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Dress and Style

Let me begin by telling a quick story. When | wastioring a small rural church while | was in
seminary, a man who was an elder made a motiosedsaon meeting. He said that none of the young
men in our community who were beyond high schoaleacoat and tie. He said that they buy a sport
coat for their graduation, along with a tie, andttis the last time either is put on. That is yratl

course, a funeral occurs down the road that theg ladress formally for. He said that we all caime
church in coats and ties, which makes all the yaueg in our community uncomfortable when they
come to our church. Thus he made a motion that nbtiee elders in the church will wear a coat daad t
to church anymore.

| have another story from another church | werddme years later. | was working on my washing
machine one Saturday morning. | was all greasyna@sised up. | found out that | was missing a taml, s
| went over to an elder’s house. | knocked on therdand he opened it. He looked at me and he said,
“What are you doing visiting me looking like that.8aid, “I am not visiting you. | am just coming t
borrow a tool.”

One of the elders in a church | served said, “Véet@o formal. We need to dress down.” Another elder
with a different concern, said, “In this communigpu are not formal enough. You need to dress up.”
Who was right? It is a trick question. They werelyably both right. They were aware of the task, and
they were aware of the people. They were tryingiédke prudential judgment for the sake of the Ggspel
both concerning the sacredness of the task angetessity of connecting with the people. As we talk
about dress and style, that is what we are goiriy tto remember.

The goal for this lesson is to understand how ngessaan be delivered with greater effectiveness by
considering how the preacher can identify withduagregation in dress and delivery. There is priybab
no better Scripture for this for us to considemtiaCorinthians 9. Paul wrote, “Though | am fred an
belong to no man, | make myself a slave to everyomwan as many as possible.” Whose rights was
Paul primarily concerned about? He was concernedtdhe rights of people who hear the Gospel and
the right of the Spirit to minister to them. Foatlsake, he was willing to put his own rights setcdfor

us in this culture, the great difficulty is when tegin to talk about things like style. When wesdreve
typically only think in terms of “my rights” instelaof considering to whom | am ministering and what
will be most effective for their sakes and the sakthe Gospel.

As we think about styles of dress, the watchwor@ppropriate.” It must be appropriate to honor the
task and identify with the people. There is an obgiand unending tension in those two things—to
honor the task and identify with the people. Whatake trying to do is to present ourselves
appropriately for the situation. What do we havedaosider? How am | going to dress so | can
communicate the Word effectively? What do | havéate into account? | have to consider the people,
but | have to consider how they are going to inetrghe way | look. What are they going to use aken
that interpretation? | have to consider their aggemeration, which will be one thing they will use
interpret. | have to consider the societal contexthich they are. That could be their socioecormmi
level or their region of the country. It could leir nationality. It could be their demographicstbe
age spectrum. It could be their own history of wihaty expect men of God to look like to represent
themselves. Are all of these societal standardd@doe they all bad? It is not necessarily so thezi
case. We have to make judgments that are pastortld sake of the people and the Gospel. Our
judgments will not be for the sake of our own comfti is not our rights that are being defendad,ib
is their rights that we are concerned about.
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Most of the time, the decisions that we make abloess and style are appropriate when they disappear
When it is not an issue, dress and style are apiptepl typically know that my choices are
inappropriate when how | am dressing becomes am.ids it possible that | might want it to be an
issue? Are there times when | think the societaldards are inappropriate and | want to challenge
them? Yes, that could very well happen. If thahisintent, however, then | should be aware of what
some of the societal norms are. Otherwise | amguestting barriers that | do not intend. Remembat t
Paul said, “I want to put no stumbling block in thay of the gospel.” You may want some people to
guestion what they are doing. The elder who saidnged us to stop wearing coats and ties was gayin
that we were becoming a barrier to young men conmtggour church. He said he did not want us to put
up a stumbling block. On the other hand, the oghaéer said that if you do not dress appropriatelgny
community, then the people will not hear you. Hes\aavare of that stumbling block.

Having put all of those parameters in place, lefallsquickly about some of the things to be awaras
we present ourselves as a testimony to others at wh are doing. We are trying to avoid what ibeit
uncaring or unkempt. What are some of the majareisshat will always be? They will be hair, glare,
and cost. Those will be the issues.

What will be the issues of hair? The issues wilhbes long it is on your head and where it is onryou
face. | am sorry, but it is just this culture. Yimay say, “But Jesus had a beard.” Well, he probdialy

If some of you have been salesmen, you have bédthert you should not have facial hair. In this
culture, beards communicate counter-culture in saane They indicate that | am trying to be

rebellious or | am trying to look older than | amtat | do not like dealing with people so | amatng
negatively to our societal norms. Moustaches, h@wnere different. At least in the Midwest, people

will accept moustaches, but beards they will n@u Ynight say, “That is unfair, and it is an
unreasonable societal norm.” | will agree with yaogd maybe after a few years you can convince them
of that. You make choices and you become awarehef@vsociety is. Regarding length of hair, you may
wonder how long is too long. | do not know. In thidture, it is something people are concerned abou

With the issue of glare, | am talking about thesfmi dinner jacket that you wear into the pulpihay/
are the norms of what people expect in this cuhumnethe United States, if you are north of therilio
line and east of the Rockies, what do people ndymeapect the preacher to wear if it is not a
Generation-X church? They expect a suit, at least Sunday morning. It will not be a sport jacked a
slacks. It will be a suit and tie. What will be tba@or of the suit? It will be dark, and the tidlvwiot
have cartoon characters on it. That is, of courskess you are the children’s minister or the youth
pastor. In that case, everything goes.

We can tease about it, but you have to considethehgou meant to make dress an issue or not. There
are times when we need to make an issue abowgatréspect the elder who said he wanted us to stop
wearing ties. He still wanted the preacher to veete, but he did not want the rest of the eldensé¢ar

ties. He knew that in his community for the preaact@ to wear a tie would cut his respect. On ttheio
hand, in the Generation-X churches or Emergingaies, preachers typically do not wear ties. They
are trying to connect to another aspect of sodketyis not familiar with church culture and does n

have those expectations. This is the identificatuith people that moves a different way.

What are other issues of identification? To go enfwoor community and wear a thousand dollar suit

may be a problem. On the other hand, to go to fureat community and wear the suit that your mom
got you when you were in high school may be a @iobhs well. You may say that the affluent people
need not judge people by their clothes, and th@lpan urban communities need not judge people by
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what they wear. | recognize that, but are you tfmmake it an issue? If you are trying to makamnit
issue and correct peoples’ ideas, then more pawgsd. If you are just stepping on landmines tlaat y
do not know about and you do not intend, thenlieiter to adjust so that it is not an issue if gownot
mean to make it an issue.

When | go into churches | do not know, | alwaysttnitmy coat. When | do not button my coat, in
many communities it does not communicate inforngabut rather it shows a lack of respect. If | d n
button my coat, in many communities | go to therklve people who are mad at me, not for anything |
have said, but simply because | did not show rdsfiegould be like wearing a hat in a church innya
communities. You know not to do that. You may s&yho cares?” Yet, although you and | know it is
not something in the Bible, people are not goinbeaar us if we wear a hat into a formal worship
setting. In some communities, the same will be &foeut buttoning coats and things like that.

We are talking about appropriateness. The isswesifnot only has to do with suits, but also with
expensive jewelry and where your rings are. Yaogsimay not just be on your fingers but also orryou
ears or your nose or your eyebrows. | will grant yloat there are some communities where that can be
very effective. When my son began to minister @oantown arts community, he said he had to wear a
ring in his ear. He said, “I am white, blonde hehdmd small. If | simply look like a suburbaniteen |

will not work in this community. | will not be abk® minister.” He wanted to be able to identifyhwit

the people. | knew what he wanted to do, and hevksleat he wanted to do to minister in that
community. Now, however, it will be difficult foritm to get a job in a suburban community.

Consider the drama of the communication event. a&ze that everything communicates something.
Imagine that we have just finished the readinghefWord. | pray, “O Lord, my strength and fortress,
You are my refuge in time of distress.” Then | elasy Bible, put it away, and say, “What | wantatkt
about today is...” All of the verses | am going tarouent on may be in my notes. Yet what did |
communicate? | communicated that we have dispenghdhe preliminaries of the Bible, and now we
are going to get to the important stuff, my messadel not mean to say that. What | communicatgd b
what | did, however, was a clear message. | ammgslau to think about the fact that everything is a
message. | want you to weigh that as you consioer sesponsibilities before the Lord.

Those responsibilities include being concerned ahatyle of delivery. | would encourage you, irsth
generation patrticularly, to develop a personakstyhat means, first of all, do not be afraid tcsbH-
revealing. | will tell you that this is a generatithat virtually demands this. Two generations &go,
speak about yourself in the pulpit was anathemdayohowever, not to speak about yourself willlitse
deaden your ministry. It is the expectation. itddemptive vulnerability. It is not simply sayirfgam a
terrible person.” It is rather saying, “We all gggle with this, but God helps.” It is to identifyithv the
struggle as you point to the hope of the Gospd. iedemptive vulnerability.

Second, speak as though you are explaining songgfitum across the kitchen table. Remember the
guote about Spurgeon that he spoke to a thousathdagh he spoke to one. If you can do that, if you
can just talk to people in normal ways, they valhd to hear you.

Third, speak to particular situations rather thmpdrticular people. Come into their lives. Knowrth
Love them. Remember the way the Westminster Divéags it. They said, “By your conversation and
residence with your people, know what you shouladgressing.”

Fourth, use the word “we” often. It is the “we” difect address. Say, “We struggle with... We
understand... We will be helped by...” To identifythvpeople is a very personal style. That is not the
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“royal we” of referring to yourself in the plurdDo not say, “Last week, we spoke to you about.” It
sounds very arrogant. In order to involve peog, SLast week, we understood that although we
struggle with this, God has provided help.”

Use conversational speech. The rule of thumb ritglaicreases as sentence length decreases. We
cultivate a plain style by speaking in plain terinsncourage you to look at 2 Corinthians 3, whsalis,
“Seeing that we have such hope, we use great @ssnof speech.” | love that statement. Our hoge is
important that we use great plainness of speech elttertaining to simply say things cleverlyisit
impressive to say important things in a complex wéat it is ministry to say profound things in silap
ways. It is also the greater intellectual taskay grofound things in simple ways. It is not ditficto

say profound things in complex ways, particuladyng the vernacular that you learn in seminary. The
greater intellectual task is to say profound thimggery simple and graspable ways.

There are some principles for plain speaking. @gellar words. Remember that the Westminster Larger
Catechism says in Question 159, “We are speakitigetmecessities and the capacities of the people.”
We are not speaking to the necessities of the pesopd the capacities of the preacher. The necessity
capacities of the people should guide us in odesty

Ultimately, we are trying to speak naturally. Tdaes not mean we speak ungrammatically. If people
are jarred by the language you are using, theyneillhear you. Yet they are not looking for a forma
essay. They are looking for you to be conversalj@awen as you speak with authority. That natural
speaking is typically what is most wanted thesesdlys being conversationally articulate.

We had some fun today in thinking about some asp#aelivery that are fun and even funny at times
to think about. The reason | did that is | want ypuemember something. We could have turned this
whole course into a classroom on delivery and styleant you to recognize that those are the lesser
matters of preaching. They really are the lessdtarsa What God calls you to do is to communicate
well. Yet He says, “Study to show yourself approvetb God, a workman who does not need to be
ashamed, rightly dividing the Word of truth.” Thatour primary calling. It is to recognize thatstnot
our delivery, but rather it is the Holy Spirit wamkg by and with the Word in peoples’ hearts. Tisathie
profound task to which we are called.

Think about this: the angels are looking on, alaity the departed saints. The Holy Spirit is preésen
and working. Christ is interceding before the Fatthrebehalf of you and the people. The Father Hiimse
is listening to what you are saying, for the sakElis children. It is a profound task and a verpdo

one. May God bless you in it as you, for the sdldis people and His Word, preach the Word. The
Lord bless you.
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