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Chris Erdman is an intelligent, articulate and 

passionate advocate for the importance of the 
preacher, and the preacher’s role within local 
expressions of God’s people. His book, 
Countdown to Sunday: A Daily Guide for Those 
Who Dare to Preach is thus a very welcome 
addition to the preaching corpus, as indeed the 
likes of Walter Brueggemann, Samuel Wells, and 
Alan Roxburgh attest in their recommendations. A 
unique book? Yes! Required reading? Without a 
doubt! 
 
I read a lot of books, but sadly I’m not a fast 

reader. Chris’ book, however, was one that I couldn’t put down. Despite the 
demands of a young family I read it over the course of three-days.  
 
Perhaps inevitably, as a wine lover, I likened this reading 
experience to drinking and savouring a glass of fine wine. 
My mind and thoughts, as is the case when drinking a 
fine Central Otago Pinot Noir, were transported, carried 
to wonderful evocative places on Chris’ textual 
equivalents of flavours and bouquets.  
 
Here’s a taste from the book: 
 

“…I’m not much interested in moving from the world we live in toward the text 
and trying to square its old ways with this new world as if the text can be 
made relevant to us. Rather, I think the text wants to make us relevant to 
God. And the text – not our own agendas, opinions, or desires – is the 
birthplace of God’s new life for us and for the world.  
 
Here I betray my philosophical and epistemological [there aren’t many of 
these technical words in the book, so don’t be put off] biases. The world is 
texted. We are all scripted. The word is formed by the power of speech: I 
mean that quite literally… All we have is words, and so I take words and the 
words I, as preacher, host among our people very, very seriously. And I think 
this is precisely what the Bible and those who’ve long cherished it mean to 
do… (p.44).  

 
Pinot Noir is a notoriously difficult grape to cultivate, as is the formation and 
catechesis of a congregation through (amongst other things) the weekly 
practice of preaching. Church congregations, like wine, if you’ll indulge the 
metaphor a little longer, should naturally be a lived-out expression of the 
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scripture-shaped environment (‘terroir’) they inhabit. The preachers role is a 
critical one in encouraging this to happen.  
 
For congregations, “place” is important.  We are located in particular cultural 
contexts. Particular histories, narratives, and values shape us. We learn how 
to live into and out of the biblical narrative within those places. We read 
Scripture and Scripture reads us. Culture and context are brought into 
conversation with Scripture. We are invited from within the unique soil of our 
congregational contexts to be uniquely cultivated and formed by Spirit and 
Word for the sake of those places. Chris’ book helps us in this vital task of 
shaping imaginations. The work of congregational formation is implicitly and 
importantly at the heart of this book. 
 
As I read Countdown to Sunday I had in my mind a particular picture of Chris, 
a delightful picture that Alan Roxburgh ‘paints’ in his book, The Missional 
Leader: 
 

Chris did not use Scripture to give people answers or a few new tactics 
based on its ‘principals’. Rather, he gradually taught his leaders the skills of 
indwelling the Scriptures, of listening to God in the midst of the Word. The 
process took time…The leaders would attend retreats, which were not so 
much big planning events as a place to learn how to go more deeply into the 
process of listening to Scripture. Out of this, they committed to some daily 
practices around prayer, Scripture, and discernment. What slowly emerged 
was a growing sense that among the people of this church there were 
wonderful God-given dreams waiting to be called forth in the context of their 
neighborhood and community. There is now a real sense…that God is at 
work among them…” (p.71). 

 
I quote Roxburgh because I think his description conveys another central 
characteristic of Countdown to Sunday; it is written by a pastor. Chris’ is the 
experience of one on the “frontline”. This is not simply “theory” or an ideal to 
aim for. He writes deeply out of the human condition, his own and that of 
others. He is immersed in the everyday tension of brokenness and potential 
that play themselves out in the lives of real people struggling to faithfully 
follow Jesus.  This is the work of a gifted pastor “daring [to] trust in the power 
of the gospel” to form and nourish God’s people for God’s work. Indeed, this 
book is the work of a pastor who recognises, as Lesslie Newbigin did before 
him, that the local congregation is the all-important “hermeneutic of the 
gospel”. 
 
At a time when preaching seems most undervalued, and preaching of the type 
that Chris advocates is so rare, his voice, with its distinctly prophetic edge, is 
to be warmly welcomed.  
 
Countdown to Sunday comprises 40 chapters of varying lengths. The opening 
chapters (1-5) introduce key themes. Chapter 1 (“Why Preaching Requires 
Blood”) is simply stunning; I was hooked from its opening paragraph: 
 

“Those of us who preach know how tempted we are to be someone else, [to] 
wear masks, and [to] live inside our own skin in ways that are not altogether 
authentic. The demands of pastoral ministry are many and diverse, and while 
tending the souls of others and the life of a congregation it’s not hard to 
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betray our own selves… Practicing pastors and students alike are often 
naïve about our masks – though we all know the weight of them. We think 
the way forward is through better technique, greater control, and expertise… 
But from behind our masks we cannot be as truthful as the gospel invites us 
to be, as truthful as our congregations need us to be… (p.20)”  

 

Beyond the introduction and chapter 5, the remainder of the book is divided 
into sections headed by each day of the week - Monday through Sunday – 
and each section has chapters written around a practice that for Chris is an 
important part of his preparation for Sunday.  Here, for example are the 
chapter headings for Monday: 
 

6. Choosing Texts – The Lectionary, The Christian Year, and Forming an 
Alternative People.  

7. Thirty to Sixty Minutes Each Monday. 
8. Let the Stories Crawl Out All By Themselves [a nod to John Steinbeck’s 

Cannery Row]. 
9. How to Be Good (at Preaching).  
10. Preaching as an Alternative to Violence.  
 

The “Monday” practice is as follows: 
 

“On Mondays, after I’ve identified the text or texts for the coming Sunday, I 
take my Bible and photocopy the text, then cut out the pericope so that I can 
run a legal-size sheet of paper through the photocopier and have just this 
text on a single page – with plenty of white space around it for scribbling 
notes and observations and questions (it’s the questions that probably help 
me the most – they energize my enquiry)… 
 
After I’ve got the text on a sheet of paper in front of me, I’ll take thirty to sixty 
minutes (usually in the late morning) to read the text as closely as possible. 
That means I’m paying very careful attention to how the text is put – that is, 
I’m doing rhetorical analysis of the text… 
 
You’re looking for word repetition, parallelism, chiasm – things like that. 
Sometimes its tough to see the forest for the trees, but persisting for an hour 
in this kind of close reading can yield wonderful results – you begin to see 
the relationships of words, and of course, their connection to the material 
around your sermon text (pp.46-47)”. 

 
Chris, in writing as he has done, will for me take his place alongside the likes 
of William Stringfellow, Charles L. Campbell, Walter Brueggemann, Stanley 
Hauerwas and Eugene Peterson in helping us to recover the kind of biblical 
preaching that takes seriously the resurrection, the end of the story, and 
which raises the dead to life.  
 
Though in one sense written for preachers, I’d be disappointed if only 
preachers read Chris’ book because so much in this book is about 
discipleship and the needful work of formation and growth. Countdown to 
Sunday has much to teach us about how to read Scripture.  
 
While footnotes or endnotes would have been helpful, this won’t deter Chris’ 
hopefully many readers from re:imagining, re:embodying and contextualizing 
the kind of preaching and congregational life that will name the kingdom of 
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God in its midst, will point to God at work, and will invite its members to join in 
on that work for the sake of our local communities. Indeed this is Chris’ prayer 
as well: 
 

“I pray this little book helps us animate a new and daring trust in the power of 
the gospel and a fresh urgency to bind every ounce of energy toward the 
task of tending the Word of God in such a way that the scripture-shaped 
congregations we serve can embody the kingdom of God and call all the 
world around them to conversion.” 
 

May there be more books from Chris’ pen. In the meantime, however, I’d 
encourage you to buy yourself a copy and start with this one. It’s just too good 
not to.  
 
Reviewed by Paul Fromont 
http://prodigal.typepad.com  

 
 

 

 


