervenes to restore and bring wholeness by liberating 
humanity through the cross of Christ, where sin and death are defeated.

It is here where a brief critique of the pros and cons of liberation 
theology is most needed. The Rev. Dr. James Hal Cone is considered 
the father of Black liberation theology. Even though Cone did not 
coin the term Black liberation theology, nor was he the first African 
American to write a theology of liberation directed towards the Black 
experience in America and the diaspora, his influence is undeniable.17 
Cone and other Black liberation theologians brought the Bible to 
bear on racism and racial violence; they brought an indictment on 
the silence from white Christians and white churches towards those 
realities. James Cone rightly observes

16. Hugo Magallanes, “Liberation,” in Dictionary of Scripture and Ethics, ed. Joel B. Green 
(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2011), 481.

17. The term Black theology was coined by a group of forty-eight of the most influential Black 
clergy across the country who drafted a statement in 1966 entitled “Black Power,” which was pub-
lished as a full-page ad in the New York Times in 1966. See James Cone and Gayraud S. Wilmore, 
Black Theology: A Documentary History, Volume One: 1966–1979 (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis), 19–26. 
Cone states in his book For My People: Black Theology and the Black Church, Where Have We Been 
and Where Are We Going? (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1991), that there are three reasons Black theology 
emerged as a viable rationale. First, the civil rights movement as defined by Martin Luther King, Jr. 
during the 1950s and 1960s. Second, as a response to Joseph R. Washington in Washington’s book 
Black Religion: The Negro and Christianity in the United States (Boston, Beacon, 1964). Washing-
ton argued that Black churches are not real churches, since they neither practice the true religion 
found in white churches, where they were not welcomed. Since Black people were excluded from 
white churches, where true theology was found, Black churches were not real churches; since any 
church without a theology is not a church. The third reason Black theology was popularized was 
due to the influence of the Black power movement and Black nationalist groups, led by leaders 
such as Malcolm X.
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All creative theologies come into being as persons encounter con-
tradictions in life about which they cannot be silent. The same was 
true of the appearance of black theology in the 1960s. As Martin 
Luther could not remain silent about indulgences in the Catho-
lic Church, and as Karl Barth could not remain silent about the 
inordinate confidence of liberal theology in human goodness, so 
black theologians could not remain silent about the ever-increasing 
manifestations of racism in the white church and its theology.18

Latin American as well as Black liberation theologies arose because 
of the existing contradictions between the social, ethical, moral, and 
economic practices of the church and the Bible’s clear teachings on 
love, unity, and justice.

Among other positive theological contributions in liberation theolo-
gies, social crisis preaching appreciates African American liberation 
theology’s biblical response to systemic racism and sinful structures. 
Feagin reminds us that systemic racism is “the unjustly gained socio-
economic resources and assets of whites, and the long-term mainte-
nance of major socioeconomic inequalities across what came to be 
defined as a rigid color line.”19 Liberation theologies have championed 
the poor and emphasized Jesus’s care and love for them as displayed 
in the Gospels (Matt 19:21; Mark 14:7; Luke 4:18, 14:12–14; John 
12:8).

Racism toward African Americans in the eras of slavery and Jim 
Crow created an underclass of people where poverty was undeniable. 
At a time when many predominately white Christian denominations 
and churches perpetuated racist ideologies such as the curse of “Ham 
theory,” supported racial segregation in every form of American life, 
and forced Black Christians out of their churches, Black liberation 
theology challenged the unbiblical practices of bigotry and racism. 
In developing his early writings, Cone raises the question, “What has 
the gospel of Jesus Christ to do with the Black struggle for justice in 
the United States?”20 The application of a Christ-centered, biblically 

18. Cone, For My People, 40.
19. Joe R. Feagin, Systemic Racism: A Theory of Oppression (New York: Routledge, 2006), 2.
20. James Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation, Twentieth Anniversary Edition (Maryknoll, NY: 

Orbis, 1995), xi.
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anchored, spirit-empowered, social crisis sermon, even today, chal-
lenges hearers to grapple with this question and other sinful realities 
that threaten to rob humanity of God’s redemptive purposes.

My critique and concern about Cone’s liberation theology argu-
ment is related to his deeply imbedded insistence that “there can be 
no theology of the gospel which does not arise from an oppressed 
community.”21 The revelation of God in Christ cannot be limited to 
oppressed communities. Cone’s assertion arises from centering the 
Black experience in America as the defining concern of Christian 
theology. I argue that while any theology that has Christ at the center 
ought to encourage believers to “compassionately care for and radically 
confront social crises in the communities where their neighbors live, 
work, worship, and play,” the depth and breadth of Christian theology 
encompasses more than the Black experience. Solid Christian theology 
is concerned with spiritual and social dynamics that both transcend 
and extend beyond any ethnicity in America. I disagree with Cone’s 
epistemological argument that limits the revelation of God to afflicted 
and oppressed communities. Nevertheless, as I note in chapter 2, the 
church is best equipped to address social crises from the Word of God 
when we learn to appreciate the positive presuppositions held by bibli-
cally centered, interpretive communities.

Another critique of Cone’s early theology is a flaw that Cone himself 
recognizes. He admits that a weakness in his argument in earlier editions 
of A Black Theology of Liberation was his interpretation of racism as “a 
domestic problem, largely associated with the exclusion of blacks from 
the benefits of American capitalism. Racism was primarily identified as a 
social exclusion with disastrous political and economic consequences.”22 
Cone was correct in his assessment of the vices of racism on Black life in 
America, but he admits that the focus of his theology failed to encompass 
the totality and complexities of human oppression. Social crisis preaching 
acknowledges that sin, as separation from God, is the primary culprit of 
all social crisis. It brings the full weight of the gospel of Christ to bear on 
those complexities that were formerly excluded from Cone’s theology.

Finally, I believe that Black liberation theology does not emphasize 

21. Cone, 5.
22. Cone, xvii.
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reconciliation enough. While liberation from social evil is a focus, 
reconciliation does not appear to receive the same enthusiasm. The 
Black liberation theologies of Albert Cleage, Cone, and Gayraud Wil-
more, among others, do not extend to reconciliation as an earthly or 
eschatological mandate of the Bible. The New Testament is replete 
with God’s plan to restore humanity into a right harmony with God 
and other human beings. Nowhere is that truth more prominent than 
Paul’s teachings on ethnic unity and reconciliation in Christ: “That he 
might create in himself one new man in place of the two, so making 
peace, and might reconcile us both to God in one body through the 
cross, thereby killing the hostility” (Eph 2:15b–16 ESV).

On the other hand, J. Deotis Roberts, Black liberation theologian 
and contemporary of Cone, in his classic text Liberation and Reconcili-
ation, insists that racial reconciliation should follow liberation. Roberts 
states, “Sin as moral evil, as it manifests itself in the brokenness in 
human relations (between blacks and whites), is personal and social. 
Blacks as well as whites must reckon with the personal and social direc-
tions of sin.”23 I am aware of the pros and cons of liberation theolo-
gies and insist that social crisis preaching confronts injustice, shows 
compassion for our neighbor, and maintains biblical fidelity. Just as the 
believer is involved in the lifelong process of spiritual sanctification, 
the process should also affect our social realities and relationship with 
God and humanity. This is the only evidence we have of the inner 
working of salvation and sanctification. The church cannot settle for 
liberated souls among terrorized bodies and communities.

TOWARDS A RATIONALE FOR SOCIAL CRISIS PREACHING

Proclamation is the most effective tool to address social injustice and 
social crisis from a Christian perspective, due to the transforming 
power of the Word of God proclaimed. In times of crises, proclama-
tion, rather than political action, radically strikes at the root of social 
crises—and that root is sin. Political action, while necessary, often 
leaves sin unscathed and hidden. Proclamation seeks to transform 

23. J. Deotis Roberts, Liberation and Reconciliation, 2nd ed. (Louisville: Westminster, 2005), 57.
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hearts and lives while uncovering sin in its various manifestations. 
We need to hear and heed God’s voice speaking to spiritual maladies 
and social madness. Preaching that does not show how the grand 
themes of the Bible, such as redemption, creation, salvation, the 
day of the Lord, and atonement, to name a few, are applicable to 
the social crises that affect image-bearers, misses the opportunity to 
invite hearers into the redemption narrative in tangible ways. Ab-
stract sermons fail to connect these grand themes to the relevancy 
of people’s hurts, fears, and concerns. Preachers must apprise their 
congregations of the spiritual and social conditions of their commu-
nities. God has spoken and is speaking. He is intimately concerned 
with the injustices in every community.

Some may contend that evangelistic preaching is the only kind the 
world needs. This approach, focusing merely on personal conversion, 
is a priority; but it is only an element of preaching, not the whole of 
it. It does not usually address how sinful individuals, living in a collec-
tive society comprised of institutions that operate in complex systems 
and structures, are often responsible for the brokenness of people and 
communities. The gospel must address the sin inherent in individuals 
and society for the church to realize the full manifestation of God’s 
purpose for his creation. In other words, social crisis preaching does 
not simply aim at addressing the biblical or contemporary crises, but 
at theological truths that point to Christ. The rectification of the crises 
is not the telos of social crisis preaching, but rather it is Christ.

Likewise, social crisis preaching aims to speak into the human situ-
ations of image-bearers. Genesis 1:27 clearly affirms, “God created 
man in his own image, he created him in the image of God.” This 
truth has profound implications, not limited or bound to geography, 
ethnicity, gender, or age. Being created in God’s image anchors our 
identity in the Creator, and solidifies the unique truth that humans 
alone share this mark of distinction. For the purpose of this book, the 
theological concept of being made in the image of God influences our 
ethics and how we disciple congregations to love other image-bearers. 
As image-bearers ourselves, we are to care for and respect other image-
bearers. Relationally, humanity was created to live in harmony with 
one another as worshipers of the triune God.

Sin has marred our identity as image-bearers, though it did not have 
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the power to destroy it. God’s creative design in us transcends sin’s 
power, and we are redeemed through Jesus Christ, God’s Son, who is 
the express likeness of God (John 14:9). Sin in its various forms dis-
rupts the harmony that image-bearers were meant to share with God 
and with one another. There are spiritual and social ramifications to 
sin’s disruptive nature. Social crisis preaching addresses every aspect of 
the image-bearer’s life. Spirit-filled preachers, also image-bearers, are 
called to leverage the gospel of Jesus Christ, through proclamation, 
on the spiritual and social lives of fellow image-bearers.

Preaching “about” Social Crisis

There is a difference between preaching “about” (or “on” or “around”) 
a social issue and preaching “to” social crises. Preaching “about” social 
issues is an easy escape for the preacher who feels the burden to address 
the crisis but lacks the courage to confront the complicity to communal 
crises in the pews. You can provide data and related information about 
social issues and those that evolve into crises and still not address the 
injustices. Preaching about social crisis addresses the symptoms the 
congregation is comfortable condoning but can fail to address the 
root causes, of which we are often a part. We can preach about a social 
crisis and yet not provide the congregation with specific, meaningful, 
practical applications to tackle the injustices that every day affect the 
people we are called to love and serve. All it takes is for the preacher 
to skim the surface of the text, sprinkle in some news headlines, affirm 
God’s love, and give the benediction.

Preaching about social issues does little to challenge biblical il-
literacy and ministry complacency, nor does it make congregants 
more aware of the plight of the people across town. Preaching about 
social crises does little to adjust the scales of pulpits light on com-
munal justice and heavy on the finer points of theology and personal 
piety. Communal justice and personal piety are tethered together, 
inseparable and indissoluble when joined together in proclamation. 
Preaching about social crises avoids cross-bearing, self-denial, and 
the marks of discipleship to which Jesus calls the preacher and hearer. 
Preaching about social crises leaves many parishioners asking, “Now 
what?” or “So what?”
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Preaching “to” Social Crisis

Preaching “to” social crisis is the hard work of leading the church to 
become what Sally Brown calls “agents of redemptive interruption.”24 
Preaching to social crisis is about more than providing information, 
remaining neutral, or affirming long-held, but false, assumptions and 
stereotypes about “the other.” Preaching to social crisis involves digging 
deep into the text, finding the social tensions that the text addresses, 
naming them, shedding light on the contemporary parallels, deliver-
ing decisive application, then trusting God with the results. Preaching 
to social crisis moves congregations beyond fear and bigotry to new, 
refreshing, and redemptive spaces where they are compelled to extend 
the radical mercy of God. Preaching to social crisis helps the church 
members realize that they have been recipients of radical mercy. Preach-
ing to social crisis goes beyond transferring information to the depths 
of experiencing the Christian faith. Brown also states

Christian faith is not a cerebral affair – a matter of privately 
cherishing a specific set of religious beliefs. It is a shared way of 
life, a way of being fully human in company with others, and 
a way of deeply engaging the world that God so fiercely loves. 
We maintain relationship with the “other” we encounter within 
the Christian community, where tensions inevitably arise. . . . In 
Christ’s name and with Christ’s servant-like posture, we commit 
ourselves to support the well-being of the racially, ethnically, 
culturally, economically, and theologically different “other.”25

In The Responsible Pulpit, James Earl Massey lists five components 
of the African American preaching tradition that “help any preacher 
from any tradition to sense more clearly how to keep the verbal 
witness of the pulpit both virile, engaging, and effective.”26 The five 
sermonic components are functional, festive, communal, radical, 
and climactic. Traces of each component may exist in social crisis 

24. Sally A. Brown, Sunday’s Sermon for Monday’s World: Preaching to Shape Daring Witness (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2020), xviii.

25. Brown, 23–24.
26. James Earl Massey, The Responsible Pulpit (Anderson, IN: Warner, 1974), chap. 6, Kindle.



18 Social crisis Preaching

preaching, but the most consistent and effective in social crisis preach-
ing is the “radical” component. Historically, radicality has been the 
most critical and constructive response to racism from the Black 
church. Courageous social crisis preaching confronts sin everywhere. 
Massey contends, “Radicality in the sermon engages the hearer. It 
makes him know that he is being confronted, that necessity is being 
laid upon him to respond. True preaching is always confrontational.”27 
Social crisis preaching is not an eloquent diatribe that simply identi-
fies problems and introduces solutions. On the contrary, it demands 
that the hearer break from any and all political, racial, economic, 
or theological loyalties complicit in social crises. Luther D. Ivory 
notes, “A critical prophetic voice must be accompanied by confron-
tational prophetic action.”28 Just as the nerves in our body alert us 
to confront the serious illnesses lurking in our organs, social crisis 
preaching takes prophetic action to confront the pain caused by the 
sin of social injustice.

THE METHODOLOGY OF SOCIAL CRISIS PREACHING

In a world where we measure pastoral effectiveness by our number of 
social media followers and church members, the social crisis preacher 
is a fellow traveler who lives among and suffers “with” the people in 
the pews. The methodology of social crisis preaching entails an in-
carnational model and an intentional homiletical approach. Pastors 
commit themselves to be with the congregation, developing them to 
intentionally care about and confront the crises in their neighbor’s 
communities.

Smith, Sr. in his book Social Crisis Preaching, refers to this as the 
“pre-proclamation function of the preacher.”29 Pre-proclamation is 
Smith Sr.’s first step in his delivery of the social crisis sermon. Smith 
Sr. argues that the social crisis sermon begins before a word is uttered 
from the pulpit, or even before the pen touches the paper in sermon or 

27. Massey, chap. 6.
28. Luther D. Ivory, Toward a Theology of Radical Involvement: The Theological Legacy of Martin 

Luther King, Jr. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1997), 90.
29. Smith, Sr., Social Crisis Preaching, 80–81.
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manuscript preparation. Pastors must enter into spaces where they can 
discuss hard, sensitive topics with their members. These conversations 
may take place en route to county school board meetings, deacons’ 
meetings, over a latte at Starbucks, in hospital waiting rooms, over chili 
dogs while watching a playoff game, while driving to a party, or in the 
gym. No matter the venue, God opens the door for the pre-proclamation 
function. God opens the door for the pre-proclamation function of 
social crisis preaching. Pastors must be intentional, proactive, and seize 
these moments of discipleship. Pre-proclamation involves listening and 
hearing people’s fears then leading them into redemptive truths from 
the Word of God. Irrational defenses, fears, and biases are more likely 
to be broken down in one-on-one conversations than they are in the 
company of the masses, where too often groupthink about a particular 
social issue overrides an individual’s personal convictions and desire to 
enter into inclusive dialogue. The pre-proclamation function of the 
preacher is perhaps the most important factor in social crisis preach-
ing. It is incarnational in that it requires the preacher’s involvement 
and engagement with the people to whom they will be preaching. Pre-
proclamation also calls the preacher to be informed about social crises. 
Congregations are more accepting and less critical of preachers who are 
knowledgeable about the crises being addressed, who have been with 
them as they live through them, rather than someone disengaged and 
unfamiliar with their issues.

Ezekiel sitting “with” the exiles in Tel Aviv illustrates this model. In 
holy resignation, he utters, “I sat where they sat.” (Ezek 3:15b KJV). 
Moses exemplifies this as he “chose to suffer with the people of God 
rather than to enjoy the fleeting pleasure of sin” (Heb 11:25; Exod 
2:10–12). Paul is the creative exemplar of the social crisis preacher, 
renouncing his privilege and position. In his letter to the church at 
Philippi, he writes, “I am persuaded of this, I know that I will remain 
and continue with all of you for your progress and joy in the faith” 
(Phil 1:25). Chief and paramount is the incarnate second person of 
the Trinity, Jesus Christ, engaged in kenosis (Phil 2:7), self-emptying, 
to dwell among us (John 1:14) fallen humans, those he came to save 
and deliver. Effective social crisis preaching is the result of preacher and 
congregation having a heart for the poor, disenfranchised, overlooked, 
rejected, and forgotten. Jesus models pastoral compassion and advocacy 
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in the Gospels by demonstrating how he spent his life pursuing and 
serving those who were in crises situations.

I receive questions from my students and other pastors such as, 
“How do you do social crisis preaching?” and “Is social crisis preach-
ing a different or special kind of preaching?” The first methodological 
question will be treated in detail in Part 2. The answer to the second 
is both “no” and “yes.” It lies in a methodological model that views 
expository and topical preaching as the homiletical approach to engage 
in social crisis preaching that “drives congregations to compassionately 
care for and radically confront social crises in the communities where 
their neighbors live, work, worship, and play.”

Social Crisis Preaching Is Expository Preaching

Is social crisis preaching a special kind of preaching? No, in that all 
Scripture was written in a context where spiritual crises inevitably 
caused social crises. In this way, we see social crisis preaching as not 
simply a duty to perform on the periodic occasion when breaking news 
floods the headlines, but as a constant response to our awareness of the 
plight of our neighbor. Social crisis preaching is performed out of an 
overflow of love for all our neighbors, not just those who have social 
crises with which we are most familiar. The foundation of all social 
crisis preaching is love for people and the unquenchable quest to see 
them freed from the mind-numbing, restrictive situations in which 
they perpetually find themselves. We do this by the power of God’s 
grace “to rescue us from this present evil age, according to the will of 
our God and Father” (Gal 1:4b).

One model of social crisis preaching is expository preaching, a proc-
lamation of what the text says. The late E.K. Bailey said, “Expository 
preaching [is] a message that focuses on a specific portion of Scripture, 
so as to clearly establish the precise meaning of the text, and to poi-
gnantly motivate the hearers to actions or attitudes dictated by that 
text in the power of the Holy Spirit.”30 Expository preaching should 
be appraised on the sermon’s ability to produce applicable points and 

30. Robert Smith Jr., Doctrine That Dances: Bringing Doctrinal Preaching and Teaching to Life 
(Nashville: B&H, 2008), 19–20.
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principles. The preacher who engages in sound exegetical practices 
will lead hearers to direct, specific application from the texts. The 
specific application will lead the hearer to engage and encounter other 
human beings in their complex social world. The correct application of 
God’s Word leads to a biblical worldview and behaviors that manifest 
themselves in relationships, activities, practices, and commitments 
that are, at least in part, social. Preaching that does not address our 
contemporary situations is merely an exercise in biblical exegesis and 
explanation. These pastors are not being faithful representatives and 
mouthpieces of God. The parishioner comes to church to hear, “Thus 
saith the Lord,” and is asking the question, “What does God have to 
say about this social crisis event that took place this weekend?”

The pastor must tend the flock. Thomas G. Long contends, “It 
would be a mistake, however, to make too sharp a distinction be-
tween ‘pastoral’ and ‘prophetic’ sermons, as if personal issues could 
be separated from their placement in the social context and vice 
versa.”31 To not engage in contemporary situations is to lead your 
flock to a pasture with dead grass and a lake with no water. Sin not 
only disrupts our relationship with God (Gen 3:8–11, 23–24), 
but also with one another (Gen 3:16–19). The depths of sin’s ef-
fect on the social order is clearly seen when Adam and Eve’s son 
Cain murdered his brother Abel (Gen 4:8). Sin infiltrates the social 
order where humanity exists. Don’t believe me? Turn on the evening 
news. Sin corrupts the institutions we construct and maintain (Mark 
11:15–18) and seeps into the political, social, and civic world that 
the body of Christ inhabits. Thus, social crisis preaching is inescap-
able if we preach the Scriptures with exegetical, hermeneutical, and 
homiletical integrity.

How do we preach Luke 12:13–21, the parable of the rich fool, with-
out confronting corporate greed and economic exploitation, bringing it 
face-to-face with employees on strike or assembly line workers without 
healthcare benefits? A pastor provides the congregational application 
to Eph 2:14 by confronting local racial hostility and challenging the 
congregation to actively pursue peace through sacrificial actions in the 
same way Christ did. Long further comments, “The gospel does not 

31. Thomas G. Long, The Witness of Preaching (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox, 1989), 242.
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speak to isolated individuals and then swivel to speak another word 
to the world of politics and social systems. The Bible speaks to the 
totality of human life.”32 Whether you preach through the liturgical 
calendar or preach systematically through the books of the Bible, you 
will have to deal with the social crises in the biblical text and the ones 
affecting the people in the pews.

Social Crisis Preaching Is Topical Preaching

Social crisis preaching requires strategy and methodology to address 
the pressing issues on the hearts of God’s people. Preachers must meet 
people where they are and lead them to where God desires them to 
be, by the Word of God. Topical preaching, done responsibly, allows 
preachers to consider hot, sensitive, and growing local issues from 
the Bible. Concerning topical preaching, Robert Smith, Jr. rightly 
contends

Texts have to speak to people in their own Sitz im Leben (situa-
tion in life). Preaching that addresses only the what question of 
the implications of the text without responding to the so what 
question of the application of the text to daily concerns and vice 
versa is neither authentically expository nor responsibly topical. 
Responsible topical preaching can serve as a bridge for the kind 
of topical preaching that has been guilty of searching newspaper 
articles and television shows for relevant and timely topics without 
adequately treating the text and the type of peaching that mas-
querades as expository preaching without sufficiently addressing 
the human plight.33

Is social crisis preaching a special kind of preaching? Yes. And it is 
also a special kind of sermon. A topical sermon will allow the preacher 
to responsibly address significant social crises moments when they arise. 
Though we must not confine social crisis preaching to the headline-
making events (police abuse of force, rising pandemic death counts, 

32. Long, 242.
33. Robert Smith Jr., “Topical,” in The New Interpreters Handbook of Preaching, ed. Paul Scott 
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executive orders that disrupt and displace communities, unprecedented 
rise in gun-related murders, terrorist attacks), nor should we shy away 
from headlines. Why? Because the people of God are often the head-
lines. God’s people need to hear a word from the Lord concerning the 
headlines that affect their lives and the people they love. Social crisis 
preaching, then, is a word, “in season and out of season” (2 Tim 4:2).

Historical moments like the Civil War, the Civil Rights Move-
ment, and current situations like the mounting tension surrounding 
civil unions, beckon the preacher to turn to the Bible and tune in to 
the social world around them and their parishioners. Smith further 
concludes, “Jesus preached the truth of God’s Word as he encountered 
the topical and thematic contexts of his hearers.”34 These special mo-
ments require heralds of the gospel to pivot to a topical social crisis 
sermon that addresses and provides biblical direction and hope for the 
people in the pews most affected by those situations. Is it irresponsible 
of the pastor to be aware of the fears that trouble the minds of most 
people, only to remain mute? Yes! Is it irresponsible to stay silent 
while conversations about these fears occur in almost every space of 
society—social media, the classroom, workplace, barbershops, board-
rooms, and newsrooms—except the pulpit? Yes! Where else will God’s 
truth and justice be proclaimed? Where else will our parishioners and 
community find visions of justice, glimpses of hope, and gestures of 
mercy? Certain newsworthy and community-shaking events demand 
preachers prepare a sermon to deal with the thoughts and concerns of 
their parishioners. Whether through expository preaching or respon-
sible topical preaching, pastors must preach through the power of the 
Holy Spirit to “develop and drive congregations to compassionately 
care for and radically confront social crises in the communities where 
their neighbors live, work, worship, and play.”

Conclusion

Many of the ancient biblical crises have a corresponding parallel today. 
In the Bible, “times of social upheaval and stress”35 may refer to slavery 

34. Smith Jr., 426.
35. Smith Sr., Social Crisis Preaching, 18.
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in Egypt (Exod 1:8–14), the devaluing of human life in the worship 
of Molech (2 Kgs 23:10), genocide (Esth 3), food deprivation (Ruth 
1; John 6:1–7), massive health crises (Matt 15:29–31), ethical bias 
(Acts 10; Gal 2), or forms of greed (Josh 7; Luke 12:16–21; Acts 5; 
James 5:1–6). Social crises result from the spiritual crisis of sin, both 
individual and structural. Sex trafficking and sex slavery, poverty, abor-
tion, rampant crime rates, human trafficking, racism, social injustice, 
and family dysfunction are the social byproducts of individual and 
structural sin stemming from the fall. Such crises reflect our contem-
porary “times of upheaval and stress.” Bryan Chapell would argue that 
contemporary believers share a mutual human condition with those 
for whom or by whom the text was written.36 Quite often, this shared 
human condition is the product of a particular social crisis.

Throughout history, those dedicated to changing the social order 
have advanced human progress, against those committed to maintain-
ing the status quo. Consider Martin Luther’s response to the Catholic 
Church’s corruption, over and against those who attempted to silence 
and malign him. His commitment and fidelity to Scripture produced 
spiritual and social change within the church. When dark forces sought 
to maintain and perpetuate the evil institution of slavery that had 
already lasted 247 years, the preaching responses of Frederick Dou-
glass and William Lloyd Garrison set the process of human freedom 
in motion.

In the years following the Civil War, the prophetic proclamation 
of Daniel Payne and Henry McNeal Turner was a bastion of resis-
tance against lynching and government-sponsored disenfranchise-
ment against Blacks. Responding to the dehumanizing realities and 
emotionally destructive ordeals of the Jim Crow era, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Adam Clayton Powell, Sr., Fred Shuttlesworth, Reverdy 
Cassius Ransom, and countless others advanced America to a new 
era of human progress and hope. Leading the charge in almost every 
period of social change were preachers committed to the principles of 
social crisis preaching.

36. See Bryan Chapell, “Fallen Condition Focus” in Christ Centered Preaching: Redeeming the 
Expository Sermon, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2005).
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