Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

return to religion-online
63

Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice by
Arthur Van Seters(ed.)

Arthur Van Setersis Principal and Associate Professor of biblical interpretation and preaching at the Vancouver
School of Theology, Vancouver, British Columbia; 1986 president of the Academy of Homiletics, and author of
severa papers for the Academy on social dimensions of preaching. Copyrighted by Arthur Van Seter, 1988, and
published by Abingdon Press, Nashville. This material prepared for religion Online by Paul Mobley.

(ENTIRE BOOK) Van Seters focuses on how preaching is shaped by its societal redlity.
Distinguishing between listeners and listeners as congregation, the social aspects of preaching are
addressed. Each chapter is by a different author allowing awide view of preaching,. Also
preaching as asocia act is examined.

| ntroduction: Widening Our Vision

During the 1960s, preaching was being replaced by television. Now preaching is once again "in."
Y et a negative stereotype persists. This book focuses on how preaching is shaped by society amid
the bombardment of social influences.

Chapter 1. The Larger Context by Justo L. Gonzalez and Catherine G.

Gonzalez

Hereis seen how we are sacramentally linked across political and social boundaries spatially, and
across the generations and centuries temporally. The larger context comes into view.

Chapter 2. Preaching asthe I nterface of Two Social Worlds. The
Congregation as Corporate Agent in the Act of Preaching, Don M.

Wardlaw

Wardlaw sets up a non-existent congregation based on a number of congregations he has served
in the past. This congregation becomes aware that the preaching has a dimension not found in
other congregations, coming to see themselves as corporate partners with the preacher, and his
preaching.

Chapter 3: The Preacher asa Social Being in the Community of Faith,
by Edwina Hunter

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showbook?item_id=1084 (1 of 2) [2/4/03 6:13:37 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

Social scientists and psychologists know the value of telling one’ s story. Historians tell uswe
need to know where we have been in order to project where we want to go. Thus if we know who
we are, and can reflect on those influences, we may be able to make changesin our life.

Chapter 4: The Social Nature of the Biblical Text for Preaching, by

Walter Brueggemann

The preacher stands midway in the process of the biblical text. The text and its meaning are not
just there, but the community is continually engaged in the production of meaning. That is what
is meant by the "social nature" of the text.

Chapter 5. The Social Function of L anguage in Preaching, by Ronald
J. Allen

Our physical surroundings have an effect in ways which we feel and act. In much the same way,
language shapes the ways we think, feel, and act in the world. Christian preaching seeks aworld
shaped by the gospel. Insightful preachers are therefore conscious of the social function of
language and their sermons.

Chapter 6: The Social Power of Myth asa Key to Preaching on Social

| ssues, by ThomasH. Troeger

Thomas Troeger sets out to explore those metaphors, symbols, and narratives from which a group
draws its reason for being, sustainsits current life, and envisions and realizes its future. His first
example is Hitler and the methods he used to gain control of the majority of the German people.

Afterward

This chapter interweaves material from the previous chapters. Analyses organized around the
themes of theology, context, interpretation, language, and so called prophetic preaching. Van
Seters al'so moves toward what comes next for the preacher.<

Appendix
Van Seters poses five sets of questions which follow the order of the chapters. These should help
the student to understand the social nature of preaching.

Viewed 1142 times.
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Introduction: Widening Our Vision

Preaching has extraordinary resilience. At the end of the sixties some
were proclaiming the "empty pulpit"; others were experimenting with
dialogues or novel forms or "doing sermons.”(1) In a culture of
television, multiscreens, and laser beams what would become of the
pulpit? But now preaching is definitely "in." Publishing houses are
producing record numbers of books on preaching and continuing
education preaching courses are among the most popular. In addition,
through the seventies and continuing in the eighties, TV evangelists
have reached vast audiences across North America and beyond.(2)

All of thisistrue; yet in common parlance "to preach at someone," "to
give someone a sermon,” or "to sound preachy" are decidedly pejorative
expressions. How has preaching overcome this negative stereotype?
Does the popularity of the pulpit reflect a new "awakening" to the
gospel ? Are people in our society looking for the reassertion of
authority from the pulpit? Or are preachers just tired of traditional
assertive discourse and becoming fascinated with newer indicative,
narrative, and imaginative ways of speaking? In this connection, how
does the media "preaching" of advertisers, commentators and wide-
screen-message films affect sermon listenersin the pews? When these
and similar questions are answered. will we also know how our culture
isinfluencing preaching and what effect preaching is having or may
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have on our culture? Thislast double question has vexed me (and

certainly many others) over the last decade,(3) and has been sharpened
by two particular incidents.

Some years ago as a visitor for ten consecutive weeks in alarge urban
church, | heard consistently lucid, graphic preaching. Biblical texts were
explained and concretely connected with the daily lives of the members
of the congregation. | found myself drawn into the sermons, but
gradually | began to feel uneasy. Something was overriding the "hearing
of the Word." Every biblical text seemed to yield a strangely similar
message and that message appeared to be shaped not so much by the
text as by a certain "sensible" interpretation of culture. At this point |
found myself reflecting on the meaning of the Scripture passages as they
had been read earlier in the service and invariably that meaning clashed
with what emerged in the sermon.

For example, a sermon on the so-called parable of the talents (Matt.
25:14-30) became an occasion for urging attention to God's challenge
that we risk. In our society, the preacher said, this meant being
competitive with our money-not in a cutthroat way, of course, but as a
struggle to develop our God-given capacities. The resultant conflicts
from competition were like athletic rivalries; they pushed participants
toward higher achievement. They even established a certain bond, or at
least respect, between competitors. In the parable, the one-talent servant
wouldn't compete and was rejected.

The sermon contained more, related to personal and spiritual
development, and was better stated, but | remember being bluntly
offended by the one talent being taken from the poorest servant and
given to the richest one who already had ten talents. How was this heard
by this affluent congregation in aworld where the gap between rich and
poor seemed to be increasing rather than diminishing?

A second incident happened in Central America. | remember listening to
a sermon discussion on the same text by a group of peasants on the
outskirts of San Jose, Costa Rica. They heard the gospel in this passage
challenging the poor not to be overwhelmed by a sense of powerlessness
and fear. The Rule of God was a metaphor that stood against the
reigning metaphors of societies organized by monetary arrangements.
The parable for them was a heuristic device (not their language!) to
awaken a new consciousness among those alienated because their labor
was so devalued that they easily gave up. Before God their small efforts,
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especially when they linked themselves together, could be just as
effective as the efforts of those who seemed more powerful. This, they
felt, was a parable for the poor, not for the rich. The third servant's
passivity was an affront to wake them up.

These experiences set me pondering and my mind went back to the
parabolic preaching of Jesus that made the presence of God vivid to his
followers.(4) The effect on their lives was profoundly vitalizing and the
beginning of a movement that ultimately, in Augustine, gave a new
framework for understanding reality when classical culture wasin
decay.(5) All of this started an avalanche of questions.

» How did Jesus' preaching of God's rule relate to the society of first-
century Palestine?

» How did Augustine interpret that for the crumbling Roman Empire of
the fourth century?

* How do we North Americans "hear" this gospel today in our post-
industrial world?

» How does the social position of interpreters and listeners affect the
concrete interpretation of the Word of God?

» How does the social position of interpreters and listeners affect the
concrete interpretation of the Word of God?

» How can preachers discern whether their message is shaped by a
theology rooted in Scripture or by a current, commonsense view of
reality today, and when are these in conflict?

» How can we as preachers or as pew-sitters become aware of how the
dominant perception of the world has affected our own views of
ourselves and of our society?

* How do we preach from texts that seem to move against the
perspective of the congregation as members of society?

» How can the sermon elucidate the gospel already operative in the
actions of the people of God but in ways they have not yet noticed?
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These are social questions crying for answers. They are aso
theologically important.

Social Dimensions of Preaching

Paying attention to the societal dimension of preaching is not new. As
Daniel Patte points out, the Apostle Paul was doing this when he applied
the gospel in new situations as he introduced it to the wider
Mediterranean world. In each case he expressed his preaching "in terms
of these new situations,” as did the Reformers after him. We too, he
adds, need to emphasize those aspects of Paul's teaching appropriate in
our "cultural, social, religious and ecclesia setting."(6) Down through
the centuries, including our own, preachers have spoken not only to the
personal and spiritual needs of congregational membersin their social
context but also to the spiritual and human needs of these contexts as
corporate entities. Furthermore, they have done so reflecting the ethos
of their respective cultural situations.

This book is built on this tradition. It focuses on how preaching is
shaped by, but also gives shape to, its societal reality. Sometimesit
names the obvious. For example, when Fred Craddock distinguishes
between listeners as audience and listeners as congregation,(7) that isa
social dimension of preaching. A group of people are being viewed as a
gathering of strangersin the first, and a community of people who know
one another and the preacher in the second. Beyond this kind of naming,
the following chapters make deliberate and systematic use of the social
sciences to explore various dimensions of the social nature of preaching.
In doing this there is no intention to devalue the personal, spiritual,
liturgical, and other aspects of preaching. Indeed, thisis not a sociology
of preaching,(8) but an exploration of how theology and the concrete
realities of society are linked in the act of preaching.

The writers of the following chapters make some use of the social
sciences to analyze how preaching isrelated to its societal context.
Because of this, some may regard this as a book on "prophetic
preaching" designed for "social activists."(9) Thisis not that kind of
book. It istrue that several contributors do call attention to the negative
impact of individualism in our culture, and some chapters distinguish
between preaching that affirms and preaching that calls for
transformation. Thereis an explicit discussion of "prophetic preaching"
in the Afterword, but, to repeat, this volume concerns the pervasiveness
of social dimensionsimplicit or explicit in al preaching. Every sermon
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IS uttered by socialized beings to a social entity in a specific, social
context and always at a social moment. The sacred texts that ground
preaching come to expression in the culture of acommunity (whether
ancient Israel or the early church). The language of the sermon is
socially shaped whether it istraditional or contemporary or a mixture of
both. All of thisistrue regardless of our social awareness, position, or
viewpoint. All preaching then isasocial act.

A number of factors draw our attention to this development. Among the
more important are the following:

1. In the twentieth century we have developed extensive transportation
and communication networks so that it is commonplace to speak of our
world as a global village-a community where people know one ancther.
Since we are affected by the realities we know, we now feel more and
more connected. Thisis due also to forums such as the United Nations
and especially to the post-World War 11 development of a global
economic system.(10)

2. The social movements of the sixties and seventies have radically
altered our consciousness of racism and sexism. We have aso become
more aware of discrimination with reference to such things as class, age,
disability, and left-handedness. These have been interwoven with other
movements such as the anti-Vietnam protest in the civil rights preaching
of Martin Luther King, Jr.(11)

3. The social sciences, long relegated to a secondary position behind
science and philosophy (and still secondary in the opinion of some),
have risen in prominence and influence in the last several decades. As
theol ogian Gregory Baum has stated with reference to sociology, for
example:

Sociology has acquired an extraordinary cultural presence. At the
university the language of sociology occupies a predominant place. It is
present in the exercise of the human sciences and in the making of
university policy. For better or for worse, it has replaced the universality
of philosophical discourse. Sociology has penetrated the marketplace
and the realm of political debate.(12)

Baum adds that the study of sociology has also been experienced by
many as "aliberating intellectual activity" enabling "people of different
social, cultural and religious backgrounds to come together in a
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common perception of the social reality."(13) Since the discipline of
sociology originally emerged in the midst of the radical changesin
Britain and Europe brought on by the French and Industrial Revolutions,
it is not surprising that, with the escalating tensions of our world in this
part of the twentieth century, the turn toward this kind of analysis
should gain in influence.(14)

But aword of caution isin order here. Linking an analysis of society
with the phenomenon of radical change has tended to depreciate the
importance of tradition. Edward Shils has argued that the Enlightenment
ethos surrounding the French Revolution pitted scientific procedures
(and their accompanying rationality) against traditional knowledge and
beliefs. The development of social science as a discipline was shaped by
this ethos. We need, therefore, to critique this analytic tradition and
recover "the traditionality of knowledge" — knowledge has a history; it
goes back in time.(15) Analysisis a process of taking things and ideas
apart to examine them. Tradition emphasizes the handing on of what
connects things, people, and ideas. The social urgency of this shift away
from tradition has been made painfully obvious, for example, in the
tragic history of North American land claim "settlements' with Native
Peoples, because their "traditional" way of life has repeatedly been
regarded as backward compared with modern systems of economic
development.(16)

4. Increasingly, analysis of society has been deliberately applied to the
study of theology (and occasionally theology to the study of society).
The historical critical analysis of Scripture has been expanded to include
this new dimension, and books and articles have poured forth like a
torrent.(17) In the area of theology per se various kinds of liberation,
political, and contextual theologies have appeared in bewildering
array.(18) David Tracy and Max Stackhouse, among others, have called
for a public theology(19) and Dennis McCann and Charles Strain have
Issued "an invitation: practical theology as public discourse." (20)
Preaching as an integrating theological discipline cannot remain aloof.
Its time has come.

The Theological Urgency in This Societal Dimension

But preaching isfirst and foremost a theological act; it is a proclamation
of the Word of God. Whatever movements bring to our consciousness
the ability to see various social dimensionsin the activity of preaching,
a commitment to pursue this investigation gains its urgency in theology

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1105 (6 of 16) [2/4/03 6:14:24 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

itself. It is not enough to argue this by the inference that because we
influence, and are influenced by, society, society must come into the
direct purview of preaching. Whileit is both true and obvious that
people are socia beings, there has been a perpetuation of an unfortunate
polarity. Individuals have been treated as if they could be separated
from their corporate reality. With this separation the world becomes
merely a backdrop to God's personal encounter with individuals as
though the entire world is profane, no longer part of God's creation.

|s this why some conservative, fundamentalistic preaching which,
although enormously popular at present, “makes little attempt to analyze
theworld" in terms of its social structures? In considering this
phenomenon, Robert Bellah asserts that this kind of preaching rightly
recognizes that religious experience and belief are powerful. Both
intense group life and the demand for personal sacrifice in these church
communities are profoundly important; but their stance encourages a
withdrawal into privatism, lacks a sense of the common good, and fails
to recognize the importance of tradition and history.(21) Theologically,
this means circumscribing God within a private sphere, viewing the
church as a closed community, and putting a quest for certitude in place
of authentic faith.(22)

Those who seereligion in this privatistic way, naturally, view preaching
as suspect or on tenuous ground when it speaks not only of personal
conversion, faith development, and spiritual nurture, but also of political
realities, economic arrangements, care of creation, and the like. But
such discomfort represents a theological shift that has capitulated to
cultural changesin our modern world. The classical view (both
Protestant and Catholic) held that theology was "the queen of the
sciences," that al knowledge was directed toward knowing God
Theology dealt with ultimate questions and all of life. All thought and
all that happens on this earth were finally related to God and redeemed
by Christ, but with the emergence of the industrial world, mechanistic
compart-mentalization separated interconnected parts of society and set
religion in acorner. This meant that in some sectors theology was
viewed as a matter of private opinion and personal insight or
intuition.(23) Since this ethos still pervades much of our Western
culture, it is not surprising that pulpit discussion of the public or social
sphere should be felt to be inappropriate.

The church, which is the immediate context of preaching, isa
distinctively religious and spiritual community. To use David Tracy's
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language, the church is "a strictly theological reality, a grace from God,"
acommunity that stands "under the eschatological proviso of the
judgment of God."(24) The church must indeed see itself as a people of
God. But, as such, it isalso a people, acollectivity. Inthat itisa
voluntary and public association of people, it isa particular
"sociological reality."(25)

Preaching to the church isaform of public discoursein which God is
recognized as being related to human beings not just individually but in
the full context of their existence. The Word of God addresses usin our
personal lives and aso as members of the larger social world of which
we are a part. We may speak of God as personal, but do we also
acknowledge God as "fully social and radically present in the
world?'(26) Thiswould be more likely if, with Tracy, the "world" is
understood as a properly theological readlity."(27) To push this further,
the gospel calls usto turn away from sinin all its manifestations —
personal, of course, but also social and structural — and also demands
responsible stewardship against the raping of our natural environment.
Faithfulness to the gospel requires that preaching awaken the people of
God (and through them the society in which they live) to all of these
dimensions. Theology provides an imperative, therefore, to expose
hidden political meanings and then to evaluate them in terms of gospel
values. "Theology must assume responsibility for its socio-political
impact.”(28) Preaching, as the vehicle of theological proclamation, is
urged by theology to be, among other things, a social act.

The Present Work

For my own part, this volume is rooted in the parish ministry, teaching,
and a sabbatical visit to Central America. For ten years preaching was a
central part of my pastoral ministry. It was a decade in which | sought,
perhaps unsystematically, to involve the congregation in reciprocal
processes of hearing the Word of God. For the last fifteen years | have
been engaged in the teaching of biblical studies and of preaching with
particular emphasis on social hermeneutics. In 1981 my sabbatical
included visits to Costa Rica and Nicaragua. During that time al the
socializing layers that had buried my lower-class immigrant childhood
were stripped away. The God whose love | felt in my family's faith was
a God far beyond middle-class values. In the faces of my Latin
American brothers and sisters, | felt God's love making living
connections that gave new meaning to what | understood to be social.
These are some of the formative influences that caused me to initiate the
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development of this project.

This book is primarily a corporate effort, not only in its production, but
also in its conception. It owes its encouragement to the Academy of
Homiletics and especially a Research Group within the Academy on
"The Social Dimensions of Preaching.” The papers and discussionsin
this group over several years have pursued various aspects of
preaching's societal shape and influence. About two years ago | drafted
an initial proposal and sent it to fifteen people, mostly in the Academy,
but also to ateacher of the Sociology of Religion. The response led me
to rewrite the proposal from start to finish.

Those of usinvolved in the writing of these pages are mostly teachers of
preaching, but we represent a variety of theological disciplines and write
in different styles. None of usisasocia science speciaist. What we
have written about the social dimensions of preaching arises from our
experience, our reflection on society, and some familiarity with selected
social science literature. The following chapters should be read as the
contribution of theologiansin the broad sense of the term. It isto be
hoped that this may also stimulate dialogue between theology and the
social sciences.

The larger context of preaching can be seen through, and as an
extension of, the immediate sacramental context of the congregation.
Catherine G. and Justo L. Gonzalez show how we are sacramentally
linked across political and social boundaries spatially, and across the
generations and centuries temporally. To preach to the community of
the baptized is to speak to those who are born again to see the world
from anew, theological perspective. This preaching cannot ignore social
factors from the wider context: status, stratification, diversity, attitudes
toward change, and the influence of quasi-religious elementsin our
cultural ethos.

"Faith Church" is a community that is discovering how to discern its
social world while interacting with its pastor in the formation of the
sermon week by week. Don Wardlaw creates this imaginary
congregation to concretize his analysis of the congregation as a social
reality. He also shows how this community interacts with ancient | srael
and the early church as thefirst recipients of Scripture. In the preaching
moment, the social world of the past and the social world of the present
come together in the proclamation of the Word of God.
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In the biographies of two contemporary preachers whose preaching
takes personal and societal transformation with equal seriousness,
Edwina Hunter discerns formative factors underlying their perspectives
and their passion. For them these factors interweave the social and the
spiritual as seen in their experiences of their community of faith, their
call to preach, and their spiritual and social formation. Later in the
chapter, Edwina, as aformer pastor and now ateacher of preaching,
reflects on her own socialization and spiritual journey.

The Bible, so central to preaching, was formed in a particular culture, is
now interpreted by social beings, and is received by a social community.
Walter Brueggemann writes that in every stage of interpretation the
textual processis both an act of faith and an act of "vested interests."
Sociology can help us uncover these vested interests, and, in the process
of proclamation, preachers can become clearer about how particular
passages in particular situations call for transformation, or maintain
equilibrium. The gospel provides criteriato make this discernment.

The language of preaching isthe focus of the last two chapters.

L anguage both reflects our social context and creates new images to
expand our perception of our world. Ron Allen examines specific ways
in which we use language, and how the genre of the text shapesits
thrust; he also offers concrete homiletical strategies. Tom Troeger
focuses on the mythic worlds created by metaphor, which he terms
"landscapes of the heart," and demonstrates how communal, poetic
idiom can speak to an individualistic, technological culture.

Like our social world itself, the various social dimensions of preaching
overlap and our perception of them varies. In the Afterword | point to
connections and differences between the chapters. While the work as a
whole was written from a deliberate, systematic design, it isfar from
comprehensive. Some suggestions, therefore, of areas for further
exploration are indicated, and broader issues such as " prophetic
preaching” are elaborated briefly. This analysis on analysis, then, moves
toward some synthesis. In the end, of course, analysis, and even
synthesis, is not enough. Thisis at root a spiritual struggle that includes
silence, contemplation, and compassion — and after that, preaching.

The Appendix enables pastors, students, and teachers of preaching to
probe dimensions of their own preaching and preaching situations by
setting out groups of questions. These have been distilled from the
chapters as away of sharpening and applying the analysis of this book.
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Thelist may seem overwhelming when taken as a whole, but the busy
pastor is encouraged to use it selectively and to engage the congregation
in sermon dialogue through the use of these questions.

We read books in different ways. One hesitates to suggest how a book,
especially one of multiple authorship, may best be read; nevertheless a
few comments may be helpful

First, thereis acertain logic to the present order, alooking outward and
then inward, a movement from context to person to biblical text and
finally to linguistic expression. Is this suggestive of the process of
sermon devel opment? Some, of course, might begin with language, or
with the text.

Second, those not as familiar with social science disciplines may want
to begin by consulting chapter 4, the second section, "The Classic
Tradition of Sociology." This section outlines the origins and leading
schools of sociology.(29) Finally, each chapter includes a sermon
preached on a specific occasion, and is then followed by reflection.
Theory and description need to become preaching, but growth in
preaching is assisted by reflecting on what one has preached. Thisisa
model that readers may find useful. However, self-reflection is only one
component in this process, and the present format in no way diminishes
the importance of feedback or reflection from listenersindividually or in
groups. No sermon is ever finished. Like tensive or metaphorical
language it keeps on evoking meaning, feeling, and action. The format
of each chapter isintended to encourage growth and new awareness.

Notes:

1. Theseinclude Clyde Reid, The Empty Pulpit: A Sudy of Preaching
as Communication (New Y ork: Harper & Row, 1967), and John
Killinger, Experimental Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1973).

2. Peter G. Horsfield believes that widespread interest in religious
television crested in 1976 with the election of a Southern Baptist to the
presidency of the United States and that this phenomenon has
manifested "a marked imbalance in the presentation of American
religious faith and culture,” Religious Television: The American
Experience (White Plains, N~Y.: Longman, 1984), xiii-xiv. For another
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perspective of the TV evangelists, see Perry C Cotham, "The Electronic
Church,” in The Bible and Popular Culturein America, ed. Allene
Stuart Phy (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 104-36.

3. This hook will not address al of the above questions but they are
listed because they are connected with the present theme: preaching asa
socia act.

4. The question of the social class or classes of first-century Christians
has been the subject of considerable analysis and debate recently. See,
for example, the articles by Robin Scroggs, John P. Brown, George V.
Pixley, Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, Luise Schottroff, John G. Gager,
and Robert H. Smith, "Sociological Readings of the New Testament,” in
The Bible and Liberation: Political and Social Hermeneutics, ed.
Norman K. Gottwald (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1983), 335-457.

5. Lesslie Newbigin, The Other Sde of 1984: Questions for the
Churches (Geneva: World Council of Churches, 1983), 23-27.
Newbigin is drawing on Charles Norris Cochrane, Christianity in
Classical Culture (1940) and Michael Polanyi, Personal Knowledge
(1958).

6. Daniel Pette, Preaching Paul (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), 13.
Actually, the prophets were doing this kind of reinterpretation before
Paul and the storytellers before the prophets.

7. Fred B. Craddock, Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1985),
chapter 5. | am personally indebted to Craddock for suggesting to me
the title of this book.

8. Thisis not to disparage sociological studies of preaching such as
those found in a special issue of Social Compass, 27, 1980, 345-438,
and in Osmund Schreuder, "The Silent Mgjority," in Communication in
the Church, ed. Gregory Baum and Andrew M. Greeley (New Y ork:
Seabury Press, 1978), 11-19.

9. For noteworthy contributions to liberative preaching, see Justo L.
Gonzalez and Catherine Gunsalus Gonzalez, Liberation Preaching: The
Pulpit and the Oppressed (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1980); Allan
Boesak, The Finger of God: Sermons on Faith and Socio-Political
Responsibility (Maryknoll, N.J.: Orbis Books, 1982), especialy the
introduction, 1-17; and Dieter 'F. Hessel, "Liberating Bible Study and

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1105 (12 of 16) [2/4/03 6:14:24 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

Preaching," in Social Ministry (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1982),
93-108.

10. In this connection see David H. Blake and Robert S. Walters, The
Palitics of Global Economic Relations, 2nd ed. (Englewood Cliffs, N.].:
Prentice-Hall, 1983).

11. It issignificant, in view of present U.S. policy on Central America,
that King's "Beyond Vietnam" sermon delivered some twenty years ago
was reprinted in Sojourners, January 1983, 10-16, with a moving
commentary by Vincent Harding, "The Land Beyond," 18-22.

12. Gregory Baum, ed., Sociology and Human Destiny: Essays on
Sociology, Religion and Society (New Y ork: Seabury Press, 1980), ix.
In the introduction, Baum raises critical questions about sociology as a
discipline of critical and analytical thought. Indeed, the book is an
examination of several influential North American sociologists (Talcott
Parsons, Robert Bellah, Peter Berger, and George Herbert Mead) who
are "widely used and appreciated at North American universities,” xi.

13. Ibid., ix.

14. See Anthony Giddens, Sociology: A Brief but Critical Introduction
(San Diego: Harcort Brace Jovanovich, 1982), 4-15, and Peter L.
Berger, Invitation to Sociology: A Human Perspective (New Y ork:
Doubleday & Co., 1963), 6, 42-48.

15. Edward Shils, Tradition (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1981), 4-10, 21-23. Giddens has written his introduction to sociology
with a"strongly historical stress." He adds, " Sociology and 'history' may
be ordinarily taught as though they were distinct fields of study, but |
think such

aview to be wholly mistaken," Sociology, vi. The importance of
tradition will be apparent in several of the following chapters.

16. Thisillustrates what Shils calls "progressiveness' (Tradition, 1-4).
For a penetrating analysis of a classic example, namely, "settlement” of
land claims in Alaska, see Thomas R. Berger, Village Journey: The
Report of the Alaska Native Review Commission (New Y ork: Hill &
Wang, 1985).
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17. For examples see the articles in Gottwald, The Bible and Liberation;
Norman Gottwald's extensive bibliography in American Baptist
Quarterly, 2, 1983, 163-84, and the endnotes in John H. Elliott's review
of Wayne A. Meeks The First Urban Christians, in Religious Studies
Review, 11, 1985, 320-35.

18. One thinks of the writing of Jurgen Moltmann, Johann Baptist Metz,
Gustavo Gutierrez, Juan Luis Segundo, Rosemary Radford Reuther,
James H. Cone, and Douglas John Hall, and general works such as
Edward Farley, Ecclesial Man (Philadel phia: Fortress Press, 1975), and
Roger

Haight, An Alternate Vision: An interpretation of Liberation Theology
(Mahwah, N.J.: Paulist

Press, 1985).

19. David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and
the Culture of Pluralism (New Y ork: Crossroad Publishing Co., 1981);
Tracy's contribution to hisjoint work with John B. Cobb, Jr., Talking
About God: Doing Theology in the Context of Pluralism (New Y ork:
Seabury Press, 1983); and Max L. Stackhouse, "An Ecumenist's Pleafor
a Public Theology," This World, 8, Spring-Summer 1984, 47-79.

20. Dennis P. McCann and Charles R. Strain, Policy and Praxis. A
Program for American Practical Theology (Minneapolis. Winston
Press, 1985), especially 208-22.

21. Robert N. Bellah, "The Role of Preaching in a Corrupt Republic,”
Christianity and Crisis, 38, 1978, 321-22. Earlier in this essay Bellah
indicates the significant role religion played in the founding of the
United States. It provided stability and encouraged social change.
Indeed, he says, it is hard to think of any major reform movement "that
did not come out of the Christian Church" (though "opposition to reform
also came out of the church"), 318.

22. On this latter point Robert Towler, following William James,
distinguishes five cognitive faith approaches. exemplarism,
conversionism, theism, gnosticism, and traditionalism; he indicates how
each opts for faith or certitude. Faith recognizes the inherently complex
and problematic nature of events and experiences, while certitude seeks
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to escape doubt by ignoring the complex and problematic. The Need for
Certainty: A Sociological Sudy of Conventional Religion (London:
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984), 105-7.

23. Cf. Stackhouse, "An Ecumenist's Plea," 47-48. Stackhouse points
out that there are two senses in which religion isindeed private. First, it
Is disestablished by the separation of church and state, and, second,
belief and morality are unavoidably personal. But, he adds, this still
leaves room for a"worldly theology" that can "set forth a metaphysical-
moral vision that can judge, evaluate, guide and put in perspective"
various socia interests, 48-51.

24. Tracy, Analogical Imagination, 23.

25. 1bid., 21-28. For a discussion of the distinction between "church"
and "sect” (in Weber'sideal types) see the Afterword.

26. Hessdl, "Liberating Bible Study," 18.
27. Tracy, Analogical Imagination, 23.

28. Gregory Baum, "Three Theses on Contextual Theology," The
Ecumenist, 24,1986, 50. In this connection see also the volume of essays
that connect spirituality and social compassion, edited by Tilden H.
Edwards,Living with Apocalypse: Spiritual Resources for Social
Compassion (New Y ork:Harper & Row, 1984).

29. For an introduction to sociology by a sociologist, see Giddens,
Sociology. A succinct theological critique of the sociological approaches
of Hans Mol (classical functionalism), Max Weber (pluralist/symbolic
sociology), and Karl Marx (conflict sociology) can be found in Baum's
"Three Theses on Contextual Theology." Michael Fleet has critiqued the
work of both Talcott Parsons and Robert Bellah in terms oftheir
respective social and political stances, "Religion and Politics: Talcott
Parsons,” Ecumenist, 18/1, 1979,12-16; and "Bellah's Sociology,"
Ecumenist, 18/2, 1980,27-32. See also note 12. It is essential that, as
theologians and preachers, we read sociology critically and these works,
largely from aliberation perspective, provide assistance.
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Chapter 1. The Larger Context by
Justo L. Gonzalez and Catherine G.
Gonzalez

(Note: Justo L. Gonzalez is visiting professor of theology at the
Interdenominational Theological Center, Atlanta, Ga. Catherine G.
Gonzalez is professor of church history, Columbia Theological
Seminary, Decatur, GA.)

Any sign is capable of different meanings according to the various
contexts in which it is placed. A kiss, usually asign of love, becomes a
sign of betrayal in the story of Judas. Law and order, values which
every normal human being cherishes, in certain contexts become code
words for privilege and oppression. Likewise, the meaning of a sermon
Is greatly determined by the context in which it is preached.

Sacramental Context
More precisely, one should say that the meaning of asermon is

determined by the various contexts in which it is preached, for every act
of preaching takes place in a series of contexts. Some of these multiple
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contexts are wider expressions of one another, as, for instance, the
series of concentric circles that goes from the local community to the
wider community, to the nation, and eventually to the entire globe.
Others intersect one another at various levels such as socia class,
liturgical setting, economic conditions, personal struggles, racial
prejudice, and denominational traditions. The result is that each act of
preaching takes place within a unique constellation of contexts and that
the more that constellation changes the more will the meaning of the
sermon itself change, even if it is repeated verbatim.

In addition, the traditional context of preaching is the sacramental life of
the church. From very early times, the church gathered both to hear the
reading and exposition of Scripture, and to partake of the sacrament of
Holy Communion. During the Middle Ages, preaching was relegated to
such a point that eventually it became relatively rare, and the regular
worship of the church was amost entirely reduced to Communion —
the Mass. Seeking to correct thisimbalance, the Protestant Reformers
emphasized the importance of the exposition of Scripture, and insisted
that Christian worship ought to consist of Word and sacrament.
Eventually, the pendulum swung to the other extreme, and most
Protestant churches have come to the point where preaching is the
central act of worship, and Communion israrely celebrated. Asfor
baptism, it has often become a parenthesis in the service, after which we
return to the "regular" acts of worship.

In spite of such extremes, the proper context of preaching isthe
sacramental life of the church. Preaching, as part of the worship of the
church -- in contrast to the preaching that takes place outside the church
and is addressed mostly to nonbelievers -- is addressed to the people of
God. It is addressed to people who have been baptized and who seek to
live their life out of that baptism. It is addressed to people who live
through the nourishment of the Table. Therefore, even when thereis no
baptism and no Communion in a particular worship service, preaching
takes place within the wider context of those two sacraments.

Thisis of crucial importance, for when we seek to place preaching
within the context of the "wider community," meaning by that both the
local community in which a congregation exists and the global
community, part of what we seek is atheological understanding of that
context. It is certainly true that in order to understand the nature of a
community, we must look at the statistics that describe it. Such statistics
are relevant and should not be avoided, for they provide data that would
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be difficult to gather from other sources. Thisistrue of any given local
community as well as of the global community that is always the
context of preaching. But, for us Christians, the nature of a community,
just asthat of an individual's life and promise, is also atheological
guestion. Therefore, when inquiring about the larger context in which
preaching takes place -- the human community at every level, from the
neighborhood to the globe -- it is helpful to begin by placing that
inquiry within the sacramental context that is also the implicit or
explicit context of every act of preaching in Christian worship.

Aswe look at the eucharist, the first thing that strikes usis that from
very early times the sacrament of the Table was a sign of the unity of
the church. Paul declares that "because there is one bread, we who are
many are one body, for we al partake of the one bread" (I Cor. 10:17).
This unity is also the theme of one of the earliest prayersto be said over
the bread, which looks forward to the time when the church will be
gathered from all over the earth, just as the wheat, which was once
scattered over the hills, has become this one loaf (Didache 9.4). Soon it
became customary, at least in the city of Rome, to take a fragment of
bread from the celebration of Communion at the central gathering place
(where the bishop presided over the service) and place it with the bread
for Communion at the other worship services. Later, again as asign of
the unity of the church, the practice arose of keeping in each church a
list of bishops of other churches and praying for them during
Communion. The act of erasing the name of a bishop from such list --
the diptychs -- was a sign of a breach in the unity of the church.

What all this meansis that in the act of preaching, which takes place
either directly or indirectly within the context of Communion, the entire
body of Christ throughout the earth is part of the context. The church
with which we worship is not only the congregation gathered at a
particular place to hear a sermon; it is also the church universal,
scattered throughout the earth. The context of a sermon is not only its
Immediate hearers, but also that church whose faith we share and with
whom we worship. Concretely, this means that preaching should always
take into account, not only the immediate context of the congregation,
but also that wider context of the community of faith throughout the
world. Preaching should certainly address the situation of the hearers. If
It takes place, for instance, in a middle-class suburban congregation in
the United States, it must deal with the issues and concerns of that
congregation, but it must not do so at the expense of its catholic context.
Preaching must be addressed to the needs of a parish; but it must not be
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parochial, for one of the needs of every parish isto be connected to the
church universal. People in the above-mentioned suburban parish need
to recognize that they are part of the same church that struggles for
justice in South Africaand gathers for worship under athatched roof in
avillagein India.

The catholicity of Communion, however, goes beyond geography. It
certainly cuts across geographic and political borders, but it also cuts
across the borders of time. When we celebrate Communion, we are
joining the entire body of Christ, not only present, but also past and
future. Christians in affluent countries in the twentieth century have
grown used to such afast pace of life and to such constant changesin
the material environment that we tend to think that our problems are
unique, that the past is worthless as a source of wisdom for modern
times, and that our ancestors in the faith have little in common with us.
And yet, Communion, as the context for preaching, reminds us that in
those things that are most important, our being part of the body of
Christ, we are one with our ancestors in the faith. Furthermore, this
unity through the agesis part of what it means to be afaithful Christian
today.

It is, however, the future-oriented dimension of Communion that most
needs to be emphasized. The earliest Communion prayers that have
survived have a clear eschatological dimension. Communion is not only
the remembrance of the death of Jesus, it is also the remembrance of his
resurrection and his coming again in glory. In other words, itisa
reminder of the future order of peace and justice for which we wait.
Therefore, Communion, with its eschatol ogical announcement and pre-
enactment, is areminder to the church that we have a particular vantage
point as we look at the entire context of our preaching and our life. The
horrible statistics of famine and injustice are, as far asthey go, atrue
description of our world. We must take them seriously and seek to do
something about them. But the reason why we confidently undertake to
undo injustice and promote peace is that we know that the world has a
different future from the present reality; a different future which places
reality under anew light.

Thistemporal catholicity of Communion and of the Christian faithis
also the reason why the context of our preaching cannot be only the
worldwide community of those who already believe. If such were the
case, we would seek justice and peace only for those who are also
believersin Jesus, but that is not the case. The eschatological
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expectation of the Christian church looks forward to atime when the
meaning and significance of every human life will be revealed in Christ.
Sincethisis our expectation, the context of our preaching and of our
faith and living must go beyond the community -- even the worldwide
community -- of those who presently believe and embrace al those who
areinvited to believe in Jesus Christ -- the entire human race.

Finally, the catholicity of communion also includes the whol e of
creation -- even inanimate objects. Too often we make the mistake of
forgetting that God is the Creator of the entire universe and that the
entire universe is part of God's plan of redemption. Such a mistake
contributes to our callousness toward the rest of creation, asif we could
treat animals, fields, and forestsin any way we please. After all, we tell
ourselves, we are intelligent beings with a higher goal, spiritual beings
with a particular kinship to God, and therefore the rest of creation must
stand aside when it comes to our goals and interests, but Communion
tells us otherwise. The sacraments are one of many signs God has given
us that even in our most spiritual undertakings we are tied by an
umbilical cord to the earth. Just as our physical bodies need the earth to
be nourished, so does our spiritual life need the bread and wine of
Communion -- and the water of baptism -- to be nourished. Therefore,
the context of preaching is not only the human community, both local
and global; it is also the entire community of God's creation. And just as
in our preaching we must proclaim justice for the human community, so
must we also seek justice for the entire community of creatures.

The sacrament of baptism is also part of the context of preaching. In our
regular worship services, we are normally speaking to those who are
baptized, and part of the purpose of preaching isto unfold the meaning
of our baptism. Baptism is the beginning of the Christian life, not
simply as aticket that allows usto enter into this fellowship, but rather
as a birth that determines who we are for the rest of our lives. Just as our
birth in a particular nation and setting is a constant factor throughout
our lives, baptism is the point of departure, the definition of our selves,
to which we must constantly return in order to understand who we are
and who we are called to be in Christ.

Normally, it is within the community of the baptized that we are
preaching. As such, we are, or at least we ought to be, a people with a
different vision of reality. As people who are born again through water
and the Spirit, we must see all of reality under adifferent light. Paul
spoke of how his values had changed to such a point that what he had
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earlier sought and cherished he now considered of little worth (Phil. 3:7-
8). Thelight of the gospel had given him a different vision of the world.
What we seek to do through worship is, among other things, to renew
and clarify the vision that derives from our new birth.

Thisisthe wider context of our preaching. It is not smply the world
around us. It isthe world as seen and judged from the perspective of a
people who have been set aside for amission, born again into a new
people. Thisis not otherworldliness. It is not a matter of believing that
our real context is some other world. It is, rather, a matter of accepting
and affirming this world as the proper context for our preaching and for
our entire Christian lives, but at the same time seeing it under a different
light or from a new perspective.

All of this sounds very abstract, but does have some concrete and
radical applications. If welook, for instance, at the international
economic order apart from our baptism and Christian faith, we could
look at it simply as North Americans, and our main concern would then
be how to preserve those elements in that world order that benefit our
economy and how to change those that do not. On the matter of
Japanese imports, for instance, our question could be posed in terms of
what are the best policies to ensure that such imports do not undercut
American industry and employment. But if we look at the same
question from the perspective of those who have been baptized into
Christ and who live out of the hope of anew order of peace and justice,
our gquestion would have to include concern for Japanese as well as for
North American workers -- and for Third-World countries whose
citizens may suffer due to the policies of both Japan and the United
States. If we take our baptism seriously, we have become sisters and
brothers of all those all over the world who have been baptized, largely
due to our past missionary efforts. And we have become potential
brothers and sistersto the rest of humankind, whose human condition as
well asfaith is part of our present mission. Their well-being must be our
concern just as much as that of our own families, and this places every
Issue in the contemporary world under a different light!

Social Factorsin the Preaching Context

When we preach to a congregation in a particular community in this
country, we are very much aware that members of our congregation are
concerned, not only about the issues of the local community, or about
those relatives who live with them, but aso about loved ones who may
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be far away. Parents may be worried about a child in another city whose
marriage is going through difficult times. Another member may be
thinking about a parent in a distant city who needs special attention.

Still another has not heard from a spouse in military service in Central
America. All of thisis part of the context of our preaching, and
appropriately so. What we must do, however, isto make certain that
part of the context is also our concern for our black sister in South
Africaand for our struggling Asian brother.

In spite of al this, and of the catholicity of the church, there is no doubt
that specific social, political, and economic contexts affect both the
sermon itself and the manner in which it is heard. Given that fact, it is
important for a preacher to learn to analyze how the context of an act of
preaching affects what is said and what is understood. No word is ever
spoken apart from a context. No word has meaning apart from a
context. Therefore, in order to be faithful, the preached word must be
faithful inits context. This meansthat it is of fundamental importance
for preachers to learn to analyze the setting in which their preaching
takes place. Thisisto be done, not ssimply in order to speak to that
setting, which we have been told over and over, but also in order to
make certain that our words, spoken and interpreted in that setting, are
responsible.

Given that task, a useful approach isto list some of the specific
elements in common preaching situations, to show how they affect the
meaning of what is said, and to seek ways to correct the
misinterpretations that such contexts may produce. By way of example,
we shall briefly discuss four levels at which these dynamics take place.

1. Social Satus. One of the most common blind spots for preachers who
come from backgrounds that have traditionally implied power -- for
instance, male, white, North American, or any combination of these -- is
the degree to which who they are affects the way people hear them.
Those who come from the opposite end of the scale of social acceptance
are more readily aware of such matters, for they experience them daily.
A black woman, for instance, is very much aware that sheis given
different degrees of credibility and authority in various groups. How she
Is heard depends on whether she is addressing black women, black men,
white men, or white women. For her, thisis such adaily experience that
she does not have to be told that such relationships are part of the
context of preaching. A white male pastor, on the other hand, can easily
ignore such dynamics, although they are no less present when he
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preaches. The first and most immediate social context of preaching is
thus the inevitable intrusion in the dynamics of preaching of the social
relationships between preacher and hearers. To ignore thisisto risk
being misunderstood or speaking the "right" word to the wrong people.

The way to correct this should be quite obvious. We must analyze our
own socia standing before those to whom we speak. Are there social
factors-race, culture, class, gender, education-that give us a certain
status, positive or negative, vis-a-vis our congregation or part of it?
How does that status impinge on what we are saying? How will we be
heard by people who consider themselves our equals? How will we be
heard by those who, for whatever reason, grant us special status? How
will we be heard by those at the other extreme? Do we have these
various Situations among our listeners? If so, we must make certain that
our words address each of them.

A second and more crucial way to respond to thisfirst issueisto take
steps to make certain that, to the highest possible degree, our words are
spoken, not on our own authority but on that of Scripture. The more a
sermon rests on the authority of Scripture, and the less on the status of
the preacher, the better. Preachers who speak on their own authority are
credible only to those who grant them superior status. In the modern
world, where the status that is automatically granted to preachersis
declining, it is particularly important that we do what preachers should
do in any case: speak on the authority of Scripture, and not ssmply on
our own.

2.Catholicity of Focus. Naturally, factors such as class, race, culture,
and nationality also affect the dynamics of preaching. Unfortunately,
many of our churches have allowed themselvesto be stratified by class,
so that various congregations are comprised of people of specific
classes. This makes for amore comfortable social life within the
congregation, but it does not make for clearer listening to the Word of
God. We all need the various perspectives that the universal church can
bring to our understanding of the Word. Thisis part of the meaning of
catholicity: avision of the word cath'holon, "according to the whole." A
group of Christians with a particular social, political, and economic
perspective, no matter how learned or earnest they are, can never listen
to the entire message of Scripture with the same degree of freshness, or
find in it the same level of challenge, as a more diverse group.
Unfortunately, part of the given context of most of our preaching isthe
narrowness of our Christian communities, segregated as they are by
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class, race, and levels of education, and, in too many of our activities,
also by age. Thus, the second contextual factor that must be taken into
account in most situations of preaching and Bible study isthe lack of
the variety of perspectives that should enrich the church catholic.

The obvious way to respond to this challenge isto do all we can to
make certain that the church at each place is as much a representation of
the church catholic as possible. Thisis particularly important for
congregations composed mostly of those who are relatively powerful in
a society --more specifically, in our society, of white affluent North
Americans -- and who therefore in their daily dealings are not forced to
listen to or to learn from those who are less fortunate. A segregated
suburban congregation is deprived of the richness of perspectives on the
gospel that a more varied congregation enjoys or the richness forced
upon an ethnic minority congregation that constantly hears the
perspectives and interpretations of the dominant group.

Since, however, it isnot possible for any congregation to embrace the
rich variety of the church catholic, it isimportant for pastorsto include
that variety, both explicitly and implicitly, in their worship and
preaching. Explicitly, one includesit by making reference to Christians
living under other circumstances whenever possible. Implicitly, one
includes it by making certain that nothing is said that one would not
dare say before those other Christians who are not present. In a
Thanksgiving service, for instance, we must be ready to repeat in the
presence of our Native American sisters and brothers whatever is said
about ownership of the land.

3.Fear of Change. Third, and to some degree a specific instance of the
foregoing, we must be aware that for various reasons some people favor
change, and others fear it. This goes beyond the natural fear of the
unknown and has more to do with the social standing of various
individuals and groups. Generally, those who are favored by the
existing order wish to preserve it and resist any change that they cannot
call "progress" -- which means change in the same direction as before,
more of the same, rather than something radically new. Those who
suffer under the existing order sometimes fear that change will bring
greater suffering and sometimes hope for a change that will somehow
ameliorate their situation. In between, a vast number are afraid of losing
whatever control they have over their own lives, and therefore idealize
the past, and fear that the present may be leading toward a chaotic
future.
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These various groups tend to view God in different ways. While for
some, God is the sustainer of the order that exists, for others God is the
great agent of change and the reason for hope in a new order. Most of
our congregations, and a great deal of our theological tradition, lean
against change. Therefore, Scripture tends to be interpreted in that
direction. Generally, our churches are either in a situation of social
stasis, or wish that such were their situation, and most of what we say is
interpreted within that context.

Perhaps we ought to realize that neither change nor stasisis the basis on
which we must judge what the will of God is. In Scripture, that will is
shalom, love, peace, and justice. Therefore, in a situation where either
change or the lack of it are considered values, we must insist on these
biblical criteria. It ison this basis, and not on our likes and dislikes, that
we must judge both every existing order and every change that
interrupts it. Where there is no justice, change toward a more just
situation is good; but change can also be evil when it curtails justice~as,
for instance, when economic and political power is being concentrated
in the hands of a smaller number of people.

4.A Theological Heritage. A final context that cannot be ignored is the
theological upbringing that is a part of our heritage and of the heritage
of most of the congregations in which preaching takes place. Under this
heading, it is particularly important to underline two nefarious
theological traditions that are part of the negative context that we must
take into account.

Thefirst such tradition is the false spiritualization of the gospel. From
very early times, the church had to struggle against interpretations of the
gospel that turned it into areligion of spiritual salvation. There were
many such religions in the Mediterranean basin, and there were al'so
many Christians who wished to reduce their faith to another such
religion. Although the church officially rejected such notions, they have
reappeared frequently. As aresult, many of us were brought up thinking
that, according to the Bible, God is primarily concerned about
“spiritual” things, that the gospel is good news only for the soul, and
that themes such as social and economic justice are the concern only of
afew portions of Scripture, such as Amos and James.

In some instances, asimilar role is played by another theological
tradition which teaches that whatever is must be God's will. If suchis
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the case, what God expects from those who suffer injustice is not that
they seek to change the existing order, but rather that they accept it with
resignation. From this perspective, to "take up our cross' is not an active
taking up of the challenge of the gospel, but rather the passive
acceptance of whatever ills befall us. While such views are not

prevalent in the dominant culture in the United States, they are
widespread in oppressed communities both in this nation and abroad.

The change in this perception is probably the most revolutionary
discovery of the new theology in Latin America. It is expressed, not
only in theological treatises, but also in the worship of the people, such
asin the following song from a Salvadoran peasant mass (1):

Coro: Chorus:

Nosotros pensamos We truly believe that God's
Que alaverdad Word has come to us and

Vino su Palabra made us change.

Y nos hizo cambiar.

Me dijo mi abuelita, My grandmother told me
"S te quieres salvar that if | wished to be saved |
Las cruces de lavidawould have to bear the
Tens que soportar.” crosses of life.

Pero resignaciones But what God wantsis not
No eslo que quiere Dios resignation. God wants your
El quiere tus acciones actions as works of love.
Como obras del amor. (Coro) (Chorus)

"Conférmense y trabagjen,” "Be content and work," the
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Nos hadicho € patrén, hoss hastold us, "for only
"Que s6lo en laotravidain the next life will you be
Tendran la salvacion." saved." But God cannot

Pero Dios hoy no aguanta stomach a new Pharaoh, and
Un nuevo Faraon orders all the people to work

Y mandaatodo € pueblo out liberation.

A hacer su liberacion. (Coro) (Chorus)

The traditions of spiritualizing the Word of God and of accepting
whatever exists as God's will are part of the context of preaching. They
are part of the social and economic context, for they do play arolein
the social and economic ordering of society. Indeed, these are not
simply theological notions; they are also ways in which we unwittingly
justify our lack of concern for justice and for the physical needs of the
poor and the oppressed. They are aso one of the instruments whereby
the poor and the oppressed have been traditionally kept from claiming
their rights. No matter how much we believe we have |eft these things
behind, they are part of the inevitable context of our preaching.

L et us then apply these principlesto the analysis of a specific sermon.
Sermon: The Setting

The general content of this sermon was originally developed by the two
of us as part of aBible study on the whole Book of Jonah. It was given
at anational gathering of Presbyterians strongly involved in socia
action. The form that is presented here is a sermon given by Justo at an
Annual Conference(2) of The United Methodist Church, where he was
specifically asked to address the issue of ethnic minoritiesin the church.

"Sign No But the Sign of Jonah"
(Jonah 4 and Luke 11:30-32)
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Among my many fantasies, thereis onein which | see myself
preaching at the closing service of Annual Conference and choosing as
my text Jonah 4: "God appointed aworm"(3) (verse 7).

| lack the necessary fortitude to do that, but still, | would like to draw
your attention this morning to the Book of Jonah. Thisis probably one
of the books most avoided by preachers. It is easy to see why thisis so.
Who has any desire to get embroiled in controversies about whether the
book is historical dataor literary fable, or about whether it was awhale
or afish that swallowed Jonah?

In passing, it may be interesting to note that this book has been
controversial since ancient times, although for different reasons. Back in
the fourth century A.D., Jerome decided to translate the Bible into the
Latin that was in common usage in histime. Thisiswhat we now know
as the Vulgate. When he came to the passage in the fourth chapter of
Jonah in which we are told that God caused a plant to grow and shelter
the prophet, he translated the name of the plant as an ivy. The traditional
trandlation, however, said that it was a gourd. And we are told that when
the bishop of a certain church in North Africa was reading Jerome's text,
some protested that there was a mistake in the reading, for the plant was
agourd, not an ivy. The controversy became bitter. Letters flowed back
and forth between North Africa, Rome, and Palestine, where Jerome
was then residing. Soon there were two parties, the "gourdites®
defending the old trandation, and the "ivyites' defending Jerome's
version. Jerome himself became exceedingly angry -- which was not
difficult for him to do -- and declared that his opponents were drunkards
and that the reason why they insisted on a gourd was that they wished to
have a place to hide their liquor. Today, scholarstell usthat the best
trandlation is probably neither a gourd nor an ivy, but a castor bean!

It would be funny, were it not that it is so tragic. Because, you see, the
point of the controversy is that they missed the point of the book.

The book is not about an ivy or agourd or a castor bean. The book is
about God's care for the Ninevites:

-the Ninevites, who were famous for their cruelty

-the Ninevites, who did not know God
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-the Ninevites, who did not even know enough to be either liberal or
fundamentalist

-the Ninevites, who had no idea whether Jonah had come by camel or
by whale

-the Ninevites, whom one would expect to be the last people on earth to
repent

-the Ninevites, who were the cruel enemies of Israel, and whose
destruction should have caused any good Israglite to gloat and rejoice.

But even more important, the Book of Jonah is not about awhale or a
fish or agourd or aworm. The Book of Jonah is about this strange God
of salvation who appoints Jonah, and appoints a storm, and appoints a
great fish, all so that Nineveh might not perish.

And it is about the prophet who knows full well the extent of God's
mercy and grace, and does not likeit. In effect he says, "Lord, | wish |
could die. Thisiswhy when | wasin my land | did not wish to come.
For | know that you are a gracious God who repents from evil." Jonah
did not refuse to go to Nineveh because he was afraid. He was no
coward. Actually, when the storm threatened the ship it was he who
suggested to the sailors that he be thrown overboard. Nor did he refuse
to go to Nineveh because he did not like the usually unsuccessful role of
a prophet or because he did not understand the purposes of God. On the
contrary, he understood too well. He knew that God is a gracious God.
He knew that God wanted to save Nineveh. He understood that God's
mercy is such that he could well be successful and save Nineveh. He
understood, and he didn't like it. Can you imagine what it would be like
for Jonah to return home and have to tell his neighbors where he had
been, and that he had actually saved their most dangerous enemy?

So, the Book of Jonah is about this strange God whose chosen ones may
have to be tossed by wind and storm, robbed of all security, and even
thrown to the depths of the ocean, all so that faraway Nineveh, enemy
Nineveh, might be brought under the wings of God's gracious love.

Actually, thisis how Jesus interprets the text. It is well-known that he
declared that this "wicked generation ... asksfor a. . . sign, but none will
be given it except the sign of Jonah" (Luke 11:29, NIV).
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When we hear those words of Jesus, we immediately think of the three
daysin the belly of the whale, and of the parallelism with the time Jesus
lay in the grave. And that is part of what the Gospel says about the sign
of Jonah. At leadt, that is what the Gospel of Matthew says. But we
forget that there is more than this to the sign of Jonah. Matthew and

L uke both offer more clarification as to the meaning of this sign:

For as Jonah became a sign to the (people) of Nineveh, so will the Son
of man be to this generation. The queen of the South will arise at the
judgment with the [people] of this generation and condemn them; for
she came from the ends of the earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and
behold, something greater than Solomon is here. The (people) of
Nineveh will arise at the judgment with this generation and condemn it;
for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something
greater than Jonah is here (Luke 11 :30-32).(4)

The sign of Jonah is the Ninevites repenting and calling on the mercy of
a God whom they do not know, while the prophet who does know God,
bemoans that mercy.

The sign of Jonah isin the Queen of Sheba coming from the ends of the
earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon when the king's sons refuse to
follow that wisdom.

The sign of Jonah isin the harlots and the publicans going into the
Kingdom ahead of the religious leaders of their time.

The sign of Jonah isin One who was rejected as a blasphemer by the
religious leaders of histime and condemned to death asa criminal by
the political leaders, rising up from the dead and sitting at the right hand
of God, and being given a name that is above every other name, so that
"at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth
and under the earth" (Phil. 2:10), and even those of the religious and
political leaders who condemned him. (In away this gives deeper
meaning to the connection between the sign of Jonah and the three days
in the belly of the whale, for the connection is not ssimply in the
numerical parallelism of the number of days, but even morein that
Jonah, after sinking to the depths of the ocean, rose again to call the
mighty city of Nineveh to repentance.)

And, we might add, the sign of Jonah isin Cornelius, the military
officer of the Empire that killed Jesus, becoming the occasion for Peter
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and the early church, like so many reluctant Jonahs, to discover the
wideness of God's mercy.

And this sign of Jonah may well be in us, an unlikely crowd of different
origins and races, in us, who were once "separated from Christ,
alienated from the commonwealth of Israel, and strangersto the
covenants of promise" (Eph. 2:12), in us being brought together under
this one roof, into this one body, under this one promise of our
salvation. Just as the sign of Jonah was in Jesus being raised from the
dead, so isthe sign of Jonah in our being born again through the waters
of baptism, and through those waters rising to new life in Christ.

Today, people are again asking for signs. We want signs that the church
istruly the church of God. So we look at our statistics: Isthe church
growing? Are our offeringsincreasing? Why is our membership
declining? And we deceive ourselves into believing that the sign of
Jonah isin our bright statistical spots, in our growing suburban
churches, although we know full well that the reason why most of them
are growing is simply that they are receiving members from other
churches. Or we admire our own theological acuteness, or our plans for
evangelism, or our organizational ability, or some thing or another at
which we consider ourselves particularly adept.

But it may well be that no sign will be given to us but the sign of Jonah.
It may well be that the sign of a church in which the Spirit of God is at
work is precisely that the most unlikely folk are brought in, like the
Ninevites at the time of Jonah or like the Queen of Shebain the days of
Solomon, or like the publicans and sinnersin the time of Jesus. The sign
of Jonah may well be that barriers of race and class that close and divide
S0 many other communities are broken down in this community of the

Spirit.

We may look for signsin our tall steeples, in our organizational charts,
or in our quadrennial plans, but if the sign of Jonah islacking every
other signisinvain.

Thisiswhat the Book of Jonah is all about. And, when seen from this

perspective, it is avery important book for our total understanding of
the biblical message.

But the book is not only about the Ninevites. It is also about Jonah. It is
about a prophet who knows and understands about the grace of God, but
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wishes to limit that grace. It is about a prophet who rejoicesin God's
salvation, but who wishes to die when that salvation is offered to the
wrong kind of people.

In this sense, there is a negative side to the sign of Jonah. Jonah isthe
prophet, a member of the household of God, who knows God's mercy
but wishes to circumscribe it to include only those whom he likes. The
same sign appears at the time of Jesus, in the Pharisees and the scribes
who also know that mercy, but wish to control it and therefore reject
Jesus and plot against him. The sign of Jonah has repeatedly appeared in
the church with all its talk about love and openness, in contrast to its
racism, classism, and private club mentality.

It may well be that on this point too we shall be given the sign of Jonah.
The sign of Jonah may well be a call to obedience to a church that is full
of evangelistic talk, but knows its complacency would be shattered if
that talk ever resulted in action. It may be in a church that iswilling to
accept all kinds of people, aslong asthey play by the rules of the right
kind of people.

If such is our church, when the sign of Jonah is made manifest in our
midst we too will be angry, perhaps even to the point that we will wish
to die. Perhaps members who feel about ethnic minorities the way Jonah
felt about the Ninevites will leave the church or will withhold their
funds. In any case, it will be a painful process, just as Jonah's process
was painful. But, the again, no sign will be given to us but the sign of
Jonah.

Y ou see, the message of the Book of Jonah -- indeed, the message of the
entire Scriptures -- is about a God who has a strange set of priorities, a
set of priorities that do not always agree with the priorities we as
individuals or as The United Methodist Church set for ourselves. The
entire Book of Jonah is about a God who appoints a prophet to go and
save a people who do not even believe in God.

But, if you think that is strange, just ook at the last verse of the book,
and you will come to the conclusion that God's priorities are really
mixed up: "Should not | pity Nineveh, that great city, in which there are
more than a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know
their right hand from their left, and also much cattle?"

Any of us could understand a God who would not wish to destroy acity
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that had become a center of civilization, whose king ruled over millions
of people, whose architectural wonders would awe archaeol ogists for
centuries to come, and whose roads spread in every direction.

But those are not the reasons why God wishes to spare Nineveh. The
reasons are, quite simply, the one hundred and twenty thousand infants
who are not yet old enough to know their right hand from their left, and
the many animalsin the city.

When this strange God of ours looks at Nineveh and decidesto spareit,
God is not looking at its king, but at its children; God is not looking at
itsarmies, but at its animals.

Those who do not know this God of Jonah will most likely believe that
the security of Nineveh liesinitsarmies, initstreasury, inits
leadership, and in its king. But God tells Jonah otherwise. Nineveh has
been spared because of its children and its animals.

The God who spared Nineveh, the God who in Jesus Christ told us that
the last shall be first, has more respect for children than for armies, for
animals than for buildings, for the poor whose lives are ruled by others
than for those who boast of their power.

If this passage truly depicts the nature of God, it follows that each
morning, when God decides to let this nation of ours stand one more
day, God is not looking at the Pentagon, but at the Washington zoo; not
at Wall Street, but at Harlem; not at the missile silosin the desert of the
Southwest, but at those who pass by those silos as they seek in this
country safe haven from oppressive regimes. And it follows also that
each morning, when God decides to grant the Soviet Union one more
day, God is not looking at the Kremlin or at the Russian missiles, but at
the babushkas and their grandchildren.

And what istrue of nationsis also true of the church. The church does
not stand or fall on what someone might do or not do at 475 Riverside
Drive.(5) The church does not stand or fall on what the bishop and the
cabinet might decide. The church does not stand or fall on the plans and
pronouncements of General Conference. The church stands on the stone
that the builders rejected, but has been made the cornerstone of the
entire building -- asign of Jonah indeed! The church either stands on
that foundation, or it falls.
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If thisisabuilding built on that Cornerstone who, being in the form of
God, took the form of adlave, it follows that there must be a very
special placein this building for those who come out of an experience
of dlavery.

If thisisabuilding built on that Cornerstone who had nowhere to lay
His head, it follows that this building must be first and foremost a home
for the homeless and a sanctuary for the refugee.

If thisisabuilding of the God of Jonah and the God of Jesus Chrigt,
whose priorities, strange though they may seem to us, are crystal clear,
it follows that there must be a specia place in this building for those
who bring to it the experience of areservation, the experience of an
Internment camp, the experience of a ghetto, the experience of a barrio,
the experience of being last, and forgotten, and persecuted.

No sign will be given to us, but the sign of Jonah, the sign of Jesus, that
the blind see, that the poor have good news, that the unlikely are
brought in. This we cannot change, for thisis God's work. The question
for usis, asthissignisgiven, what role will we play? What stance will
we take? Will we, like Jonah, wish we could die, because we deplore
God's mercy? Or will we remember that we also live by that mercy and
join God's gracious work, and rgjoicein it?

Reflection

Although this sermon was prepared and preached by one person, it
draws on material that was developed by two. It bears the mark of
organization by one mind, yet it contains that which originally occurred
in dialogue.(6) The setting for the dialogue was a national gathering of
Presbyterians with deep concerns for issues of social justice and
ecology. The sermon itself was preached later at an Annual Conference
of The United Methodist Church, to an audience with more varied
interests. Neither setting was alocal congregation, and the needs may
well have been somewhat different from those found in a congregation.
Y et many concerns obviously are common to both kinds of settings as
well asto many in local congregations.

In both cases, there were in the audience people who were quite aware
of the larger context in which the church livesitslife. They were
strongly committed to global issues of justice, to specific ministries with
those at the margin of our own society, to peacemaking, and to
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environmental concerns. In fact, in both settings, there were probably
more such people than are to be found in many local congregations. The
sermon and the original Bible study needed to address them.

What are the particular needs of socially committed people that the
sermon must address? Such people are well aware of the context that
surrounds the church, but are often alienated to some degree from the
church, precisely because of its frequent apparent lack of awareness.
Therefore, a sermon that addresses only those who need to become
aware of the wider context often does not directly address the issues that
are on the minds and hearts of these other hearers. In addition, there
may well be a question as to whether the frustrations, the loneliness and
the isolation that come from being concerned with long-range, difficult
issues are really worth the struggle, since the problems seem insoluble.
The call to be concerned -- chiefly addressed to Christians who are not --
does not deal with thisreality either.

Y et in the setting in which the sermon was delivered, there may also
have been alarge proportion of those whose vision of the church
reached hardly at all beyond the institution itself. In this respect, the
sermon faced the same problem as would be found in most
congregations, namely, that not all members are at the same stagein
their Christian pilgrimage. Some need to be made aware of the wider
socia context and called to feel concern there. At the same time, others
are strongly committed to the wider issues of peace, justice, and -the
environment. How does one preach in such a situation? This sermon has
sought to do that in several ways.

First of al, there is the matter of the selection of the biblical text itself.
So often, when the preacher wishes to make the congregation more
aware of the wider social context, a biblical passage explicitly dealing
with such concernsis chosen. The congregation then can relax, knowing
what the preacher is planning to do, and wait until next Sunday, when
the "real" concerns of the church come back into focus. What may be
far more helpful isto preach from passages that are not so obvious and
to show that such concerns are not an occasional tangent for both Bible
and preacher, but are rather at the heart of ailmost all of the biblical

message.
Here, avery familiar passage was chosen. In such a case, the preacher

must take into account what assumptions about the meaning of the text
the congregation already brings to the hearing. In the case of the Book
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of Jonah, many people assume the chief questions have to do with the
controversies over the fish and the need to be obedient to God. Most
commonly, people realize that there is a dimension of universality in the
message of the book, but take for granted that such a dimension was
significant for the people of Israel, who supposedly were more
exclusive than we are. The verses on which the sermon focuses are
usually glossed over. Focusing on them means that a new dimension
can be seen. Thisrequires a close reading of the text, over against what
people remember from the story. It may mean printing the text and
pointing out specific verses or quoting them with sufficient frequency
that it becomes clear that these verses are present, that the waysin
which the passage was remembered -- the past interpretations brought to
the present hearing -- have overlooked these verses, that these are not
the creation of the preacher but are the biblical text.

Thetask isto bebiblical. It is to show that the concerns for global
Issues, for justice in the local community, and for the environment, are
not recent issues, mere private matters that appeal to some Christians
and are quite optional, but are part and parcel of the heart of the Bible
itself. Our congregations are not biblically literate. Clear education must
be done. To insist on looking at atext, to take serioudly all the verses, to
preach from that text in a clear and obvious fashion is to do such
education. Optional use of pew Biblesis not enough. We must be more
clearly biblical than the memories of the congregation, and perhaps
even subtly raise the question of why the church had provided them
with unbiblical traditions.

Using the lectionary as the basis for preaching does have the virtue of
dealing with awide variety of passages not chosen out of the pastor's
list of favorites. In the present case, the lectionary was not used,
originally because what was needed was a three-hour Bible study rather
than atraditional sermon, and we wished to do awhole, brief book. In
that original setting, we did hand out copies of the text and followed it
along closely. In the sermon given here, the constant references to the
text are clear.

Whatever text is chosen, the preacher must ask the question, even
before developing the sermon, What understanding of this passage does
the congregation bring to the hearing?isit afamiliar text? What will
their reaction be to hearing it read as the Scripture lesson? The
preacher's awareness of his or her own past attitudes may well be the
starting point, and can be away of identifying with the congregation. In

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1106 (21 of 25) [2/4/03 6:14:44 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

the present instance, the sermon begins with a history of some of the
controversies surrounding the book and places the issues about the fish
in the long line of such questions. Obviously, as soon as the Book of
Jonah is announced, the controversies will be in the minds of the
congregation. They must be dealt with and put aside. This sermon seeks
to accomplish this by showing that such controversies miss the major
point of the book and then by moving to the issue that will be the
concern of the sermon. Theissueisidentified as God's concern about
Nineveh and Jonah's dislike of that concern. There is a second set of
clarifications of the text (over against memories brought to it) in the list
of false reasons given for Jonah not wanting to go. In every case, it is
the text itself that is used to show that such reasons cannot be true. This
helps narrow the focus to the central issue: Jonah did not want to go to
Nineveh because he did not want Nineveh to be saved, and was sure
that God did want Nineveh to repent.

Therefore, in the face of afamiliar passage that the congregation would
assume they already understood, some undoing of those false
understandings is necessary. Furthermore, such challenges must be from
the text itself, not a matter of the preacher's preference for one
interpretation, or of apsychological reading into the text of the
supposed motives of people in such situations as Jonah's. What is
needed is a staying with the text that says why Jonah did what he did
and failed to do other things. In addition to dealing with the biblical
text, there may also be a need to show how this one passage is related to
the central issues of Scripture. In the present sermon, this was made
natural by the Gospels' use of the phrase, "the sign of Jonah." Jesus
application of the phrase to his own situation made it possible to show
that this strange and controversial book from the Old Testament is
directly related to the chief issues of the gospel itself.

Establishing how constantly Scripture shows the relationship between
the people of God and the wider social context in which they live serves
atwofold purpose. For those who are not yet committed to such a
vision, it helps clarify that such involvement is not an optional part of
the church'slife. For those who are so committed, it reenforces the
importance of what they are doing and gives them further theological
and biblical support for their work. It may help alleviate the sense of
Isolation and hopel essness such commitment can engender.

With this as a general background, let uslook at the four specific
elements of analysis raised in the opening essay.
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First isthe need to be aware of the dynamics of social status between
the preacher and the congregation. On the occasion of this sermon, the
preacher was a Hispanic male, with sufficient accent to show English
was not hisfirst language. That does not lead to high social statusin this
culture. The congregation was largely Anglo-Saxon, white, and male.
There were some women, and some minorities, mostly black. It was the
minorities who had urged that this preacher be invited. Many of the
members of the majority culture were committed to evangelism, but not
necessarily involved in issues of justice.

With all of thisin mind, it was necessary for the preacher to establish
that the authority for what was being said rested not with the preacher,
not with the power of the minority groups, but with Scripture itself.
Furthermore, it would be helpful to show that the existing concern for
evangelism and church growth could not be pursued apart from the
Issues raised by the wider socia setting without doing damage to the
biblical understanding of mission This also had to be done from the text
itself, and not from any intrinsic authority given by the congregation to
the preacher. The preacher sought to do this by trying to be as directly
and transparently related to the text as possible.

The second element discussed in the opening essay is the need for
catholicity of focus. There may be greater catholicity in church
gatherings above the level of the local congregation, and that was the
case when this sermon was preached. But even so, it was not fully
catholic. In an attempt to provide such awider perspective, the sermon
brought in reference to groups not present~specially ethnic minorities
not there, other nations whom we view as the enemy, children, and the
animals. Since most of these were already explicitly in the text, these
references were quite natural. One wonders, however, how often they
are present and we do not notice them.

The third element raised was the fear of change, especially, though not
only, by those who benefit from the status quo. The sermon points out
that God isworking for change in the situation of Nineveh, and itis
Jonah who wants nothing to do with it. Jonah wishes to maintain the
present situation of enmity, and God wishesto end it. The sermon
therefore raises quite specifically the choice that faces God's people in
every generation: to follow a God who does wish some things to be
changed or to try to keep things as they are, even when that is opposed
to God's will. Jonah poses the question quite clearly, and the sermon
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seeks to leave the congregation with exactly the same choice that Jonah
faced, though it hopes for a different response

The last element of analysis hasto do with the particular theol ogical
heritage that has influenced many of our congregations, especialy in
regard to two issues Thefirst is the false spirituality that seeslittle
connection between faith and questions of material well-being, the
environment, and so forth~ The sermon deals with that by stressing
God's concern for all of creation, even the animals. Salvation is physical
aswell as spiritual. The second issueis afalse view of Providence that
assumes that whatever is, is God's will, and ought not to be changed.
The passage has fairly complex implications for that issue. On the one
hand, God is working for change and using a human agent, Jonah, to
accomplish this. Clearly, Jonah isresisting God by refusing to be
involved in this change-effecting activity of going to Nineveh. On the
other hand, however, throughout the whole Book of Jonah it is obvious
that God's will is going to be done, whether Jonah likesit or not~
Although whatever takes place now is not necessarily God's will, God's
will is ultimately going to triumph. The sermon dealt with the first half
of this paradox, but not with the second. It may well be that, given our
particular theological heritage and the weaknesses that it has, the first
side of the paradox is helpful. The second could be too readily
misunderstood as implying akind of fatalism. It could take an entire
sermon to deal with that issue.

The function of a sermon in the setting of aworship serviceisto clarify
and confirm our vision of what it meansto be the people of God in our
present setting. Since that vision includes God's purposes for the whole
of creation, it isalso anew vision of the context in which welive. The
goal, therefore, is not ssimply to interpret the Bible in the light of our
context, but even more, to interpret ourselves and our global context in
the light of Scripture.

Notes:
1. Transcribed by the authors from arecording of amassin El Salvador.

2. In The United Methodist Church, the Annua Conferenceisa
governing body, often statewide, composed of approximately equal
numbers of ministers and lay delegates.
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3. Traditionally, one of the main items of business of an Annual
Conference has been the reading of pastors appointments, usually
toward the close of the session.

4. The paralel text isin Matthew 12:41-42.

5. 475 Riverside Drive, in New York City, is the address of the
Interchurch Center, where a number of general agencies of The United
Methodist Church are located. An Annual Conference is presided over
by the bishop, who ,jointly with the cabinet, decides on pastoral
appointments. The General Conference is the highest governing body of
The United Methodist Church, meeting every four years.

6. We often speak or preach together, using aform that we call
"dialogue.” Thisterm, however, is used rather inexactly, for what we do
are really lectures, Bible studies, and sermons in which we speak
alternatively to the audience, rather than to one another.

15
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Chapter 2. Preaching asthe I nterface of Two Social
Worlds. The Congregation as Corporate Agent in the Act
of Preaching, Don M. Wardlaw

(Note: Don M. Wardlaw, professor of preaching and worship, McCormick Theological Seminary,
Chicago.)

Consider a congregation called Faith Church with its pastor, David Landry, in an urban center called Metro
City. A growing number of the members of Faith Church are becoming aware of adimension of Landry's
preaching that they do not find in most other churches. The people at Faith Church are beginning to see
themselves as active, corporate partnersin preaching with David Landry. They are discovering that
preaching is essentially a complex interaction of several socia redlities.

The Social Realities of Preaching at Faith Church

For one thing, David Landry's sermons have become as much an act of the congregation as they are the
expression of oneindividual. Each week five different small groups in the congregation meet to discuss the
passage of Scripture for the sermon two Sundays hence and to explore how the Faith congregation walks
the streets of that passage today. Most of the time the groups, whether a Tuesday noon business-person's
lunch, or a Thursday morning prayer and Bible study group, or a Sunday evening discussion group, meet
without David Landry. He is present, however, in the form of a page of exegetical notes or ten minutes
worth of exegetical insights on an audio cassette. Dozens of Faith Church members who do not participate
in these groups also study the Scripture for the sermon ten days away. They read David's study notesin the
weekly newsletter and then launch into their own exploration of the passage, leaving scribblings and
suggestions in a special sermon box in the vestibule. David is never bound to use in his sermons any
musings or insights of his members, but while his sermons definitely bear his own style and convictions,
they nevertheless carry clear traces of a corporate voice of the congregation. These data from the life of the
Faith congregation, rich in the people's symbols and values, assure Landry of sermon materials that
consistently hit home with his hearers. In short, David Landry preaches as much for the congregation as to
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Nor do the social dimensions of preaching at Faith Church belong only to the people's participation in
sermon formation. While David Landry speaks for the congregation, he also preaches to his people as a
corporate body. Worshipers cannot listen to Landry's preaching long and remain an aggregate of
individuals. The words "we" and "us" pop up frequently in his sermons. Landry regularly raises questions
about what difference the scriptural text makes to the hearers as a community and constantly envisions how
the congregation can react corporately to the implications of the Word in Scripture. Worshipers get the
impression from Landry's rhetoric that he sees himself primarily as a member of the Faith community and
secondarily as one set apart to preach to that body. He has the knack of joining his people in the pew at the
same time that he addresses them, and of sharing with his folk in a corporate response to the sermon.

Another corporate body impinges on most sermons preached at Faith Church-Metro City with its politics,
economics, institutions, demographics, decision-making, and life-style; Faith Church sits next to the City
Hall at Fourth and Central by Market Square. The Faith Church steeple and City Hall tower rise together
above thisintersection, symbolizing in their juxtaposition the gospel's address of the demonic principalities
and redemptive possibilities inherent in corporate human power. Landry's sermons cultivate an image of
Christ at work in corporate structures to make life on earth more truly human. A check of Faith Church's
activities calendar reveals an outreach program that resonates with Landry’s preaching. A halfway house
for emotionally disturbed teenagers, tutoring programs for educationally deprived youngsters, a community
service program for senior citizens, and a hot-line link with a substance abuse clinic, become, in Landry's
sermons, ready references to ways in which Christ intervenesin the corporate life of downtown Metro City,
to help trandlate the powers of death into the vitalities of new life. Nor is the target of Faith Church's
mission limited solely to the central sector of Metro City. A hunger task force regularly urges the members
to beinvolved in famine relief for northern Africa. Also, the ruling board of Faith Church is presently
studying a recommendation from a dozen members that the congregation serve as a sanctuary for political
refugees from Central America. The outreach programs at Faith Church work well because they are owned
by the people, generated by the same ongoing dialogue within the community of believers that engenders
Landry's sermons.

The social realities that come through preaching at Faith Church do not all belong to the contemporary
moment, however. Another kind of community regularly comes alive in David Landry's sermons; the body
of believersthat either foreshadows or givesrise to the sermon’ s scriptural text. Landry seesto it that his
people in the sermon formation process always ask first what the struggle in faith meant, for instance, to
those primitive Christians in Corinth or to the faithful in Solomon's temple. In his sermons, Landry invites
his people to walk in the robes and sandals of the ancient community in order to be clearer about how to
walk in the dress of arelevant body of believers today. Landry serves as catalyst for an interface of his
people with the people who sat by the waters of Babylon and wept, or with the band of faithful who were
shipwrecked, stoned, and imprisoned on behalf of the gospel. It isasif the sermon were atransfusion of
life blood from an ancient faith community to a modern body of Christians.

The above scenario presupposes preaching as a thorough-going societal event, merging the faith experience
of an ancient biblical community with the life of a body of believerstoday. Whatever is said in this chapter
about that boundary assumes a dynamic, multi-dimensional view of preaching that seesin the preaching
moment a confluence of peoples, times, and contexts. Such a view of preaching, however, presumes too
much when compared with the average parishioner's understanding of a sermon’'s meaning and function. It
Isimportant to step aside to clarify the nature of a preaching moment before exploring how preaching can
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be the interface of two social worlds. Until the decks are cleared with regard to what a sermon is and does,
all that is said about the social reality of preaching will make little sense.

The Questionable Linear M odel

Until recently most members of Faith Church, aswell as David Landry, brought arather flat, single-
dimensional orientation to preaching. They expected the sermon to function as a static, linear transaction,
with the sermon as a message, the preacher as sender, and the congregation as passive recipients. This
model presumes that the sermon is an objectifiable message, critical information that, when projected from
pulpit to pew, promises to change perspectives, and then presumably, to rekindle wills to change the world.

The model carries with it three basic, but questionable presuppositions that now find little sanction in the
pulpit at Faith Church. First, the model presumes that the sermon is fundamentally data about Scripture to
be shared, truth as treasure buried in biblical soil waiting to be unearthed, delved into, and offered to the
hearers. Such aview of the function of Scripture in preaching makes no room for the dynamic of God's
Word in Scripture. The Word of God, far from being solely the object of a preacher's analysis, is primarily
the subject of revelation. The Word of God is fundamentally God's revealing activity, primarily act and
event. The Word happens, does things, makes things

Sermon ------ Preacher ----------- Congregation

happen. For al their significant differencesin interpreting the nature of proclamation, theologians Barth,
Brunner, Gogarten, Bultmann, and Tillich agree on one fact that has left a permanent mark on the
contemporary Christian consciousness, namely, that in the preaching event God actively engages the world.
These theological giantsin the early and middle twentieth century rescued preaching from what E. M.
Forster once called "poor chatty little Christianity," and, along with their more recent successors such as
Ebeling and Fuchs, took Word primarily to be explosive, confrontative power. In David Tracy's
summation, this eventful Word was first released in the prophetic and eschatological strains of both
Testaments, paradigmatically expressed in the parables of Jesus and the Pauline theology of the cross,
retrieved in the word event which was the Reformation and recalled for and in our word-impoverished,
wordy culture by those early twentieth-century classic exponents of the power of the Christian proclaimed
word as that proclamation disclosed anew the event of Jesus Christ.(1)

While this Word as proclamation event takes on a secondary confessional character as manageable content,
it does so only when it is understood primarily as event.

The second presumption about the two-dimensional model is that the preacher most often stands apart from
and above the people in things of the Spirit. This frequently translates into a hierarchical, authoritarian
stance in which the preacher, in the language of no less a gathering than Vatican I, "molds and rules’ the
people. The church for centuries has sanctioned preaching as the expression of a separated, commanding
individual. Pulpit and pew alike have been too prone over the centuries to accept as normative for the
pulpit a Lone Ranger mentality that elicits visions of an heroic prophet crying from the wilderness of an
isolation necessary to maintain prophetic integrity. Admittedly, from such privacy in prayer and study has
come profound preaching that at times has sparked visions and started reformations. But how realistic has
the church been to assume that the Word in Scripture must depend principally on isolated individuals in

pul pits for the communication of its inspiration and wisdom? One of T. S. Eliot's characters, Edward, could
as easily be addressing this presumptuous individualism as his wife, Lavinia, when he says:
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One of the most infuriating things about you
Has always been your perfect assuranceT hat you understood me better than | understood myself.

Sometimes this monarchical air and distance is not so much assumed by the preacher as projected on him
or her by the people. Pastors in sermon feedback gatherings almost invariably struggle at first to get
parishionersto utter any words of evaluation that could be heard as negative. .Many people in the pews are
so dependent in their faith journey on the preacher's spirituality that they cannot afford to allow their
preacher to be reproachable.(2)

Whether this distance between pulpit and pew is assumed or assigned, it violates the identification pastors
must have with their people if the Word of God is to come alive in preaching. All preparation for preaching
that sensitively tunes into Scripture begins with what Leander Keck calls priestly listening, where "the text
confronts the exegete, in solidarity with the congregation, with aword that intersects prevailing
understandings and loyalties.(3) When the ministerial identity is anchored essentialy in the pew, the
preacher stands a better chance to offer an incisive Word from the pulpit. Such an awareness makes a
difference in how pastors bear authority in the pulpit and in how pastorally sensitive they are in prophecy,
for they are at one and the same time preaching to themselves as well as from themselves. As Fred
Craddock says so well, "If aminister takes seriously the role of listenersin preaching, there will be
sermons expressing for the whole church, and with God as the primary audience, the faith, the doubt, the
fear, the anger, the love, the joy, the gratitude that isin all of us."(4)

The third presupposition about the linear model sees the congregation as passive recipients of the message.
Sometimes this passivity takes the form of a corporate body unguestioningly accepting a denominational
party-line from the pulpit. Communions that demand close adherence to detailed doctrinal standards
promote this kind of quiescence at sermon time. The congregant's role in preaching isto ingest the weekly
dose of doctrine prescribed from the pulpit. This view assumes that the will is harnessed to reason and that
aclosely honed system of theology is capable of engendering aredemptive life-style.

At other times with this passivity in the pews the listeners function mainly as private consumers, more as
an aggregate of individuals than as a corporate body. This privatistic, consumer mentality reflects a
predominant ethos of American individualism that takes radical private validation as the only criterion for
behavior. Robert Bellah and colleagues, in their book, Habits of the Heart, describe this reigning value of
American life: "Separated from family, religion, and calling as sources of authority, duty, and moral
example, the salf first seeks to work out its own form of action by autonomously pursuing happiness and
satisfying its wants."(5) This American individualist sitsin the pew distrustful of most corporate
alignments, listening selectively to the preacher for information and inspiration useful for self-validation.
Hence, the silent pew, made up of people who either over-invest corporately or under-invest individually in
what comes from the pul pit.

Asthis chapter continually insists, the congregation, far from assuming a passive stance at the preaching
moment, engages God's Word and is engaged by that Word as actively as the preacher. Listen to Craddock
again: "Historically and theologically the community and the book belong together in a relationship of
reciprocity. This means the church does not sit passively before the Scriptures but rigorously and honestly
engages its texts." (6) This also means that the active participation by the members begins with the sermon's
conception rather than after its delivery. The preacher is much more interested in inviting the hearers along
in a search for the Word's meaning than in declaring in prepackaged fashion the meaning they should have
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aready found. Sermon design and rhetoric will reflect this indicative stance, envisioning the hearers as co-
creators of the response to Scripture, as partnersin the Word-event. This elevated view of congregational
responsibility and participation in the preaching moment presupposes that the people in the pews can serve
as active sources of theological insight. Preachers who understand that the Word seeks dialogue with the
body of the faithful, even in the preparation and delivery of the sermon, will so restructure their sermon
preparation regimen and alter their rhetorical strategies that they make room for the whole people of God in
the pulpit.

A Dynamic, Multi-Dimensional Model

What, then, constitutes a viable model for preaching that features the kind of dynamic, multi-dimensional
approach of aDavid Landry at Faith Church? The following model encompasses the two sets of social
worlds inherent in the preaching moment. Investigation of this model will begin by focusing first on the
social realities of the world of today's preacher and congregation. Once the socia constructs of the
contemporary side of the model are established, then the discussion will turn to the dynamics of corporate
life inherent in the scriptural text. The investigation will then conclude with an examination of how the
model shows the corporate dynamicsin today’ s preaching situation bringing to fruition the social vitalities
of the text.

The preaching model that is faithful to the social worlds inherent in the sermon moment, rather than
establishing itself on aline that carries message, preacher, and people in sequence, actually presents itself
in aloop of three interlocking circles within an encompassing circle. The diagram on page 64 presents the
basic holism of preaching with its integration of scriptural text, preacher, and community of believers, all
set in the surrounding social context. The point of confluence at the heart of the model, the dynamic swirl
of interaction of Scripture, preacher, and people, is the Word-event. A fundamental point this model makes
by its very gestalt is that the preaching event consists of a cluster of dynamic interactions. Brandon Scott
gets at the interactional character of meaning when he writes, "Even for an author, meaning is not in the
mind but is arelation between imagination and text. A writer works out meaning in the act of
communication."(7) The meaning that becomes the Word at the preaching moment consists of three key
interlocks: the interface of the scriptural text with preacher; the interrelation of preacher with people; and
the interconnection of the people with Scripture. This loop of threefold interplay, all set in and sensitive to
the contemporary social context, constitutes the Word-event. We now look more closely at these three
interactions of the preaching moment as away of unfolding the meaning of the social dynamics of
preaching.

Scriptural Text and Preacher

Sermon formation begins when the preacher, in solidarity with his or her congregation, cocks an ear toward
thetextin

Cultural Context ---

|| -------- The Word

Biblical text — People — Preacher ---
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Scripture. In an enterprise characterized by wave upon wave of words, sermons that become Word-events
gestate, ironically, in eerie silence. David Landry sitsin his upstairs study doing preliminary work on his
sermon. He has just finished a second reading aloud of the Scripture pericope scheduled for the first
Sunday in November. He leans back and stares out of the study window. A creative silence comesto his
soul that belongs to the stillness that preceded the creation of heaven and earth. Landry listens prayerfully
and intently to aquiet that almost ringsin his ears, a hush of eternity from which will emerge pictures of
possibilities from the pericope. Such listening belongs to the nature of revelation itself. As Craddock says:

A preacher can recover and reclaim the silence that he or she carries within, and out of that silence, speak
the Word. It demands the redlization that a minister's life does not consist in the abundance of words
spoken. But most of all it requires embracing both silence and revelation in one's understanding of God,
and developing a mode of preaching which honors that understanding by being in harmony with it.(8)

David Landry will go to the shelves later for help from commentaries and other critical toolsin order to
grapple with the historical, political, and cultural realities behind the lines of the text, and to wrestle with
the literary and structural issues between the lines of the passage. But for now he hangs in suspended
animation spiritually, waiting for the wings of the Spirit to give flight to hisimagination for the first
breakthrough insight that will spark the beginnings of the sermon.

Preacher and People

But listening to God's Word is always a corporate affair. Note how many timesin the book of Actsthe
Holy Spirit gives guidance to the primitive church when the people are gathered together in prayerful
expectation. Jesus affirmed the importance of the corporate setting for revelation when he said to his
disciples, "Where two or three are gathered in my name, there am | in the midst of them" (Matt. 18:20).
Sermon formation truly begins, then, when the body of believers, not just the preacher alone, listens for
God's address in Scripture. The preacher discovers that this incorporated hearing helps safeguard him or
her from forcing truncated agendas on the text. David Landry can testify that his Tuesday noon downtown
group or his Sunday evening sermon forum, while not robbing him of his calling to preach the gospel as he
seesit, has nevertheless kept him out of many blind alleysin seeking to ride the trgjectory of the text into
today. When David Landry listensin early morning solitude in the privacy of his study for the dawning of
meaning from a scriptural text, he knows he is even then listening in solidarity with his congregation. He
knows Andrew Abrams, one of his elders, will have had an ear on that passage the same morning before
opening his hardware store and will be responding with insight at the Tuesday noon gathering. Landry also
knows that Betty Salinsky will join a circle Bible study at ten o'clock that morning that will seek in holy
silence some vision with that same pericope. Landry will open the sermon box in the vestibule on
Wednesday and will find among a dozen notes his weekly word on the text from Sid Shoemaker. Landry
now knows in ways he could never have dreamed of several years ago that listening for God's Word in the
first moments of sermon formation is the province not of pastor alone but of a cloud of witnesses joining
their pastor.

For David Landry such an experience of incorporated listening week in and week out has also cast a
different light on the meaning of his ministerial leadership. James and Evelyn Whitehead accurately
describe Landry's experience when they point out:

The minister today is seen less exclusively as the one who brings God and more as one who helps discern
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God, aready present. The minister is a skillful attendant ... one whose roleisto listen for the Lord's
presence and to assist other believersin their own attentive response to God's movement in their lives.(9)

Albert van den Heuvel sums up this transformation in Landry's preaching and pastoral |eadership when he
says,

"The renewal of the preaching ministry is the rediscovery of its communal character.”(10)
People and Scriptural Text

The upshot of Landry's seeking solidarity with his peoplein the first creative silences of the sermon'’s
gestation is that the listeners, in James Sanders analogy, are being coaxed on stage to participate
themselves in the drama of redemption. The spotlight now shifts and the people themselves are entering the
plot of the scriptural passage, joining with the characters and living their story. The loop that begins with
the interplay of text with preacher in Landry's early morning solitude moves to include the interaction of
Landry with his people in order to give integrity to that first hearing. But now the loop closes back upon
the text, and in so doing, brings the people into direct interface with the passage. Now the people of God
are accountabl e to the scriptural passage because they know of the tolling of grace firsthand. "Where the
Bible's message is preached," writes Leander Keck, "the congregation is invited to appropriate (not merely
affirm) its meaning, and so identify itself with the biblical faith and the world church.”(11) Anyone can
simply nod in assent to the preacher at the door following the sermon. Those who have appropriated the
sermon from its inception, however, will more nearly identify with what has been said as direct address
from the pulpit.

The Cruciality of Cultural Context

If hearing God's Word is a corporate affair, it isjust as importantly a contextual affair. The circle that
encompasses the interaction of biblical text, preacher and people, represents the cultural context of the
hearers. This outer circle saysthat God's Word comes to fruition only in terms of the particular cultural
setting of the hearers. For Don Browning, culture means "a set of symbols, stories (myths), and norms for
conduct that orient a society or group cognitively, affectively, and behaviorally to the world in which it
lives."(12) God's Word in Scripture always addresses itself to Isragl or to the church at the level of the
symbols, stories, and norms that related God's people to the socio-political particularities of their day. In
the Old Testament the Word speaks through Israel's day-to-day life and death issues, asin bondage,
wilderness, tribal life, nationhood, war, corruption, and exile. And if the Word's target in Scripture was the
crucia happenings of God's people, so, too, was the Word's form always in the frame of reference of the
people God addressed. God was revealed in Israel's and in the primitive church's history, not ours, and
hence spoke the language of their time. Rather than aradar beam, God was cloud by day and a pillar of fire
by night; God's prophets spoke in pastoral rather than industrial imagery; God set the drama of redemption
in the static three-story language of their universe rather than in the dynamic one-story language of our
universe.

The supreme example of the Word's social contextuality is seen in the incarnation. When John, in one of
the most penetrating versesin the New Testament, says, "And the Word became flesh and dwelt among
us'(John 1:14), he shows the Word seeking its ultimate target and form in the person of Jesus Christ. If the
Word's target is always where the action is, John implies the same with his use of the word, "dwelt." The
Greek word for "dwelt,” skenow, is the same word used in the Septuagint for "tabernacle." The tabernacle
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was for early Israel a special tent for worship and sacrifice that was always set up at the heart of the

Hebrew encampment no matter where Israel wasin her desert wanderings. The tabernacle was the dwelling-
place for the specia presence of Yahweh. Thus, wherever Israel went, God was aways specially present in
her midst. To say, then, that the Word "dwelt among us" isto say that the Word chooses as target the heart
of the common life of the people of God, wherever that might be in their pilgrim wanderings. The Word, by
definition, livesin the midst of the cultural context of God's people.

Preaching seeks from the Word it embodies an analogous target and form in the world. As Craddock says
so succinctly, "The way of God's Word in the world is the way of the sermon in the world." This means
that without the bold particularity of the preacher riding the biblical text's trgjectory to direct hits on
specific targets today, interpretation of the biblical text has not taken place. Craddock says, "Interpretations
and sermons. . . are not sent out to ‘Resident’ or '‘Box holder' or "'To Whom It May Concern.™ (15)

David Landry does not hesitate to speak directly to corporate social issues about abortion, drug abuse,
ecological rape, or minority rightsin Metro City and beyond because he understands social contextuality as
the norm for the Word realizing itself. Any people and pastor wishing to take God's Word in Scripture
serioudly, therefore, will regularly be asking what issues or values in the surrounding society are addressed
by that Word. A sermon on the parable of the good Samaritan, for example, will dress the priest and Levite
in the particular garb of the sermon's social localeif the Word isto hit home. In aracist community in the
United States priest and Levite could be prejudiced blue-collar citizens who still fight to maintain closed
neighborhoods. In Nicaragua, priest and Levite could be the United States that kept to the other side of the
road when this Central American nation languished in the ditch under a dictator's heel. In a South African
shanty town, a black preacher might see priest and Levite as Western nations that soft-pedal sanctions
against the apartheid government in Pretoria. Without such particular contexts, a sermon remains a
collection of useless abstractions, timeless comments that can never be timely. The Bibleisits own best
witness to that fact in that Scripture came into being through a process of conceptualizing interpretation
and by its very nature asks for the continuation of that process.(14)

The preacher is constantly challenged, then, to enflesh the sermon in the prevailing symbols of the
congregation's culture if the sermon isto be heard. The preacher is the keeper of the store of the people's
values and images, the currency with which they trade in meaning. As Brandon Scott says, " The preacher
Is entrusted with the community's metaphorical stock, its repertoire.”(15) Robert Worley speaks of this
metaphorical stock as "the manifest culture" of a congregation. The set of perspectives manifestin a
congregation,” says Worley, "influences the style and content of sermons, the language of the preacher. the
type of illustrations, etc. If a preacher cannot preach in a manner consistent with the set of perspectives that
Is manifest in acongregation, he or sheisin trouble."(16) Many pastors remain in trouble, or are at least
ineffectual in their preaching because as keepers of the store they assume sole responsibility for choosing
and displaying the people's metaphorical stock. They exercise few options for discovering the range and
depth of that repertoire of images and symbols, relying too often on private intuition and guesswork alone
to determine how the sermon will dress and walk.

Several years ago, David Landry learned what a friend he has in the social sciences which help him mind
the store at Faith Church. He learned from the social sciences how to "read" the environment of Faith
Church, all the way from discovering the social networks and patterns in downtown Metro City to learning
how such configurations connect with the wars, poverty, political oppression, and inflationary economies
that mark the globe.(17)
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First, David's faithfulness to the social contextuality of the Word pushed him to reach for some handles for
grasping the structure and flow of the neighborhood where he lives and ministers. A week after he moved
Into his parish he began taking a series of |ate afternoon walks to acquaint himself with the various social
worldsin thisinner district of the city. He got into the sights, sounds, and smells of thisworld. Who's the
man with a French pastry who sits by himself in the delicatessen and stares out the window at passersby
every afternoon at five o'clock? How will John Donovan's sporting goods store make it here on Euclid
Avenue when the new mall is completed four blocks away? Who owns that grand Victorian house that is so
neglected and run down?

David Landry aso began getting afeel for the delivery of basic servicesin the central sector. He visited
both family practice health care centersin his district, found that AA met three blocks away at First United
Methodist Church on Tuesdays, targeted where Big Macs and pizzas waited for his kids eager grasp, noted
the number of shops on Central Avenue that would be difficult for disabled persons to enter and found that
there was no clinic for substance abuse and no shelter for the homeless for two milesin any direction. At
one of the early meetings of hisruling board, David confirmed these impressions and enriched others from
the board members' responses.

Four months after his arrival, the newly formed Long-range Planning Committee at Faith Church, with
David's insistence, derived much helpful demographic information about this district of Metro City from
the Lake County Planning Board. Asthe Faith Church committee sought to develop a pathway into the
future, it worked with census data on ethnic diversity, household changes, and patterns of age groupsin the
district. It studied levels of family income, employment patterns, types of housing units, population
mobility, and poverty pocketsin the area.

One of the members of the committee, Jim Jensen, who teaches sociology at the Lake County Community
College nearby, helped David and the committee locate the social classes, ethnic groups, and helping
groupsin the district and see how much interaction they have with one another and with the power at City
Hall and in business.

In addition to providing a technique to grasp the social dynamics of the immediate urban environment,
David Landry also learned from the social sciences how to get afeel for the identity of Faith Church. In

hel ping the Long-range Planning Committee get moving, Landry led the members in exercises to identify
what Max Weber calls the "webs of significance" of Faith Church, the network of natural awarenesses,
beliefs, values, and goals that make up the culture of the congregation. Since a history of Faith Church had
just been finished afew months before he arrived, Landry invited the committee to begin its work with a
study of this history; the story of the church's founding, its significant experiences in the past, critical
turning points, its line of important personages. Landry then helped the committee match its own story with
its denominational heritage, noting where the people at Faith Church had cherished its sacred deposit from
itstotal past and where it had gone its own way in the shaping of itslocal tradition.

Next, Landry helped the committee conduct a series of cottage meetings that uncovered the world view and
character of the congregation, along with what symbols and rituals have become important for them. After
two months of sifting through the data from the cottage meetings, the committee came up with some
interesting conclusions. They discovered that 30 percent of the members think of God's intervention in
their lives as only occasional but dramatic. Fifty-five percent feel that God actively engages their lives al
the time in the normal processes of human interaction. Fifteen percent believe God is more elusive than
engaging, a hidden unfolding reality encountered in meditation, prayer, or altered states of
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consciousness.(18) David Landry was hel ped immeasurably by these data in determining as pastor and
preacher how to talk with people about how God worksin their world. In particular he determined that the
half of his congregation who see God as more absent than present in the world, would need help in thinking
about God's presence if his preaching to them about God's abiding care for the oppressed were to mean
anything.

Landry and the committee also derived help from the questionnaires regarding the character or personality
of Faith Church, those traits and dispositions of the congregation as a whole that distinguish it from other
parishes. They learned that Faith Church's morale does not easily erode in crisis, that the outlook for the
future is almost naively rose-colored, and that the manner of doing things at the church is corporately,
rather than individually, oriented. The committee determined the controlling symbols and ritualsin the
congregation's life. The stained-glass windows and the huge wooden cross top the list of visual symbols
held most dear. Family-night suppers and Sunday evening hymnfests rank high as symbols of the
congregation's fellowship. Some symbols the people struggle with, such as the chandelier in the vestibule
that some feel speaks of ostentation, or the stiffly decorated church parlor that many feel is more
mausoleum than a meeting place.

The rituals the congregation ranks in preference also proved illuminating. The structure of the Sunday
morning liturgy received the strongest affirmation, with the funeral’'s accent on the resurrection and the
wedding's emphasis on worship not far behind. Controversial rituals include the way the sacraments are
administered. Members disagree on the use of acommon loaf and common cup in the Lord's Supper, or on
how water is to be applied in baptism. Some members are restive about seating patterns at worship that are
too strung out to express the unity of the worshipers. Some respondents do not care for Sunday greeters
who seem too assertive or deacons who would rather count money and gab in the basement than stay with
the worshipers at sermon time.

In uncovering this store of information about his congregation's context and identity, David Landry could
thank the social sciences for facilitating his entree into the culture of Faith Church. Yet, Landry also knows
that societal studies serve only astools for enabling a people to give meaningful context to the gospel in
their lives. The Whiteheads offer a helpful perspective here:

The ... findings of socia sciences are important tools in understanding the contemporary situation. But it
must be stressed that what the social sciences provide for the community of faith is not answers but access
to resources. Determining the shape of the contemporary Church remains, under the influence of the Spirit,
the task of the believing community.(19)

As social scientists assist pastor and people in developing arich fund of the stories, traditions, world views,
character, symbols, and rituals of a congregation, chances for God's Word impacting the congregation in
profound ways are greatly enhanced. The people have made accessible to themselves and to their pastor
their metaphorical stock. A wise pastor will use that stock for the currency of hisor her sermons,
recognizing that such a practice not only ensures meaningful communication, but also improves the
chances of God's Word being heard in its depth and power.

The Social World of the Scriptural Text

Up to this point the investigation of preaching as the interface of two social worlds has delved only into the
social dynamics of the contemporary preacher, congregation, and social context as they are addressed by
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the scriptural text for the sermon. These understandings gained from the preaching model should enhance
the important remaining task of examining the social realities of the sermon's text. The same social
dynamics apply to understanding an oracle of Ezekiel or a pronouncement of Paul asthey relate to the
moment today when the sermon happens among the faithful. Sensing those ancient corporate realities and
learning to bring them into creative correlation with the social factors of Faith Church constitutes one of
the most creative challenges in preaching. When the sermon becomes the vital moment of interface
between contemporary and ancient social worlds, then the Word of God happens.

The preaching model already established to depict the contemporary social dynamics of a preaching
moment serves as a convenient model for the social realities of the scriptural text. This model of the
corporate life inherent in a passage of Scripture features obvious parallels with the model of a present
proclamation event.

Aswith preaching, so with Scripture, abiblical passage is as much acommunal act as the expression of a
single author. The way Scripture itself was born and nourished validates such a claim. The events that
became the church's story of salvation happened to a community of believers. Both the old and new
Covenants were made with a community as community. The story of the holy history of the people of God
Is cradled in community, shared in community, guarded, and offered to the world by community. The Old
Testament prophets, seeming paragons of charismatic individualism, declared the Word of the Lord from
within the community as committed members of the community.(20) John the Baptist, often regarded as a
loner, proclaimed God's will from within his band of disciples. Supremely, Jesus Christ, the incarnation
and epitome of the declaration of God's Word, referred to himself as the Son of man, aterm in the Old
Testament for the community of Israel.(21) This Son of man surrounded himself with twelve disciples, a
deliberate representation of the twelve tribes of Israel, the community of faith he embodied. In short, Jesus
embodied in himself communal proclamation. In addition, however individualized is the expression of the
authors of the New Testament epistles, what they have to say cannot be understood apart from the

Tradition --- People ----Author/Speaker |
|| ------------- The Word

Cultural Content |

corporate life of the faithful who brought these authors to new life, who put in their hands an established
tradition and fueled the passion and agenda of their writing.

From Genesis to Revelation, God is revealed in an unfolding communal dialogue. As Eugene Ulrich and
William G. Thompson conclude, " Scripture, which began as experience, was produced through a process
of tradition(s) being formulated about that experience and being reformulated by interpretersin dialogue
with the experience of their communities and with the larger culture.”(22) This tradition, told and retold,
shaped and reshaped as world views of believing communities evolved, was heard by these communities as
the Word of God.

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1107 (11 of 24) [2/4/03 6:15:09 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

The model of the corporate life in a passage of Scripture carries some of the same important dynamics that
emerge from the preaching model. First, the Word of God in Scripture is no more alodestone to be mined
than the Word that comes through the sermon. God's Word as revealing action is just as dynamic a
phenomenon in the formation and witness of the Bible asit isin the formation and witness of a sermon.
Word happens at the confluence of author/speaker, community of faith, and cultural context.

Second, the author/speaker of the biblical passage is as much areceiver of God's Word as its conveyer.
Those individuals who put down on parchment the tradition that the community of believers garnered and
protected for them, spoke primarily as a part of God's people even when they sounded as if they stood apart
from the faithful. When the prophets railed at and rebuked their people, they nevertheless did so as
committed members of those people, willing to join them in the exile of which they warned.

Third, the community of faithful in, or implied by, a passage of Scriptureisjust as actively engaged with
God' s Word as is the author/speaker. As with a sermon, so with the formation of Scripture, the people of
God as community are co-creators with the author/speaker of the passage of Scripture. Every school of
criticism in biblical studies assumes afaith community that cradled the formation of the passage.(23) Form
critics now realize with reference to the Psalms, for instance, that the "authors" of the Psalms were more
communities than individuals. A canonical approach, in Brevard Childs words, "interprets the biblical text
in relation to a community of faith and practice for whom it served a particular theological role as
possessing divine authority."(24) Structuralism, the critical theory that asserts that meaning is afunction of
the structures of a cultural system, presumes communities that give rise to and nurture the structures of that
culture. Structuralist criticism of Scripture looks to structures of a faith community's corporate mind for
meaning. Hence, each theory of criticism implies abody of believers actively participating in the formation
and perpetuation of that tradition.

Fourth, God's Word is no less contextually oriented in Scripture than in preaching. Biblical scholars have
recently turned to the social sciencesfor clearer insights into the social forces that molded faith
communities in Scripture, al in an effort to sharpen the reading and interpretation of the Bible.

"Historical method and sociological method,” writes Norman Gottwald, "are different but compatible
methods of reconstructing ancient Israglite life and thought." (25) The insights of anthropology, ethnology,
socia anthropology, ethnography, archaeology, structural anthropology, and psychology are now fair game
for students of Scripture in seeking to walk the streets of King David's Jerusalem or the Apostle Paul's
Corinth. Wayne Meeks' notable work on the social world of Paul, The First Urban Christians, givesthe
church afascinating workaday view of its primitive forebears.(26) Examining the Pauline corpus with a
sociological eye, Meeks uncovers the earliest Christian community as a scattering of small colonies
throughout cities of diverse local character. These local cells of believers, while highly unified, intimate,
and exclusive, still interacted routinely with the larger urban society. The social correlate for these early
Christians' intimacy was the local household assembly where interpersonal engagement is strong, authority
structure fluid, and internal boundaries are weak. Such studies assume an important interface between the
words of a scriptural passage and the social reality undergirding those words. Close examination of the
social contexts of the various communities of faith in the Bible, therefore, sheds new light on the faith of
those believers. What is at stake here isthe social contextuality of God's Word in Scripture.

Gottwald stresses the cruciality of thiswhen he writes, "(The biblical) writers lived in an everyday world of
their own and many of the topics and interests of biblical texts reflect the conditions and events of that
everyday biblical world which it isfolly to ignore if we want awell-rounded understanding of ancient

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1107 (12 of 24) [2/4/03 6:15:09 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

Israel." The exegetical approach that attempts to "spiritualize" or "abstract” texts at the expense of socid
analysis, in Gottwald's words, "flattens and denatures the powerful individualities of style and content that
play throughout the rich texture of the Hebrew Bible."(27)

Interfacing the Two Horizons

The preaching moment, therefore, is atime when two socia worlds come together in the proclamation of
the Word of God. As Norman Gottwald urges:

We must at one and the same time interpret both the social situations and the literary idioms of the biblical
texts and the social situations and literary idioms of ourselves as interpreters/ actors. Thisisthe
multidimensioned interpretative task now widely called . . . the hermeneutical "fusion of horizons."(28)

The model on page 79 attempts to portray that interface. Here the dynamic world of the biblical text
becomes the Word of God that extends itself through the dynamic world of the contemporary preaching
situation. As the Word springs forth from the vortex of its ancient setting to expressitself through the
vortex of text/preacher/peoplein social context, the Word of God happens; it becomes a proclamation
event in the lives of the people experiencing the sermon. At this point of confluence in the preaching
model, the absolute cruciality of the pulpit makes itself known, for as David Tracy asserts:

Without the actuality of proclamation, the (New Testament) narratives lose their character as confessing
narratives and become . . . quarries for historical reconstruction. Without proclamation, the symbols
(crossresurrection-incarnation) lose their tensive, religious reality and become occasions for other kinds of
reflection. . . Only with a sense of the religious-event reality named proclamation is the New Testament
recognized anew as the Christian classic text, the scripture.(29)

Cultural Context | | Tradition — People —Author/Speaker

|| ----The Word---- ||

|11
Biblical Text — People — Preacher | | Cultural Context

Where scriptural text, with its own social dynamics, interacts with preacher and people in social context at
the preaching moment, then God speaks from that swirl as surely as'Y ahweh spoke to Job from the
whirlwind. In this harmonious communion of two socia worlds the Word of God speaks meaning to a
people and even becomes the chemistry of change in that people. In T. S. Eliot's words:

music heard so deeply
That it isnot heard at all, but you are the music
While the music lasts.
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Interfacing the Two Horizonsin a Sermon

| preached the following sermon on Pentecost Sunday at alarge suburban congregation outside Chicago. In
fairness to the congregation | shall use fictitious names for this congregation and community. The
congregation shall he called the Community Church and its town, River Oaks, Illinois.

Had | been the pastor of the Community Church, | would have worked with a sermon preparation group
from the congregation in the formation of the sermon. Since, however, | was a guest preacher that Sunday
and had no access to such agroup there, | turned to a group of clergy in south Georgia with whom | was
working several weeks prior to Pentecost and asked them to be my sermon formation group. These were
pastors | had been leading in a continuing education venture in preaching over the previous ten months,
preachers who were working with sermon preparation groups in their own congregeations.

The Georgia pastors began by imagining themselves members of the Community Church in River Oaks.
Since | have acquaintances in the congregation and had preached there twice before, | felt that | was on
speaking terms with the congregation. The Georgia formation group began by assuming the identities of
the bankers, lawyers, doctors, and business executives who are in such evidence at the Community Church,
successful professionals most of whom work in the Loop in downtown Chicago forty minutes away. The
group aso identified with the majority of women in the congregation who are homemakers with growing
or grown children and with busy schedules in volunteer work and social activities.

The group immersed itself in the ambience of River Oaks, alovely exurban village with its studied country
quaintness, winding wooded drives, and imposing homes. This quiet "edenic" ethos proves an apt setting
for people in River Oaks to pursue the dominant, traditional values of marriage, family, and career. Y et this
idyllic scene hasits dark side. The affluence and power that permeate River Oaks bring with them expected
problems of emotional breakdowns, divorce, substance abuse, and a high teen suicide rate. The atmosphere
of luxury and ease also makesiit difficult to sense the cruciality and immensity of social issues beyond its
borders. While the leisure mentality that pervades River Oaks recognizes that a cruel world rages just down
the road, it chooses a posture of gentility and repose that seems to ignore that world, a stance that serves as
an apparently deserved reward for doing battle in the power corridors of that world during the week.

For two hours my south Georgia sermon formation group worked to connect the world of Jesus followers
at Pentecost with the world of the Community Church in River Oaks. Our text for this Pentecost sermon
was Acts 2:1-13, the opening verses of the account of the church's birth amid the dramatic coming of the
Holy Spirit. Each of the seven pastors had already done exegetical spadework in the historical-critical
Issues in the passage. Now, in solidarity with seven colleagues, | listened to these verses for God's Word to
the Community Church in River Oaks.

| gained a number of insights from this group exegesis that proved critical in the formation of the sermon.
Some new light came to me amid the group's acting out the Pentecost event. Before we turned to any
exegetical insights generated by our individual historical-critical investigations of the passage, we
immersed ourselves in the dramatic flow of this Lukan account of Pentecost. We left our tables and books
and occupied open space in our classroom, imagining we were Jesus disciplesin that upper room in
Jerusalem, waiting for his promised Spirit. We sat in acircle and talked about what it must have been like
to pray for ten days together for some kind of reunion and renewal with Jesus. Some got into this
Imaginative identification alittle deeper and began to talk about their sense of failure as disciples when
Jesus walked with us. It was as if no matter how hard they tried to follow Jesus along those Galilean roads,
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the Kingdom never took good root in their souls.

Then, we as agroup got into the cataclysm of the wind and fire at Pentecost. We determined to see to what
extent our bodies could "tell" us things by literally acting out some of the action in the passage. We got
down on our kneesin acircle, held hands, and "heard" the thunder, "saw" the flames that shook our bodies
and souls. Then we were on our feet, spilling out of the room as if we were newly charged disciples
tumbling down the stairs to the streets to engage Jewish pilgrimsin their own language.

Once we got beyond the uneasiness that we adults often bring to such role play because we feel safer

intellectualizing areality than trying to embody it,(30) two insights struck us that dictated the shape and
accent of this sermon.

First, the literal acting out of Pentecost gave us such an awareness of the event kinesthetically that we
determined the sermon had to be structured along narrative linesif the hearersin River Oaks were to have
much of a chance to taste and feel the coming of the Holy Spirit.

Second, our enactment of the event underscored for us two radical swing pointsin the story: (1) the
personal upheaval amid wind and fire that jarred the disciples into new life, and (2) the movement of the
disciples from the prayerful safety and quiet in the upper room to the hustle and excitement of engaging
other seekersin the streets below. In its narrative shape the sermon would lead the hearers through a
Pentecost that would be grounded in radical, often painful upheaval, and would reach its stride in the
missional stance when they shared their new life with othersin surprising ways.

When our sermon formation group returned to our discussion table after our role play and shared further
insights from our earlier historical-critical homework, two further revelations came into focus for the
sermon.

First we were struck by how middle class Jesus' disciples actually were. Recent sociological studies of the
New Testament suggest that Jesus' band of followers, far from being ignorant peasants, were a group of
capable merchants, entrepreneurs, organizers, and motivators, people recruited from the hustle of the
business and political world at that time.(31) In thisfact | had a crucial point of identification between the
power brokersin the pewsin River Oaks and the disciples who waited in the upper room for heaven to
break loose.

Second, we came into a new awareness of what it can mean to be given the gift of speaking another's
language. We had already noted that the miracle of tongues dramatized in this passage in Acts involved the
disciples speaking known languages rather than the ecstatic utterances usually associated with glossolalia.
Hence, we got into a fruitful discussion of what it means to be given the gift of speaking another's
language. We talked of language as the extension of being. Hence, to speak in another's tongueis to be
given the capacity to identify closely with the other person and to find the sensitivity to be open to the other
person's need. Speaking in the tongues of other seekers at Pentecost, then, means among other things
entering deeply into their lives to promote shalom, or wholeness. The devout Jews thronging the streets of
Jerusalem at Shabuot, or the Feast of Weeks, in celebration of the day the Ten Commandments were
revealed to Moses, were in one sense not too different from Jesus followers in the upper room. Both
groups were hungry for wholeness, one questing after it in the promise of the Mosaic law, the other seeking
it in Jesus last earthly promise. Pentecost would empower the seekers in the upper room to offer this
wholeness to the seekers in the streets below. And Pentecost would drive Jesus followers to help other
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seekers find wholeness. Hence, the title and theme of the sermon were born.

With the above insights gained through this corporate hearing of God's Word in Acts, | went to the drawing
board to shape the sermon. | would give the sermon the shape of Acts 2:1-13, involving the hearers at the
Community Church of River Oaks in the dramatic action of Pentecost. | would begin by assuming that
many hearersin the pews at River Oaks find it difficult, by virtue of their education and sophistication, to
Imagine what the Pentecost of Acts 2 would be like, much less feel any degree of comfort with such a
cataclysmic experience. | would plan to spend little time, however, attempting to argue them into a sense of
connection with that upper room in Jerusalem. Rather, | would take them to that room and let them
experience in anarrative format their own Pentecost with its sense of expectation, its traumatic upheaval,
and its drive to help others find wholeness.

One important key in interfacing the two horizons would be the use of the Community Church's
metaphorical stock in the representation of Pentecost. | would help the people of the Community Church
see themselves in the capable, first-century entrepreneurs who sat in the upper room praying for new life. |
would work to avoid trivializing the wind and the fire in that upper room by bringing these primal elements
through my hearers' lives as the upheavals in marriage, family, and careers that jar us into new possibilities
for wholeness. | would picture their speaking other pilgrims' language as exercising new sensitivitiesin
their professional lives that promote wholeness in the socia structures where they work. My concentration
would be wholly on images of their witnessing in their work world as a means of counteracting the
temptation to believe that God as Holy Spirit is mostly at home in the wooded lanes of River Oaks. In all, |
would so refashion the Pentecost experience that the hearers in River Oaks might feel the winds of the
Spirit come upon them to claim them, surprisingly, for witnessin unlikely places.

The Sermon
"Pentecost: Driven to Help Seekers Find Wholeness®

And they were amazed and wondered, saying ,..."we hear themtelling in our own tongues the mighty works
of God." (ACTS2:7,11)

Your first reaction to Pentecost may well be that there's little place for you in that upper room.

Such a scene may offend the sensibility of your spirituality. Why not just slip quietly out of the room and
down the stairs and let some holy roller take your place up there.

But there's a degper sense in which you belong there. Some spiritual part of you has always been at
Pentecost. Like the genetic pool of your and my spirituality, it came into full force and focus that dramatic
day. We were there when all heaven broke loose.

Do you remember that strange calm before the Spirit came?
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We sit in that upper room in expectant silence.

Quite a contrast with the hubbub below of milling crowds of religious pilgrims, devout Jews from
everywhere, Phrygia, Egypt, Cappadocia, Judea, Libya—

An estimated one million seekers were down there for the annual festival of the Feast of Weeks, one
million pilgrims choking the streets designed to accommodate fifty thousand, seekers after shalom, God's
wholeness and peace.

But above the jostle and hum of the seekers we sit in our quiet space.

We're local people, ordinary people. No super spirits.

Over there, Simon Peter, business entrepreneur, with his small fleet of fishing boats.

Next to him, Matthew, bureaucrat and tax man, on leave from his regional office near Jericho.
Then there's Simon the Zealot, political activist, good organizer and motivator.

And on around the room, James, John, Andrew, and the other disciples, and the women, and about a
hundred others.

Capable, sensible people.

People you might see any morning nowadays at the 7:37 train in business suits with attache cases, bound
for the Loop.

Ordinary people waiting for Pentecost up there above the seeking millions.
So we sit and wait.
We sit with Christ's promise, not sure what that Spirit will look or feel like when Pentecost happens.

All we know isthat Christ promised to empower us for mission and so we wait prayerfully, expectantly,
slently.

Then, the Spirit breaks loose.

God's order explodes into our order.

A deafening, thundering sound like a Kansas tornado.

A rush of warm wind slams us all into a huddle, making our hair stand on end.

Crackling streaks of flame pop and dance about our heads as we clutch at one another in fear and awe.
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Finaly, the swirl of heat and thunder above our heads turns into a pressure cooker within us that explodes
in acts we never knew we were capable of. Now we're on our feet, tumbling down the stairs, driven by the
Spirit out into the melee of seekersin the streets below.

Surprising words start tumbling from our mouths. We're talking other people's language, standing there eye-
to-eye with Parthians, Medes, Pamphylians, Romans, Cretans, Arabians, telling them about the wholeness
God gives, putting it in their own thought frame, their own symbol system, their own language.

The Spirit has driven you and me out of our prayer room to help seekers find wholeness. That's Pentecost!

Now look again today out the windows of that upper room. The Parthians, the Medes, the Pamphylians are
still down there in our streets, hungering for wholeness, pilgrimsin search of inner peace.

Up herein thisroom you and | wait again for the Spirit, not really feeling special, spiritually.
We're capable people. But ordinary peopl~ in the things of the Spirit.
Asyou and | sit together in the quiet, you tell me your story.

Like Peter, James, and John, you've tried to follow Jesus for some time, but only so much of it really
"takes."

Y ou've sought Jesus for years in Sunday school. Y ou've done time for Jesus on church committees and
boards.

Y ou've listened for Jesus in athousand Sunday sermons. Y ou gave money to Jesus, even wrote letters and
made house calls on Jesus behalf. Still, something's missing.

While He sweats blood at Gethsemane, you, with us, still fall asleep at His side.

While He gets crucified again and again at City Hall, on Capitol Hill, at Corporate Headquarters, or even at
your own breakfast table, you, with us, only stand at a distance and watch. At a distance you don't say
much. Nor do I. We simply ease away one more time into our own shadows with Peter and weep for want
of a Pentecost in our own lives.

The wholeness isn't there. We don't really have our act together. Our spouses could tell you that. Some
people at the office could tell you that.

Surely we're capable enough to have enjoyed some power in our friendships.
But we know there's a wholeness that's missing.

Where's the Pentecost that will open the flow of personal, emotional, and spiritual power within us?
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Where's the Pentecost that will so ground usin ourselves that we will be less controlled by anxieties and
fears? Where's the Pentecost that will break the dam of distrust within us and give us more of aflow of
trust both of ourselves and of others?

So we sit in the upper room and wait for Pentecost.
And then the Spirit breaks loose.

God's order explodesinto our order like atornado rearranging the landscape of our psyche, like cleansing
fire spreading through our souls.

Wind and fire sweep through this upper room of our habitual spirituality to upset the self-protective scene
we have built around ourselves.

Maybe your Pentecost begins with the wind and fire that sweeps through your marriage,in some cases
destroying the marriage entirely, in other cases radically rearranging the relationship.

But in the wake of the pain and struggle, you are learning at last how to love and how to be loved.
Y ou are seeing how even through the wind and the fire God's Spirit is moving you toward wholeness.

Maybe your Pentecost begins with the wind and fire that shakes your family life to its foundations, when
your son confesses heis gay, or when your daughter is hospitalized for depression, or when your son can
no longer hide his addiction.

But now with professiona help and much confrontation, and much reconciliation, you begin to see the
flames that once seemed to sever family ties asthe very fire that cauterized long-standing wounds.

Y ou are seeing how even through the wind and fire God's Spirit is moving you toward wholeness.

Again, maybe your Pentecost begins with the wind and fire that leaves your career hopes in rubble, when
the company power-play leaves you on the street, or when the budget crunch cuts all your work away, or
when the people upstairs plot your demise.

But now, with the help of family and friends, you see yourself rise from the career ashes like a phoenix, not
only with anew job, but also with sounder values and your head at last screwed on straight.

Y ou are seeing how even through the wind and the fire God's Spirit is moving you toward wholeness.

However your Pentecost begins, the pattern's so often the same. Wind and fire shake your whole space, and
traumatize you and me into new perceptions. We're beginning to see what it looks like to be human beings,
to respond to God's Spirit in our lives. We're beginning to see the Spirit move us toward wholeness.

Then comes the climax of this contemporary Pentecost. The swirl of wind and fire above our heads turns
Into a pressure cooker within us that explodes into action we never knew we were capable of .
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At some point we're on our feet, down the stairs reaching out to seekers in the streets below.

And what's amazing is how readily and naturally you can speak the language of those seekers, to share with
another seeker in his or her own language the gift of wholeness.

What a gift of the Holy Spirit to be able to do that!
Look how speaking in other tongues happens today .
To speak another's language is to enter deeply into that other person’'s world to promote wholeness.

Maybe you are a surgeon who was once content to use your surgical skills on your cancer patients to
remove tumors while letting the patient adjust to the process the best she or he could.

But then the wind and fire of Pentecost comes and now you find yourself driven by the Spirit to enter much
more deeply into your patients' lives.

Y ou start a center for holistic surgery.
Y ou recruit ateam of professionals to work with you in promoting peace and wholeness with patients,
psychotherapists to help them focus on hope, physical therapists to help them learn to be at home in their

bodies again.

Y ou are helping seekers find wholeness. Y ou are entering deeply into their lives, speaking in their
language with God's gift of wholeness.

Or maybe you are the first woman executive in a corporation where the existing idea of management is
more a matter of headship than leadership.

For awhile, you are good at rules and regulations for making the employees do what you want them to do.

But then the wind and fire of Pentecost comes, and now you find yourself driven by the Spirit to enter
much more deeply into your people's lives. You find yourself treating your staff asif they have capacity for
creative input into company planning. You get help in learning really how to listen.

Y ou begin working to reshape policy structures so the workers can begin owning more of the company
work process and sharing more of the company vision.

Y ou are entering more deeply into your employees lives, speaking their language, with the gift of
wholeness.

Or, maybe you were once alawyer who enjoyed a sizable reputation for ably defending clients who had the
money to pay for your services.

Y ou know how to work the legal system to make things happen pretty much the way clients want them to
happen.
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For you, working for success and working for justice were not necessarily the same thing.

But then the wind and fire of Pentecost comes, and you find yourself driven by the Spirit to enter more
deeply into your client'slives.

Your life-style now isn't asimportant as it used to be.

Y ou surprise yourself by taking on more than afew clients who hardly have a dime, but who have been
unjustly violated by the system.

You'vefalenin love again with justice, and with the chance to be a part of others quest for wholeness.
Y ou are entering more deeply into your clients' lives, speaking their language with the gift of wholeness.
So, seeker, do you wonder if there's a place for you in the upper room?

Well, think again-Feel the wind of the Spirit against your face.

Feel thefire of the Spirit spread through your soul.

And listen, seeker, to how you're beginning to speak.

Y ou're offering the gift of wholeness.

Pentecost has come!

And it comes again and again.

Reflection

The theme of this sermon centers on the reenactment of Pentecost. That ancient event happens again today
when the Holy Spirit surprises and empowers expectant Christians to share in depth the ways God brings
wholeness with those seeking such wholeness. Many Christians at the Community Church in River Oaks
may not see themselves as worthy or capable of being used by God to reach other people in this way.
Therefore, the purpose of this sermon is so to involve them in the drama of the Acts 2 account that they
will sense the possibilities of their becoming involved as the Holy Spirit's instruments of wholeness.

| begin with the congregation and seek to engage and expand their imaginations rather than admonish them.
Asthey move out, | redraw the picture of the waiting disciples so that they are no longer distant images on
the horizon. Then | combine the strange experience of wind and fire with the all-too-familiar struggles of
many in the congregation until thereisafusion, an identity of the past with the present and the present with
the past. The Word of God at Pentecost is a contemporary Word.
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The specificity of the examples from personal circumstances, in part two, allows me to particul arize about
more controversial areasin public lifein the final section. If the congregation can recognize that God may
be involved in their own lives, they are better able to be led by the Spirit to be God's instruments in the
world where they work and play and vote. Grace that is experienced grounds the call to service. The
personal and the socia are linked, not through ideological arguments, but in atheological understanding of
grace. The affirmation of Pentecost compels a new approach to the world. A social analysis of the world of
the biblical text and of the congregation enables a fresh and broader hearing of the Word of God.

Notes:

1. David Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism (New Y ork:
Crossroad Publishing Co., 1981), 389.

2. The conclusions from this paragraph are derived from the author's work with dozens of pastors who have
worked with formation and feedback groups in their congregations.

3. Leander E. Keck, The Bible in the Pulpit (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1978), 63.
4. Fred B. Craddock, Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1985), 26-27.

5 .Robert N. Bellah Ct a ., Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life,
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 79.

6. Craddock, Preaching, 129.
7. Bernard Brandon Scott, The Word of God in Wor & s (Philadel phia: Fortress Press, 1983), 16.
8. Craddock, Preaching, 55.

9. James D. Whitehead and Evelyn Eaton Whitehead, Method in Ministry (New Y ork: Seabury Press,
1980), 82.

10. Albert van de Heuvel, quoted in Clyde Reid, The Empty Pulpit (New Y ork: Harper & Row, 1968), 67.
11 .Keck, The Bible in the Pulpit, 107.

12 Don Browning, The Moral Context of Pastoral Care (Philadelphiac Westminster Press, 1976), 73.

13 Craddock, Preaching, 52, 137.

14. For more on this important subject see Craddock, Preaching, as well as James Sanders, God Has a
Sory Too (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1979).

15. Scott, The Word of God in Words, 77.

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1107 (22 of 24) [2/4/03 6:15:09 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

16. Robert C. Worley, A Gathering of Srangers (Philadel phia: Westminster Press, 1976), 81.

17. For particular help in understanding the social realities of a congregation, see Jackson W. Carroll, Carl
S. Dudley, and William Mc Kinney, eds., Handbook for Congregational Studies (Nashville: Ahingdon
Press, 1986).

18. For a helpful chapter on the comic, romantic, tragic, and ironic world views of congregations and how
to identify them, see the chapter by Jackson Carroll and James Hopewell on congregational identity,
Handbook for Congregational Studies, 21-47.

19. Whitehead, Method in Ministry, 76.

20. For a helpful survey of the literature on the communal orientation of the Israelite prophets, see John S.
Kselman, "The Social World of the Israelite Prophets: A Review Article," Religious Studies Review, 11,
1985, 120-29.

21. See T. W. Manson, The Sayings of Jesus (London: SCM Press, 1954), 141-42.

22. Eugene C. Ulrich and William C. Thompson, "The Tradition as a Resource in Theological Reflection-
Scripture and the Minister," in Whitehead, Method in Ministry, 36.

23. For a helpful review of the communal character of different schools of biblical criticism, see John
Barton, Reading the Old Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1984).

24. Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philsdelphia: Fortress Press, 1979),
74.

25. Norman K. Gottwald, "Sociological Method in the Study of Ancient Isrsel" in Encounter with the Text:
Form and History in the Hebrew Bible, ed. M. J. Buss (Philadel phia: Fortress Press, 1979), 69.

26.Wayne A. Meeks, The First Urban Christians: The Social World of the Apostle Paul (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1983).

27. Norman K. Gottwald, The Hebrew Bible (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 32, 608.
28. 1bid., 607.
29.Tracy, Analogical Imagination, 274-75.

30. For more consideration of the values in such an approach to group Bible study, read Walter Wink, The
Bible in Human Transformation (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1973).

31. For asummary of viewpoints and this consensus, see Robin Scroggs, "The Sociological Interpretation
of the New Testament: The Present State of Research,” in The Bible and Liberation: Political and Social
Hermeneutics, ed. Norman K. Gottwald (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1983), 341-43.

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1107 (23 of 24) [2/4/03 6:15:09 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

15

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1107 (24 of 24) [2/4/03 6:15:09 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

return to religion-online

Preaching As A Social Act: Theology
and Practice by Arthur Van Seters
(ed.)

Arthur Van Setersis Principal and Associate Professor of biblical interpretation and
preaching at the Vancouver School of Theology, Vancouver, British Columbia;
1986 president of the Academy of Homiletics; and author of several papersfor the
Academy on socia dimensions of preaching. Copyrighted by Arthur Van Seter,
1988, and published by Abingdon Press, Nashville. This material prepared for
religion Online by Paul Mobley.

Chapter 3. The Preacher asa Social
Being in the Community of Faith, by
Edwina Hunter

(Note: Edwin Hunter is associate professor of preaching, Pacific School
of Religion, Berkeley, CA.)

Social scientists and psychologists have long known the value of telling
one's story and of sharing personal descriptive histories.(1) Itis
essential, historianstell us, to know where we have been in order to
project where we want to go. Narrative theology and narrative
preaching are opening new vistas in theological education. Theologians
and professors of preaching are saying that awareness of our own
histories helps us discover how our personal narratives intersect with
biblical narratives.(2) We can discover how to "own" the texts we
preach as we : know ourselves better and discover the journeys that
make us who we are.

If we claim our own histories, if we know who we are and why we are,
and if we know how to reflect on those influences that have shaped us,
then we may be able to initiate change. We may even be ableto
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transform ourselves and our immediate concrete situations.(3) The
preacher who undertakes reflective and critical self-analysis may well
be on the way to the greatest freedom he or she has ever experienced:
freedom to preach; freedom to challenge theologies that would claim
God'sloveislimited to the rich and the powerful while excluding the
poor and the powerless; freedom to act tout a commitment to social
justice; freedom to envision new faith communities and new ways of
being faithful to God, to God's people, and to self.

Self-re flection would appear, then, to be afirst step for the preacher
who is committed to growth. And self-reflection is best begun with
autobiography -- with the stories of the preacher's existence and
formation which will include the actors and the relationships that are a
part of that personal history. In order to illustrate this narrative process
as graphically as possible, two preachers were interviewed. Both are
male; one is black, the other white.

These two persons were chosen for several reasons. Thefirst is that they
are both widely regarded as prophetic preachers. The second is that they
are well-known to me and an element of trust is needed for more candid
storytelling. The third is that they are men and, although | might wish it
otherwise, male preachers have been primary role modelsin my own
faith journey.

The interviews took place in offices of the churches where the two men
pastor. Both interviews were recorded on cassette tapes and notes were
taken as well. They were both asked to speak as fully and openly as was
comfortable and to tell and reflect on the stories of their callsto
ministry, their formative faith communities, their spiritual formation,
and their social consciousness. Only rarely were they asked questions
once they had begun speaking, because interruptions tended to break
into the flow of images and memoriesin away that did not appear
helpful to the reflective/analytical process.

Two Jour neysto the Pulpit

James Alfred Smith, Sr., is pastor of Allen Temple Baptist Churchin
Oakland, California, and is president of the Progressive National Baptist
Convention. He serves as adjunct professor at three different seminaries
In the San Francisco Bay Area. Dr. Smith carries the image of
pastor/prophet in his East Oakland community. This image extends well
beyond the immediate community because of hisleadership in Allen
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Temple and because he isinvited to preach in churches and seminaries
across the country. He preaches social justice and leads his faith
community to participate actively in many socia justice enterprisesin
East Oakland. These include: developing prenatal care for expectant
mothers, providing low-cost housing for the elderly, forming political
coalitions with Hispanics, Asians, and Caucasians, waging war against
drug traffic, and conducting a Job Information Center for all
unemployed persons.(4) In addition to leading the church to address
social justice concernsin such practical and far-reaching ways, Dr.
Smith has served aterm on the Oakland School Board after being
elected by more than 80 percent of the vote.

There is a special mark of this great man that seems unusual in a
preacher of his stature. Heis totally unselfish of his pulpit; for him, itis
truly God's pulpit. He makes a practice of inviting the greatest black
preachers (both men and women) of the nation to preach at Allen
Temple so his people can hear them. Allen Temple has been host to
Bishop Desmond Tutu, aswell. Dr. Smith also invites Caucasian
preachers to preach, again both men and women. Student preachers find
awarm welcome to the pulpit of Allen Temple and response and
encouragement from the congregation, which has become ateaching
congregation under Dr. Smith's leadership. He always makes a practice
of using language inclusive of race and gender and is an advocate for
women's ordination.

Dr. Smith's sermons have three primary themes: spiritual and economic
liberation for his own people, helping them develop what some would
call black pride, but what he terms " self-esteem, a sense of
somebodiness’; the church's mission as the Body of Christ in the world;
and reconciliation and relationship -- "Relationship is what the gospel is
all about for me." Sermons on these themes are undergirded by carefully
selected biblical passages. Moses and the Exodus event are almost
always, explicitly or implicitly, present in his preaching. Closely allied
to these themes are the writings of the eighth-century prophets. Luke's
Gospel and the Jesus of Matthew 25:35-45 keep his sermons tuned to
the mission of the church. A growing edge for himisto be found in
Paul's writings ("1 used to have alot of trouble with Paul," he says);
particularly important now are such passages as Galatians 3:23-29 and

|1 Corinthians 5:14-20.

When Dr. Smith talks about preaching, it soon becomes evident that a
rich spiritual component supports and permeates all he does and says,
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and that worship, including music, is the essential framework for
preaching. He says the preacher is like ajazz musician who improvises
on atheme. The jazz musician receives the signal that it istime to play
solo for eight bars or maybe sixteen. He or she must then take the theme
and improvise, play out all the feelings and expressions of the theme,
letting the music soar into the very beings of those who listen so they
are no longer listeners only, but themselves become part of the music.
Now, what can we and Dr. Smith discover about how he came to be the
preacher and prophet he is? What narratives from his earlier faith
communities reveal how this social and theological development has
occurred because sociology and theology are inextricably linked? Why
does he preach the themes he does? Can we see reasons from
experiencesin his early faith community? The first themeis, in his own
words, the theme of "self-esteem, of somebodiness’ preached for his
own people.

Y oung Jimmy Smith was born out of wedlock to a mother who worked
as adomestic in Kansas City. His mother, grandmother, and an aunt and
her husband pooled resources, shared what they had, and survived --
more than survived. It was from his grandmother JJmmy heard the Bible
stories instead of nursery rhymes and such stories became the stuff of
his childhood imagination. The stories of the Exodus of the children of
God under the leadership of Moses were the earliest tales he heard and
the most often repeated, and they are central in his preaching today.

His mother's work as a domestic meant that she often had to live away
from home during the week, but on weekends she was at home and
showered JJmmy with love. As he grew, she also showered him with
experiences that pervade his preaching. She purchased black
newspapers for him to read, introduced him to black history, and, most
importantly, made sure he heard in person all the great black |eaders and
preachers who came to Kansas City. She encouraged him to keep a
scrapbook on these orators and ensured his exposure to the great
liberation leaders of hisrace. He remembers, particularly, Dr. Daniel
Arthur Holmes,(5) a Kansas City pastor, whom he describes as a "great
giant of a preacher, poet, and scholar." He was a brave man and one of
the few black men who could tell racist politicians they were racist, and
they would not do anything to him. He saw Holmes as the "clarion
voice, speaking out on behalf of the black community, pointing his
finger at racists." Jim was strongly attracted to the ministry because of
the prophetic voice of this preacher.
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His community of faith was further expanded in an unusual direction
when his mother began working for the family of "“a humane Jewish
lawyer named Levy." Jim would frequently go to their house with his
mother and he worked there helping with parties. Through the Levys he
met a rabbi with whom he had a number of conversations. He once
overheard the rabbi talking with his mother. The rabbi told his mother
of the Jewish teaching concerning the possibility that any son born to
Jewish parents may be the Messiah. Then the rabbi told Jim's mother,
"Give your son a sense of somebodiness.”

That experience, together with one Jim had alittle later, increased his
own "sense of somebodiness." There was an older man, a Mr. Boswell,
in the church he attended. One day, as Jim walked down the street, he
saw Mr. Boswell on a porch and he called out a greeting. Mr. Boswell
called back, "Jmmy, Jimmy, Jimmy, come here. immy, there's a place
in the world for you. You repeat it. There's aplace in the world for
you." Dr. Smith says, "When | get discouraged now | can hear it -- that
old man saying it, ringing across the years."

A second themein Dr. Smith's preaching is that of social justice for all.
It isclear that, for him, the preaching of D. A. Holmes and Martin
Luther King, Jr., was not just for those members of one church or one
race. Through the stands they took and the risks they ran, James Smith
has been inspired to work for social justice in the larger community.
When his"call to preach" came, it came filled with the content of the
totality of the church's mission.

But it is necessary to go back and sketch the setting in which another
stagein Jim's call took place. The child Jimmy was so drawn to the
great preachers he heard from so many different denominations he
would slip out in the backyard and "preach” in imitation of them.
However, as ateenager he became disillusioned by what he saw in his
own church: a congregation composed of "ayoung pastor, old deacons,
and all women," a congregation that did not sufficiently support pastors
and their families either emotionally or financially. He began to rebel.
By then he loved jazz and decided to become a jazz musician. Jazz was
"the thing" in Kansas City at that time with Count Basie and others
making their mark. As ajunior and senior in high school, Jim played
professionally with adult musicians. In the summer after his junior year,
he was invited to play with a band that needed a "good E-flat ato
saxophone player."
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Grandmother said it was sinful; | was gonna go to hell. Mother said, you
haveto live your own life. Go. So | went.

It was there in that context that all those biblical stories became more
than stories. It was there | really understood what sin was. Before then
sin wasjust aBible verse | had memorized. . . . The prodigal son story
was just a story, but playing in aband, being out on the road, one night
stands in western Kansas, southern Missouri, and Oklahoma hel ped me
to understand the Scripture. . . . One night while reading the music
(down in the pit) and looking at the dancing girls (on stage), | became
so unhappy, so miserable, so sick, so joyless, so dull because the
Scripture | had memorized in my Sunday School came to me: "What
would it profit a man to gain the world and lose his soul?* So, | decided
then, | didn't want to be ajazz musician. And | said, I've got to preach
the Gospel. But it can't be a sweet bye and bye Gospel. |'ve got to deal
with the problems | see @l people facing; basically the problems of
injustice in the black community. | knew it was possible for usto live
and work for the Kingdom of God.

Then Dr. Smith told of a Y MCA conference the year he was ajunior in
high school. He was the only black student delegate to be chosen from
Missouri to attend the conference that met on a college campusin lowa.
Herecdls:

| remember two young white gentlemen saying, "Come on James, let's
go to the show." We got down to the movie theatre. They got their
tickets and told me to comein. | was still standing there, scared. Then
the lady selling the tickets said, "Come on in. Y ou can go. Come get
your ticket." And | lived in that integrated environment for aweek and |
knew the Kingdom of God was possible because of that experience, and
so that helped me dedicate my life to the Kingdom of God.

This story bridges themes two and three. Dr. Smith preaches a gospel
that takes the church beyond its own wall -- to wage war against drugs
in the street, to form coalitions of Hispanics, Asians, and Caucasians to
work for changes in social systems and structures. He also preaches a
gospel of reconciliation and relationship. He knows such is possible
because he knew a Jewish family and a rabbi, because he attended a
YMCA conference where he knew one full week of integration, because
he is able to see with eyes made clear through the preaching of prophet-
preachers such as D. A. Holmes, Mordecai Johnson, A. Philip

Randolph, Mary Bethune,(6) and because the young pastor who
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befriended him as a small boy and taught him, "It'sall right for a
Christian to play marbles." He said:

Christ has to do with relationship to God, to each other, to self. That's
what the Gospel is all about for me. | find that theme in my preaching.
For me there is a new family alignment that transcends blood, race, and
nationality. Because | didn't know my father, Jesusis my big brother
and God ismy father. . . . | don't understand the hatred between some
blacks and the Jewish community because | remember the Levysand |
remember the great rabbi who stood with D. A. Holmes in Kansas City
way before Martin Luther King, Jr., brought that kind of ecumenicity.

He went on to quote I Corinthians 5:18 about our being given "the
ministry of reconciliation." Then he said: Y ou never know where help is
going to come from. Y ou never know who your friends are going to be.
There was William Lloyd Garrison(7) and Frederick Douglass(8) and all
through history you see those parallels. There is Pharaoh but thereis
also Pharaoh's daughter. And there is Ahab but there are saintsin Ahab's
palace who have never bowed their kneesto Baal. And even Paul said,
"The saintsin Caesar's household greet you." . . . | preach this: the
Pharaoh's very own daughter may be a saint incognito!

And preach it he does! It is apreaching firmly grounded in afamily and
faith community history that was rich in spiritual elements, where a
grandmother prayed aloud and woke him each morning singing a gospel
song, and where the whole family prayed together each evening. His
social and theological beginnings were woven together in a manner that
produced one whole cloth. His seminary education (where "l could
concentrate on critical biblical scholarship because | already knew the
biblical content and narratives so well") and hislater faith experiences
and human encounters made it possible for him to analyze and interpret
his own history in away that has freed him to preach from the totality of
that experience to the totality of human experience, encompassing asiit
does suffering and celebration, alienation and reconciliation, sin and
redemption.

Dr. Smith's socialization took place in an arena considerably different
from that experienced by most Caucasian preachers. From the beginning
he knew what it meant to be discriminated against because of hisrace
and because he had no father. He knew what it meant to work in the
homes of the wealthy and see his mother cleaning up after them. Itis
little wonder, then, that he has taken up the cause of social justice and
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the spiritual and political fight for racial equality. The wonder is that he
also loves, that he aso preaches the gospel of reconciliation.
Somewhere there have been those who served as Pharaoh's daughter to
rescue him from the stream of bitterness and the river of hostility that
might have flowed toward those who decreed he had no right to livein
their world.

The personal story of awhite male preacher may demonstrate how a
person whose beginnings were in atotally different social milieu may
arrive at a strong commitment to and theology of social justice. The
story isthat of Dr. David L. Bartlett, aformer professor of New
Testament at American Baptist Seminary of the West, United
Theological Seminary in St. Paul/Minneapolis, and the Divinity School
of the University of Chicago. He presently serves as pastor of the

L akeshore Avenue Baptist Church in Oakland, California, and as
adjunct professor of Preaching and Field Education at Pacific School of
Religionin Berkeley.

David was born into a white middle-class preacher's family. Both his
grandfathers had been preachers, as was his father. All three
demonstrated more social consciousness in their preaching than was
typical of American Protestantism of their generations. Dr. Bartlett
remembers most vividly hisfather's strong stand on matters of war and
peace. As the elder Bartlett spoke out against the draft and against any
form of universal military training, he also took a stand against Senator
McCarthy and his anti-communist activities. This resulted in the FBI
sending agents to attend worship and monitor his sermons. Dr. Bartlett
recalls that his father served as pastor of two churches that integrated
white and black people. Both his parents had a strong appreciation for
social justiceissues. The elder Bartlett had been a student at Colgate
Rochester Divinity School after Walter Rauschenbusch(9) was no
longer there, but Rauschenbusch's students were still there mediating his
influence.

The two congregations Dr. Bartlett remembers best from his early years
were "struggling with the whole issue of inclusiveness.” The members,
In his view, "represented conservative forces who were upholding the
best values they saw around them while, at the same time, giving
permission to people who were going to be more renegade, so that by
and large, the church people | was around growing up were not models
of radical social action.”
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What David learned early from the example of his parents (and the FBI
visitation in worship) was that there may well be consequences for
taking a stand that goes against societal norms. It was an important
lesson and one he was to verify through his own later experience. While
living in New Raven, Connecticut, he was involved in the peace
movement and became aresister to the Vietnam war. A number of
people in the church of which he was a member and of which he had
been pastor could not accept what he was doing and so became
estranged from him, some of them remaining so to this day. He notes
that they felt that it was all right to disapprove of the war but it was not
all right to break the law.

Within this framework, it becomes important to discover if there are
growing edges for David Bartlett, if there are areas for him that are
different from those that concerned his parents. Two primary areas he
identifiesimmediately are the role of women in church and society and
the acceptance of gays by the church and their role in the life of the
church.

He reports that women studentsin his classes and women theologians
impressed him with the rightness of their cause and so intellectual
assent came early. It took longer to use inclusive language and to
internalize the cause of women.

For him, the gay issue was harder. Why? He says, "l think because it
was an issue that people had not thought about very much and | came to
it without any mentors or forebears to help me think it through, whereas
In issues such as race relations and war and peace, there were alot of
folks of my father's generation who pointed the way."

This thought led him to recall athird growing edge:

The whole move from acceptance of black people to the Black Power
concept came when | was active in New Haven as the Executive
Secretary for the Black Ministerial Alliance; that forced me to have to
rethink where | stood, whether a white person had any right to have that
job in the first place and what Black Power meant vis-a-vis those of us
who were part of the white establishment. That's one that I'm still
working out. Aslong as we are freely associating, both in my present
position and my theological position | think the fact that we have white
churches and black churchesis ascandal. | understand that the black
experience is rich and important, but | think, somehow, that ought to be
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brought into the mix and not segregated and separated. | know alot of
my black brothers and sisters stand against me on this one.

When it was suggested to him that too often when churches integrate,
the white mode of worship dominates, he replied, "I admit the
puzzlement. We've thought, if we move, one thing we would like to do
Isto be white members of a black church since we have always seen it
the other way."

Asked if he considers himself a prophet, Dr. Bartlett answered, "Only
on the days | feel despised and rejected which aren't many." He recalled
a"prophet" he knows who is never happier than when stirring up
people, and added:

| don't particularly like conflict and | don't particularly enjoy
controversy. When | get up and say something controversial | do it
dreading the consequences rather than kind of reveling in them. So |
need to be on to myself to make sure | don't back off. . . No, | don't see
myself as prophetic. | see myself more as atraditional preacher in the
Reformed mode who tries to interpret Scripture to the needs of the
congregation. But there is no way you can do that without getting
involved in social and political concerns. Y ou just can't. If you pretend
you can, you haven't really dealt with the Gospel and significant issues.

It became evident in further discussion that Dr. Bartlett sees his attitude
toward, and use of, Scripture as a primary difference between him and
his father as preachers. Whereas his father's training was shaped in the
classical liberal tradition and his sermons tended to be topical, Dr.
Bartlett'straining at Y ale and his own experiences have moved him to
ground his preaching more directly in the Scriptures and, as he said,
"When you do that, you have to get involved in social and political
concerns."

Analysis of Personal Histories

Thefirst step for the preacher who is committed to growth is personal
reflection -- remembering and telling the stories of call to ministry,
formative faith communities, spiritual formation, and social
consciousness. The second step is to analyze how these experiences
have shaped the preacher's spiritual and social consciousness. Joe
Holland and Peter Henriot, two practitioners of social analysis, put it
thisway: "Effective pastoral planning necessarily involvesthis
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movement from anecdotal to the analytical. " (10)

Call to Ministry. Both James Alfred Smith and David L. Bartlett grew
up in Christian families. Both were members of alarger faith
community from an early age. The economic circumstances of the
families and the nature of the faith communities were different and yet
both acknowledge the role of family and faith community in creating
the framework in which acall could be heard. Dr. Bartlett's call appears
to have been a gradually emerging consciousness that the path his father
and grandfather had walked was a good path for him. Dr. Smith, on the
other hand, while deeply influenced by the strong, prophetic black
preachers his mother made sure he heard, exercised considerable
resistance to the call initially. He clearly saw what a young black
pastor's life was like. He saw how poor pay and living conditions
affected not only the preacher but the preacher's family as well.
Scripture verses were the seed that had been planted in him; at the right
moment they burst into growth and opened his heart to the call of God.

But the whys must be asked. Why did these two respond as they did?
Other young men have grown up as David did, the sons and grandsons
of preachers. Many have been embittered by the experience. Many have
left the church refusing to return. And how many young black men
reared in similar conditions to those of young Jmmy Smith have found
their way to education and ministry and the respect of so many people
that he has? Why was J. Alfred Smith called to preach and led by God
to the place he is now when so many in like beginnings have fallen by
the wayside?

Faith Community. It isimpossible to ignore the role of cultural
socialization experienced by J. Alfred Smith. That culture was
transmitted to him by every member of hisimmediate family and by the
music that was away of life, by all the preachers he heard, by the very
nature of the family structure, and by the society in which he lived. He
received all sorts of messages from that cultural milieu. Some of these
directly contradicted others. Some messages said, "Y ou are poor and
black and illegitimate -- not much of anybody." But the contradictory
message was louder because it was different and because it offered
hope. The rabbi, his mother, Mr. Boswell, and all those brave black
leaders he heard gave him the message: "Y ou are black. Be proud of it.
Y ou are somebody. Y ou can do something." And in one week at the
YMCA Y outh Conference he discovered the possibility of becoming
bilingual and bicultural -- of living in awider world than the one he had
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known.

He attended an all-white seminary where his black culture was
considered something to rise above. He was taught to think critically
and rationally and in an orderly way. He was taught to "preach white.
He left that seminary having lost the immediacy and power of his
"native tongue." He could no longer speak the language of his own
people. It took self-analysis and great intentionality for him to relearn
his native tongue and to rediscover his cultural roots and embrace his
cultural heritage. Now heis proficient in the language of hisown
culture and people. Now heistruly bilingual.

Asabicultural, bilingual person he iswell-equipped to fulfill amuch
more clearly defined call than that which he originally received. Heis
now a molder and shaper of afaith community that affirms and
celebrates rich traditions of black worship, music, and preaching but
also lifts up the equality of men and women in the sight of God and the
liberation of all oppressed people -- particularly people of color.

It is equally impossible to ignore the role of cultural socialization
experienced by David Bartlett. He grew up in white middle-class
America, a"preacher'skid." Family members were well-educated, and
David had role models to follow which pointed him to liberal and just
causes and the best education possible. His study of the Bible
particularly, and his capacity to interpret Scripture in the light of
contemporary social movements and political and world events have
sensitized him to the need and demands of persons very different from
himself,

David Bartlett has discovered multiple ways of living in afaith
community. In his own family he and hiswife are truly partners,
collaborators in writing and creating, joint care-takers of their children.
In the church in which he is minister, an ethnically mixed church, heis
pastor to all and is guide to afaith community that seeks to invite and
acknowledge the full and equal participation of al persons: men,
women, straights, gays, people of color, and whites. He preaches the
gospel with integrity and he challenges the faith community to be a
community of justice.

Spiritual Formation. Here again, culture plays a strong role. Prayer for
Dr. Smith comes as naturally as breathing. From earliest childhood his
grandmother prayed aloud and the family prayed together daily. Black
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church tradition, when untampered with, encourages the expression of
feelings. Joy and sorrow are equally expressed. The dialogue of the
sermon with the people vocally encouraging and affirming the preacher
iIsaspiritual movement al its own. Celebration is an extremely
important part of worship because hope is seen as both a gift of God and
away of keeping faith with God. What is overtly present and observable
in the black worship experience of Allen Templeisalso present in Dr.
Smith. His spiritual formation, hisway of relating to God, is both a
personal and corporate manifestation.

Rarely can Christians from white middle-class North America claim the
same sort of relationship with the spiritual life of the corporate body.
Individualism(11) plays a more decisive role for usin all parts of our
lives and is, unfortunately, manifest in the way we function in church as
well. So many hymns of the less liturgical churches are filled with
singular personal pronouns. Even though they are sung collectively,
they are the expression of personal individua piety.

David Bartlett's spiritual formation was affected by thisindividualistic
tradition. Prayer had certainly been a part of his personal life; however,
personal and faith community experiences of crisis are now making the
corporate dimension more important. By his own testimony, time in
prayer and a deepening spiritual life provide both courage and energy to
preach publicly what he believes to be the Word of God on matters of
social justice.(12)

Social Consciousness. It is clear that early childhood experiences helped
shape the social consciousness of both Dr. Smith and Dr. Bartlett. What
isequally clear isthat injustice and oppression continue to call forth
deep commitment from both of them. Each has developed afacility for
self-reflection and critical analysis. Each has the spiritual integrity to
deal honestly with difficult questions. Each reads widely and places
himself deliberately in situations where personal biases can be
challenged and critiqued. Each has become skilled in asking himself the
"why" questions that challenge the status quo. They know that "we must
move from issues ... to explanations of why things are the way they
are."(13) They have learned what Robert McAfee Brown calls
"hermeneutical suspicion."(14)

Here is where the preacher who is committed to growth begins a third
step -- asking the why questions that help us understand who we must
be and how we must act to challenge the status quo. We have done the
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reflection. We have told the stories of call and faith community, of
spiritual and social consciousness. We have attempted to analyze how
these experiences have shaped us. Now we ask the questions that will
reshape us and re-call us.

What if, in our own development, we have resisted becoming involved
in social justice issues? Brown asks: "How adequate is our
hermeneutics, our method of interpretation, if it leaves us complacent
with the way things are, or committed only to tepid changes that fall far
short of the Bible'sradical demand for justice? Must we not engage in
hermeneutical suspicion?' If an anecdotal analysis of our socia
consciousness and spiritual formation leaves us with the realization that,
as Brown says, "there are some selective lenses by means of which we
read Scripture, and . . . those lenses need to be torn from our eyes,"(15)
then how do we tear them away? How do we change and develop a
radical social consciousness? How do we even begin to want to change?

If preachers have been socialized in ways that blind them to the reality
of social injustices, then healing of sight can best come through personal
exposure to these realities. Just as our earlier personal experiences and
the persons we knew shaped who we are now, we need to expose
ourselves to new experiences and persons. We need new storiesto tell.
So many preachers have returned from El Salvador, Nicaragua, or the
Philippines having experienced a social and theological conversion.
Closer to home, many have shed their blindness when confronted
directly with the homeless on the streets of their own city or with the
emotional and physical deprivation to be found in nursing homes
throughout our country. Many others, reared to believe in an
exclusivistic "god" at the beck and call of the white race only, have had
their eyes painfully pried open when the social situation demanded a
one-to-one encounter with a person of color who grew to be a friend.
Books can help; listening to others who "have been there" can bring
intellectual assent; but once we have met the Jesus of Matthew 25:35-45
and Luke 4:18-19 in the hovels and barrios and streets of our own and
others' lands, we can never again read the Bible in the same way.

We may say, "Sometimes | wish my eyes hadn't been opened;
sometimes | wish | could no longer see,” but once our eyes are opened,
once we do see, we are forever changed. We cannot go back. We must
then begin to ask the "whys" that challenge the systems of our world
and the world of those we have come to care about. Why are people
hungry? Why are so many living in poverty? Why does our government

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1108 (14 of 31) [2/4/03 6:15:33 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

spend hillions on weapons of war while so many go homeless and
without the bare essentials of life? Why do we give millions of dollars
to other countries for weapons? Why do Americans expand multi-
national corporations abroad and exploit the poor and suffering of other
countries? Why are there still pockets of hatred and oppression of
Blacks and various other ethnic groups within our own society? Why do
some churches still refuse to ordain women or grant women full
equality before God? Why do so many Christians hate gays and deny
them full fellowship and personhood in the community of faith? Why-?
Why?"Whys" are dangerous questions for preachersto ask.

The Sermon: Preparation and Setting

Nowhere are preachers more a part of their faith community than at the
time they are preaching in those communities. | have, therefore, chosen
to include a sermon that has been preached in two different settings,
with two different faith communities, and with different illustrations.

Thefirst setting was Senior Chapel, the final chapel of the 1985-86 year
at Pacific School of Religion. | believe preaching is at its best asa
dialogue and the listeners and setting are vital parts of the preaching
moment. For this reason, the primary setting visualized for thisfina
written version is the PSR chapel and the listeners are the members of
the PSR community, persons with whom | have almost daily
contact.(16)

A committee from the senior class planned the worship and selected the
theme of "Holy Ground." Asistrue for most preachers, this theme was
not a new one for me. Exodus 3:1-15 had furnished the inspiration for
more than one sermon because my own history causes me to identify
with the entire Exodus event. However, the Senior Chapel setting
affected me deeply. Here were persons | knew and loved who had
already made firm commitments to God regarding social justice issues.
There were those among them who had been arrested because of civil
disobedience in protest against nuclear research or U. S. involvement in
Nicaragua. Now many of them were about to graduate and go out from
seminary to God knows what! Not only did I know them but they knew
me. Most had taken at least one class with me. Almost al had heard me
preach before. "Holy Ground" was an excellent but scary theme. | did
not want to speak in cliches. To preach dialogically and with integrity
was extremely important to me.
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The choice of Acts 7:17-34 as the primary text rather than Exodus 3
helped me look at the original story in anew way. | saw Moses' story
through Stephen's eyes and experience.

It is altogether probable that L uke composed Stephen's sermon and we
have no guarantee that the results of that sermon were those recorded in
Acts. However, in the world of Luke's narrative, Stephen preached to a
hostile crowd. He reviewed the history of the Hebrew people and he
recalled for hislisteners Moses and Moses call out of a burning bush.
He told how Moses led the Hebrew people forth from Egypt. Then he
reminded those who listened how the people refused to obey Moses and
longed to return to Egypt. He used this example to accuse his listeners
of even more reprehensible actions. They had rejected Jesus, murdered
him, and betrayed him. Stephen's direct preaching inflamed his
audience; they were angered to the point that akind of savagery was
unleashed. They reacted in a manner that calls to mind the image from
network television when people, similarly enraged, turned dogs loose on
Martin Luther King, Jr., and hisfollowers as they knelt in prayer. The
mob stoned Stephen to death.

The second text, Exodus 15:22-25, 27-16:3 is the narrative reminder of
the kind of behavior about which Stephen spoke. It relates graphically
the very human tendency to blame all adversity on the one who leads.
The people had cried out for deliverance, for freedom, but in the
wilderness they decided that the price was too high and turned in wrath
to blame Moses for their predicament.

"Burning burning burning burning"

(Exodus 15:22-25, 27-16:3; Acts 7:17-34)

It is both ajoy and an honor to participate in this Senior Chapel. You
see, however aware or not aware of thisfact you seniors are, | entered
Pacific School of Religion as afull-time faculty member three years
ago. So this class may well be my classin away no other ever can be.
Yes, thisis special and difficult. Something tells me that | have led
preaching classes in critiquing too many of your sermons to be other
than vulnerable standing here right now!
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In addition,you have given me the theme of Holy Ground.

| don't know about you, but when | hear the words "holy ground,"” |
don't have to be skilled in word association to think immediately: "Take
off your shoes!" Now that is an occasion for vulnerability. | remember a
little poem written some years ago about a child who ran in crying from
play, having stumped his toe while running barefoot. The poet listened
while he cried out his distress and then told him if he wore his shoes he
would not stump histoe. She watched while he considered thisfor a
long moment. She rejoiced when suddenly he dried his tears, turned,
and ran back outside still barefoot. Her comment was,

"He ran back to the grass
and the rocks, vulnerable but free!"

| know something personally about how vulnerable being barefoot can
make me. A couplein achurch | served did not want awoman pastor --
not at all! They told me so in no uncertain terms, and then added, "Not
only are you a woman but you're too short!" There are afew of you here
my height or even shorter. And you know, and | know, that we need our
shoes, especially shoes with heels when we stand in some of these
massive pulpits. But what if, when you stand there -- all poised and
proud because you look taller than you are -- what if the voice comes,

"Y ou are standing on Holy Ground. Take off your shoes!"

(At this point | do take off my shoes and drop my
height some two or three inches, rendering me
almost invisible behind the pulpit.)

Well--

Perhaps you can see me better-

or hear me better-

If you take off your shoes, too.
Go ahead, try it if you want to.
Take off your shoes.

Now, will you stand up, barefoot?

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1108 (17 of 31) [2/4/03 6:15:33 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

While you stand there, think. Taking off your shoes is what you do on
holy ground. Is this holy ground? Where we stand right now? Why, we
have classes in here and all kinds of programsin here. How can it
possibly be? How can it possibly not be?

| can remember sitting right back there just a few rows from the back in
worship when there was atime of silence, and all of asudden | knew |
was on holy ground -- such a glow within me and around me as |
became aware of the invisible presence of all those who have stood in
this place and heard God's call, of all those who have made life-
changing decisionsright here.

| remember a young man who used to sit in preaching class, right back
there, just a short time ago. Already heis being spoken of as "the most
loved gringo in El Salvador."

| remember a Good Friday when Bob Brown and Daniel Berrigan led a
day of prayer and education concerning U.S. involvement in the nuclear
arms race.

| remember a preaching class making a decision that they did not have
to complain and wait for someone else "to do something" but they could
reserve this chapel and set atime and plan a worship experience that
permitted the community to come together to grieve and share
concerning the U. S. invasion of Grenada.

| remember that | was one of the many who, at different times, were
commissioned and prayed for and sent out from this community to
Nicaragua and the Philippines for exposure to the pain and poverty lived
every day by our brothers and sistersin those countries.

| remember some of the dreams that have been dreamed here and the
innumerable times God has spoken saying, "l have seen how my people
are treated; | have heard their groaning, and | have come down to
deliver them. | will send you -- or you -- or you -- to Egypt."

But sit, sit again. It isall right to sit on holy ground, too, if you continue
to see and hear!

(The congregation sits down again. | leaveit up
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to them whether or not to remain barefoot but |
remain without my shoes in the pulpit)

See what? A burning bush. Now that's attention getting! Burning that
will not be consumed. Hear what? What God has to say Out of the
burning bush. What are the requirements of this God who speaks out of
aburning bush?

To go where we are afraid to go.

To go where we do not want to go.

To go back to the people of God, wherever they are, and lead them to
freedom.

That's what Moses found out and he tried to get out of it.

God, why? Why do you ask this?

Because | have seen my people and heard their cry!

But God, why me? | mean, | can't talk as well as my brother,
Aaron. And you ought to see my sister, Miriam -- how she can
sing and dance. God, | don't know how to sing and | sure can't
dance. God, why me?

Because you killed someone.

Because you ran away.

Because you are in a desert.

Because you were reared a stranger to your own people.

Because | killed? God, none of this makes sense. Why? Why me?
Because you had the capacity to see a burning bush.

Because you had the curiosity to turn aside.

Because you took off your shoes when | told you to.

Because you are arguing with me!

Because | have heard my people.

Because | AM.

Because you are.

But, | AM, what can | expect? | mean, if | do what you say, what can |
expect?

Y ou can expect to be ignored,

to be challenged

to belied to,

to have to repeat the same actions, protests, demands,

WORDS

over and over again in order to be permitted to do what | have called
you to do.
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And, when you are finally heard, finally doing what | call you to do,
finally released, and are leading the people toward freedom and new
vision, you can expect to be rejected by them, by the very people you
seek to lead-the very ones | heard crying out for deliverance. Many will
want to go back.

Back to captivity.

Back to Egypt.

They will tell you freedom istoo hard -- too painful.

They will tell you to be vulnerable if you want to, but leave them alone.
Free people starve for food, for a place to be still in,

a place to know security, a place that istheirs.

Free people starve for roots, they will say.

They will tell you, "Y ou're the preacher, the prophet, the leader; do it
yourself. Go on if you want to, but take us back first, or just leave us --
alone."

It's easier just to stay in a seminary classroom,
or chapel,

or church,

than it isto journey in the desert,

in the wilderness,

in the world.

Wait! Are you equating the church
(surely not the seminary)
with Egypt?

Maybe, maybe. If people are bound there.

Maybe. If the food they get there is so precious they are sure
God cannot feed them in the desert, on the journey, but only in
the seminary community -- only in the church.

Maybe. If every time God tries to call the people forth, they run and
hide -- beneath a pew -- or in apulpit -- or in thelibrary -- and cry, "We
are so comfortable here, so safe. Here we are learning so much!

Here we can pray and sing and talk about God and how
much God loves the world!

Hereit is (mostly) easy to tell the truth and be kind and generous and
loving and ethical.
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Don't make ustry to be Christians in the world.

It's a desert out there!
It's awilderness!
There's no water!
There's no food!"

HOLY GROUND!!!
Why me?

Why am | standing here barefoot on holy ground? Stephen, you did it,
too. Moses wasn't the only one. Y ou stood on holy ground. They set you
aside to wait tables because the apostles were too busy preaching!!!
Wait tables, indeed! Asthough you were not capable of doing anything
else. Asthough you, too, were not called by God, even if you weren't an
apostle. Stephen, your problem was you remembered Moses. You
remembered Abraham and Sarah and you remembered Moses and
Moses' burning bush and how he stood barefoot on holy ground and
listened to God. Stephen, be careful. Y ou've found a burning bush, too.
You are listening to God, too. And that's dangerous. Y ou know it's
dangerous, if you rereally listening to God. Y ou, too, are standing on
holy ground.

Barefoot,

vulnerable,

on holy ground.

But freel!!!!11 Free --

Stephen, is that why you had the courage to preach as you did? The
courage to say what you had to say? |s that why your face shone as you
stood there?

|s that why they killed you?

In the name of God, look at al the burning bushes! Look at all

the people standing barefoot on holy ground. | don't have to name them.
Y ou know them. Like agreat roll call. But why? Why Moses? Why
Jesus?
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Why Stephen?
Why Martin Luther King, Jr.?
Why Oscar Romero?
Why Karl Gaspar?(18)

Let metell you about Karl Gaspar. He was a college professor, quite
ordinary, somewhat committed to Christianity. But one day he saw the
burning bush of his people's oppression. His people, Filipino people,
were shut up in Egypt, in the captivity of poverty and hunger, in prison
for daring to criticize the Marcos regime, because of false accusations
when they had done nothing. And Karl Gaspar, Christian teacher and
layman, brought some of his college students together and began
teaching them how to do improvisational protest drama. The result?
Karl Gaspar spent twenty months in prison as a political detainee. He
said, "It islong past the time for the church to do acts of charity. It is
time for the church to challenge the system that makes acts of charity
necessary."

Why Karl Gaspar?
Or why Robert McAfee Brown, theologian and seminary teacher?

Why did he see a burning bush? Why was his life turned upside down?
By hisown telling, for along time he saw himself "as a middle-class,
white Anglo-Saxon Protestant male, born and reared in the United
States -- a vintage WASP."(19) He tells how his entire socialization was
shaped by his life experience: the son of aclergyman, hegrew up in
suburbia, attending predominantly white schools, including both high
school and college, and then what was considered a"liberal" Protestant
seminary. He knew himself to be part of the majority and was
comfortable in all he had "absorbed" from his various communities --
none of which included more than the token presence of

Catholics Blacks Jews
and members of ethnic minorities.

His burning bushes came gradually, distances between each. They came
with "World War |1, seeing Nagasaki after the bomb, participation in the
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Freedom Ride, various acts of civil disobedience in response to racism
and Vietnam resulting in brief spellsin avariety of jails, and other
events that shattered my comfortable world."(20) He became
increasingly aware that there is not yet true freedom for Blacksin
America, that "the land of the free and the home of the brave" is not
truly free for black people, not yet. And he drove across the United
States and, again, a bush caught fire and blazed as he saw what we have
done to Native Americans. By now bushes seemed to be catching fire
from other bushes. women and their stories, the stories of Vietnamese
and Chileans, the stories of Nicaraguans -- bush after bush after bush
burning for one whose eyes have been opened.

Why Bob Brown?

Or why a second career minister
new to the role of parish pastor,
why a burning bush for her?

Why did she come to believe that God wanted that church to
offer full equality under God to Christian gays and lesbians?
Why did she have to preach it? Why did she have to challenge
that church to fulfill its own statement of purpose:

"As a church we will know no circles of exclusion, no boundaries we
will not cross, no loyalty above that which we owe to God."

Earlier she had asked the diaconate of that all-white church in atown 98
percent white to invite a black seminarian to become a student assistant
and worship leader every Sunday for ayear. And they voted to do it.
And he accepted. Many people grew to love him. But many people she
loved, and had listened to, and had sat down to table with, left that
church for another and tried to convince others to leave with them.

Why that particular pastor?
And why Maria?

Maria was a sixteen-year-old girl from a country in Latin America. Bob
Brown tells about her in his book Unexpected News.(21) Mariawas a

member of a Base Christian Community and there she studied the Bible
with many others; with them she learned to pray; with them she came to
know Jesus Christ. She al'so came to participate in social action with her
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friends in the community. Maria came to the time when she wanted to
be baptized and confirmed but the priest thought she should wait awhile
until she fully understood the risks of being a Christian in that country.
The priest said, "I'm not sure Mariais ready to die for her faith." Before
her eighteenth birthday, she had been baptized and confirmed, and had
died for her faith. Why Maria?

Why you, Joy?

Why you, Steve?

Why you, Karen? Tom? Rene?
Why any of us?

Because when you stop for the fire that burns outside you, and you take
off your shoes and you stand there vulnerable on holy ground and you
hear God's words clear and ringing:

My people.

My people crying out in captivity, in any kind of captivity.
Then -- then -- somehow the fire getsinside you.

It got inside Moses. It got inside Jeremiah.

A fire shut up in my bones!

| have to speak! It was inside Jesus.

And at Pentecost, the fire came in tongues and rested on heads.
It got inside.

Holy Spirit fire power got inside Peter and all the rest of the disciples,
men and women, people of every color and race.

Holy Spirit poured out on all, inside all,

on the whole people of God! The whole people of God.

Fire burning inside.
Are you standing on holy ground? Staring at a bush burning? Burning
just for you?

A bush that will not be consumed?
Then beware.

Be prepared.

Be ready to confess with the poet:
"Burning burning burning burning
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O Lord Thou pluckest me out

O Lord Thou pluckest
burning.” T. S Eliot

Reflection

As noted earlier, the theme of "Holy Ground" was selected by the
seniors who planned the chapel service but the Exodus event had come
to mean agreat deal to mein my own life and so | welcomed the choice.
Thisis also astory on which | have done considerable theol ogical
reflection. Recently, | have been engaged in a study of 1987 lections
from Acts which include the portion of Stephen's sermon in which he
retells Moses' burning bush experience. It seemed appropriate to use as
the Scripture for this sermon a portion of another sermon, especially one
that had resulted in the stoning of a preacher!

The context of the sermon is extremely important for every sermon and
this one is no exception. | have kept the opening remarks as they were at
the time of delivery, because they reflect the closeness of my
relationship with these seniors and to demonstrate how these remarks
weave together an awareness of the setting, the experience of the
listeners, and the specific concept of vulnerability. Clearly, then, a part
of my purpose was to acknowledge relational elements and to speak
personally. That desire helped set the tone and encouraged the taking-
off-of-shoes section which was received with general laughter and great
good humor.

How does the sermon reflect my theological stance? | believe deeply in
God's call to some persons to preach, aswell asto all Christians to
minister in many different ways. | have a strong commitment to social
justice, particularly in the matter of inclusiveness of all personsin the
community of faith. | most profoundly believe God's loveisfor all
persons. | believe that God calls us and uses us because of, and not in
spite of, our past experiences of failure and sin. | maintain aclearly held
conviction that God iswith us. | also believe that the stands we take for
justice are scripturally mandated and can set us free to do what God
callsusto do. | believe that for the one who is called, the ongoing
activity of the Holy Spirit within compels him or her to speak. This
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compulsion is like "aburning fire shut up in my bones" (Jer. 20:9).

How does this sermon reflect my socialization? | am a woman who
grew up as a Southern Baptist in Louisiana. The call | experienced at
twelve years of age was a call to preach, but there was no way | could
understand that or claim it, even for myself, until | was forty-three years
of age. | am divorced. The process of ending a marriage is much like
death, perhaps even like "killing" someone or something. During the
fina year of the marriage, | ran away from my friends and my
community of faith because of the pain and shame and the feeling that,
if | even considered divorce, no one would trust that | still belonged, or
had the right to belong, to the faith community. After the divorce was
final, | knew the personal meaning of being in a desert, a wilderness,
and that | was being led to a"promised land" and a new beginning.

My ordination means that my hometown church, where | first heard
God speak to me, made my profession of faith, was baptized, and made
my commitment to vocational Christian service, will not permit me
even to speak to a Sunday school class, much less preach. Thisis not
because | am divorced, but because | am an ordained woman.

| grew up in aracist community of faith. (How can those two concepts
exist together?) Members of my immediate family were taught to be
racist by a Bible-quoting, Bible-justifying community of faith. Black
people had their place and were supposed to stay there. It was preached
from the pulpit and practiced by the pastor. My entire family subscribed
to this. Why have | come to such a social justice stance so that | feel |
was "reared a stranger to my own people"? Not that | am now a stranger,
but that | was reared a stranger, because now | feel my "own people" are
black and brown and all the people of color, and all those Christian gays
and lesbians who struggle for acceptance -- all those who know what it
means to be discriminated against because of who they are, where they
were born, or how much money or education they have. The story of the
gray-haired, second career, woman pastor in the sermon is my story.
Thisisan areain which | must speak; | have no choice, whatever risk is
involved.

Other faith communities and experiences have contributed to my
socialization as revealed in this sermon. For example, | worked in a
Hispanic community as student missionary when | was nineteen years
of age and made a number of close friends my age. | dated a Korean
man from Hawaii. When | was twenty-five, | worked under a black
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woman supervisor at Northwestern University library. Throughout my
life | have attended black churches and heard the sermons and music of
these churches. For the last several years | have known the friendship of
Dr. Alfred Smith, aswell as of Allen Temple Baptist Church as awhole.
My present church membership isin the integrated faith community of
L akeshore Avenue Baptist Church in Oakland. Since 1976 | have been
associated with the faculty, students, staff, and administration of Pacific
School of Religion, where an entire academic community is also afaith
community struggling with a multitude of social justice issuesin
personal and corporate ways. Eight students from PSR and | traveled to
the Philippines in January of 1986 for a seventeen-day intensive
exposure tour. | am now an American Baptist, amember of a
denomination whose membership, nationally, is more than 39 percent
non-white. As a denomination we are struggling with what it means to
be fully inclusive and to take dangerous stands on matters of social
justice.

How did the sermon minister to the community of faith? The PSR
community, particularly students, were addressed as co-ministers; their
journeys were recognized, as were their calls, their fears about the
future, their need for courage, and their compulsion to speak out for
social justice. Out of abiblical mandate, the sermon challenged them to
respond fully to God's call to them, to hear, with God, the crying of
God's people. It reminded them that it would not be easy, that some
people would not want to be free, and others would even protest the
preacher's right to try to set anyone free. It sought to shake them loose
from afelt need to stay in the safety of the seminary community, and it
reminded them of God's ability to provide nourishment for the journey.

Notes:

1. For arecent example of narrative method employed by a social
Scientist see Robert N. Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart: Individualism
and Commitment in American Life (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1985). For an example of narrative method employed by a
psychologist and pastoral counselor see Archie Smith, Jr., The
Relational Self (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1982). Karen Lebacgz., a
Christian ethicist, uses a single narrative as the unifying thread in her
Professional Ethics: Power and Paradox (Nashville: Abingdon Press,
1985).
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2. James W. McClendon, Jr., Biography co Theology: How Life Sories
Can Remake Today's Theology (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1974). This
book has become a standard work in the growing area of narrative
theology. A more recent work in thisveinisC. S. Song, Tell Us Our
Names: Story Theology from an Asian Perspective (Maryknoll, N. Y.;
Orbis Books, 1984)

3. Smith, The Relational Self, 86-88.

4. For more information on the involvement of Smith and Allen Temple
in social justice concerns see J. Alfred Smith, Sr., For the Facing of
ThisHour: A Call to Action (Elgin, IlI: Progressive National Baptist
Publishing House, 1981). This book also contains sermons and lectures
delivered by Smith in a number of contexts.

5. The Reverend Daniel Arthur Holmes was born September 22, 1876,
in Macon, Missouri. His parents were former slaves in Randolph
County. He was licensed to preach in 1889 and ordained in 1901. He
earned aB.Th. at Des Moines Collegein lowaand aB.D. from the
Divinity School of the University of Chicago. He was pastor of Paseo
Baptist Church in Kansas City for forty-six years.

6. D. A. Holmes, see Note 5. Mardecai Johnson was a graduate of the
University of Chicago and the first black president of Howard
University. He was an eloquent Baptist preacher who often held
business people spellbound by sermons of over an hour in length.
Martin Luther King, Jr., said he was the single individual who
influenced him to study Gandhi. A. Philip Randolph was bornin
Crescent City, Florida, the son of acircuit-riding African Methodist
minister. He was founder and president of the Brotherhood of Sleeping
Car Porters and urged the major black organizations of the country to
organize a march on Washington, D.C., to spur Congress to immediate
enactment of Kennedy-administration civil rights legislation. In 1941,
he exerted pressure on President Roosevelt that resulted in the creation
of the Fair Employment Practices Commission. Later he was
instrumental in persuading President Truman to order desegregation of
the U.S. Army and, ten years later, he met with President Eisenhower to
impress upon him the need for greater speed in enforcement of civil
rights laws that brought about integration of the schools. Mary McL eod
Bethune was a black American educator who dedicated her lifeto
helping her own people. She taught in mission schools and founded
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schools for black children. One school she founded bears her name.
Bethune-Cookman College in Daytona Beach, Florida, is an accredited
co-educational college. From 1936 to 1944 Mary Bethune served as the
director of the National Y outh Administration's Division of Negro
Affairs. In 1945, she was a consultant on interracial understanding at the
San Francisco Conference of the United Nations.

7. William Lloyd Garrison was an American newspaperman who
worked against slavery. In 1833, he and others hel ped organize the New
England Anti-Slavery Society. He was outspoken in his denouncement
of slavery as a moral wrong and may be considered a pioneer in the area
of civil disobedience. He publicly burned a copy of the U.S.
Constitution because it did not denounce slavery. Until his death in

1879 he also crusaded for women's rights and for other causes.

8. Frederick Douglass, born about 1817, was a Negro slave who learned
to read and write as a child. He escaped and went to M assachusetts
where he became prominent in the Anti-Slavery Society founded by
Garrison. He made public speeches against slavery and published an
autobiography. This book became known in England where he spent
two years lecturing against the evils of davery. British sympathizers
raised money to buy his freedom and to establish an abolitionist
newspaper that Douglass published for over ten years. In 1889, he was
appointed U.S. Minister to the Republic of Haiti.

9. Walter Rauschenbusch was an American Protestant theologian, an
American Baptist minister, and aleader of the Social Gospel movement
in the United States before World War |. He applied Christianity to the
social and economic ills of his day and wrote several books including
Christianity and the Social Crisis (1907), Christianizing the Social
Order (1912), and A Theology for the Social Gospel (1917). He taught
at Rochester Theological Seminary in New Y ork.

10. Joe Holland and Peter Henriot, S. J., Social Analysis, Linking Faith
and Justice, rev. ed. (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1983), 10. This
entire book is recommended.

11. See Bellah, Habits of the Heart, particularly pages 142-63, for an
extensive discussion of individualism. He identifies four traditions of
individualism: biblical, civic, utilitarian, and expressive. He says,
"Individualism lies at the very core of American culture' (142). His
discussions of "Communities of Memory" and "Community
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Commitment" are especially relevant to our discussion of the preacher
asasocial being in the community of faith. See also Archie Smith, Jr.,
The Relational Self, 49. Smith States. Sociological information and
social analysis have not played a strong enough role in preparation for
ministry. Individualism and individual salvation have been a pervasive
theme in American Protestantism. True, there have been strong
advocates of asocia gospel orientation. But the social dimension has
been a minority position within mainline Christian denominations and
has been effectively countered by avery strong individualistic strainin
American Christian life.

12. For an entire book that deals with the interconnectedness of spiritual
life and active participation in matters of social justice, see Gustavo
Gutierrez, We Drink from Our Own Wells: The Spiritual Journey of a
People (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1984). For amoving and unique
approach to Interpretation of Scripture by persons most involved in
social justice issues, see Ernesto Cardenal, The Gospel in Solentiname,
4 vols. (Maryknoll, N.Y. Orbis Books, 1982).

13. Holland and Henriot, Social Analysis, 10.

14. Robert McAfee Brown, Theology in a New Key (Philadel phia:
Westminster Press, 1978), 81.

15. Ibid., 82.

16. The second setting was the "National Pastor's Convocation:
Empowering the Whole People of God for Ministry," a conference at
Green Lake, Wisconsin, in July 1986. The congregation was composed
of approximately one hundred pastors and twenty-five spouses.

17. Thetitle of the sermon istaken from T. S. Eliot's The Waste Land,
[11, "The Fire Sermon," lines 308-11.

18. | met Karl Gaspar during an "Exposure Tour" to the Philippinesin
January of 1986. He has written a most provocative book, How Long?
Prison Reflections of Karl Gaspar (Quezon City: Claretian Publications,
1985).

19.Brown, Theology in a New Key, 136.
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20. Ibid.

21. Robert McAfee Brown, Unexpected News. Reading the Bible with
Third World Eyes (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1984), 152-53.
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Chapter 4: The Social Nature of the
Biblical Text for Preaching, by Walter
Brueggemann

(Note: Walter Brueggemann, professor of Old Testament, Columbia
Theological Seminary, Decatur, GA.)

The preacher stands midway in the process of the biblical text. The
process of forming, transmitting, and interpreting the biblical text isa
creative process at its beginning, midpoint, and ending. The creative
dimension of the process means that the text and its meanings are
always being produced. They never smply exist. They are not just
“there," but the community is continually engaged in awillful act of
production of meaning. That iswhat is meant by "the social nature” of
the text. It isthe community at work with the text.(1)

The Textual Process
The textual process has three identifiable points, each of whichis

creative, that is, productive. First, it beginsin the formation of the text,
that is, the way in which the text has reached its settled canonical form.
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Historical-critical methods of study are concerned with the waysin
which the community, through editors, redactors, scribes, and
traditionists, has put the text together. Whatever view we have of the
creation of the text, we know that human hands and hearts have been at
work in its formation.

Second, the end of the textual process is the reception and hearing of
the text which is done by the congregation. We know that such listening
Is a complex matter, because communication in general is exceedingly
complex, and reception of the text is a specific moment of
communication. No one can any longer imagine that the preaching of
the text is heard by members of the community just asit is spoken, or
just asit isintended by the preacher. The listening is done through
certain sengitivities that may distort, emphasize, enhance, or censor,
depending on the particular situation of the listening community. The
listening community is engaged in a constructive act of construal, of
choosing, discerning and shaping the text through the way the
community chooses to listen.(2) The text thus construed may or may not
be the text that is the one offered by the speaker. That is, the text heard
may be quite different from the one proclaimed.

It isthe third identifiable point, the midway process of interpretation,
that interests us in this paper. Interpretation is al the action between
formation and reception that seeks to assert the authority and
significance of the text. Thisinterpretive step includes the classical
creeds and commentaries, the long history of theological reflection,
contemporary scholarship, and contemporary church pronouncements.
Above dl, it includes the interpretative work of the preacher in the
sermon. It isin the sermon that the church has done its decisive, faith-
determining interpretation. The sermon is not an act of reporting on an
old text, but it is an act of making a new text visible and available. This
new text in part isthe old text, and in part is the imaginative
construction of the preacher which did not exist until the moment of
utterance by the preacher.(3) Like a conductor "rendering” Beethoven so
that that particular music exists only in that occasion, so the preacher
renders atext so that it only existsin that particular form in that
particular occasion of speaking.(4)

These three dimensions of the textual process -- formation,
Interpretation, reception -- are all creative acts in which the text and its
meaning are not only an offer made to the community, but are a product
generated in the community. Interpretation and listening, as well as
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formation, are creative acts of construal. This creative aspect of the text
IS unavoidable and should be welcomed as an arenain which faith is
received, discerned, and made pertinent. Some may think such creative
possibility in interpretation is an aberration to be avoided. It cannot be
avoided. Nor should it be avoided, because it is the way in which God's
Word is alive among us. Interpretation can and must be creative and
imaginative if it isto be interpretation and not simply reiteration.
Listening isinevitably an imaginative act of response in which the
listener does part of the work of rendering the text.(5)

This entire creative process consists of two factors which arein tension
and which make our topic both important and difficult. The textual
processis at every point an act of faith. In faithful interpretation, the
entire process is governed by the work of God's Spirit of truth. It isthis
that permits interpretation to be an act of faith. The promise of faithis
the conviction that in its formation, interpretation, and reception the text
iIsaword of life that makes a difference. No part of this processis
undertaken on the pretense that thisis objective or neutral or a matter of
indifference.

Those who formed the text did so because they knew the traditions to be
Important and they judged them to be true and urgent for the ongoing
generations of the community. That is the theological meaning of the
canon. The subsequent interpreter who received the text has labored
diligently over the text, as does the contemporary interpreter, because
faith requires interpretation. Interpretersin every generation, even those
who have exercised enormous

freedom, have intended their work as an effort in fidelity. Finally, those
who receive the text, the assembled community of listeners, gather in an
act of faith. The church gathers around the text because it takes the text
serioudly. It listens eagerly (and therefore imaginatively) to try to hear
the nuance in the text that is God's live Word now. Participants at every
point of the textual process are unembarrassed about the premise of
faith. All parts of the textual process are undertaken primarily to ensure
the powerful, authoritative presence of the Word among members of the
community.

It is also the case, however, that every part of the textual processisan
act of vested interest. Exegetical study is now learning thisinsight from
sociological criticism.(6) The textual process does not proceed
objectively or neutrally, but always intends to make a case in a certain
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direction. Just as there is no "exegesis without presuppositions,”(7) so
there is no textual activity that is not linked to a vested interest. The
formation of the text itself has been an act of vested interest. Certain
pieces of literature are selected, gathered, shaped, and juxtaposed in
different ways to argue certain points. We know, for example, that the
early community around M oses authorized certain texts that served the
interest of liberation.(8) The Exodus narrative is surely put together by
proponents of aradical liberating faith. In the time of Solomon, other
texts were celebrated because they legitimated the concentration of
power in the monarchy and served to enhance the inequality of the
status quo.

In like manner the interpretive act is notorious for being an act of vested
interest. There is no doubt that "liberation communities" in the Third
World approach every text with an inclination that tilts interpretation in
a specific direction. We are coming to see that even what we regarded as
the objective scholarship of historical-critical method has not been
objective, but has served certain social interests and enhanced certain
epistemol ogical biases.(9) We are coming to see that what we thought
was objective has in fact been the "class reading” of male Euro-
American theology. Richard Rohrbaugh has offered stunning and
convincing evidence that many of the great American preachers of the
last generation handled texts so that the sharp and disconcerting social
dimension that questioned our economic commitments was ignored. As
aresult, the text was interpreted in other directions that probably were
serious distortions.(10) This was not intentional distortion on the part of
the preacher. It issimply that our faith isregularly embodied in a vested
interest that we ourselves are not always able to discern.

Finally, listening to the text and its interpretation is an act of vested
interest. Over time we select the mode and substance of interpretation
that we want to hear. We select our interpretive tradition. We read
certain books, subscribe to certain journals, even join or avoid certain
churchesin order to find atextual interpretation congruent with our
vested interests which we can receive and hear and to which we can
respond.(11)

The textual process of formation, interpretation, and reception is
therefore always a mixture of faith and vested interest. To study "the
social process' isto pay attention to that vexed combination. That the
textual processis skewed by interest requires a hermeneutic of

suspicion.(12) That the textual processis an act of serious faith permits
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a hermeneutic of retrieval. Despite the identification of these two
hermeneutics, the matter remains complicated and problematic because
we cannot practice one hermeneutic first and then the other. We cannot
first sort out vested interest and then affirm faith, because vested interest
and faith always come together and cannot be so nicely distinguished.
We must simply recognize the fact that the two always come together,
even in the midst of our best efforts of discernment and criticism.

The creative act of formation-interpretation-reception produces a text.
As it produces atext, it forms an imaginative world in which the
community of the text may live. That production of atext isawillful,
intentional act generated by faith and vested interest. That the text is
"produced" means a different text could have been formed, interpreted,
or received. This means that the produced text is never innocent or
disinterested. But it is this text, never innocent or disinterested, that we
take as the normative text for our faith. The text that has been produced
and made canonical isthe only one we have. It isto that text we must
obediently and critically attend.

When the community has thus produced atext, it is the task of the
community to consume the text, that is, to take, use, heed, respond, and
act upon the text. The entire process of the text then is an act of
production and consumption whereby anew world is chosen or an old
world is defended, or there is transformation of old world to new
world.(13) The purpose of using the categories of production and
consumption is to suggest that the textual process, especially the
Interpretive act of preaching, is never abenign, innocent, or
straightforward act. Anyone who imagines that he or sheis abenign or
innocent preacher of the text is engaged in self-deception.(14) Preaching
as interpretation is always a daring, dangerous act in which the
interpreter, together with the receivers of the interpretation, is
consuming atext and producing aworld.

The world so produced is characteristically aworld made possible by
faith, but it isaworld mediated through vested interest. Thus the text
never only says, but it does. What it does is to create another world of
perception, value, and power which permits alternative acts. Great
attention must be paid to vested interest and its impact on perception,
value and power, because vested interest has an enormous power to
guide the textual processin certain directions. It is this dangerous,
inevitable drama of the text that is referred to under the rubric "social
nature." As both member and leader of the community, the preacher is
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necessarily involved in this dangerous, problematic production and
consumption of texts through which worlds are chosen and lifeis
transformed.

The Classic Tradition of Sociology

The classic tradition of sociology illuminates the lively shaping action
of the community upon the text.(15) It isimportant to recognize that
sociology arose as a distinct discipline in response to a specific social
crisis. That is, sociology is not simply the general study of human
community, but from its beginning was a discipline preoccupied with a
particular set of awarenesses and problems.(16) The startling changesin
human consciousness that came in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and
nineteenth centuries which are associated with the Enlightenment and
modernity have made us aware that the world in which we liveisa
social contrivance that carries with it important costs and gains.
Sociology isessentially acritical discipline that has exposed the
deceptive notion that the social world is an absolute given arrangement,
by bringing to visibility the ways in which society continually
constructs itself. At the outset sociology as criticism was aimed against
traditional notions of the absolute givenness of social life which were
legitimated by religious orthodoxy. These notions, as sociological study
made clear, also brought with them the legitimacy of an absolutist
economic and political orthodoxy.(17)

Sociology was therefore initially addressed to the mystification of a
religion that claimed and pretended the world was a given. At the same
time, however, sociology tended to be blind and inattentive to a
scientific orthodoxy that posited a new social given; thistime, objective,
rational, neutral, and technological -- all the things we have cometo
label as positivistic.(18) Critical sociology emerged to deal intentionally
with the naive positivism of much social science; it has become clear
that the new "objective" world is as confused as the old religious world,
and as incapable of seeing as operative its own ideology.(19) Critical
sociology can help us see that the vested interests and ideol ogical
defenses of "scientific objectivity" are as dangerous and dishonest as the
old absolutes of religion.

This shift from the old world of religious tradition and convention to the
new world of technical control is atheme that has preoccupied the
classical tradition of sociology. This theme has been articulated in
various forms. We may mention its appearance in the three progenitors
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of the classical sociological tradition.

1. Karl Marx addresses the social alienation caused by capitalism and
therole of religion in legitimating social structures that are exploitative
and dehumanizing.(20) Marx's great insights are that economic
arrangements are decisive for all socia relationships and that religion
functions

primarily to legitimate economic arrangements. Clearly Marx was
preoccupied with the shift in economic relations that tore the economic
dimension away from the general fabric of social life.(21) He saw that
this shift was deeply destructive of the possibility of human community.
The emergence of alienation as a central product of the modern world is
at the center of Marx's analysis. The textual tradition entrusted to the
preacher has as a task the discernment of that alienation and the
consideration of aternativesto it. The preacher must pay attention to the
ways in which the text and interpretation participate in the process of
alienation.

2. Max Weber sought to provide an alternative to Marx that did not
Identify economics as the cause of everything.(22) Weber paid
particular attention to the new forms of social control and administration
and the emerging power of bureaucracy. It would be a mistake,
however, to interpret Weber (against Marx) as afriend of modernity.
Like Marx, Weber saw the heavy toll that the structures and values of
modernity would continue to assess against the possibility of
humanness. The emergence of new forms of rationality preoccupied
Weber. The emergence of destructive forms of rationality isalso a
struggle in the Bible, where covenantal modes of rationality are
regularly offered against the temptations of naturalism and nationalism.
In our present social situation, the connections Bellah has made
concerning managerial rationality offer a suggestive critical insight for
the preaching office.(23)

3. In amore conservative mode, Emile Durkheim was interested in the
requirement of social cohesion for the survival of society.(24) In his
classic study of suicide, Durkheim observed what happened in societies
where the fabric of value and cohesion is exhausted and persons must
live in acontext of normlessness.(25) Durkheim's critique can cut two
ways. Oursisasociety that lives at the edge of normlessness, and on the
other hand, we are a society that reacts to normlessness with a heavy-
handed emphasis on conformity. The crisis of normlessness and
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conformity in our culture sounds strangely reminiscent of the Mosaic
crisis about freedom and obedience and the problematic of the law as
Paul understood it. The preacher is cast in asocial role as a voice of
normativeness, in a society bereft of norms.

There are great differences among these three spokes-persons for social
possibility and pathology, but they all focus on the fact that societies
have ways in which to articulate and distort certain kinds of truth that
make human life possible Or problematic. Social structure, order, and
value are not objective givens. But they also are not simply connections
that can be willfully and artificially wrought. They are, rather, the slow,
steady work of formation, creation, and transformation by which a
community ordersitslife of perception, value, and power.(26)

| nter pretation as Social Construction

The act of interpretation takes seriously both the old treasured memory
and the new demand of the situation. Interpretation seeks to mediate
between tradition and situation. On the one hand, interpretation is
always responsive to the situation, that is, commenting on the new
social realities that are already established. On the other hand,
Interpretation is always assertive, saying something genuinely new and
challenging the community to rethink and reperceive the newly
established reality in light of the tradition. In modes of both response
and assertion, interpretation is an imaginative act which articul ates
reality in anew way that had not been possible until the moment of
speech. It is the speech that creates the possibility.

Sociology shows us that society is constantly reconstructing itself.
While great attention therefore needs to be paid to the manipulation of
power and the management of economic and political forces, we know
that the primary mode by which a community reconstitutes itself is by
its interpretation, by its reflection on ancient memory and tradition, and
by its recasting of that memory and tradition in new ways that are
resonant with the new situation.(27) All communities are always
engaged in the process of interpretation. Thisiswhat ideology,
propaganda, mass media, and civil religion are about. They are
responses and assertions that are more or less creative, which seek to
mediate a newness juxtaposed between tradition and situation.

In order to arrive at a better understanding of interpretation as a social
act of reconstruction, several dimensions of critical exposition are
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peculiarly important.

1. Interpretation is unavoidably a communal activity. The whole
community isinvolved in the process. Interpretation must take place if
the community isto live and continue. Interpretation inevitably does
happen because it is amain activity of the community. Sociology has
helped us see that communities are always engaged in interpretive acts
of reconstitution and reconstruction. That act of interpretation is
characteristically a mixture of faith and vested interest.

With the coming of the Enlightenment and the rise of modernity, many
have failed to understand the inevitability of interpretation. The
fascination with so-called objectivity led to the mistaken notion that
reality did not need to be interpreted. Asreality did not need to be
interpreted, it was mistakenly concluded that the biblical text could be
read in a straightforward manner without interpretation. Thisis also the
mistaken notion of those who want the U.S. Supreme Court to be "strict
constructionists,” that is, not to engage in interpretation. The kind of
Interpretation that deniesiit isinterpretation is the most dangerous kind,
because it is not then available for criticism.

2. The interpretative act of social reconstitution is what the biblical text
itself isall about. That is, the text is not simply a factual reporting about
what happened. In each of its statementsit is an act of interpretative
mediation whereby ancient Israel and the early church seek to
reconstitute the community in the face of a new danger or crisis.(28) In
ancient Israel the new situation is characteristically the new
concentration of power and knowledge in the monarchy or the loss of
monarchial power and knowledge in the Exile.(29) In the New
Testament the characteristic new situation is the interface between
Jewish and Gentile Christians and the derivative problems of ethics and
organization. In each case the new situation requires a total recasting of
the memory in order to sustain the identity of the community.

The texts are not only response, however. They are also bold assertions
in the face of the new situation. For example, in the Old Testament the
Y ahwistic theologians do not simply conform to the new socia reality,
but make a strong case that in the new situation Israel must understand
itself as the bearer of a blessing.(30) In the New Testament, for
example, Luke-Acts offers bold suggestions about how the church must
understand itself and order its faith. That the Old and New Testament
texts are both responsive and assertive means that they are deeply
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imaginative. They proclaim asocial readlity that did not exist until that
moment of articulation. Moreover because the text is deeply
Imaginative, it is probable that each such requesting of social reality isa
mixture of faith and vested interest. Thus the J writer is concerned to
maintain a human vision against a monarchial enterprise of self-
aggrandizement. L uke seemsto have been concerned lest the early
church become a sect aligned against the Empire. The community over
time has judged the vested interests of the texts (for example, Jand
Luke) to be faithful vehicles for faith and not acts of distortion. Asa
result, these specific texts have been judged authoritative and designated
as canonical.

In the Pentateuch the documentary hypothesis of JEDP has been much
misunderstood and maligned. It is an attempt to characterize the
ongoing interpretive act of mediation that was underway in ancient
Israel.(31) The Jmaterial, according to the dominant hypothesis, is an
attempt to mediate the old memory in the affluent situation of Solomon.
Similarly, the P tradition is an attempt to mediate the old memory in the
despairing situation of Exile.(32) These two moments, United Monarchy
and Exile, require fresh interpretative acts or the old tradition will have
been in vain. In the cases of both Jand P, one can detect that this
Interpretive act isindeed aresponse to asocial crisis, is an assertion in
the face of the crisis, and is aremarkable act of imagination. It takes
very little insight to see that in each case the mediation is a mixture of
faith and vested interest.

In like manner the Synoptic Gospels are mediations of the old memory
of the early church.(33) The Gospel of Mark faces the challenge of
Roman imperialism; Matthew takes up the question of the relationship
between Christians and Jews, or perhaps Jesus and the Jewish tradition;
and Luke struggles with the Gospel in a Gentile world. These Gospel
statements are clearly not theological absolutes (or we would not have
these three variants), nor are they factual descriptions of what happened,
but they are mediations that make available a new world in which the
community may live joyously and faithfully.

3. Inthe creative, imaginative act of construction of reality, the
interpreters, those who process the text, are dangerously engaged in two
ways.(34) On the one hand, they are so engaged because they inevitably
make responsive, assertive mediations in the midst of their own mixture
of faith and interest. Interpreters are never interest free but aways
present reality in partisan ways and, indeed, cannot do otherwise. On the

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1109 (10 of 40) [2/4/03 6:16:03 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

other hand, in the act of interpretation they aso have their own world
remade. They do not stand outside this process but are being self-
interpreted in the very act of biblical interpretation. In this act of
mediation hermeneutics then makes anew world possible. In
hermeneutics as mediation, we thus bring together the "process of the
text," which includes formation, interpretation and reception, and the
sociology of world-making through which the community reconstructs
itself.

The key hermeneutical event in contemporary interpretation is the event
of preaching. The preacher either intentionally or unintentionally is
convening a new community. This recognition will help us see why
preaching is such acrucial event not only in the life of the church, but in
our society. We must interpret to live. There is amost no other voice
left to do interpretation on which society depends that is honest,
available, and open to criticism. Most of the other acts of interpretation
that are going on in our midst are cryptic and therefore not honest, not
available, and not open to criticism. The preaching moment is a public
event in which society reflects on what and who it will be, given the
memory of this church and given a post-modern situation in society.(35)

4. In the handling of the text by the preacher asinterpreter and by the
congregation as receiver, the hermeneutical work of world-constitution
IS going on. The interpretive work is done through the preacher's
mixture of faith and interest while the congregation is listening and
responding in its mixture of faith and interest. All parties to this act of
Interpretation need to understand that the text is not a contextless
absolute, nor isit ahistorical description, but it isitself aresponsive,
assertive, imaginative act that stands as a proposal of reality to the
community. As the preacher and the congregation handle the text, the
text becomes a new act that makes available one mediation of redlity.
That new mediation of reality is characteristically an act of fidelity, an
act of inventiveness, and an act in which vested interest operates.
Moreover the preacher and the congregation do thisin the midst of
many other acts of mediation in which they also participate, as they
attend to civil religion, propaganda, ideology, and mass media. They are
incessantly involved in a complex of various interpretive, constructive
acts, while claiming the interpretive act authorized by the Bible to be the
normative one.

The Congregation and the Crisis of M oder nity
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The congregation that engages in interpretation (and with the
interpretation embraces a certain refraction of the text) is not a
contextless, undifferentiated entity. The congregation, as a community
in crisis, gathers to decide one more time about its identity and its
vocation. The people gathered have been bombarded since the last
gathering by other voices of interpretation that also want to offer an
identity and a vocation. In what follows | am focusing broadly on the
typical main-line North American congregation, either Protestant or
Catholic. | assume such a congregation, because that is the context in
which | characteristically do my interpretation. Certainly other
congregational settings could be assumed, and | do not imagine that this
one is normative, or even preferable.

A different statement might be made in a different context, such asin
post-Christian western Europe, in totalitarian East Germany, or in
oppressive El Salvador, but our congregation is not yet post-Christian,
not in atotalitarian context, or faced with direct oppression. This
congregation is a gathering of people who have been largely enveloped
in the claims of modernity. It isacommunity with amemory and with a
present reality. In the midst of this memory and this reality, the act of
interpretation is undertaken one more time.

The memory is the memory about God and God's people, about the
summons of ancient Israel and the baptism of the early church, about
Jesus and the people of Jesus from his time until our time. That memory
Is about births given to barren women, bread given to desperate
peasants, shepherds to scattered sheep, forgiveness given to those
immobilized by guilt. It is about deep inversions and strange power for
daring obedience. This memory and the text that conveys this memory
are the source and subject of our preaching. But the memory around
which the congregational gathering takes place is also somewhat
distorted. In my own work | have studied the memories of David to
show how those memories have been variously cast and how they have
been articulated to accommodate various social settings and social
possibilities.(36) The memory may be enmeshed in a nostalgic longing
for normalcy and "the good old days," when life was simple and
agrarian, settled, and well-ordered. That nostalgiais all intertwined with
evangelical memory, so that the nostalgia has a vague religious feeling
about it. Thereis aneed to sort out the normative memory from this
other vague yearning.

The present situation of the congregation needs careful attention. It is
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usually a situation of considerable affluence (even if some present are
not affluent). The affluent ones are the ones who are competent and
know how to generate income and move through the chairsto the seats
of power. But the affluence and competence we treasure so much is
matched by a profound fear -- that the dollar will collapse, that the bomb
will explode, that the Communists will attack. The affluence-
competence factor invites usto "stand tall" and be secure; the fear
syndrome undermines our confidence and we live our daysin an
inarticulate uneasiness. Thisinterface of affluence-competence and fear
distorts public issues. The matters of compassion and "justice for all"
that are embedded in our public conscience have become shriveled. Our
fear drives usto selfishness, greed, vengeance. Along with public
failure, we find an erosion of our personal sense of life, arestlessness
that generates anxiety that drives us to greed, and finally to despair that
it won't really work out. Our actual experience of our common lifeis not
remote from the alienation of Marx, the technical rationality of Weber,
and the normlessness of Durkheim.

There are many things to celebrate in this new world of competence and
technical security. It boggles the mind to think how different we are
from our grandparents and how much better off we are. But we are
dimly aware that this new mode of life we value so much has caused us
to jettison much that we previously valued. It is odd that the old
festivals of solidarity wane, yet there is a persistent hunger for such
occasions of solidarity. Old patterns of familial and liturgical gatherings
are less and less compelling in our society. Our young people ask about
roles and careers, but vocation seems like an obsolete idea. We surprise
ourselves when we entertain brutality as a policy option in the world,
and vengeance now seems acceptable if aimed at the right people. We
have become people we did not intend to become, and we are not fully
convinced that thisis who we want to be. Given our perception of the
world, however, that is who we need to be if we are to "succeed"
according to the norms we have embraced.

Such a community gathers for the act of interpretation. Even if we have
never heard of the word "' modernity,™ we sense in inarticulate ways that
we embody much that is"modern." Much has been lost to us, even if
much is gained. We gather to see if we can hold the gain and yet recover
what islost. We gather to seeif the world of vocation and tradition, of
birth and bread, of shepherds and forgiveness can be mediated to usin
the midst of our disproportionate affluence and fear. We do not want to
discard the old memory, as our modern world wants to do, but we do not
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want aflat reiteration of the old memory that pretends we are not
affluent and not afraid. We do not want simply a nostalgia that does not
touch any of the real problems, the ethics of our affluence and the moral
dilemma of our fear. We yearn for aresponsive, assertive, imaginative
act of interpretation that recasts the memory in bold ways that will
transform our situation.

Our discussion thus far suggests a convergence of four major factorsin
the act of interpretation. These reflect, on the one hand, our present
genera intellectual situation and, on the other hand, the specific
situation of the church. | find it remarkable that these four factors, which
are drawn from very different aspects of contemporary thought and life,
should so powerfully intersect in relation to our interpretive
responsibility.

1. The textual process itself isan act of regular recasting that includes
both faith and vested interest.

2. The sociological tradition in its classic presentations concerns the
problem of alienation (Marx), the problematic of rationality (Weber),
and the emergence of normlessness (Durkheim). All of these conditions
are part of the modern world, and we know them all firsthand.

3. The task of interpretation is the task of the community to mediate the
tradition in ways that construe a new world, that permit anew ethic
among us.

4. The congregation is gathered to see if the old memory can be
articulated in ways that reconfigure our present social reality of
affluence and competence, of fear and brutality, of restlessness and

despair.

The preaching moment is a moment of great complexity great danger,
and great possibility. Present in that moment are the textual process, the
sociological realities, the act of

Interpretation, the waiting congregation. Such a momen requires a
strategy through which a new community might be summoned to afresh
identity and a bold vocation.

Optionsin Social Construction
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The preacher in the act of interpretation and proclamation of thetext is
engaged in world-making. | find it most helpful appeal to the phrase of
Berger and Luckmann, "the social construction of reality."(37) The
community authorizes specia persons to head and oversee the process
of social construction. In our context, the minister (usually ordained) is
authorized to lead the community of faith in its construction of reality.
Such an act is an ongoing process of education and

nurture, especially in liturgy.(38) Thisliturgical articulation is presented
as objectively true. When it is aso received in this way, thisliturgically
presented world may be internalized by members of the community as
mine. Thus the process of appropriation includes the public action of the
community and the personal internalization by the individual members
who participate in the liturgy.

The second awareness from Berger and Luckmann is that the "life-
world" so constructed is always underway and must be modified. New
data, fresh perspectives, new experiences, and changed circumstances
require recasting the life-world to keep it credible. If it is not regularly
recast, the "old world" becomes disengaged from experience so that it
either must live in protected, uncritical space (whereit will be
irrelevant), or it will be jettisoned as dead. It is the ongoing act of
Interpretation that recasts the life-world to keep the text credible. The
preacher is engaged with the biblical texts in both elements, to sustain
the act of appropriation and to engage in the ongoing recasting to keep
the text credible.

This means that the purpose of interpretation and preaching is to present
alife-world that is credible, that can be appropriated, out of which the
community is authorized and permitted to live a different kind of life.
Asthetext itself is aresponsive, assertive, creative act, so the
interpretation of the text is also aresponsive, assertive, creative act. The
purpose of the sermon is to provide aworld in which the congregation
can live. Indeed, the preacher isintentionally designated precisely to
mediate aworld that comes out of this text which endures through the
generations. That world which the preacher mediatesis one possible
world out of many that could be offered. The offer of this world
competes with other offers made by capitalism, by militarism, by
psychology of various kinds, by health clubs, by automobiles, by beers,
and so on. Moreover it is apossible world among many which might be
articulated out of the Bible, so it makes a difference if the text mediated
IsaMosaic or a Solomonic text.
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Scholarship has found it helpful to speak of atopology of interpretative
postures. We may speak of a primary decision, so that the interpretive
act is either transformative or stabilizing, in the service of discontinuity
or in the service of equilibrium.(39) The basis for that model is rooted in
the social history of ancient Israel and is evidenced textually in the Old
Testament tension between the transformative vision of Moses, which
belonged to the earliest voice of liberated Israel, and the stabilizing
tendency of royal theology which sought to build institutions and
establish areliable social structure.(40) When the texts are read
sociologically, thisinterpretive issue of transformation-equilibrium is
enormously helpful. This Old Testament paradigm (as Gottwald has
shown)(41) has important parallelsto a Marxist class analysis, to
Weber's construct of charisma and bureaucracy, and | should suggest,
also to Toennies' topology of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft.(42) The
text itself in the Old Testament reflects this tension. The radical vision
of Mosaic faith isin deep tension with the royal enterprise subsequently
developed.

The tension exists between texts with different social locations.(43) The
act of interpretation can and inevitably must deal with the waysin which
the text destabilizes and transforms, or the way in which the text
stabilizes and gives equilibrium. How the text isinterpreted by the
preacher and how the text is received in the congregation may depend
on the vested interest of both preacher and congregation, which may or
may not adhere to the position of the text itself. Texts may transform
and stabilize. Sometimes the same text may function either to transform
or stabilize, depending on context, interest and interpretation. Text
and/or interpretation offer aworld of transformation or equilibrium that
enhances or diminishes a particular view of socia redlity. Itisin the
nature of the act of interpretation and therefore of preaching to
participate in these world-making acts, either knowingly or unwittingly.

In what follows, | am presenting atopology of texts through which
various texts will be interpreted. It is, of course, the case that the texts
themselves are never as clear and unambiguous as is the topology. The
topology is useful only to the extent that it hel ps us see specific texts
afresh; it should never be imposed on texts.

The text can be an act of good faith, because both transformation and
stabilization are faithful acts of God and both meet deep human
yearnings, but the mediation of either comes through the vested interest
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of the preacher. Whether the preacher will mediate a world of
transformation or equilibrium depends on many things, including what
the preacher reads, with whom the preacher eats, the economic history
of the preacher, and much else.

The texts will be received by the congregation as an act of faith. People
do come to church to hear and respond. The reception of a mediation of
either transformation or equilibrium happens through the interpretive
receptivity of the congregation. What happens, what the text can " do,"
depends on the propensity of the congregation. That will be determined
by many factors, but they include where and how the congregation is
socially situated, what travels have been taken, what part of the world
has been seen, how many members have experienced poverty,
unemployment, crime, and all sorts of social disruption -- or conversely
how strong is the social equilibrium in the experience and horizon of the
congregation. All of these factors impinge in powerful, subtle, and
complex ways upon the interchange of text, preacher, and congregation.
In the midst of the interchange, a new world may be mediated.

In presenting the world of the text to the congregation, the preacher has,
according to this topology, four possible strategies. The topol ogy
assumes that the text may be an offer of transformation or stability and
that the congregation islikely to be in a situation of transformation or
stability. The available strategies in establishing an interface between
the text-world and the congregation are these:

1. To present "aworld of transformation” to those who yearn and hope
for transformation. This is done when oppressed or marginalized people
are invited to hope for the basic changes of social reality that are given
In the texts of transformation.

2. To present "aworld of equilibrium™ to those who wait and yearn for
transformation. Thisis done when oppressed or marginalized people are
invited to accept and participate in the present regime as their proper
duty and their only hope. The present order is then presented as the best
chance for any change, hut it will be change within that order that is
accepted as non-negotiable.

3. To present "aworld of transformation” to those who value the status
guo and do not want the world changed. Thisiswhen those who benefit
from present social arrangements are called, in the face of that benefit,
to submit to change as the will and work of God.
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4. To present "aworld of equilibrium™ to those who crave equilibrium
and regard the present social world as the best of all worlds, aworld
decreed by God. Thisis done when religion becomes a comfortable
endorsement of the status quo.(44)

Each of these strategies is possible and each reflects a decision about the
thrust of the biblical text and how that is to be related to the actual
situation of the church.

Each of these four strategiesis possible and on formal grounds, each is
biblical. It is equally clear that the gospel gives criteriato sort out the
various strategies and to see that all the possible strategies are not
equally legitimate for genuine evangelical proclamation. The preacher is
summoned by the gospel to present an imaginative Word that lives "out
beyond" and challenges the taken-for-granted world of the congregation.

In presenting this topology, | am aware that the actual situation of any
congregation is enormously complex. In every congregation there are
those who welcome change, those who resist change, and those who are
unsure. Moreover, there are various kinds of changes, each of which
needs to be critically assessed. In addition, various preachers and pastors
are inclined either to welcome or resist change and that hel ps shape
interpretation and preaching. My discussion intends not to deny or
disregard all of that complexity which must be honored and taken
serioudly.

For purposes of clarity, however, in what follows, | have chosen to deal
only with the third and fourth elements of thistopology. My senseis
that these dimensions of interpretation bear particularly on the typical
North American congregation. A church that does not want the world
changed will either be offered a text-world of transformation that calls
the present into question (#3 above), or atext-world that celebrates
equilibrium (#4 above). To be sure, there are timesin such a
congregation when equilibrium is legitimate and a genuine offer of the
text, but for now we have posed the question in another way. The
preacher thus may appeal to texts that offer either equilibrium or
transformation and in doing so must pay attention to the possible
hearing of the gospel that will occur in the congregation if thetext is
heard as an abrasion or as an assurance.

The important interpretive point is that the text should be kept in
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conversation with what the congregation already knows and believes. At
times, the purpose of interpretation is to evoke fresh faith for another
world from that which the community already knows and believes. In
the typical North American situation, it is often the case that the text
should be interpreted to make available an imaginative world out
beyond the one to which the congregation now clings. More often thisis
so because such congregations tend to be ideologically trapped in a
social world at odds with the gospel. But this interpretation that calls for
newness may, nevertheless, appeal to the deep and serious faith latent in
the church.

In aworld of war and violence, for example, equilibrium is not
objectively true, but isin fact an imaginative act of interpretation that
has been established and accepted astrue. Theinterpretiveissueis
whether to ally the gospel with that -already accepted mediated world or
to propose an alternative that may "ring true" but also will surely evoke
conflict.

The strategy of the preacher then is to use texts in ways that legitimate
the present perceived life-world, or to present alife-world that puts
peoplein crisis by offering a challenge to their present view and posing
an alternative. Both are needed, but different emphases probably need to
be made in various circumstances.

Whatever strategy is undertaken, it is most important that the preacher --
and hopefully the congregation -- is aware that good preaching (whichis
an act of inventive world construction) is fundamentally opposed to two
tendenciesin our culture. It is opposed to afalse kind of objectivity that
assumes the world is a closed, fixed, fated given. That assumption of
objectivity is agreat temptation to us, whether the claim is given in the
name of religious orthodoxy or in the name of technological certitude.
An evangelical understanding of reality asserts instead that all of our
presumed givens are provisional and open to newness, a newness that
may be enacted in the event of preaching.

The other tendency to which good preaching is opposed is akind of
subjectivity that assumes we are free or able to conjure up private
worlds that may exist in a domesticated sphere without accountability to
or impingement from the larger public world. Such a powerful
deception among us seems to offer happiness, but it is essentially
abdication from the great public issues that shape our humanness.
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The preaching task isto be critical and challenging in ways that expose
our present life-world as inadequate, unfaithful, and finally flat. Thisis
to be done, however, in ways that neither become ideological nor simply
terminate the conversation. Preaching is aimed not simply at this or that
ethical issue, but seeks to cut underneath particular issues to the
unreasoned, unexamined, and unrecognized "structures of plausibility"
that are operative in the congregation. Such preaching is aso to offer
reassurances about the coherence of reality, but a reassurance that is not
alegitimation of present arrangements, but an act of hope about another
life-world available in the gospel. That life-world could offer the joy for
which we yearn, which the present life-world cannot give. This offer of
another world is the primary work of the gospel, for the gospel is news
of another world. The articulation of that other world is unavoidably a
critique of and challenge to every present world. This "other world"
which is announced in and mediated by the gospel is not "other-
worldly" in the sense that it isin the remote future, in heaven, after
death, or "spiritual." Rather, the "other world" is now "at hand" (Mark
1:15). It refers to the present Rule of God that calls usto a new
obedience now and that releases us from every other obedience in the
here and now, for the sake of God's sovereign rule.

Texts of equilibrium are important to the formation of a new life-world.
The creation narrative-liturgy of Genesis 1 :1-2:4aissuch atext. It
asserts that the world is ordered, good, belongs to God, and is therefore
reliable. When according to critical study, that text is set in the Exile as
an affirmation to Israglites and a polemic against Babylonian
imperialism and Babylonian gods, the social function of that
equilibrium emerges. The Genesis text asserts that the world belongsto
God and therefore not to Babylon, not to their gods or their rulers.
Moreover God rests and Israel is mandated to rest. In that mandateit is
asserted that Israelites in exile need not be endlessly anxious and frantic
to become secure or to please Babylon, but can rest in God's sure rule.
Thus the text offers aworld of well-ordered stability and equilibrium, in
which Isragl isinvited to live. That well-ordered stability is not neutral,
however, but is a counter-equilibrium that invites Israel to break with
seductive Babylonian offers of stability and equilibrium that cannot be
true because the world does not belong to them. The community that
lives within this text is given stability but also is summoned to a
freedom outside Babylonian definitions of reality. That is, by an act of
Imagination, creation theology becomes a warrant for what the Empire
would regard as civil disobedience.(45)The capacity of exiled Isragl to
act freely depends on its acceptance of the world of this text. The text
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responds to exile, asserts against Babylon, and imagines an alternative
world of faith in which life is possible. The congregation may be invited
to sense what an uncommon act of imagination this text is which dares
to say that the world belongs to Y ahweh who is a God of rest and order,
daresto say it even to exileswhose life is disordered and restless.

Texts of transformation are equally important for a new life-world. The
healing-feeding narrative of Elijahin | Kings 17:8-24 is such atext.(46)
It isatext of disruption. It tells about this strange formidable man of
inexplicable power who comes into the life of a poor widow. He deals
with her poverty by giving her food. He deals with death by raising her
son to life. He is perceived by the widow, by the narrator, and finally by
us, as a bearer of the power for life. This text evokes a question about
this power, where it is available, and on what terms. The narrative
asserts that power for lifeis not given through the royal regime but by
this uncredentialed outsider.

This story destabilizes. It shatters the poverty-stricken, death-ridden
world of the widow. It breaks her assumptions and her habits. If we
listen attentively to the story when it iswell told, it will also break our
conventional assumptions, for it announces that the world is not the way
we thought it was. The critical effect of the narrative is to delegitimate
the king and his deathly rule and to invite us to another rule under the
God of life. But the story of disruption also turns out to be a story of
affirmation. It asserts that power is available, that life can be given, that
food is offered.

Thus the story responds to the failure of Ahab and his governance. It
asserts an aternative reality against Ahab's world. By an act of
Imagination, a story of feeding and a story of healing have been
mobilized as vehicles for adifferent life-world. The narrative invites the
listening community into new arena of existence in which God's power
for life has enormous vitality for new possibility, even though it is
untamed and unadministered and we cannot harness and manage it on
our terms,

Every text proposes alife-world that may counter ours. Texts of
equilibrium are needed to give people a sense of order, but such texts as
Genesis 1:1-2:4aturn out to be invitations to transformation. Texts of
transformation are needed to give people hope that there is possibility
outside present circumstances. But such texts as | Kings 17:8-24 turn
out to be invitations to a new equilibrium wrought only by the gospel.
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Texts of both equilibrium and transformation are needed. In both cases
it requires not only the capacity to respond and assert, but also the
capacity for imagination in order to let these texts become truly
effective. Characteristically they invite the listening community out
beyond the presumed world to a new world of freedom, joy, and
obedience.

Exegetical Comments: | Kings 8:1-13, 27-30

The text we will consider in detail in relation to the social nature and
function of interpretation is | Kings 8:1-30.

1 The literary delineation of the text is complex. We may, however,
make three preliminary, critical judgments:

a) Thetext contains very old materials. Verses 12-13 in particular
probably go back to the actual liturgy of dedication in the time of
Solomon and reflect uncompromising, uncritical temple theology.

b) The text contains later Deuteronomic theology.(47) Verses 27-30
contain a critique of temple theology that had too easily assumed God's
presence.

c) The completed form of the text islikely an exilic construction (which
becomes more explicit in verses 31 ff.) and reflects the theological
agenda and interests of the Deuteronomists. As exilic theology, it
reflects on the old claims of the temple to be God's place of presencein
the sober context of the Exile of 587 Bc.E. and the destruction of the
temple.(48) The grand claims of the temple turned out to be not true. It is
not the case that God dwells there forever, for now the templeis
destroyed and the community, including its priests, is displaced.(49)

Thus the text is a reminiscence of temple theology that is critically
assessed even asit is knowingly appropriated. The text continues to hold
on to the temple as a central source of hope for Israel, but it also knows
that temple hope is profoundly problematic because it makes
assumptions about God's availability which crowd God and cannot be
sustained. The reality of God's presence is now seen through the prism
of exile which must face the experienced reality of God's absence.
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2. The sequence of thetext is as follows:

a) Verses| - 13 isanarrative account of the actual liturgy of dedication
and the movement of the ark, Israel's most sacred symbol, into the
temple. Noteworthy are the prominent role of the priests and the careful
attention to the details of liturgical propriety. These verses reflect
uncritical confidence in the liturgic claims of the monarchy.(50)

b) Verses 14-26 are areflective statement, placed in the mouth of
Solomon, concerning God's commitment to the Davidic dynasty. The
promise asserted here refers back to 11 Samuel 7:11-16, but in | Kings
8:25 the unconditional promise of || Samuel 7 has become conditional
by the introduction of "if."(51) One can detect arestless awarenessin
Israel of unconditional and conditional assurances from God. The facts
of the Exile qualify the unconditional character of the promise.

c) Verses 27-30 are a statement of sober reflection on God's presencein
the temple which critiques the confident claims of verses 12-13. One
can discern here the voice of exilic Deuteronomic theology that
proposes that it is not God's self, but God's name that isin the
temple.(52) The solution may seem to us not very persuasive, but it is at
least evidence of the honest, profound, and imaginative wrestling with
the problem of God's presence among banished exiles.

3. Inits completed form, | Kings 8 stands as the pivotal text in the long
Deuteronomic history from Deuteronomy through Second Kings.(53)
That interpretive reflection on the history of Isragl with God concerns
(a) God's goodnessto Isradl, (b) Isradl's recalcitrant response to God,
and (c) the delayed but heavy judgment of exile. Immediately after |
Kings 8, the Deuteronomist begins the downward tale to the year 587,
destruction, and exile.

Deuteronomic theology is complex.(54) For our purposes, it is sufficient
to observe the tension between temple and Torah as a central motif.(55)
The temple functions ideol ogically as a guarantee of God's presencein
Israel; thusit is alegitimating part of the royal-temple establishment.
The templeis avisible embodiment of self-assertive ideology by king
and priest that makes God a sure patron. In tension with that is Torah
theology which asserts that obedience is the prerequisite for presence.
Disobedience will evoke God's absence. Thisis the context in which the
"if," of | Kings 8:25 is to be understood.
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Thistension can be discerned historically asalive dispute in exilic
Israel that trusts in God's presence but knows well about God's absence.
Thistension can be discerned literarily in the contrast of verses 12-13
and verses 27-30. It isthis tension of temple and Torah, of conditional
and unconditional, of presence and absence that | have taken asthe
theme of the sermon that follows. This sermon has been preached at the
liff School of Theology, Wesley Theological Seminary, and First
Congregationa Church, Swampscott, Massachusetts.

"A Footnote to the Royal Pageant"
(I Kings 8:1-13, 27-30)

While the choirs processed, the choirmaster sat nervously and proudly
holding his baton, posed for the moment of his new anthem. The king
sat complacently, too satisfied in the royal box, too confident of all that
he now controlled. The procession was long and colorful with al the
great men and sheep and oxen and incense -- and the ark and the priests
and the cherubim. Perfectly rehearsed, perfectly implemented.
Everywhere splendor and elegance -- and glory. When al were in place,
the choirs sang what had never been sung before in Jerusalem, a
genuinely new song:

The Lord has set the sun in the heavens,

but has said that he would dwell in thick darkness.

| have built thee an exalted house,

aplace for thee to dwell in for ever. (I kings 8:12-13)

God was there. The temple was dedicated. The king was
legitimated. The order of temple and monarchy was sanctified.
God was present now, for time to come, forever and ever, world
without end.

1. Thisis a sermon about God's presence and the legitimacy that comes
fromit. The high claim of presence made in this text is not different
from the claim with which most liturgies begin -- assured,
umambiguous, settled, "God iswith us." The problem, of course, is that
thisisathemein aroyal pagaent. It is done for reasons of state. The
music is crafted by state employees whom we call temple singers. The
theology is worked out by royal ideologues who never forget the name
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of their true patron, and his name is Solomon and not Y ahweh. In the
enditisall too neat. Of course God is present. That has been the
promise and claim for Israel since the burning bush when God came
down to sojourn in the slave camp. But then the presence was awesome,

inscrutable, and terrifying. But kings manage things better than slaves.
Now the presence has become settled and reassuring and enduring.
Moses may have trembled, but the king only smiles benignly, without
trembling, because the resolve of God to dwell in this place -- that is
what the liturgy affirms -- means that God is present, always present,
ally, patron, guarantor, a social functionary. The choirs may sing, but it
will not be that simple to reduce God to a character in the king's drama.
It couldn't be that ssimple, but the king is not vexed by that problem, as
indeed kings never are.

Thisis asermon about God's presence because theol ogians and pastors,
theological teachers and theological students now have to think more
seriously and more critically about God's presence than we have had to
do for along while. They must help the whole church think how and in
what ways God is present and how and in what ways God may be
absent. We hive grown up in our culture sure of God's attentiveness and
availability. Notions of God's abrasive freedom are almost gone from
our vocabulary. It al seems so cozy. Pastors and seminarians in Clinical
Pastoral Education are paid to let God be present, because it seemsto
give reassurance. But lifeisnot all aroyal pageant. Lifeisaso asocial
revolution. It isalong dying in the night and awaiting for the phone to
ring. Such living (and dying) happens for some, more in the absence
than in the presence of God. There are signs as we think about the
Christian West and the rise of 1slam and oil that seem to indicate that the
glory may have departed, and the liturgy may be alie over which the
king still presides benignly. The question requires us to be tough and
honest about the text and about the texture of our life that is more
problematic than the king's pageant intends or acknowledges.

2. After the three-hour liturgy (for royal pageants tend to last that long),
they had a luncheon in Jerusalem and then a panel discussion reflection
on the liturgy -- what it meant, what we learned from it, how we ought
to think about it. The heavies were all there with their prepared seven-
minute responses which panels always require. And asis the case with
such panels, some responses were more clever than others. The panel is
never as powerful asthe liturgy, for we are aways too self-conscious
and game-playing on such panels. But there was one urbane, candid,
unencumbered voice that day. It was the Deuteronomist. He was tenured
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and had no fear of royal theologians. He could say things that the
choirmasters might not like, or that had just never occurred to them,
because they were so caught up in aestheticism that they lacked critical
distance. He spoke with clarity and with some indignation:

Will God indeed dwell on earth? Behold heaven and the highest heaven
cannot contain thee, how much less this temple! God dwells in heaven,
not here, God watches from heaven and hears from heaven. God is
attentive, but not available, not on call, not patron, not guarantor.

There was a stunned silence when he finished. Astonishingly, itisan
exegesis of the second commandment! | thought for one day we could
be free of that heaviness for the sake of the king's program. But | srael
never quite gets free of the second commandment. The Deuteronomist
always makes sure of that, sounding it again and again. Thereisa
strange distance maintained between heaven and earth. The onewho is
sovereign might for amoment be mistaken for patron, but this God
really does not "do windows," even the windows of the king.

It must have been a stunning moment in the day of the dedication of the
temple to have this statement dumped in the middle of Jerusalem,
because it has the effect of delegitimating all the proud claims of the
day. It abruptly empties Jerusalem of its claim to heavenly significance.
It warns against absolutizing any project, any scheme, any formula. It
makes clear that we come as expectant but unsure supplicants, that the
initiative for our lifeis held by God who will not easily fit into our
models, political, economic, and moral. Every religion, ancient or
modern, has a God who is awilling patron. Every religion but this one --
and we are cast into the world without a patron, only with a Sovereign
who listens and who hears, but who will not be administered.

3. So the panel ended. The folks went home. The king retired to his
quarters exhausted and satisfied. He was only mildly alarmed by the
Deuteronomist, for who listens to such abrasive theology? And anyway,
that guy always said the same thing and people no longer paid him any
attention. Everybody went home, except of course the janitors. A big
crew had to clear up the litter. It was everywhere. Old bulletins of the
service were even left around the ark. The ark had been the focus of the
service. It was the oldest, most honored symbol, kept over from the days
of the revolution. It was said to be God's specia place. One of the young
custodians, who had become cynical by living too close to "holy
people,” thought he would take a peek. He did not believe much about
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God's presence, but he did not have the skill or ability to doubt the
claims of the throne very critically. It just seemed to him it was all more
mundane than the liturgy suggested. His cynicism had helped him notice
that the ones who believed al these liturgical claims so deeply were also
the ones who seemed so well-off and secure. Perhaps such self-
contained, excessively reassuring liturgy is more compelling when one
has more of thisworld's goods. He suspected the claims might not
convince so easily if one were not so well-off.

So hetook alook into the ark. He did not touch it, for his cynicism had
not advanced that far. Nor was he that jaded. He did not know what he
expected to see. But he was shocked when he looked. What he saw was
not God, but two tablets.

There was nothing in the ark except the two tablets of stone

which Moses put there at Horeb, where the Lord made a

covenant with the people of Israel when they came out of the land of
Egypt. (I Kings 8:9)

The words said nothing mystical or enigmatic or eloquent or
supernatural about God's presence. Only the old ssmple words first
uttered to the liberated slaves:

No other gods,

No graven images,

Y ou shall not steal,

Y ou shall not commit adultery,
Y ou shall not covet.

Kings have better words, more syllables, smoother, more reassuring, not
so costly, but slaves and peasants tend to get down to basics. The
janitor, at the end of the pageant, was driven back behind the pageant to
the liberating miracle and the moment of bonding when Isragl's life was
changed and Israel's identity was set for all time in obedience against all
the rulers of this age. The janitor was not a sophisticated theologian, or
he would not have been messing with the litter. He never made the
choir. He never participated in atheological forum, but it dawned on
him that simple folk have found God's presence in the daily radicalness
of holding to a covenantal ethic. Obedience is the shape of God's
presence.

Moses had put obedience and presence together:
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What great nation has a God so near,

What great nation has a torah so righteous. (Deut. 4:7-8, author's
translation)

The Deuteronomist loved that word remembered from Moses. Moses
did not have in mind the triviality of morality, but the deep vocational
embrace of covenant. The janitor had a hunch that day that God's
presence would not be found in the large, eloquent liturgies. He sensed
inchoately that most of that was for reasons of state, contrived to
enhance security and legitimacy. One must not be decelved and God
must not be mocked.

4. The temple was empty. The lights were out. Every one was gone.
Except there in the shadow outside was an old woman. She must have
been awidow, for shewas all in black, stooped from having carried too
many jars of water. Her gnarled hands caressed the stones of the temple
where she was not permitted to enter. She caressed, she believed, she
trusted and there she found a little peace. There are little old women and
other rejected powerless people everywhere around temples and
churches and such holy places. | saw one in Spain. She looked so
beaten, but she was waiting. She had enough faith to be there. This one
in Jerusalem heard ringing in her ears, going over and over it in her
head, the anthem she had heard from inside the building:

The Lord has set the sun in the heavens,
but has said that he would dwell in thick darkness. (I Kings 8:12)

She held on to the building. She believed and trusted. She knew. The
anthem is true. The temple stands making God available in God's
gracious abiding splendor. The widow comes there to grasp life
desperately one more time.

A pastor | know reports on atrip to Russia. He wasin a crowded
Orthodox Church in Moscow. Amid all the pageantry, at apointin a
service he did not notice, the little old women, wearied with their life,
wearing babushkas, began mumbling in alanguage he did not
understand. It was a sing-song chant they all understood. He found out
later they were, as they do each Sunday, quietly and defiantly reciting
the Beatitudes:
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Blessed are the poor.
Blessed are the meek.
Blessed are the purein heart .
Blessed are the peacemakers .

The old widows believed the promises of the liturgy and they cameto
the temple as the place to reenact the hope that kept them free and sane.

All of these may come to the same temple room together: the king who
counts too heavily on his liturgical legitimacy, the Deuteronomist who
knows better and debunks, the janitor who finds only Torah tablets and
seeks to obey, thelittle old lady who has nowhere else to turn, and holds
desperately to the place of the liturgy which she regards as the place of
presence.

It occurs to me that the king and the black-dressed, stooped widow
follow the same liturgy. It wastrue for her, desperately true. She found
there sustenance in aworld that was shaped like starvation. But it was
not true for the king who controlled it all. For the king it was alie. He
needed to heed the Deuteronomist. Or better, he needed to consult with
the janitor who knew more.

We are left with the text, the temple, and the liturgy. We have a
yearning for presence. Only afew of us have been driven with the
widow to find the liturgy true. To arrive at such guileless certitude
requires fingering the tablets with those ten liberating words. The
church in the West -- and we in theological study -- have this old liturgy
and a new awareness that God among usis sovereign and not so easily
available. We are driven to question behind our conventional |egitimacy
the character of the God who is not contained.

Our struggle with the God of the Bible is that God's presenceisreal, but
never on our terms.(56) In God's presence we are more surprised than
assured, more shattered than accepted. But how our meeting with God
turns out will be agift from God, never designed by us.

Listen to this exegesis of the text from | Kings 8.

He also told this parable to some who trusted in themselves that they
were righteous and despised others. "Two men went up into the temple
to pray, one a Pharisee and the other atax collector. The Pharisee stood
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and prayed thus with himself, 'God, | thank thee that | am not like other
men, extortioners, unjust, adulterers, or even like this tax collector. | fast
twice aweek, | givetithesof all that | get.' But the tax collector,
standing far off, would not even lift up his eyesto heaven, but beat his
breast, saying, 'God, be merciful to me asinner!" | tell you, this man
went down to his house justified rather than the other; for every one
who exalts himself will be humbled, but he who humbles himself will
be exalted" (Luke 18:9-14).

We have the text, the temple, the tablets, the ark, the liturgy. Our life-
work isin sorting it out. The royal pageant isimportant. But God is not
amere footnote.

Reflection

| have taken the text of | Kings 8:1-13, 27-30 for a sermon because the
theme of presence isimportant in our society. Obviously God must be
present or we will die (Ps. 104:29-30). False forms of presence will
deceive us and destroy us, however. One false form of presence among
us is the therapeutic, in which a subjective, individualistic model of
reality assumes that we can have a private relationship with God without
reference to social reality. A second false view isin degenerate modes
of civil religion which regard God as a patron and aly of Americanism
in al itsforms. Moreover the public practice of civil religion and
personal therapeutic propensity are mutually reinforcing. Together in
the name of freedom they encourage the most destructive, stultifying
kind of conformity. That false practice of God's presence, in both of its
forms, is untrue and unbiblical because it reduces God to our ally and
denies God's sovereign freedom. That false practice of presence seduces
us into idolatrous worship of self, of nation, of ideology, so that the
courage to lead alife of tough dignity and serious accountability
disappears. It is my judgment that the theme of presence must be
critically addressed, because a presumed, uncritical presence functions
to legitimate and sanctify much that is false and destructive in our
common life. This sermon intends to surface that issue.

| have constructed the sermon around four voices, through which |
intend to suggest four social practices, four socia functions, and four
social possibilities. The first (verses 12-13) is the voice of official
religion which uncritically celebrates the status quo and understands
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God to be its legitimator.

The second (verses 27-30) is the voice of Mosaic theology which sounds
the second commandment through the Deuteronomist. In ancient |sragl
and in our preaching, this theological voice functionsto criticize easy
religion.

The third voice (verse 9) which | have placed in the mouth of the janitor
Isavoice that debunks and in rather ssmple form returns to obedience as
the center of biblical faith. Thisvoiceis congenial to that of the
Deuteronomist, but the text (verse 9) bears none of the marks of that
theology.

In the fourth voice, that of the widow, the voice of hopeful marginality, |
have obviously exercised homiletical freedom. | have done so to form a
sharp contrast with verses 12-13 and

have done soon the strength of the parable in Luke 18:9-14.1 did not
want simply to dismiss the liturgical claim of verses 12-13. That would
be too easy, too abrasive, and not faithful to the text. Instead of

dismissal | suggest rather that verses 12-13 may be true faith or false
ideology, depending on the social situation of the believer. What

functions as faithful for "have-nots' may be false for "haves." Obviously
| have made an interpretive decision informed by a conviction of "the
preferential option of the poor." By going in that direction | hope to
raise questions for future conversation among the listeners.

The sermon intends to do four things.

1. To suggest that the issue of God's presence is urgent and complex. It
Isacomplex issue with which the Bible itself struggles. Implicit in that
affirmation is the suggestion that the issue is not settled even for us
settled secure North Americans, but is an open question with risks. We
need to pay attention also to other voices that are alive and involved in
the conversation.

2. To enact the notion that our practice of faith isa conversation of
many voices, some of which are congenial to us and some of which are
not. We must be full partiesto the conversation. Partly that conversation
isapublic, external one going on in the world church. Partly it isan
internal one, because in our seasons of honesty we are all these voices
and we are not of one mind and do not experience God's presence in one
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single mode.

3. To engage the congregation in an imaginative act of interpretation.
The sermon intends by inference to open up a suggestive critique of
American civil religion and to suggest that as the church holdsto the
second commandment, we may notice idolatry in peculiar places. The
urge back to the commandments suggests that in our cultural exile, if we
sense that the glory has departed, a return to obedienceis a clueto our
future. To raise the question of obedience in the midst of American civil
religion is a hazardous enterprise, but that is precisely what the
Deuteronomist has done in the midst of temple ideology.

4. To offer through the text an alternative life-world. The life-world
offered hereis aworld other than the Western imperial world of control,
security, and affluence. It isaworld of exile in which many voices
compete, in which God's presence is an open question, in which the
poor are visible and vocal, in which the cynical must be heeded, in
which the commandments may prevail. It isaworld in which presence
may be true — or aterrible self-deception. New decisions are possible
for Western Christiansin thislife-world, but they will be possible only
If widows and janitors are included in the conversation. The text, setin
the Exile, dreams of a homecoming and restored well-being, only if
there is obedience. Such obedience is only possible, however, when the
question of presence is honestly faced. The God disclosed here
commands. This God also cares, but will not be our aly in the things of
the world. Imagine that widows and orphans have access to the very
God whom the heavens cannot contain! Much less can our impotent
ideologies contain this God.

Thistext reflects a situation similar to our own, one in which royal
liturgy regularly guarantees our world. The text asserts a situation
radically in tension with that royal promise. Thus, in a shrewd and
delicate way it both affirms and questions, assures and debunks. Such a
text may gain a hearing, because there is a hunch even in the royal
pageant that more needs to be said about God. More needs to be said
about God for God's sake, and for our sake.

Notes

1. On the work of the community in generating the text, see Michel
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Clevenot, Materialist Approaches to the Bible (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis
Books, 1985), esp. chapters 12-15. Leonardo Boff, Church, Charism
and Power (New Y ork: Crossroad Publishing Co., 1985), 110-15, has
seen the critical implications of thisinsight of production concerning the
ideological control that the interpreting community exercises over the
text.

2. On the freedom exercised and the choices made in such construal, see
David H. Kelsey, The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975). On a "canonical construal” of the
Old Testament, see Brevard S. Childs, Old Testament Theology in a
Canonical Context (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1986).

3. Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1985), has shown in acompelling way the dynamic
relation between tradition and traditio, i.e., the tradition and the
ongoing traditioning process. It is often the case, clearly, that the
traditio becomes the new tradition. See also his more succinct statement
of the matter, "Torah and Tradition "in Tradition and Theology in the
Old Testament, ed. Douglas A. Knight (Philadelphia: Fortress Press,
1977), 275-300. In this latter work he comments: "Hereby the danger
inherent in the dialectical process between a divine Torah-revelation and
ahuman exegetical Tradition has been disclosed. Tradition has
superseded the Torah-teaching and has become an independent
authority. Indeed, in this case, Tradition has replaced Torah itself”

(294).

4. In the "rendering" of the text, one "renders’ God in anew way. On
the theme, see Dale Patrick, The Rendering of God (Philadelphia:
Fortress Press, 1981).

5. On the methodol ogical possibilitiesin "reader response,” see
Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978), and the collection

of essays, Susan R. Sulieman and Inge Crosman, eds., The Reader in the
Text (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1980).

6. For brief introductions to this method of study, see Robert R. Wilson,
Sociological Approachesto the Old Testament (Philadelphia: Fortress
Press, 1984), and Norman K. Gottwald, "Sociological Method in the
Study of Ancient Israel," in Encounter with the Text, ed. Martin J. Buss
(Philadel phia: Fortress Press, 1979), 69-81.
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7. See Rudolf Bultmann, "Is Exegesis Without Presuppositions
Possible?" in Existence and Faith (Cleveland: World Publishing Co.,
1960), 289-96. Given our current sociological inclination, the formula
has come to have different, and perhaps more radical, implications than
originally suggested by Bultmann.

8. Thisisacentral argument of Norman K. Gottwald, The Tribes of
Yahweh (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1979). See, for example,
chapter 13 where he speaks of substructure and superstructure and
narratives as "objectifications of the tradition superstructure.”

9. This point has been well argued by Elisabeth SchOssler Fiorenza,
Bread Not Stone (Boston: Beacon Press, 1984). For startling examples
of tendentious interpretation, see Robert Ericksen, Theologians Under
Hitler (New Haven: Yae University Press, 1985).

10. Richard L. Rohrbaugh, The Biblical Interpreter (Philadel phia:
Fortress Press, 1978).

11.0n the neutralizing effect of much scholarship, see Jose Cordenas
Pollares who has observed the power of "guild scholarship” to avoid the
central interpretive issues. He writes, Today, Sacred Scripture is studied
with the benevolent approval of the pox imperialis, no exegetical
activity disturbs the tranquility of the ‘empire’ for a single moment.
What biblical periodical has ever fallen under suspicion of being
subversive? Biblical specialists have curioudly little to suffer from the
Neros and Domitians ofour time." A Poor Man Called Jesus
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1986), 2.

12. The notion of a hermeneutic of suspicion has been normatively
presented by Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy (New Haven: Yae
University Press, 1970). See the programmatic use made of it by David
Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture
of Pluralism (New Y ork: Crossroad Publishing Co., 1981), 346-73 and
passim.

13. On production and consumption in relation to texts, see Kuno
Fussel, "The Materialist Reading of the Bible," in The Bible and
Liberation: Political and Social Hermeneutics, ed. Norman K. Gottwald
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1983), 134-46.
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14. The preacher characteristically and by definition useswordsin a
performative manner. Cf. J. L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words
(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1962). On the
definitional impossibility of a"neutral pulpit,” see Brueggemann, "On
Modes of Truth" Seventh Angel, 12, March 15, 1984, 17-24.

15. C. Wright Mills, The Sociological Imagination (New Y ork: Oxford
University Press, 1959), exhibits the categories of discernment that have
been generated and nurtured by sociology.

16. See Robert A. Nishit, The Sociological Tradition (New Y ork: Basic
Books, 1966), for a survey of the characteristic themes of classical
sociology.

17. Thisisof course the focus of Marx's critique of religion. Itis
important that his critique be taken in a specific context and not as a
genera statement. For a positive sense of Marx's critique of religion see
Jose Miranda, Marx Against the Marxists (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis
Books, 1980).

18. See Robert N. Bellah, "Biblical Religion and Social Sciencein the
Modern World," NICM Journal for Jews and Christians in Higher
Education, 6, 1982, 8-22.

19. See Alvin Gouldner, The Coming Crisis of Western Sociology (New
Y ork: Basic Books, 1970).

20.The writings of Marx are complex and not easily accessible. The best
access point | know isthe introduction by David McLellan, The
Thought of Karl Marx (New Y ork: Macmillan, 1971). On alienation in
Marx in relation to religious questions, see Arend van L eeuwen,
Critique of Heaven (New Y ork: Scribner Book Companies, 1972),
Critique of Earth (New Y ork: Scribner Book Companies, 1974), and
Nicholas Lash, A Matter of Hope (Notre Dame, Ind.:

University of Notre Dame Press, 1982). See most recently, Rene Costi,
Marxist Analysis and Christian Faith (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books,
1985).

21. On the emergence of "laws of the marketplace,” which are regarded
as detached from social pressures and values, see Karl Polanyi, The

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1109 (35 of 40) [2/4/03 6:16:03 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice
Great Transformation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1957).

22 \WWeber's works are scattered, but a useful sourcebook is From Max
WeBer: Essaysin Sociology, ed. H. H. Gerth and C. Wright Mills (New
Y ork: Oxford University Press, 1946). For an accessible introduction to
Weber, see Frank Parkin, Max Weber (London: Tavistock Publications,
1982).

23. See Robert N. Bellah Ct al., Habits of the Heart: Individualism and
Commitment in American Life (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1985), 44-51.

24. Robert King Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure (New
York: Free Fress, 1957), chapters 4 and 5, has well articulated
Durkheim's attentiveness to the crisis of normlessness.

25. Emile Durkheim, Suicide: A Study in Sociology (New Y ork: Free
Press, 1951). More generally on Durkheim, see Kenneth Thompson,
Emile Durkheim (London: Tavistock Publications, 1982).

26. For amore general critical survey of recent sociological thought, see
Robert W. Friedrichs, A Sociology of Sociology (New Y ork: Free Press,
1970).

27. See Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation, 1 and passim.

28. Narrative is essentially this act of recasting and interpreting the
memory to meet anew crisis. Unfortunately narrative theology has been
frequently presented as a sense of relief at being delivered from
Enlightenment modes of historicity, without attention to the dynamic,
positive act of reconstitution. On the power and significance of story,
see James Barr, "Story and History in Biblical Theology," in The Scope
and Authority of the Bible (London: SCM Press, 1980), 1-17, and Tracy,
Analogical Imagination, 275-81. On the cruciadlity of narrative, see Fred
B. Craddock, The Gospels (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1981). "A writer
has in the 'sources available the sayings and the events for a narrative
about Jesus Christ. A church has needs to be addressed. The intersection
of thetwo is called a Gospel, aliterary work of immense courage and
freedom," 27.

29. Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology | (New Y ork: Harper &
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Row, 1962), 36-85, has shown how these two crises are pivota for
|srael's interpretive action.

30. See Hans Walter Woalff, "The Kerygma of the Y ahwist," The Vitality
of Old Testament Traditions, Walter Brueggemann and Hans Walter
Wolff (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1975), 41-66.

31. See more generally Brueggemann and Wolff, The Vitality of Old
Testament Traditions.

32. On the Exile as a situation requiring and permitting bold
interpretation, see Ralph W. Klein, Israel in Exile (Philadel phia:
Fortress Press, 1979).

33. On the canonical process and its significance in the New Testament,
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Chapter 5. The Social Function of
L anguage in Preaching, by Ronald J. Allen

(Note: Ronald J. Allen is professor of New Testament and preaching, Christian
Theological Seminary, Indianapolis, Ind.)

At the seminary where | serve, the classrooms are spacious, open, and light.
The white walls and ceilings are pure and warm, broken only by asimple
chalkboard, alarge piece of colorful textile art, and a wide window that goes
from floor to ceiling. The carpeted floor of the classroomsis two steps below
the hallway so that entering the room gives the effect of being gathered into a
place of safety. The seminar tables and chairs are handcrafted from oak and are
centered in the middle of the room to encourage conversation. A faint yellow
glow in the ceiling lights makes the room feel alive. Towalk inisto feel
purified, welcome, secure, and focused.

In these rooms, as in all rooms, the design has a significant effect on the ways
in which we feel and act. The shape of the room, the color of itswalls, even the
placement of the furniture can encourage us to feel welcome or unwelcome, to
seek people or to avoid people, to be open to new ideas or to be suspicious of
them.

In much the same way, language shapes the ways we think, feel, and act in the
world. From the basic "master story" of a culture or community to the tiniest
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metaphor, our language resultsin socia attitudes, behavior, roles, and
structures. Indeed, to use language is to create, or recreate, aworld.

Christian preaching seeks aworld that is shaped by the gospel. Therefore,
preachers who become conscious of the social function of the language of the
sermon can use language in such away as to encourage social effectsthat are
appropriate to the gospel.

L anguage Creates World

A community designs and furnishes its own world. That is, acommunity
decides what is good, what is bad, what is important, what is unimportant, and
who should behave in certain ways. The tornado dropping out of the sky, the
Immersion of a person in water, words spoken by a person in awhite alb on
Sunday-these have no meaning apart from the value given to them by the
community and its individual members. Thus, we say that a community creates
its own interpretation of life, its own view of the world.(1)

The world view of acommunity has three important functions. (1) It provides
the community with a sense of order and security in the face of chaos and
death.(2) The Christian community, for instance, confesses that God has
overcome chaos. (2) It answers the questions of identity, Who am I? Why am |
here?(3) | am a person who has been brought by Jesus Christ into covenantal
relationship to the God of Abraham and Sarah. (3) It orders social life.(4) The
conviction that God is by nature just, causes the Christian community to seek
justice in all socia relationships. The human family contains as many world
views as there are human communities. And, despite a probable core of
commonly held convictions, each community contains as many variations of its
world view as it has members.

The most important way in which this view is communicated is through
language. The foundational expression of the world view is a story, often
mythic, which explains how the community came into being and what the
purpose of itslifeis.(5) The master story gives the community aliving memory
and instills it with hope for the future.(6)

This master story also provides paradigmatic instances of the world view in
operation, especially through stories of exemplars whose livesillustrate the best
of the world view and through stories of those who forsook it and fell into
trouble. Laws and regulations provide for its social institutionalization.
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To tell the story, and for later generations to interpret it, is to constitute (or
reconstitute) the world view of the group, to renew its sense of identity and
purpose, to reinforce its pattern of social life. To tell a small part of the story,
sometimes even to use a single word or image, is to evoke the meaning,
memory, and power of the whole.

One of the most important functions of language is the giving of names and the
assigning of value to persons, events, experiences, objects, and places.(7)
Giving the thing a name placesit into aworld view so that the community and
its members can respond to it (and manipulate it) appropriately. The name
bestows to the community the value of persons, events, experiences, objects,
and places. Isit good and to be valued and honored? Is it bad and to be
rejected?

Different names for the same thing can lead to quite different social effects. A

parade by a small group of people in response to an act of the government can

be named an act of faithfulness. But if the same act islabeled unpatriotic, even
illegal, the effect is quite different. Indeed the latter name can lead to prison.

Closely related to the giving of aname is the use of metaphors and images.
These figures of speech are much more than decorative flowers that brighten
the garden of language; for the use of a metaphor or image can evoke the power
of the world view to make it legitimate or illegitimate. In this light, Kenneth
Boulding speaks of behavior depending upon the image,(8) and an important
recent work is entitled Metaphors We Live By.(9)

The social effect of metaphors and images can be seen also in select and
specific ways. To speak of the "right hand of God" as the hand of power and
authority isto relegate | eft-handed people to secondary socia status. In line
with recent research, Gibson Winter finds that " certain metaphoric networks
become dominant in atotal society, shaping modes of thought, action, decision
and life."(10) The root metaphor of an earlier time was organic. In the metaphor
of organic process, the pattern and meaning of life is understood in terms of
birth, growth, and decay. But in the West, in particular, this metaphor has been
replaced by the mechanistic metaphor. Thisway of thinking about lifeis
basically mechanical, linear, and quantified. Winter asks, "How much of lifein
this highly technological society is calculated . . by years of work, annuities,
retirement dates, eligibility for military service, weeks of unemployment
insurance or years of accumulated pension credits?'(11) The mechanistic
metaphor causes Westerners to regard cultures that live on the basis of organic
metaphors as "ignorant and confused." Y et mechanism as a root metaphor has
resulted in a cold, exploitative, individualistic, quantified world. Winter seeks a
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new organizing metaphor in the artistic process. For central to the artistic
process is the resolution of contradiction in fresh and startling ways which
result in fresh and startling understanding.(12)

In religious discourse, the names and metaphors used for God deserve the most
careful attention. For God is the center of the Christian world view and the
Christian world view ultimately takes its shape and character from the nature of
God. For instance, the bald and uninterpreted metaphor, "Lord of Hosts,"
implicitly sanctions militarism, since the noun "hosts' is derived from a Hebrew
verb that means "to make war."(13)

In this respect the images we use to describe the sermon are critical. (14)
Different images lead to different ways of conceiving the sermon; they also
lead to different relationships between speaker and hearer and to different
social effects. When one conceives of the sermon as an "argument” (even a
lover's quarrdl), it is quite different from the sermon seen as "therapy." The
sermon as a"polished essay" is quite different from an "oral event." The
sermon as "exhortation” is not the same as the sermon as "story." A
congregation, which week after week is brow-beaten, soon begins to droop like
acornstalk in an August drought. A congregation that is nurtured in love and
grace soon begins to ask, "How can we respond to so great a gift?’

Much of the language of the United States that is used to refer to people of
color, especially the black population, presupposes (and creates) aworld view
in which people of light-colored skin are more highly valued than people of
dark-colored skin.(15) Words like nigger, coon, jungle bunny, jig, and darky
evoke thisworld view and (at least implicitly) legitimate practices of
discrimination.

The issue is complicated by the fact that the English language gives a negative
value to dark colors, especidly to black.(16) White is clean and pure, while
black isdirty, sinister, and evil. In this milieu, Ossie Davis declares, "The
English language in which | cannot conceive myself as a black man without at
the same time debasing myself. . . ismy enemy, and with which to survive |
must be constantly at war."(17)

Much of the language about women in the United States explicitly evokes their
secondary location in this world view, for example, the little woman, girl, babe,
chick.(18) Many male designations are positive, whereas their female
counterparts carry a negative evaluation. The words master and bachelor are
much more positive than mistress, spinster, and old maid.
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Until the mid-seventies, dictionary entries for terms associated with women
cited as attributes for women such characteristics as gentle, affectionate,
domestic, fickle, and superficial. Male characteristics included vigorous,
courageous, and strong.(19) Even now thisworld view is called to mind by
expressions such as "alady minister" (instead of just "minister"). A study of
school textbooks found that the pronouns he, him, and his occurred four times
more often than the pronouns she, her, and hers.(20)

Professional advertising intentionally uses language and imagery to associate a
product with aworld view. The consumer is not motivated to buy the product
on the merits of the product per se. Rather, the advertisement associates use of
the product with the world view it has created. Television advertising is so
sophisticated that it can create aworld view in thirty seconds. A classic
commercial, now happily departed from the airwaves, sold a soft drink as "the
real thing." If asoft drink isthe real thing, civilization isin trouble.

L eaders of social movements often carefully calculate the social effect of their
language. Joseph M. Scheidler, aleader in the movement to halt abortion,
recommends the use of inflammatory rhetoric; thus, abortion is a "holocaust.”
Abortionists are baby killers and murderers. Letter carriers, telephone installers,
and other public utility employees, and the maintenance staff of abortion clinics
are to be advised that they are servicing "death camps." Garbage haulers are to
be told that they are carrying the corpses of babies.(21)

Few ingtitutions in the United States seem more aware of the social effects of
language than the federal government. Where once we had a Department of
War we now have a Department of Defense. The neutron bomb is called by the
much more innocent name, nuclear enhancement device, while amissileis
designated the Peacekeeper.(22)

Just as language can create and sustain aworld view, it can also cause members
of asociety to see the world in new ways. At its most potent in thisrole,
language can cause listeners to think afresh about the meaning and organization
of their lives. The parables of the Synoptic Gospels, for instance, are more than
memorable illustrations of religious truth. They are assaults upon consciousness
which are intended to jar the hearers and readers into seeing the world in new
ways. The parable commonly known as the good Samaritan causes the reader

or listener to reevaluate the social value and role of Samaritans.

The classical prophets who spoke immediately before the Exile often used the
language of the social traditions of Isragl in ways unfamiliar to the peoplein
order to get them to interpret their situation anew. The prophet Amos, for
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instance, gives new meaning to the metaphor "the Day of God." This Day was
believed to be the time of the manifestation of God's ultimate blessing on the
community. Yet, in light of the prevailing world view in which it was
completely permissible to manipulate, cheat, extort, and rob (especially the
poor), Amos sees the Day of God as a day of judgment because the community
has debased its covenantal relationship with God. In language that causes the
community to seeitself in a new way Amos says:

Woe to you that desire the Day of the Lord!
Why would you have the day of the Lord?
It is darkness, and not light. (Amos 5:18)

Thus Dwight Bolinger describes language as a loaded weapon.(23) For
virtually all language is loaded (biased) and tends to picture thingsin such a
way asto elicit a specific evaluation from the community, usually an evaluation
of approval or disapproval. The stories we tell, the metaphors and images that
we use, trigger the master story and cause the community to act or think in
some traditional way. On the other hand, these may challenge the master story
and ask usto think and act in a new way.

The Language of the Sermon Elicits a Social Response

The sermon posits the perspective of the gospel as the basic world view out of
which the congregation understands the meaning of life. This stance orders the
congregation's social attitudes, roles, behavior, and structures, and it helps the
congregation understand its place amid the other world views that are a part of
its time and place. In the best preaching, the sermon becomes both an
explanation of and apology for the Christian world view. The sermon can aso
become a metaphor to live by.(24)

In a primary mode of Christian preaching, the preacher takes a biblical text and
interprets the gospel asit (the gospel) is refracted through the text. In an earlier
day, many scholars believed that interpreters could suspend their values and
prejudices and distill the pure, uninterpreted meaning of the text. In an
Impressive essay Rudolf Bultmann showed that such exegesis without
presuppositions isimpossible.(25) More recent writers have emphasized even
more the ways in which the political, economic, social, and theological
positions of interpreters function as vested interests that shade the way in which
people read the biblical text and the way in which they understand the
gospel.(26) In particular, interpreters will often take the biblical text in such a
way as to protect their own placesin society. Because such interests inevitably
become |lenses through which interpretation takes place, it isimportant for
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reachers to become aware of them. Only when preachers are aware of
philosophical, theological, and social presuppositions can they become critical
of them.

The exposition of the gospel through the text presents aworld view and results
inasocial effect.

Theological

and Socid

Text ---Position ----- Sermon ---Socia Effect
of the

Preacher

Sometimes the sermon will call for an overt social program, behavior, or action.
At other times, the sermon will result in the formation of attitudes that yield
socia effects.

The centrality of the Bible in Christian preaching calls for three comments
about its potential social effect. At one end of the spectrum of authority,
popular religious circles use the Bible as an imprimatur on whatever is said
from the pulpit.(27) At the other end of the spectrum, the Bible haslittle
inherent authority, so that any claims derived from it must be justified. In order
for the sermon to achieve its intended effect, preachers will want to know the
attitudes the congregation has about the Bible. They will then be able to help
the congregation devel op approaches toward the Bible that are consistent with
itsrole as awitness to the gospel.

Further, the Protestant canon historically has been divided in two parts called
the Old Testament and the New Testament. This nomenclature has contributed,
and continues to contribute, to the devaluation of the first thirty-nine books of
the Bible and to a sense of discontinuity between the two parts, asif the New
Testament isin contrast to the Old. In modern culture, especialy, the word
"old" has come to be associated with the decrepit and outmoded whereas the
"new" is fresh and exciting. These factors have contributed in adirect and
forceful way to anti-Semitism. In light of the recently reemphasized
continuities between the parts of the Bible and between Judaism and
Christianity, and also under the impetus of the awful memory of the Holocaust,
many Christians are seeking words for the two parts of the Bible that will
replace the terms new and old. For example, one may speak of the sacred
Scriptures of Judaism, the Hebrew Bible, Canonical Jewish Literature, the
Canonical Literature of the Apostolic Church, or simply, the Bible.
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Finally, care needs to be given to the trandation of the Bible made or used by
the preacher. For the English words and idioms chosen to render Hebrew,
Greek, and Aramaic have a social effect. For example, in Genesis 2 the word
‘adham is usually trandated "man" when the word itself means the more
inclusive, "human being." The trand ation thus contributes to the notion of the
superiority of men over women. Again, the Hebrew notion of justiceis
fundamentally concerned with relationship, with putting relationshipsin their
right order in the light of the covenant. But at the popular level in the United
States, justice is associated with legal judgments and often with retribution.
When amurderer is electrocuted, someone inevitably appears on atelevision
news program applauding the fact that "justice has been done.” The implication
isthat retribution isjustice. For alast example, the trans ators of the Authorized
Version of the Bible rendered many of the Greek words for "servant” and
"service" by the word "minister," thereby reinforcing the place of ministersin
society.(28) Thus the preacher needs to be suspicious of the social implications
of biblical trandations.(29)

In order to make atheological analysis of the text and the appropriateness of its
world view to the gospel and to the situation of the congregation, it isimportant
for the preacher to determine that world view and its social effects.(30) Indeed,
throughout the process of going from text to sermon, the preacher makes
several critical decisions. The sermon will be strengthened if these decisions are
made clearly and critically.

A fundamental theological evaluation relates to the text itself. Is the world view
of thetext -- and of the elements within the text -- consistent with that of the
gospel ? Most often the answer will be in the affirmative; but in some cases it
will be in the negative. Representative of such cases are the household codes of
the Epistles (for example, Col. 3: 18-4: 1), the pleas for divine retribution
against enemies (for example, Ps. 137) and the caricature of the Jewish
community as exponents of evil (for example, John 8:39-59). Sermons on these
texts may take the form of preaching against the text -- or against some element
of the text. The social effect of these sermonsisto cause the congregation to
think critically about the Bible and about social attitudes and practices related
to the Bible that it has taken for granted. For instance, the disparagement of the
Jewish community is called into question by a sermon that challenges the
portrait of the Jews in the Fourth Gospel.

It is equally important to identify the world views (and their social effects) that
are held by the congregation. Are these views appropriate to the gospel ? Schutz
points out that for most people these attitudes and actions are largely taken for
granted. They are seldom the result of stringent critical reflection, but just
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because they are taken for granted, they are deeply ingrained.(31) The preacher
who plays fast and loose with such fundamental realities will meet strong
resistance.

With a clear exegetical and theological understanding of the text and a clear
identification of the situation of the congregation, the preacher makes the
critical correlation of the text and the congregation.(32) In what waysis the
world view and social situation of the congregation similar to that of the
community to whom the text was addressed?

Given this correlation, the preacher determines the appropriate social strategy
for the sermon The decisive factor is the content of the text. If the situations of
the two communities are similar, the social strategy of the text may be
appropriate for the sermon. Given the peculiarities of culture and congregation,
the strategy (or some part thereof) may be appropriate even if the circumstances
are different. Even when situations vary, atheological theme and its social
effect, or aparticular image with its social effect, may rise up to address the
congregation.(33)

The form and function of the text, viewed in the light of the specific content of
the text, may also be suggestive for the social strategy of the sermon. A saga,
like the ancestral narratives of Genesis, is intended to locate the community in
relationship to time, place, purpose, and the divine. At the time of the Exile in
Babylon, the exiles were confused about their place in the world. For them, the
stories of Genesis served to renew the community's sense of identity and
confidence. If thetext is a saga, the preacher determines the degree to which the
congregation needs to have its identity renewed.

A parable, as mentioned above, is intended to explode a prevailing world view
so that the community can see the world in anew way. If the text is a parable,
the preacher decides whether the world view of the congregation isin need of
being exploded.

Apocalyptic texts come to expression in times of extreme social distress. The
community for whom the text is written is usually in the midst of some form of
oppression. In this context, an apocalyptic text has two important functions for
the community. In a grim and desperate situation it offers hope in God. It
further functions as a principle of social criticism; any idea or social reality in
the present social order that does not conform to the vision of God's reign isto
be rejected. The ultimate social goal of the apocalyptic text isanew social
order. Is the community for whom the sermon is to be preached in a minority
situation and/or in need of an affirmation of hope? Can the text function as a
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principle of criticism by which the world of the congregation can be evaluated?

When the social strategy of the sermon is set, the preacher seeks a homiletical
strategy to help the sermon achieve its intended effect. How can the preacher
say what needs to be said in such away that the sermon will have the best
possibility of fulfilling its purpose? In resolving this question, two factors come
into prominence: (1) the overall genre of the sermon, (2) the specific language
and imagery of the sermon.

Studies in homiletical form are extremely helpful at the first point. A sermon is
generaly structured along one of two forms of logic: deductive or
inductive.(34) In sensitive and skillful hands, either form can perform the social
task assigned to it. However, the two forms do have advantages and limitations
that fit them especially well for different purposes.

In the deductive sermon, the proposition of the sermon is stated at the outset
and the sermon devel ops and/or defends proposition. One of the great strengths
of this approach preaching isits clarity. The preacher paints the mgjor pointsin
bold and unmistakable strokes. Further, the line of reasoning in the sermon can
be laid out lucidly and persuasively. At its best, the deductive sermon defines a
situation with dictionary-like precision.

In the deductive sermon, the speaker's relationship to the congregation is often
hierarchical: "I, the preacher, have something you need and | am going to
persuade you that you need it." The congregation sitsin evaluation and
judgment on the message. This makes the deductive approach somewhat better-
suited to sermons whose purpose is to build up or renew the congregational
world view than to sermons that challenge it. When alistener's world view is
challenged head-on, the listener tends to be defensive and to resist the
challenge.

The inductive sermon, in which the preacher begins with the elements of
experience and, in the course of the sermon, brings them into atheological
perspective, works well for both the affirming and the challenging sermon. But
it has a distinct advantage over the deductive form when the purpose

Isto challenge. For the inductive sermon works by inviting the listeners to
identify sympathetically with the data of experience. The sermon brings this
data into conversation and confrontation with appropriate theological resources.
On the basis of thisinteraction, the listeners draw theological conclusions.

The inductive sermon helps overcome the initial defensive reaction that often
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accompanies a direct attack on aworld view or social practice. The preacher is
in arelationship of collegiality with the congregation. By working through the
problem with the preacher, the conclusion arises internally from the life of the
congregation. At its best, the inductive sermon evokes aworld view in the
listener.

Y et the inductive sermon is often difficult to construct. If the movement of the
sermon is not sharp and clear, coming deftly to the maor conclusion, itis
difficult for the congregation to follow. While this kind of sermon can be
extremely artful, the preacher must exercise care to see that the congregation
"gets the point" and understands the reasons for it. In the worst abuse of
Inductive preaching that | have heard, the preacher adopted an approach that
might be called "stream of consciousness."

These considerations have a theological corollary. When the sermon is
rambling, confused, and pointless, the congregation can easily assume that God
Is rambling, confused, and pointless. By implicitly suggesting that the nature of
God is chaotic, the sermon pictures the world itself as a place of chaos. But
when the sermon is purposeful and compelling, the congregation begins to
think that God may be much the same.

In actual homiletical practice, few sermons will be of a purely deductive or
inductive type. Most sermons will include elements of each. A sermon may
introduce a problem inductively, gathering the congregation's sympathetic
identification and then deal with the problem deductively. Elements of
deductive reasoning may appear here and there in the inductive flow of a
sermon. By recognizing the social force of the forms available, the preacher can
make a conscientious selection for the purpose at hand.

Likewise, careful attention to the social function of the materials in the sermon
will enhance its result as awhole. Thisistrue of larger units of material and of
individual words, images, and metaphors. For instance, preachers have long
known that stories have unusual power to hold listener-attention and to move
listeners deeply. It is, therefore, important to remember that stories function on
the basis of sympathetic identification. The listener identifies with someone
(either in the story itself or with the storyteller or with something else
associated with the story) and follows the plot to its climax and completion.
With whom will the congregation identify when this story is told? What will be
the social effect of that identification?

Furthermore, different stories serve different social functions. Some stories, for
instance, assure the listenersthat all iswell. In the 1984 campaign for the office
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of President of the United States, Ronald Reagan repeatedly told stories that
said, "Things are O.K. No need to be afraid." Other stories serve explicitly to
rai se the consciousness of the community to the situation and meaning of
particular persons, groups, and institutions. The story of acceptance (or
rgjection) of a homosexual by family and friends can cause people to look again
at the phenomenon of homosexuality.

Exhortation in preaching seeks an overt response in the listener. For instance
the community may be exhorted to believe something such as the proposition
that Jesus isindeed the Christ. Or the congregation may be exhorted to do
something, such as boycott the products of a multinational corporation, but
much exhortatory preaching fails to produce the expected result. Among the
reasons for failure, two deserve mention here. Exhortation typically callsfor a
change of behavior without offering the congregation a new metaphor by which
to understand the world. A change of behavior is usually the result of a change
of metaphor.(35)

Further, in the exhortatory sermon, the indicative and the imperative
dimensions of the gospel may be out of balance. Theologically the indicative --
the announcement of the grace of God as already given to the world -- comes
first. The imperative, the command to respond to the gospel in certain ways,
follows from the indicative, but in the exhortatory sermon, theindicative is
typically diminished or even forgotten. People are asked to do something or to
believe something without being given an understanding of its basis. Thisis
like trying to start an automobile when the gasoline tank is empty. And it can
|eave the congregation with the impression that the love of God is earned on the
basis of response to the imperative. "If | do what the preacher said, then | will
be worthy to receive God's love."

Smaller units of expression -- for example, sentences, individual words, and
metaphors -- can result in social effects as well. For, as noted earlier, these can
push buttons in the minds of the members of the congregation that release
world views. It is, therefore, imperative that the preacher have a clear and
accurate understanding of the relationship between the language and imagery of
the sermon and the language and imagery of the congregational world views,
for the preacher wants to evoke what is intended.

Even the smallest parts of speech and matters of grammar can have a social

effect, for these, too, can exhibit bias.(36) A noun, for instance, is more
evocative than an adjective in a comparable expression. Compare the
following:
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He'saTurk (noun).
He's Turkish (adjective).

The noun more strongly calls forth the social stereotype.(37) In the
conventional use of the adjective as the modifier of a noun, the carefully

sel ected adjective can strengthen (or reduce) the world view called forth by the
noun, asis"The Lord isavery great God, a God above all gods." The same
thing istrue of the adverb, in"Y ou gave only ten dollars?’

According to Dwight Bolinger, the verb is “the least hospitable to bias." Y et
verbs, too, are loaded. The use of direct action verbs makes subjects and their
actions clear, but in passive constructions, the agent is hidden, and
responsibility for the action is thereby diffused. For example, in the statement,
"This information was not meant to be divulged,” the question israised as to
who did not divulge the information. Was it "a bureaucrat who might be
embarrassed by it?'(38)

Further, active verbs are more suited to oral discourse; they cause the sermon to
feel alive and moving. They are easy to follow; they engage the mind of the
listener, and they suggest that God is active. Passive constructions, on the other
hand, are not well-suited to oral discourse; they are difficult to follow and they
are less mentally stimulating. They cause the sermon to feel slow and
nonassertive, and they suggest that God is passive and only indirectly related to
the cosmic drama.

In most of the sermons | hear, questions are used in the sermon as rhetorical
devices to win the attention of the congregation, but when carefully focused,
placed, and delivered, non-rhetorical (that is, real) questions can perform social
functions. For instance, in the proper context a question can raise a doubt in the
minds of listeners about the adequacy of their world views. The preacher has
the opportunity to step into the distance between the listener and the world view
that was created by the question. An interesting afternoon for those who save
their sermon manuscripts or who make tape recordings of their sermons would
be to review the sermons and to note the loaded expressions in a month's
sermons. What biases are revealed?

Thus, abasic rule for the use of language and imagery in the sermon is this:
take nothing for granted. Words, images, and ideas must be evaluated from the
perspective of the congregation in order to know what social world they will
evoke. And those words, images, and ideas that appear in the sermon must be
given the flesh and blood the preacher intends. If the preacher is speaking of
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love in the framework of the steadfast covenant loyalty of the Hebrew Bible,
that needs to be made clear. Otherwise someone is going to think that the
preacher isreferring to a cozy emotional feeling.

The illustrations and references to people and groups in the sermon have a
particularly important social function as well. Those who appear, and do not
appear, signa to the listeners who isimportant, who is not, who is valued, and
who isignored. The manner in which people and groups are pictured sends a
clear message as to which social behaviors are approved and which are not.

Three considerations enter into the use of illustrations and the references made
to people and groups. First, illustrations and references that reflect the
composition of the community to whom the sermon is given say to that
community, "Y ou are important. The Christian world view has aword for you.

Second, because the Christian world view transcends local culture, illustrations
and references to people from beyond the local situation help the congregation
enter into the fullness and inclusivity of that world view. Preachers will want
regularly to include material in the sermon from racial, ethnic, and national
groups other than those that predominate in the congregation.

Third, the preacher will want to give careful attention to the waysin which
people are pictured in the illustrations and references so as not to repeatedly
reinforce negative stereotypes but to offer positive images that will result in
positive social effects. A sermon contradicts itself when it announces the
liberating power of God but at the same time consistently pictures women
doing menial jobs and speaks of Blacks on welfare. Especially helpful are
illustrations that picture in a positive light people who have been caricatured
negatively.

Preachers may find it useful to make a grid that can record the references and
Illustrations that are included in their sermons. Such a grid might be modeled
on the following:

Children
Y outh

Y oung
Adult
Middle
Adult
Senior
Adult
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White Females

White Males

Native American Females
Native American Males
Afro-American Females
Afr-American Males
Asian-American Females
Asian-American Males
Hispanic Females
Hispanic Males

College Graduates

High School Dropouts
Etc.

Etc.

Such agrid, kept over atwo-month period, would reveal those persons and
groups who are most prominent, and most neglected, in the world view of the
sermons.

The delivery of the sermon has a social effect.(39) Indeed, the mode of delivery
embodies both the content of the sermon and the way in which peoplerelate in
the Christian community. Just as children learn acceptable behavior by
observing the behavior of family and friends, so the congregation learns
important clues to acceptable behavior in the church by observing the way
worshipisled.
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A sermon that is delivered in aloud, angry voice and punctuated by a closed
fist banging down on the pulpit sanctions, at least by example, such behavior as
appropriate to the Christian community. On the other hand, to speak of
reconciliation, and to stand before the congregation in an open and vulnerable
way, isto embody the beginning of reconciliation. If the center of the Christian
world view isagracious and loving God, then the sermon will be delivered in a
gracious and loving way. Grace and love can be expressed in tones that range
from the passionate and strong to the quiet and gentle.

The prophetic sermon deserves a special comment. In popular parlance, the
classical Hebrew prophets are described as thundering. (In fact, we do not know
whether they spoke in tones of thunder or anguish, or both.) But the modern
preacher is not Amos. The preacher stands in solidarity and love with the
congregation under the Word of the text. If it isaword of judgment, the
preacher will speak the word in pain. Ideally, the style of delivery should be
consistent with the tone and content of the sermon.

Exegesisand Homiletical Strategy: Philippians 2:5-11

Sermon preparation is centered around two kinds of exegesis. one of the
biblical text and the other of the situation of the congregation. Based on the
critical theological correlation of these concerns, the preacher develops a
homiletical strategy.

The text on which the following sermon is based is Philippians 2:5-11.(40) This
text isamost certainly an early Christian hymn in which Paul addresses a
Hellenistic congregation that is troubled and divided.

The religious world view of the Hellenistic mind was centered in the notion of
Fate, the belief that life was under the heel of blind and unfeeling forces over
which one had no control. Each person was a slave of some principality and
power. From this fatalistic determinism, the gospel offered salvation and
freedom.

In response to Paul's preaching, the Philippians embraced the gospel; in Paul's
absence, the congregation has become ingrown. It appears that "fal se teachers’
have entered the community and have offered the congregation a world view
other than that of the Pauline gospel. Selfish ambition conceit, and
preoccupation with their own interests to the exclusion of those of others,
complement bad feelings toward one another (2:3-4, 14; 4:2-3) and ethical
confusion (4:8-9).
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In this milieu, Philippians 2:5-11 pictures the exaltation and self-emptying of
Christ asthe center of Christian existence and as the paradigm for the life of the
church in the world. Christ was humiliated for the world, freeing it from the
power of Fate, and thereby making it possible for the Philippians to enjoy true
community by giving themselves for one another. Thisisthe common mind
(that is, way of looking at the world) that they have been given in Christ Jesus
(2:5).

A key exegetical decision concerns the word "servant." The Greek word servant
(doulos) may also be trandated "slave." As mentioned above, the Hellenistic
world of thefirst century believed that people and situations were slaves of
cosmic powers. Paul shared in this viewpoint (for example, Rom. 8:35-39; |
Cor. 2:6-8; 15:55-56; Gal. 4:3, 9). In thislight, for Christ to take the form of a
slave was to leave the form of God and to identify with the human situation in
such away that he became slave of the cosmic powers of Fate. When God
exalted Jesus, the power of these rulers was broken and they (in heaven, on
earth, and under the earth) acknowledge the cosmic sovereignty of Christ. Note
that the hymn is ultimately theocentric: "to the glory of God."

The form of the text, as a hymn, is somewhat suggestive. More than simply
words set to music, or content added to atune, asong isaliving image. In
evocative language, the christological hymn functions as a master image of the
Christian view of the world. Easily committed to memory, the hymn can be
carried by the congregation from the place of worship into all the places of the
world where it has business. It therefore functions as aliving lens through
which to interpret daily relationships and events.

The sermon was prepared for the installation of afriend as pastor of an
American Baptist congregation located just beyond the suburbs of Indianapolis,
Indiana. | learned that the congregation is all white, largely middle class,
politically conservative, and has few college graduates. The congregation is
somewhat evangelical in theology. Although it is small, it has been troubled
some by power plays on the part of several members. In the process of being
interviewed, called, and beginning his ministry, the pastor has discovered that
the congregation is primarily concerned with institutional maintenance, such as
raising the budget and adding new membersto theralls.

The congregation livesin the larger cultural milieu of the United States. In this
setting, consciousness is increasingly shaped by technology, bureaucracy, and
pluralism.(41) The individual is becoming more and more the center of the
universe. The chief endsin life are individual expression and success, with
decreasing attention to the public good and even less ability to talk about the
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public good.(42) Arenas in which the drive toward individualism is particularly
entrenched are the family, sexuality, and the mobility ethos.(43) Christopher
Lasch contends that an apt metaphor to describe our time is narcissism.(44)

Given the similarity between the situations of the text and the modern church,
the strategy of the text is appropriate for the sermon. It is usually inappropriate
for someone from outside an established community to recommend a specific
socia program to the community. Like the text, the sermon is intended to offer
aliving image through which the congregation can understand itself and its
situation in the world. The living image of the sermon will be composed of
many little images, like the pieces of a puzzle that all lock together to form the
big picture.

"The Difference
(Philippians 2:5-11)

Can you hear it? (pause)
Thereitisagain. Did you hear it?
A shout.

A shout from abig crowd.

And can you see them? The white robed martyrs. The myriad of angels. The
saints from all the ages. And more.

Old people with aluminum walkers, rising up off broken legs to walk.
Clear-eyed women in their strength, standing to oppose the City Council.
Men with faces as tanned as their suits,

just returning from the treatment centers, born again. Students with test tubes
and floppy disks,

coming alive to the meaning of it all. Fresh-scrubbed children bursting out in
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song
"Jesus loves the little children . . "(singing) And more.

A welfare mother, sweating from the tenements, a bounce in her step as she
starts school.

Peasants from Nicaragua, sixty years old, eyes bright as they learn to read.
Blacks from South Africa, wrists and ankles bleeding from the chains,
staggering to their feet to march again.

And al of them together, kneeling down in the dust, crying out in one great
voice, Jesus Christ is Lord.

From the while robed martyrs to the black peoplein chains,

they know the difference Christ makesin life and they join in the great
exaltation.

What about you? (pause)

They knew the difference in the days of Paul. For in those days they
believed that the world

was full of forces and fates that controlled human life,
and bent it and brokeit.

The Bible calls these forces by names like principalities, powers, dominions,
thrones, rulers of this age, elemental spirits of the universe.

They took human life and tied it in aknot
and pulled it tight-

and tighter-

and tighter-

and tighter-

until there was nothing left to pull.
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No wonder the people of that world felt closed in,
like they were living in aroom with

no doors,

no windows,

no fresh air,

no lights.

Trapped.

No way out.

Que sera sera.

What will be will be.

Murphy's law: if anything can go wrong, it will.

They made this decision down at City Hall. Nothing | can do about it.
“Sorry, maam. Not qualified."

An outburst at a Board Meeting. People standing up, shouting, pointing their
fingers at one another like guns.

And afterward out on the parking lot, somebody says, "Well, when you work
with people, you've just got to expect that."

Expect that?

Expect pain and brokenness to be normal?

And yet that's the way it was. A world resigned to its Fate.

That was the way the world was when Christ Jesus was in the form of God.
And the form of God is the form of love.

What was it that God said to Israel ?

"I have loved you with an everlasting love" (Jer. 31:3). And the psalmist knew
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that God's steadfast |ove endures forever.

Y ou know how it is when you love someone. When they have joy,
it becomes your joy and you do all you can to multiply it.

When they have pain, it becomes your pain
and you do all you can to easeit.

When | was a child, maybe four or five years old,
| had pneumonia.

They brought the hot plate into the bedroom,
and filled the big old Revere Ware pot

with water and Vicks,

and turned it up high.

But when my fever went up

my mother got a damp wash cloth
and sat up

all through the night, wiping

my forehead.

Hour after hour, all through the night,
until morning came.

To touch the fevered world Christ Jesus emptied himself,

He "did not count equality with God

athing to be grasped,”

but took on the biting chains of slavery, "and became obedient unto death,
even death on across.

Therefore, God has highly exalted him, and given him the name
which is above every name.

And what happened to Christ Jesusis our clue to God,
and tolife
and to the principalities and powers that bind and strangle.

For when God exalted Christ Jesus,
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God said, "No!" to the principalities and powers. Not a big red-letter
neon-flashing
horn-tooting
baton-waving
n NO! n
But a"No!" written by the blood of the cross.
The principalities and powers
are brutal and strong,

but they do not determine the meaning of life. They do not give out the
blueprints of existence to those who are in Christ Jesus.

Theirs are not the last options to be considered
before making a decision.
For God has given Christ Jesus the Name that is above every name

To those who are in him, the name of Jesus
IS greater than any name given by the principalities and powers:

Divorced
Single parent
Old hag
Alcoholic
Nigger
Subversive
Communist

Because God has given Christ Jesus "the name that is above every name,”
those who confess him are not ruled by the names

given to them by the principalities and powers but are freed

to live to God.
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And it makes all the difference in the world.

The woman wakes up in the morning,
her life as shattered as the bottle
she threw against the wall before she passed out.

But the name of Jesus is above the name alcoholic
and those who arein him
know that booze does not have the final word.

Those old people with their walkers, they get up oft their broken legs and walk.

And when they cannot walk anymore,

they lie down to die.

And they call it Sleep,

because Christ Jesus is stronger than death.

The black people in South Africa chafe in their chains;

some of them are taken off the streets and left in cages,

four feet wide, four feet high, four feet deep,

|eft there for months,

not enough room to stretch out, not enough room to stand up.

But still they stagger out

in the face of the principalities and powers.

Sri Lankaisanisland in revolution. Constant conflict between the Tamils, a
minority population,

and the majority group who refuse to share

money, jobs, and, hospitals, schools, power.

A Tamil student came to our school because his life had been threatened too
many times.

Asthe year cameto aclose, and he packed his bag to go back, someone asked
him,

"Why?'

"Why are you going back to that danger?’
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"| have seen the Lord of glory," he said.
"What can those two-bit caesars do to me?"
When we confess him,
hisvictory isour victory
and no matter what our circumstances

it makes all the difference in the world.

And your calling, Wyaitt,
isto make that clear:

Jesusis Lord.

Lord over cocaine.

Lord over IBM.

Lord over Ronald Reagan.
Lord over the church.

It isalso your calling to make clear
how the church lives
in the light of the sovereignty of Christ.

Y ou have help,
and from a reputabl e source.

The Apostle Paul quotes an ancient Christian hymn.
"Have this mind among your selves,

which is (already) yoursin Christ Jesus,

who, though he was in the form of God,

did not count equality with God

athing to be grasped, but emptied himself,

taking the form of a (save)."

Do you get the picture?

The mind of Christ Jesusisthe mind of self-emptying.
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The mind of Christ Jesus isthe mind that asks,

"What can our church give for the life of the world?* (pause)

This, of course, isjust contrary
to the way we usually think.

In aworld of uncertainty and anxiety,
aworld in which welive

in the shadow

of the mushroom cloud,

in thisworld our natural inclination
Isto gather security to ourselves,

to hang on

to what we've got, and to ask,
"What'sin it for me?"

But in the church, thisway of thinking
neglects just one thing:

God has already exalted Christ Jesus,
and given him the Name
which is above every name.

Even when we are emptied,
we are in the hands

of the One

who is the power of lifeitself.

And it makes all the difference
in the way we think and act
in the church.

What can those two-bit caesars do to you now? First thing in the morning
the parents of two twelve-year-olds
stop by the office.

"We're concerned,” they say.
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"We're concerned about that boy Jimmy going on the church retreat this
weekend.

Y ou know he was held back ayear in school, so he should really be in the tenth
grade.

He comes from a broken home
and he's by himself alot and he roams the streets at night.

He uses some words | have never even heard
and | wasin the Navy. We're just concerned
that he is going to be at the retreat with our children."

And as they spoke those words, "Our children,”
you could almost smell
the sweet flowers of innocence and purity.

But the issueis not,
how can we protect our kids from Jmmy?isit?

Theissueis:
how can we take the form of a servant for him
and for these fearful parents?

That afternoon on a pastoral call,

a couple announces

that they will cancel their pledge

If the piece of lint underneath the southwest corner
of the refrigerator

has not been removed

before Sunday.

WEéll, | am not in favor of lint. But isn't it better

to put to the pastor a question like this;

How can we empty our refrigerator to feed hungry people
to the glory of God?

At the board meeting that night
the first item of business

was the new speed bump

on the parking lot.
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Should it be painted
fluorescent green
or fluorescent yellow?

What do you think?

Under the high-beams on a dark night,
which better reflects the vision

of the exalted Christ,

fluorescent green

or fluorescent yellow?

Suppose you heard that Gleaners Food Bank
was running out of food? What would you do?

What would your vote be if afamily moved out
from the near east side and came forward on the invitational hymn to join this
church, and they were black?

How would you respond if someone stepped forward
to teach Sunday school, and he or she had AIDS?

Surely by now it isclear.
When Jesusis Lord, every vote of the board is a vote of self-emptying.

When Jesusis Lord every decision of the congregation is a decision for
servanthood.

Every knock on every door is aknock of confession.
Every sermon, Wyatt, is given on bended knee.

And it makes all the difference in the world.
Reflection

The goal of the sermon isto give the congregation the opportunity to realize
afresh the freedom and security that has been given to it in the emptying and
the exaltation of Christ Jesus and to encourage the congregation to think again
about its response to that soteriological event. The sermon does not make
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specific social recommendations but sets forth a perspective which, when
applied to specific situations in the life of the congregation and the world, can
lead to specific attitudes, decisions, and programs.

The sermon is structured in two large parts that are related to each other like an
hour glass with two unequally sized sections.

Part One

The sovereignty of Christ
makes dll the difference
for those who

liveinthe

world.

Part Two

We

respond to

his sovereignty
with self-giving.

Thefirst part movesto aclimax ("JesusisLord ... Lord over cocaine, over
IBM, over Ronald Reagan, over the church") and is the basis for the second
part. The second part presents a single idea through a clear statement that is
made concrete by a series of images.

This structure was chosen for three reasons. First, asindicated in the essay
above, the inductive structure is well suited to sermons that ask the
congregation to look at life from a perspective different from its usual one. The
text and the sermon ultimately challenge the self-centered ethos of our culture
and the similar tendencies in the congregation.

Second, the assuring images of the exaltation and sovereignty of Christ
intentionally appear in the sermon before the possibility of congregational self-
emptying because the latter is possible only on the basis of the former. The
listener experiences the power and strength of God and thereby is given the
strength to respond to God. Under ordinary circumstances we change only to
the degree that we feel secure. When we are assured of our ultimate security in
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God, then we are freed to entertain new and different possibilities. In aworld in
which the dominant pattern is to gather security for oneself, even at the expense
of others, the church is given the final security.

Third, the structure of the sermon demonstrates the theological priority of
grace. Self-giving is an appropriate response to the sovereignty of God
expressed for the church through Christ.

The images of people and situations in the sermon are intended both to reflect
the constituency of the congregation and to give them avision of the
sovereignty of Christ that transcends both time and space. The congregation
thus realizes the significance of the exaltation of Christ for its own life and for
lives and situations far removed from the cornfields west of Indianapolis.

Several aspects of the sermon intentionally echo the hymnic form of the text.
Obviously the intent of the sermon is close to the intent of the text: to create a
living image that can be carried from the sanctuary as a source of power for
living and as alens through which to interpret the world. Indeed, the text
becomes a norm by which all structures of authority are measured. Do they
embody the world view (epitomized in Phil. 2:6-8) that gives glory to God?
Further, the sermon, like the hymn, employs extensive parallelism and
repetition and also has arhythm (which is easier to speak and hear than to
read). These are characteristic of oral speech patterns and aid the congregation
in both remembering and internalizing the sermon.

Throughout, contemporary themes, images, and alusions are used to establish
similarity between the Philippian situation and the modern situation. This
accomplishes several things. For one, it makes the situation of the Philippians
interesting to the modern listener. For another, it allows the perspective of the
text to become plausible as a perspective for the modern congregation. For still
another, it leads the community to look for other contemporary situations to
which the text might speak. The hymnic patterns of parallelism, repetition, and
rhythm reinforce this aim as they help the hymn and the sermon get under the
skin of the congregation.

When a series of images or vignettesis used, they always move from the most
familiar to the least familiar, from the least threatening to the most threatening.
For example, at the end of the sermon, the snapshots from the life of the
congregation go from the two parents, with whom the congregation can readily
identify, to the questions about the acceptability of a Sunday school teacher
who has AIDS. Such a progression allows the hearersfirst to establish a
sympathetic identification with the line of thought and then to have that
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identification sensitively enlarged. The congregation is more likely to stay with
the preacher and to give the latter images afair hearing than it would if it is
shocked and stunned at the beginning.

The second part of the sermon begins with the approach that Fred Craddock
calls "overhearing." (45) Rather than being addressed directly, the congregation
"listensin” as| say afew words to the pastor. Although the words are spoken to
him, they are heard by the worshipers. The preacher speaks directly to the local
pastor with the congregation present and listening in. Gradually the
congregation is addressed directly.

The sermon suggests that our view of the world and all our relationships take
their cue from the vision of Philippians 2:5-11. Words spoken on special
occasions can have specia power. | hope that the sermon gives the pastor and
the congregation something to which they can return again and again.

Notes

1. . What | am calling the "world view" is called by other names. Peter Berger
and Thomas Luckmann, for instance, refer to it as the "symbolic universe," The
Social Construction of Reality (New Y ork: Doubleday, 1966), especially 85 ff.
Kenneth Boulding speaks of this as "the image," "what | believe to be true,”
The Image (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1956), 6. Essential to the
discussion from a sociological perspective isthe work on "the life world" by
Schutz. See Alfred Schutz and Thomas Luckmann, The Structures of the Life
World, trans. R. M. Zaner and H. T. Englehardt, Jr. (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 1973), especially 247-51; Schutz, Life Forns and Meaning
Structures, trans. R. Wagner (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1982) and
Schutz, Collected Papers, vol.1 (The Hague: Nij hoff, 1973), 5. See further,
Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy (New Y ork: Doubleday, 1967), note 1,13.
Among theologians who use a very similar notion of the "world" from the
discipline of literary criticism are Amos Wilder, for example, "Story and Story
World," Interpretation, 37, 1983, 353-64, and John Dominic Crossan, for
example, The Dark Interval (Niles: Argus, 1975). To say that the Christian
community designs and furnishes its own world is not to deny the existence of
God. But the Christian (as well as others, for example, Jewish and Moslem)
claim that the world is created, redeemed, and sustained by a gracious and
loving God is an interpretation. A problem for the Christian community,
especially for the Christian preacher, isthe implausibility of thisinterpretation
in the eyes of many people today. Therefore, an important vocation for the
pulpit is the justification of the Christian world view. Why can we believe
today?
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2. Berger and Luckmann, Social Construction, 91, 116. On the motif of terror,
see Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return or Cosmos and History,
trans. W. R. Trask (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1954), 139 f£

3. Berger and Luckmann, Social Construction, 92. On the question of religious
identity, see Hans J. Mal, Identity and the Sacred (New Y ork: Free Press,
1976).

4. Schutz, The Structures of the Life World, 2, 3-19. Berger points out that
every socia role hasaworld view dangling from its end, Invitation to
Sociology (New Y ork: Doubleday, 1963), 120. For other functions of world
view, see Berger and Luckmann, Social Construction, 89-96.

5.0n the importance of myth, in addition to the essay by Thomas H. Troeger in
this volume, see also Susanne K. Langer, Philosophy in a New Key
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1942), 171-73; Ernst Cassirer,
Language and Myth, trans. S. K. Langer (New Y ork: Harper & Brothers, 1956);
Cassirer, The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms, trans. R. Mannheim, vol.2 (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1955). lan Barbour has argued that we no longer
live as much by myth as by models. But the effect upon human community is
much the same in either case, Myths, Models and Paradigms (New
York:Harper & Row, 1974).

6.0n the social power of acommunity of memory and hope, see Robert N.
Bellah et al., Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American
Life (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 152-55. See also James
Gustafson, Treasure in Earthen Vessels (New Y ork: Harper & Row, 1961), 71-
98.

7.Berger, The Sacred Canopy, 20.
8.Boulding, The Image, 6.

9.George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1980). See also George H. Mend, Mind, Self, and
Society (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1934), 337-53; Philip
Wheelwright, Metaphor and Reality (Bloomington: University of Indiana Press,
1962); Northrop Frye, The Educated I magination (Bloomington: University of
Indiana Press, 1954), 1-33; Paul Ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor, trans. R.
Cterny (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1977);]. D. Sapier and].
C.Crocker, eds., The Social Use of Metaphor: Essays on the Anthropology of
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Rhetoric (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1977); and Max
Black, Models and Metaphors (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1962),
153-609.

10.Gibson Winter, Liberating Creation: Foundations of Religious Social Ethics
(New York: Crossroad Publishing Co., 1981), 6. Similar themes are developed
by Joe Holland, "Linking Social Analyses and Theological Reflection: The
Place of Root Metaphorsin Social and Religious

Experience," Tracing the Spirit, ed. J. E. Hug, S.J. (New Y ork: Paulist Press,
1983), 170-96.

11.Winter, Liberating Creation, 1.

12.1bid., 21. The church, as a community, is organized by its own root
metaphors. These deserve our most careful attention. For help, see Susan B.
Thistlewaithe, Metaphors for the Contemporary Church (New Y ork: Pilgrim
Press, 1983); Avery Dulles, Models of the Church (New Y ork: Doubleday,
1974); and Paul Minear, Images of the Church in the New Testament
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960).

13.The metaphor for God that is most difficult to assess for its contemporary
usefulnessis "father." For representative critiques and critical appropriation see
Mary Daly, Beyond God the Father (Boston: Beacon Press, 1973); Sallie

M cFague, Metaphorical Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982),
especially 145-92; Diane Tennis, Is God the Only Reliable Father?
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1985).

14.In some quarters today the words "sermon™ and "preaching” have
remarkably negative connotations, for example, "Don't preach to me!"

15.James Cone finds that in traditional theological discourse, issuesrelative to
race have received remarkably little attention, God of the Oppressed (New
York: Seabury Press, 1975), 62-83.

16.For example, see Rosentenne B. Purnell, "Teaching Them to Curse: Racia
Biasin Language, Pedagogy and Practice," Phylon, 43,1982, 231-82.

17.0ssie Davis, "The English Language Is My Enemy," Negro History Bulletin,
30, April 1967, 18.

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1110 (32 of 35) [2/4/03 6:16:27 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

18. A foundational study is still Robin Lakhoff, Language and Woman's Place
(New York: Harper & Row, 1975), 4, 19-21.

19. Cassey Miller and Kate Swift, Words and Women (New Y ork: Doubleday,
1976), 59.

20. Alma Graham, "The Making of a Non-Sexist Dictionary," Language and
Sex, eds. B. Thorne and N. Henley (Rowley, Mass.: Newbury Press, 1975), 58.

21.Joseph M. Scheidler, Closed: 99 Ways to Stop Abortion (Westchester, I11.:
Good News Publishers, 1985).

22. For a series of fascinating studies of this phenomenon, see Language and
the Nuclear Arms Debate, ed. Paul Chilton (Dover, N.H.: Pinter Press, 1985).

23. Dwight Bolinger, Language: The Loaded Weapon (New Y ork: Long-mans,
1980).

24.By itself, asingle sermon will usually be insufficient to effect a shiftin
congregational world view. But the sermon is the most consistent and public
statement of the Christian vision and thus plays a crucia rolein the socia life
of the community. When the Christian world view consistently informs each
sermon, and when the whole of itslife is shaped by the Christian world view,
then the congregation will be likely to live Out of that view.

25.Rudolph Bultmann, "Is Exegesis Without Presuppositions Possible?"’
Existence and Faith, trans. Schubert Ogden (New Y ork: World Books, 1960),
289-96.

26.0ne of the values of the various liberation movementsis the clarity with
which they see the vested interests of traditional modes of interpretation and of
Interpreters who are a part of the power-base of the First-World establishment.

27.See Allene Stuart Phy, ed., The Place of the Bible in Popular Culture
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1985).

28.This example was called to my attention by my former colleague, Professor
Preman Niles. Professor Niles indicated that it was based on research by
Meinhert Grumm.

29.0n the hermeneutic of suspicion, see especially the many writings of Paul
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Ricoeur.

30. For a method of making such an assessment, see Ronald J. Allen,
Contemporary Biblical Interpretation for Preaching (Valley Forge: Judson
Press, 1984), 83-94,141-42.

31.Schutz, for example, Collected Papers, vol. 1, 74-77; vol .2, 31.

32.For critical presentations of approaches to this correlation, see David M.
Tracy, The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of
Pluralism (New Y ork: Crossroad Publishing Co., 1981); see aso his Blessed
Rage for Order (New Y ork: Seabury Press, 1975); James A. Sanders,
"Hermeneutics," Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible: Supplement, ed. Keith A.
Crim (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1975), 406; and Neill Q. Hamilton, Jesus for
a No God World (Philadel phia: Westminster Press, 1969), 176 f£

33.For explorationsin thisregard, see Walter Brueggemann,™'Vine and Fig
Tree": A Case Study," Catholic Biblical Quarterly, 43, 1981, 188-204, and
"Theological Education: Healing the Blind Beggar," Christian Century, 103,
1986, 114-16.

34.The preeminent study is still Fred B. Craddock, As One Without Authority,
3rd ed. (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1979).

35. Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 144-45.
36.Bolinger, Language: The Loaded Weapon, 72-88.

37. Ibid., 86.

38. Ibid., 84.

39.Joyce 0. Hertzler, A Sociology of Language (New Y ork: Random House,
1965), 267-68. The work of Walter J. Ong has renewed interest in
characteristics of oral culture. See especially his The Presence of the Word
(New HavenY ale University Press, 1967); and Ong, Orality and Literacy (New

Y ork: Methuen Press, 1982); see also Werner H. Kelber, The Oral and the
Written Gospel (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1982).

40. The literature on this passage is vast. The most exhaustive study is Ralph P.
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Martin, Carmen Christi (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1983, originally published in 1967). See also his Philippians, New Century
Bible (Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1980). Gerald F. Hawthorne

provides a comprehensive survey of the discussion on each disputed point in
Philippians, Word Biblical Commentary (Waco, Tex.: Word Books, 1983).
Other worthwhile studies include J. F. Collange, The Epistle of Saint Paul to
the Philippians, trans. A. W. Heathcoate (L ondon: Epworth Press, 1979); Fred
B. Craddock, Philippians, Interpretation (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1985),
written especially for the preacher; L. E. Keck, "The Letter of Paul to the
Philippians,”" The Interpreter's One Volume Commentary on the Bible, ed.
Charles M. Lay mon (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1971). Deserving of
consideration is Karl Barth's theological commentary, The Epistle to the
Philippians, trans. J. W. Leitch (Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1962). Jack T.
Sanders, The New Testament Christological Hymns (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 197 1) offers a valuable discussion of the hymn in the context
of other hymns of the canonical literature of the early church.

41.See Peter Berger, Brigette Berger, Hansfried Kellner, The Homeless Mind
(New Y ork: Random House, 1973).

42.The indispensable study is Bellah at al., Habits of the Heart. See also Daniel
Y ankelovich, New Rules. Searching for Self-Fulfillment in a World Turned
Upside Down (New Y ork: Bantam Books, 1981).

43.$till illuminating is Thomas Luckmann, The Invisible Religion (New Y ork:
Macmillan, 196~), 107-14.

44. Christopher Lasch, The Culture of Narcissism: American Life in an Age of
Diminishing Expectations (New Y ork: W. W. Norton, 1978).

45.Fred B. Craddock, Overhearing the Gospel (Nashville: Abingdon Press,

1978).
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Chapter 6: The Social Power of Myth
asa Key to Preaching on Social |ssues,
by ThomasH. Troeger

(Note: Thomas H. Troeger, associate professor of preaching and parish,
Colgate Rochester Divinity School)

L andscapes of the Heart: Challenging the Reigning M etaphors

Politics begins in poetry, in the metaphors, myths, and symbols that
command our loyalties and organize our social consciousness. Tyrants
know this; consider Hitler. Thefirst territory he set out to conquer was
the landscape of the heart. Before he started annexing land he stormed
the cultural consciousness of the German people:

The Germans were the best-educated nation in the world. To conquer
thelr minds was very difficult. Their hearts, their sensibilities were
easier targets. Hitler's strength was that he shared with so many other
Germans the devotion to national images new and old: misty forests
breeding blond titans; smiling peasant villages under the shadow of
ancestral castles; garden cities emerging from ghetto-like slums; riding
Valkyries, burning Valhallas, new births and dawns in which shining,
millennian structures would rise from the ashes of the past and stand for
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centuries.(1)

| begin with this observation about Hitler because it presentsin glaring
light the potency of mythological images and stories to engage a group's
energies for corporate action. By "mythological images and stories" |
mean those metaphors, symbols, and narratives from which a group
draws its reason for being, sustainsits current life, and envisions and
realizes its future. These mythic-poetic realities constitute the
"landscape of the heart," the nexus of meanings that filters our
interpretation of the world and shapes our patterns of response and
creativity.

The landscape of the heart may be mined for good as well asfor evil.
Consider Martin Luther King, Jr.:

By pleading the Negro case with such majestic themes as
Christianity, non-violence, and universal brotherhood, and by
linking these concepts with the great American traditions of
liberty and justice for all, King has been able to demonstrate to
the white man of conscience, the hypocrisy of his practice of
democracy.(2)

King's appeal to the landscape of the heart awakened moral rage so that
peopl€e's energies were engaged to bring reality closer to the ideal s of
their mythological world. King's preaching was effective because he
envisioned for his listeners what might come to be if they lived out the
best yearnings and hopes of their hearts. He realized that

most of our models for action are conventional; we simply do things as
we have become accustomed to do them. But if we modify the typical
patterns of our actions, we do so by imagining and choosing among
alternative possibilities for action. Our choices may range from the
automatic to the deliberately self-conscious, but in every case a pattern
of relationships of amodel for action is operative. Without such models,
our actions would be random and purposel ess.(3)

King helped people "modify the typical patterns of (their) actions" by
holding up amodel -- adream -- that was congruent with the landscape
of their hearts and that could therefore sustain a movement for moral
and legidative change.

Anyone, then, who is going to preach on social issues needsto
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understand the power of myth and its poetic language of image and
symbol, their grip upon the landscape of the heart, and the enormous
energies that they may release for good or evil.

Our current mythological world islargely supplied by the mass media:

Far from being merely a neutral communication medium, television in
America has become an integrated symbolic world filling the socially
functional role demanded of it both by its viewers and its advertisers.

William Fore, the Assistant Secretary for Communication in the
National Council of Churches of Christ, suggests that there are several
other dominant myths in television programming that are of direct
relevance for religious broadcasters. These myths are:

*Thefittest survive

*Happiness consists of limitless material acquisition
«Consumption isinherently good

*Property, wealth, and power are more important than people
*Progressis an inherent good

Fore asserts that "the whole weight of Christian history, thought and
teaching stands diametrically opposed to the mediaworld and its
values."(4)

If thislast statement seems extreme, consider a single representative
example from akind of programming that is supposedly informational
and educational, news broadcasting. During the "lranian hostage crisis'
(note that even the headline is like atelevision series, drawing on
emotionally charged words) there were nightly special broadcasts, each
of them bearing the portentous title "Day One, Day Two . . . Day Fifty-
Seven," asif we were marking the passage of one of the most significant
eventsin history. But after all those broadcasts to keep us would it be an
exaggeration to say that not one American in a hundred knows what
language the Iranians speak? Or what the word "Ayatollah" means or
implies? Or knows any details of the tenets of Iranian religious beliefs?
Or the main outlines of their political history? Or knows who the Shah
was, and where he came from?(5)

Instead, the meaning of the event was shaped by a daily ritual broadcast
of the images of chanting Iranians and burning American flags. The
gospel values of trying to understand our enemies and the source of their
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alienation from us were superseded by the values of national pride asthe
mediatook control of the landscape of the heart, providing a
melodramatic plot of good and evil. This, | believe, isacase in point of
what William Fore means when he says, "The whole weight of Christian
history, thought and teaching stands diametrically opposed to the media
world and its values."

It is also an example of what Sam Keen calls "the hostile imagination,"
the way our consciousness is shaped to depersonalize the enemies so
that we can feel justified in our hatred and destruction of them. "In the
beginning we create the enemy. Before the weapon comes the image.
We think others to death and then invent the battle-axe or the ballistic
missiles with which to actually kill them. Propaganda precedes
technology."(6) Propagandais the manipulation of the mythic-poetic
world of the heart for the purposes of those with political and social
power. We are apt to recognize propaganda in its most glaring forms,
such as the nationalistic posters of earlier wars that illustrate Keen's
book, but itsimpact is absorbed without notice when it flows through
the river of images that pours out of the television set. For as Neil
Postman points out, we have lost the sense of critical distance that we
had when television first arrived; now "the world as given to us through
television seems natural, not bizarre."(7)

A purely rational appeal from the pulpit cannot counter the deleterious
effect of the media's mythic world upon the life of faith and grace.
Information and well-reasoned analysis belong in sermons, but they are
ineffectual aslong as the preacher has not entered the landscape of the
heart and challenged the reigning metaphors of secularist national
culture with the images and narratives of faith.

Thefirst step in preparing for thistask isto sharpen our consciousness
of those assumptive metaphors that shape and rule our own hearts:

Whether consciously or unconsciously, al people live by metaphors. . . .
To become aware of the metaphors that govern basic perspectivesis,
among other things, a political act, for the possibility of change both at
the personal and public levels depends upon consciousness of hidden
metaphors. . . . Once we become aware that we are interpreters and
Interpretation means seeing one thing in terms of something else, in
other words, using one thing as a perspective on something else, then we
have forever lost what we thought we had -- the innocent eye.(8)
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One of the chief tasks of homiletics isto make the innocent eye the
alerted eye, the eye that probes and detects the shadowed depths of our
mythologic — worlds and is aware of its own distortions and blind
spots.

The alerted eye sees that the assimilation of the gospel to media
methods and images results in burying the gospel's demands. Thisis
evident in the distortions of religious "broadcasters (who) now conduct
regular market research to detect which aspects of the Christian message
will evoke greater response from their audiences, even to the point of
evaluating the acceptability of a particular host's prayers.”(9) In effect,
"the Christian faith, which stresses such things as self-discipline,
sacrifice, and service," is reshaped "by a medium which stresses instant
personal gratification.”(10)

The distortions that the aerted eye identifies in religious broadcasting
are not limited, however, to the gospel as presented on television. The
mythological world and values of the electronic media often pervade
and find reinforcement in the local church and the surrounding culture
of popular literature and iconography. Thus, Allene Stuart Phy
concludes her survey of best-selling religious novels by observing that

they

display only the vaguest understanding of the classical Christian
definition of the nature of Jesus. Thereis, in fact, an antitheological bias
implied in most of these books. The reader is presented a Jesus of
American culture, stripped of "theological accretions.”. . . In this manner
traditional Christianity has been sacrificed to a bland and colorless
American religious pluralism.(11)

In asimilar way, Ljubica D. Popovich summarizes her survey of popular
American biblical imagery by concluding:

This art does not strive to expand experience but rather to reflect a piety
that already exists in the viewer. The monotonous reiteration of
established patterns and conventions, which may be likened to the
familiar refrains of popular music, soothes and reassures but rarely
poses intellectual challenges or expands and explores visual
possibilities.(12)

We may be tempted to dismiss these observations asimmaterial to so
weighty atopic as the social dimensions of the gospel, but they are
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central to any attempt to mobilize the energies of the church on behalf of
justice and peace. For unless we enter the landscape of the heart where
these images are stored, no ecclesiastical pronouncement or pulpit
proclamation- -- however well reasoned and argued -- will budge people
from the dominant mythological world that provides them with the
spiritual essentials of meaning, purpose, security, and a sense of the
sacred.

This observation is supported by my work with a colleague, Carol
Doran, on revitalizing the hymnody of the church. After arecent
presentation to an editorial committee for a new hymnal, the head of the
project told us how startled many of the denominational executives were
at the outpouring of response to proposed changes in the language and
selection of hymns. It exceeded the reaction to any of the
denomination's social pronouncements. Rather than brush this aside as
an example of the irrelevance of the church, it deserves to be examined
as arevealing example of what | mean by the social power of myth. For
hymns are one of the single most important ways that the landscape of
the believing heart is shaped and reveaed: "If you know what hymns a
person loves most, or what hymns a congregation is most addicted to,
you will be able to infer what, in Christianity, means most to that person
or that church. And that inference won't be speculative: it will be
perfectly sound."(13)

The hymnal committee had touched the power center of faith: the
religious imagination, the hunger for beauty arid poetry, the
mythological world that sustains and energizes the believing
community. The surprise, and sometimes disdain, that such areaction
awakens in people who are eager to see the church take a stand for
justice, reveals an ignorance of the peculiar nature of the church's
political power. Such power derives primarily not from defining
Christian positions on specific problems of civil governance, but rather
from the mythological world that isinscribed in the heart by the
community's corporate ritual. Thus the most radical action of the early
church was the way it transfigured the dominant consciousness of the
surrounding culture:

Those odd little groups (of Christians) in adozen or so cities of the
Roman East were engaged, though they would not have put it quite this
way, in constructing a new world. In time, more time than they thought
was |left, their ideas, their images of God, their ways of organizing life,
their rituals, would become part of a massive transformation, in ways
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they could not have foreseen, of the culture of the Mediterranean basin
and of Europe.(14)

The transforming power of the church declines whenever it losesits
religious imagination, by which | mean its ability to envision and
communicate images of an alternative reality that can break the rim of
normative consciousness. It isthe loss of such imagination that makes
ineffectual so much of the social preaching that | hear.

| think of a particular preacher who has a passion for setting things right
In our society, most of whose sermons are a call to action. Even though
the congregation is in sympathy with these concerns, the listeners
energies are not mobilized by the pulpit. An examination of the sermons
reveals that the preacher's vocabulary and style are indistinguishable
from that of the media which form the congregation’s information
network and world view. The preacher often uses the Scriptures in ways
that show sound scholarship, but that does not make much difference
because, in the final analysis, most of the sermons sound like nothing
more than another editorial, worthy perhaps of aresponsible citizen's
reflection but never sending lightning and thunder over the landscape of
the heart.

A more effective strategy for the preacher would be to realize it is not
"enough to propose 'Christian solutions' to the problems of our society,
because it is the whole framework in which these 'problems’ are
perceived which has to be called in question.”(15) That current
framework "can no longer satisfy us," and we therefore face the task of
envisioning reality in away that "will meet our sense of being at a dead
end and open new horizons of meaning."(16) It isthis"sense of being at
adead end" that cuts the nerve of action in this preacher's listeners.

Such afeeling arises whenever a closed system of meaning has
exhausted its repertoire of interpretations and solutions to the puzzles of
human existence. Newbigin identifies this situation as the central issue
for the Western church as it approaches the twenty-first century. His
analysisin the theological realm receives confirmation in the literary
reflections of Czeslaw Milosz, who believes that the vitality of the poet's
voice requires

some basic confidence. . . a sense of open space ahead of the individual
and the human species. . . . Asayouth | felt the complete absurdity of
everything occurring on our planet, a nightmare that could not end well --
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and in fact it found its perfect expression in the barbed wire around the
concentration camps and gas chambers. . . . Today | think that, while the
list of dreaded apocalyptic events may change, what is constant isa
certain state of mind. This state precedes the perception of specific
reasons for despair, which come later.(17)

Thereisastriking similarity of language between Newbigin and Milosz.
The theologian speaks of a"dead end" and the need to "open new
horizons of meaning." The poet describes a"future laden with
catastrophe” and the requirement for a " sense of open space ahead of the
individual and the human species." This similarity isno accident.

As Geoffrey Wainwright exclaims: "If the Western world is
experiencing acrisisin lyric poetry, liturgy, and theology, the
simultaneity of these critical manifestations should not be
surprising.”"(18) The crisisin all three areas springs from a commonly
shared sense of being at a"dead end," a situation in which socially
responsible preaching involves far more than addressing particular
ISSUes.

The preacher | have already mentioned who is unable to move people to
take action for the cause of justice and peace is communicating clearly
enough. But the preacher never acknowledges the listener's primary
state of mind that precedes their "specific reasons for despair" and that
leaves them with no "sense of open space ahead of the individual and
the human species.”

Our analysis reveals why the distinction that is commonly made
between prophetic and pastoral preaching isinaccurate. The terms are
often used to distinguish sermons of social action from those that
address more personal issues of meaning and faith. Newbigin and
Milosz help us see that people do not move into action when the
landscape of the heart islost in a deep shadow and they perceive the
world as a closed reality whose possibilities of transformation are spent.
In the face of such a profound spiritual crisis the task of homileticsisto
revitalize the religious imagination so that it creates a sense of open
space in front of people, thereby giving them enough hope to work for
social change. Thisrequiresthe ability to witness to God with a
language that grips the landscape of the heart.

Speaking a Communal Poetic Idiom to an Individualistic Technical
Culture
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Because of the individualistic character of our culture, the language that
engages the heart often tends to be solitary rather than communal. Thus
the authors of Habits of the Heart, an analysis of individualism and
commitment in American life, discovered that most of their
interviewees:

are limited to alanguage of radical individual autonomy . . . (so) they
cannot think about themselves or others except as arbitrary centers of
volition. They cannot express the fullness of being that is actually
theirs."(19) Revitalizing the religious imagination will not transform this
situation if we assume that the imagination belongs solely to the
individual and is thus limited to the "language of radical individual
autonomy." Tragically, this has been the assumption of most Western
people who have lived after the romantic rebellion against the
Enlightenment, when poetry, the primary language of myth, retreated
more and more into "'(the) paltry ego, (humanity's) often empty and
always cramped ego. . '(until) it withdrew from the domain common to
all people into the closed circle of subjectivism.”(20) The result has been
a severe alienation between the poet and the larger human family so that
the most imaginative users of language -- the poet -- no longer supply a
vitalizing pulse to the myths of the larger culture. Thus Helen Vendler in
her introduction to arecent collection of Contemporary American
Poetry, explains:

The poets included here write -- as the earlier modernists
did not -- from a Freudian culture, one in which a vaguely
Freudian model of the soul has replaced an older
Christianized Hellenic model. . . . Finally, al of these
poets write within a culture in which physical science has
replaced metaphysics as the model of the knowable. The
epistemological shift toward scientific models of
verification has caused the usual throes of fundamentalist
reaction in American culture, as elsewhere; but thereisno
significant poet whose work does not mirror, both
formally and in its preoccupations, the absence of the
transcendent.(21)

In no way do | desireto fuel the "fundamentalist reaction in American
culture." But | want to stress what Vendler's observation means for a
medium as dependent on words as preaching is. The imaginative use of
poetic language to reach the landscape of the heart has now become
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isolated from its original theological and corporate roots and has
become increasingly the constricted domain of a specialized literati. The
separation between the language of the heart and the "Word from whom
al words have sprung, "(22) meansthere is no longer adialectic
between the generative power of the poets and the pulpit. Thisisas
crucia aseparation for theology as for literature since "to lose the vis
poetica is at the same timeto lose the visreligiosa.." (23)

In my experience of leading homiletics workshops with experienced
preachers | have found many pastors who grasp this problem at an
intuitive level. They give sermons that are technically accomplished --
biblically sound, lucidly organized, well spoken. Y et they sense their
language sounds "tired" or worn or "like the same old thing." | admire
these preachers for their refusal to settle for the religious cliche. But
living in aworld where the connection of poetry and theology has been
ruptured, most of their attemptsto vitalize their sermons have been
limited to employing the culture's dominant language in the pulpit. Such
a strategy makes sense because whatever area of thought a society
invests with the power of discovering truth is the areafrom which it
takes much of itsleading language. This is reasonable: we want our
words "to tell the truth" and the persistent hopeisthat if certain words
tell the truth in one place, they'll continue to tell it in another. For the
past few hundred years in Western society, and especially the past one
hundred, science has been seen as the place where truth is found and
told.(24)

Notice the complexities this analysis poses for telling the truth from the
pulpit. On the one hand, to communicate with authority requires using
the "language” of our listeners. But on the other hand, the truth we have
to communicate is one that callsinto question the stranglehold of that
language upon the way we perceive things:

In a structure of thought dominated, as secular humanism'sis, by the
strict opposition of "human intelligence” to "divine guidance" and by the
Insistence that any reference to a transcendent reality is meaningless,
obviously most traditional religious terms are going to be missing from
respectable discourse (or mentioned only to be demeaned). . . . So inthe
list of words deliberately missing from expressions of the currently
dominant ideology we'll find, for example, absolutes, humility,
transcendence, truth, wisdom, wonder, soul, sin, grace, gratitude, and
God.(25)
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In other words the language of the culture shows the same theol ogical
bankruptcy as the language of the poets. Drawing on the analysis of
Habits of the Heart and Peggy Rosenthal's Words and Values, we
discover that popular speech possesses two main qualities: it is technical
in dealing with the objective world of things and personalistic in dealing
with the world of meaning. Such language supports the myths that
science can control nature and that the meaning of lifeislimited to what
Is personally true for the individual.

How, then, do preachers find a poetic and communal idiom that will
speak with authority to a society whose verbal medium is technical and
individualistic?

We begin by creating some degree of critical distance between ourselves
and the language that liesimmediately at hand in the culture, by
realizing the historically conditioned nature of language and its
attendant values. The language of our culture does not necessarily
present things the way they redlly are. Peggy Rosenthal has traced how
the areas of thought invested with power have changed over the years,
and subsequently so has the language that was considered to express the
truth. Language that modern society disdains was once held in esteem,
and language that used to have negative connotations has accrued
positive value. These verbal transformations represent more than the
quirks of popular usage. They reflect shiftsin the substrata of society's
structure of meaning, in the mythological worlds that occupy the
landscape of the heart.

Preachers who lack a historical consciousness of how their speech is
shaped by these shifts in language and values can easily bury the gospel
in attempting to make it relevant. | remember afew years ago when T.
A. -- Transactional Analysis-- was the rage in popular psychological
culture. | lost count of the number of sermons | heard that equated
Christ's acceptance of us with the psychological claim "I'm okay. You're
okay." | wasfinally able to break through this puerile excuse for a
theology of grace with the help of a cartoon that showed Christ upon the
cross asking, "If I'm okay, and you're okay, what am | doing here?" It
took the crudeness of that humor to snap the spell that had descended on
one particular class of preachers.

The story reveals both the desire for a keener language in the pulpit and
the weakness of the materials that are often uncritically accepted in that
quest. Peggy Rosenthal concludes from her study of the interrelationship
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of words and values that we cannot

simply switch to someideal set of terms or train of thought and expect
that if werideit religioudly, we'll reach the good life automatically at
the end of theline. . . . Neither are we simply trapped in those other
(currently dominant) terms, simply stuck on the main train of thought of
our time. Asindividuals with free will, we do have the power to get off
the going lines at any point.(26)

This, however, isonly an initial step since effective preaching can never
remain long at a"position of detachment."(27) Having established some
degree of critical distance from the assumed language and values of the
culture, how do we develop a poetic and corporate language that can
break the rim of normative consciousness and revitalize the religious
Imagination as a source of energy for social change? Thereishelpin
answering this poetic-theological question in both the history of Western
poetry and the history of interpreting God's Word.

T. S. Eliot, in making his distinction between "classical” and "romantic”
poets, suggests that classical poets, meaning all of the major poets of
Western literary tradition prior to the rise of romanticism, arrive at
poetry through eloquence; . . . wisdom has the primacy over inspiration;
and (they) are more concerned with the world about them than with their
own joys and sorrows, concerned with their own feelingsin their
likeness to those of other (people) rather than in their particularity.(28)

What aradically different understanding of the poetic voice thisisfrom
the contemporary understanding that “the price paid for individuality of
voice -- the quality, after all, for which we remember poets -- is absolute
social singularity. Each poet is a species to himself (or herself), a mutant
in the human herd, speaking an idiolect he (or she) shares with no
one."(29) The shift from a concern for commonality of feeling to social
singularity in the poet's voice parallels the devel opment of the "language
of radical individual autonomy" that dominates the general culture. One
way of conceptualizing the task of homileticsisto think of preachersas
classical poets who draw on the language of metaphor and myth in order
to illumine how our feelings draw us together in community rather than
Isolate us in absolute social singularity.” Such a conception of the task
of preaching leads us to recover the corporate, social dimensions of the
Imagination:

We are so habituated to conceiving of the imagination as a private act of
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the human spirit that we now find it almost impossible to conceive of a
common act of imagining with. But what happens in despair is that the
private imagination, of which we are so enamored, reaches the point of
the end of inward resource and must put on the imagination of another if
it isto find away out.(30)

To reclaim the concept and discipline of acommunal imagination is to
do nothing more than what the Old Testament prophets did when they
gathered in schools; or the psalmists did when they used the first person
singular in away that was expressive of the whole congregation's
experience; or what the Gospel writer John did when he related "all
thingsin his own name, aided by therevision of al"(31); or what John
Calvin did when he gathered the preachers of Genevato study the
Scriptures together so that their interpretations would not fall into
idiosyncratic distortions(32) or what the early English separatists did
when they practiced communal biblical interpretation in their prayer
meetings; or what the base communities of Third-World countries do
when they reflect on their corporate experience in light of God's
liberating Word. In every case the imaginative act of discerning the
Word involves more than the individual preacher; it draws on the larger
circle of the community so that awider web of meanings and insightsis
available to the preacher's imagination.

This does not mean that preachers abdicate their calling to proclaim the
gospel or that they do not bring their peculiar insights to the pulpit.
These gifts are as necessary as ever, but now the minister reconstrues
the role of preacher to be the catalyst and guide for this common
Imagination. He or she opens up new avenues of imagination by helping
the community envision what cannot yet be seen: creative ways of
solving racial conflict, aworld without weapons and war, possibilities
for sharing the earth's resources. The minister suggests to acommunity
that the boundaries of the possible are wider than they seem.\Where does
the minister obtain such hopeful assurance? In the treasure house of the
community's traditions. It isthe role of the minister to bring these
traditionsto life again so that they can call the community to conversion
and comfort.(33)

That phrase, "the treasure house of the community's traditions,” is
significant not only because it resonates with Jesus observation:
"Therefore every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven
Is like a householder who brings out of his treasure what is new and
what isold" (Matt. 13:52), but because it is richer than simply "the
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Bible." Scriptureis central to preaching; | will not debate the point. But
to speak about "the treasure house of tradition" isto honor the
revelations and gifts that the Spirit has made that fall outside the canon,
particularly through the work of those creative artists who have not
retreated to "absolute social singularity,” but who have possessed the
faith and grace to bend their talent to the sovereign source of al art and
to express what lies in the community's heart.

Any homiletics that is going to engage the religious imagination for the
cause of social change must enter this treasure house of tradition and
rediscover there the connection to the transcendent and corporate
dimensions of imagination that have been lost since the rise of
romanticism and the technological society.

In a sense, the historical process of alienation between the religious
Imagination and the dominant Western consciousness is similar to what
happens when |ate adol escents attend college and are swept up in the
tide of novel ideas. At first, they dismiss what they have been taught to
value, what has shaped and nurtured them. Their delight and their
deliriumisin what isnew, in all that seemsto liberate them from their
old constraints. But if they are healthy persons, over a period of time
they will begin to look critically at what they formerly granted facile
acceptance. They will not merely return to their past-that is neither
possible nor desirable -- but they will draw on what was best in their
upbringing and meld it with what they have learned and experienced
beyond the boundaries of their initial environment. We say of such
people: they have matured, they have grown up, they are adults now.

So it iswith Western consciousness. It has been in a period of extended
adolesence since the Enlightenment, discovering wonderful new ideas
through science, technology, psychology, and art. But it has also
distorted its health by forgetting its earlier upbringing, by discounting
what century after century knew to be true: that there is a depth to our
existence that is the source of al life and that claims the first loyalty of
our hearts. And this reality is none other than God, who has so patterned
the motions of the molecules of the human cranium that they give rise to
a subjectivity never satisfied by anything less than being in harmony
with the Crestor.

The peculiar calling of preachersin thisageisto help Western
consciousness move beyond adolescence, to integrate the ancient
wisdom with contemporary knowledge so that the religious imagination
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may be reengaged in the cause of personal and social transformation.
Such integration needs to take place not only through content and
concept but also through the character of the language that marks the
pulpit. | believe the great stress on story in homiletics during recent
years represents in part the eruption of this need: that is, the non-
discursive and poetic qualities of narrative have appealed to preachers as
away of breaking beyond the constraints of an overly argumentative
rhetoric. However, atransition to purely narrative and poetic forms of
language would be no healthier in the pulpit than the former domination
of cognitive, rational speech.

I nter weaving Depth and Steno Languages. From Rhapsody to
Reason

Preaching effectively for social change requires fluency in two
languages: that which is evocative, narrative, and metaphorical, and that
which is denotative, logical, and discursive. Philip Wheelwright
identifies these different modes of speech as "depth" and " steno"
language.(34) | shall use these terms as a convenient shorthand without
implying that | fully accept Wheelwright's theory of language.

The spectrum of possibilities for our language is awitnessto the
fullness of the divine Word. Our capacity to draw on such arange of
speech may be rooted in the way our brains are created and the
physiological processes of thought.(35) Being made in the image of God
means in part that we have been endowed with an ability to articulate
reality through arichness of language that extends from rhapsody to
reason. Nevertheless, there is in most people atendency to favor one
language over the other, to use predominantly either steno or depth
speech. But the public role of preachers requires that they do not restrict
their pulpit speech to their own natural tendencies. Confining
themselves either to steno or depth language is more than a stylistic
limitation: it is atheological distortion because

the fullest possible understanding of Christian faith (which is necessarily
an understanding of the "witness" of scriptures and our common human
experience) isinherently dialogical and "dipolar." It does not employ a
single mode of thought but, rather, moves back and forth between . . .
poetry and theology. Asit does so, it not only uses concepts to interpret
metaphors but also uses metaphors to interpret concepts, both the
metaphoric and the conceptual entering into and interpreting the
common ground of life experience, action, and commitment that gives
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riseto al understanding whatsoever.(36)

Burch Brown names this dialectical process "transfiguration,” evoking
the Gospel accounts which reveal the nature of Jesus and connecting the
term as well to the transforming power of art.

Transfiguration has not been the dominant characteristic of homiletics.
Instead of maintaining the dialogical process between theology and
poetry, between steno and depth language, the church from the second
century on tended to favor a more discursive approach in its
proclamation: the "history of preaching, for all its complexity and
diversity, bears one remarkable constant: the reflective shape of the
sermon.”(37)

The general bias of homiletics described in these broad historical terms
has had a profound impact on individual preachers as they have stood in
the pulpit. It has been one of those forces that has shaped their voice
even when they were not aware of it.

David Grayson gives us a sense of how the imbalance of steno language
influenced a minister from his childhood in ways that muffled the
preacher's authentic witness:

Somewhere, | said, he had a spark within him. | think he never knew it:
or if he knew it, he regarded it as a wayward impulse that might lead
him from his God. It was a spark of poetry: strange flower in such a
husk. In times of emotion it bloomed, but in daily life it emitted no
fragrance.(38)

This effort to repress the poetic for fear that it is"awayward impulse
that might lead him from his God" represents something more than the
preacher's personal preference. It is the breaking to the surfacein an
individual preacher of the historical bias of homiletics toward "the
reflective shape of the sermon" whose mental processes of ratiocination
inevitably favor steno language.

And yet if the pulpit does not engage the landscape of the heart with the
appropriate use of depth language, then preachers of other gospels will
step in to conjure up their own visions, and the poetically attractive
invocation of satanic powerswill lead to brutal historical consequences.
At the opening of this chapter we have already seen how this happened
with Hitler. He bypassed the peopl€'s steno language and appealed to
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them through depth language. The pulpit can only counter this kind of
tyranny by maintaining the full spectrum of speech, using the depth
language of Scripture to challenge the idolatrous images of nationalism
and using the fire of that language to re-ignite rational facultiesin the
service of challenging and changing the state. Preachers who think they
are being prophetic by delivering sermonsthat are purely rational are
politically naive and ineffective. The pulpit that fails to regenerate the
vitality of the church's primal images through the use of the poetic is
helpless against the quasi-religious appeal of secular leaders. Despite the
fact that we live after Copernicus, the universe we carry in our hearts
and mindsis still poetic and mythological:

| deologies and superstitions, concentration-camp utopias and
interplanetary folklore occupy the void left by the withdrawal of the
Christian soul and scientific humanism, by the ebbing of Christian
intellect and the elitist encystation of men (and women) of sciencein
their special languages, waterproof compartments.(39)

When the pulpit ceases to be poetic, it creates a vacuum that sucks in the
pathological images of a spiritually bankrupt and often demonic culture.

Augustine knew this. It was the basis of his argument for eloquent
sermons as a counter-force to the malevolent uses of rhetoric: "While
the faculty of eloguence, which is of great value in urging either evil or
justice, isinitself indifferent, why should it not be obtained for the uses
of the good in the service of truth if the evil usurp it for the winning of
the perverse and vain causes in defense in iniquity and error?'(40)

The most radical voice for social change in the pulpit is not the one that
sounds like the editorial page of the evening paper or atelevision
commentator. Instead, it is the voice whose analytical speech drawsfire
from the visionary energies of depth language and (like the biblical
prophets) shakes the foundations of the state with poetic thunder. This
process also works in reverse: sometimes images and stories that on
their own would seem merely decorative and anecdotal, bristle with life
because they have been preceded by the clear rational speech of a
carefully developed argument.

The process of transfiguration lies, then, at the heart of the fullness of

the gospel and the ability of preaching to engage all of usfor all of God.
This does not mean that every sermon will be a perfect balance of depth
and steno languages. There are biblical texts and pastoral circumstances
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when one language is more appropriate than the other. What concerns us
here is that ministers examine their preaching over time, asking, Am |
employing the full range of language that gives witness to the wholeness
of God's Word, from rhapsody to reason? Preachers who can answer yes
to this are participating in a process of transfiguration that reaches
beyond their own personal development into the renewing cycles of
poetry and philosophy that can sustain the energies needed for social
change.

The Sermon: Preparation, Preaching, and Reflection

An ecumenical service celebrating the three-hundredth anniversary of
the birth of Johann Sebastian Bach is the occasion for this sermon. The
liturgy is patterned after the Leipzig service of Bach's own time and
features the performance of the Easter cantata"Christ Lag in
Todesbanden" as an integral part of the proclamation of the Word. |
realize thisis a specia occasion and one that might even seem strange
for a sermon on social change. But | have chosen it because it throws in
bold relief the issue of how social changeis facilitated by the poetic. Far
too often, people contrast the aesthetic side of faith with the gritty
business of changing society. But this dichotomy, as| havetried to
indicate in my essay, is a modern phenomenon occasioned by the loss of
the corporate and theological dimensions of the poet's voice.

The combination of Bach's genius and the Gospel text that was
appointed for the day, Mark 16:1-8, telling of the women's discovery of
the empty tomb, providesin my view an opportunity to break the rim of
normative consciousness and revitalize the religious imagination. Many
of the listeners are leadersin their own congregations, people already
hard at work on the church's mission, many of them sometimes
wondering if it really is possible to bring about social change.

| live with the text for several days, using standard reference works. |
am struck with the observation that perhaps the reason Mark ended his
Gospel on this strange note of fear was "to emphasize human
Inadequacy, lack of understanding, and weakness in the presence of
supreme divine action and its meaning."(41) For these are the very
realities that break through our normal ways of perceiving the world,
and they are also the qualities of Bach's music.

| spend two hours with the pastoral musician, Carol Doran, who will
conduct the choir and instrumentalists. | take notes as she explains the

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1111 (18 of 33) [2/4/03 6:17:04 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

background and nature of the music. Like good exegetical notes, al of
them will not get in the sermon but they make me secure about what |
will preach, and they lead me to a deeper appreciation of Bach's
interpretation.

My colleague lends me arecording of the work and | listen again and
again, asintently as | have studied the biblical passage. Bach is helping
me understand the Spirit, the depths of the text, the wonder of it all. The
weeping strings in E minor have led me to the landscape of the heart,
and | wait there in wordless prayer, perceiving truth that is like mist
rising from alake; it is neither water circumscribed by the curve of
shore nor cloud silhouetted against the blue of sky, but effluvium from
the source rising toward an articulation of form that cannot be predicted
or controlled. Wonder, image, concept, clarity -- a sermon is condensing
into a discernible shape.

A Primal Fear some Wonder

And they went out and fled from the tomb; for trembling and
astonishment had

come upon them; and they said nothing to any one, for they were afraid
(Mark 16:8)

What a strange ending for a book that opens,
"Here begins the Good News of Jesus Christ."

How does Mark get from Good News
to trembling and astonishment
and they said not aword to anyone for they were afraid?

His ending has bothered Christians
almost from the moment he wrote it down.

Over the years, readers have come up with all kinds of
theories about why the book concludes this way:

Some people speculate Mark got sick and did not finish.
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Some say he intended to finish but never did. And others think he had
another ending

but
it was the last page of the manuscript
and somehow it got torn off and lost.

It's understandable how people came up with these theories.

They must have wondered:
where is the high rhapsodic note of Easter joy?

If we want to find that, we will have to turn to Matthew.
Or Luke.

Or John.

| like Matthew for power.

Matthew knows how to end on a strong note.

Therisen Lord gets the last words:

"All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Go therefore
and make disciples of al nations, baptizing them in the name of the
Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe
al that | have commanded you; and lo, | am with you always, to the
close of the age." (Matt.28:18-20)

So if we want that high, thrilling vision of Easter,
the one that lifts us up and makes us sing,
we will have to turn to another Gospel than Mark's.

For Mark seems intent instead on giving us
the primal fearsome wonder of the resurrection.

And even
If we were ever to find some long-lost original ending,
there till is no way to hide Mark's bluntness:
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"trembling and astonishment had come upon them;
and they said nothing to any one, for they were afraid.

Now the greatness of Bach
isthat he is not like some preachers
who might look at this text and think:

"Oh, my, it doesn't seem suitable.
We better fix thisup
and write the sermon in amajor key."

Bach has too much integrity for that.
Instead he writes the cantatain E minor.

Remember that opening sinfonia,
the strings playing rich minor chords.

Or think of the chorus singing

"the death," "the death," "the death"
again and again and again

so we fedl the inescapability of death.

Or later on we hear the strings weeping over the Paschal
Lamb.

Bach leads us into the heart of Mark's words:

"Trembling and astonishment had come upon them;
and they said nothing to any one,
for they were afraid.”

How could it be otherwise?
Think about it for a moment.

How could the first reaction be anything other
than trembling and astonishment?

Trudging through the dawn of that first Easter morning
those women carried with them a single comfort.
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Just one:
they knew it was all over.

The task now wasto grieve,
to come to terms with their |oss.

That is not much comfort.
But it is some comfort.

| think of all the dear people who have died whom | have loved.
| have known comfort in the finality of death.

Have you not known it?

Youredizeall isover.

Y ou have no choice but to accept it.

And so the women made their way to the tomb.
They knew what the future held for them.

Tears.

And more tears.

Then fewer tears.

Then getting used to the hollow place in the heart
that would never again fill up.

On the way to the tomb
maybe they dreamed of the empty daysto
come and what they would say to one ancther:

"Oh, we had such high hopes,
but | know now it was all anillusion.”

"Goodness glimmers for amoment.
Lovelastsalittle while
then evil wipesit out."

"YeS,
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let's be redlists.
Let's be honest about the world.
It's rotten. And the bad win."

Maybe they were thinking like this
until,

as Mark says,

"L ooking up, they saw... "

Wait.
What did they see?

When they were here Friday, their pain and grief were so sharp
they did not take in many details.

"But the stone?
Wasn't it right there?'

"| don't understand.
Things are not the way | remember."

And entering the tomb, they saw a young man sitting on the right side,
dressed in a white robe; and they were amazed. And he said to them,
"Do not be amazed; you seek Jesus of Nazareth, who was crucified. He
has risen, he is not here; see the place where they laid him. But go, tell
his disciples and Peter that he is going before you to Galileg; there you
will see him, as he told you." (Mark 16:4-7)

Wait.
Do you mean that the world is not the way we thought it was?
Y ou mean we cannot be content to nurse our grief and hurt?

Y ou mean our hard-earned realism
Is called into question now?

If death

if the one absolute certainty,
if the one ineradicable truth of our lives,
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is not fixed and closed,
then what about all the other certainties?

If death has been overcome, what about this certainty?
| will never forgive him.

If death has been overcome, what about this certainty?
| will never find it in my heart to love that person.

If death has been overcome, what about this certainty?
It isimpossible for us to negotiate a meaningful arms reduction with the
Soviets.

If death has been overcome, what about this certainty?
We can have no impact on apartheid in South Africa.

If death has been overcome, what about this certainty?
Women cannot do that!

If death has been overcome, what about this certainty?

Y ou can't expect to overcome centuries of prejudice.
If death has been overcome, what about this certainty?

Thereisno way | will ever get rid of my addiction.
"Trembling and astonishment had come upon them;
and they said nothing to any one, for they were afraid.”

Of course they were afraid.

More than a stone had been moved.
The whole world had shifted.

They needed time to absorb that truth.
Time. Time --

Yet | can imagine over the next few days,
as they saw others who knew the risen Lord,
the truth began to grow in them.
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They began to remember those stories
that on Good Friday

had seemed merely the vain efforts

of some dreamy-headed idealist.

| can hear them recalling various incidentsin Christ's life:

"Do you remember when we were in the synagogue
and there was that man in the back?

He was possessed and the demon cried out,
‘Jesus of Nazareth!'
And Christ healed him."

"Y ou know what | will never forget
is the time there was that big crowd
in front of the door.

And four brazen men

got up on the house

and dug a hole through the roof

and lowered down their paralyzed friend."

"When | was making bread the other day,

| thought of those five thousand people

out on the hillside.

And all the food we could find

was what some child's mother had packed him for lunch.

So the stories began to flood back,

only now,

instead of thinking of them as glimmers of grace,
they were seen for what they really were:

signs of God transforming the world

and breaking their assumptions

that thisis the way things have to be --

cruel, bitter, unjust.

God was showing them other possibilities
for life: the lame walking,
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the hungry fed, the blind seeing.

And | can picture Mark,

having listened to all these stories,

getting ready to write them down

before they slipped away from memory

or get changed anymore than they already had been.

He has to come up with the hardest sentence of all:
the first sentence.

He thinks about the trembling and astonishment of the
resurrection

and the light that Easter throws upon the exorcisms
and the feedings

and the healings

and the cross.

While he thinks, the Spirit moves within him.
He writes: "Here begins the Good News of Jesus Christ."
And the sentence rings true for Mark.

It does not sound facile
or cheaply happ

because Mark,

like Bach who followed him,

has looked at the trembling and the astoni shment

of the resurrection,

at the primal fearsome wonder of what God had done.

In some way in your own life you have been touched by that
trembling and astonishment.

Otherwise you would not be here.

And that iswhy | am here al'so
worshiping with you.
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Because if | go back behind every reason for my being here,
| get to thisfinal one:

Jesus Christ isrisen.

How have you known that in your life?

Wasiit at the bedside of someone who was dying?

Was it when you walked from a grave and thought,
"I'll never get through this?'

But you did.

Or was it when you took a stand for justice

and you could have sworn

there was someone who steadied your trembling legs?

And afterward,

Y ou walked away saying, "Jesus Christ, you are my all.
| love you.

Not nearly as perfectly asyou love me.

But | will follow you.

| will serveyou.

| will stand bravely for what isright.”

And then the fear and the trembling gave way
and there was Good News.

Our prayer isthat this day,

through the ministry of Johann Sebastian Bach
and these musicians, you may know again

the fear and the trembling,

the primal fearsome wonder

of the resurrection of Jesus Christ

so that when you walk out of here

your life will declare to other lives:

"Here begins the Good News of Jesus Christ."
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Reflection

First aword about the form of the sermon. | originally preached it, as|
do most of my sermons, with no notes. Then | made a transcript from a
tape. | have polished some of the language for publication and left out a
few comments that were germane only to that particular congregation,
but the sermon is basicaly as| spokeit. | stress this because sermons are
above al a spoken, not awritten communication. The pace, inflection,
pitch, and color of speech are among the most important aspects of
preaching, and they are vital to the process of engaging listeners for
social change. | am convinced that one of the reasons Martin Luther
King, Jr., was able to facilitate change is that his delivery was so
credible. Listen to hisvoice. Y ou can hear the weeping of hispeoplein
it at the same timethat it isfired with a passion for justice. The cadence,
the pacing, the accents -- all reveal someone who isin touch with the
music of language, that music that is the very spring of myth and poetry.

Robert Frost identifies the speaking voice as "the voice of the
imagination.”(42) And that iswhy it isvital, even if we do write out our
sermons, that we write them with our ears and not our eyes. To make
this our standard practice would be away of disciplining ourselvesto
reclaim the religious imagination and to speak more effectively to the
landscape of the heart.

The sermon aso draws on the listeners' experience of hearing the
cantataimmediately beforehand. This is a deliberate strategy to integrate
Bach's sonic manifestation of ultimate meaning with the structures of
thought and feeling that constitute the organization of the sermon. | call
on the music to help engage the imaginative capacities of the listeners so
that they have more spiritual energy to respond to the issues of social
change that are presented in the form of alitany: "If death has been
overcome, what about this certainty?' and so on. Notice that the litany
uses a primary logical pattern, "If... then ...," thus blending the rational
with the poetic and providing a balance of steno and depth languages.

| have deliberately connected the resurrection of Christ to the task of
social transformation. | want it to be clear that there is a theol ogical
reason, and not merely my personal bias, for the church'sinvolvement in
society. Easter addresses the ultimate fear of human existence -- the
threat of not being -- and thereby frees usto look skeptically at all those
other limitationsin life that we unjustifiably excuse as "the way the
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world is." By drawing on the reality of Christ's resurrection |
simultaneously address the existential anxiety of the individual while
challenging the church to claim the full meaning of what it believes.

Easter points us beyond "our sense of being at a dead end" that
Newbigin has identified as the root of our passivity (see pages 212-13)
and opens what he calls "new horizons of meaning." We facilitate social
change, not by promulgating a particular program but by entering the
landscape of the heart and revitalizing -- through music, poetry and
reason -- the listeners' belief in the source of all just and lasting change:
the risen Christ

(Whose) high rhapsodic vision

Of truth and love and peace

Has loosened dreams and yearnings
That will not fade or cease.

We fear no earthly power

For we are claimed as friends

By that all-gracious ruler

Whose kingdom never ends. Thomas H. Troeger
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Afterward

As noted in the introduction, thisfinal chapter movesin two directions.
It is an Afterword that interweaves material from the previous chapters-
an analysis on analysis. It has been organized around five broad themes:
theology, context, interpretation, language, and so-called "prophetic
preaching." In drawing from the contributors of these chapters, | have
indicated what comes from whom. Generally | have summarized, but
even where | have used excerpts, | have usually omitted quotation
marks.

But | also use the term Afterword in a future sense. It iswhat comes
next, what is still to be explored Using this meaning, | have taken each
of the five themes and pushed them further, introducing additional
sources. For this reason the narrative endnotes have been more fully
developed than is usual. Preaching draws on so many resources and
utilizes so many disciplines that even such an array should, on
reflection, not be surprising. In extending the discussion in thisway |
am also indicating the open-endedness of our study. Our canvas has
become a scroll that keeps on being unrolled.

1. Theology -- Shaping Perception and Reality

"Itisonly areal spiritua revolution that can save us. Those are the
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words of an economist who works with the World Bank. They were
uttered after areview of the growing economic gap between rich and
poor nations and of the escalation of military defensivenessin the
world.(1) The priority of "the spiritual," and of theology, is a paramount
thrust in the analysis and description of preaching in the preceding
chapters. It is also pervasively evident in the accompanying sermons.

God's free presence is not just the footnote but the theological key in the
temple-dedication account of | Kings 8. In this free presence the world
isviewed differently. God is not cifference for those who live in the
world (Allen). Thisisthe theological starting point of preaching's
content, but it also shapes the structure of the sermon.

There are times when the evening newspaper unloads such an
unrelenting litany of tragedy, escalating tension, and leadership failure
that | feel despair. Others, | know, fedl it too. Preachers, at such
moments, cannot withdraw into some private realm or focus primarily
on the hereafter. Eschatology as the consummation of God's rule gives
us an alternative vision of that rule and sends us back to the
empowerment of the Spirit of Pentecost(2) (Wardlaw). As Constance
Fitzgerald has put it, " Contemplation, and ultimately liberation, demand
the handing over of one's powerlessness and 'outsider-ness to the
inspiration and power of God's Spirit."(3)

Another theological theme concerns the Bible and itsinterpretation in
preaching. The authority of the sermon rests with Scripture (the
Gonzalezes) and this primacy of the Word of God is an explosive power
(Wardlaw). But the normativeness of Scripture should still take
seriously the reality of a spectrum of other views among listeners,
ranging from the Bible as an imprimatur on the preached word to the
biblical text as having little inherent authority (Allen). This spectrum
may reflect a misunderstanding of the formation of the Bible as both an
act of faith (and therefore normative) and an act of vested interests (and
therefore humanly conditioned).(4) But this double character of the
formation of the text, aswell asitsinterpretation and reception, isa
diaectic in which the act of faith persists and evidences from start to
finish the guidance of God's Spirit of truth (Brueggemann).

The community that receives this Word of God is a human community,
but it is also acommunity where God is at work and this leads to its
understanding of inclusiveness. Thisis a strange perspective, from a
human point of view, because God can say to the Jews that the enemy
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Ninevites are included -- not because they have cultural or military
superiority, but because of the massive presence of children and cattle.
Thisis asacramental community that sees its human connectedness
through its sacramental connectedness (the Gonzal ezes).

Those who lead such a community are those who have stood on holy
ground, for whom the spiritual is the integrating, synthesizing element
of life. They have been called to preach and have experienced "burning,
burning, burning, burning” because God has "plucked" them to be
passion-filled messengers (Hunter).

The foregoing theological positions affect or ought to affect our world
view. A commitment to God, to the Word of God and to the calling of
God can enable us to see with the eyes of faith. The radicalness of this
approach to perception is sharpened by Rosemary Haughton's
skepticism about our acceptance of a biblical view of what the world
ought to be:

A church of friends, aworld of compassion without domination or
privilege, winners or loser -- we dismiss that as impossible because our
Imaginations, conditioned by unexamined political and economic
assumptions, cannot grasp it as a practical possibility.(5)

There is a clash between our perception of reality shaped by our
theology and that shaped by our culture and traditions. A couple of
chapters have called attention to ways in which our world views (our
"landscapes of the heart") are influenced by our socialization, especially
through the medium of television (Allen and Troeger). It is not only our
perception of the world that is influenced by television, but aso our way
of perceiving. As Cohn Morris points out, television blurs the
distinction between messages that are true and those that are false. What
Isimportant is the credible and the fascinating. The "visual statements’
of advertisers dispense conventional wisdom with a power to evoke a
positive response. Programming is so shaped that the communication of
serious ideas becomes unlikely and the linkage between knowing and
acting is severed. "Information bits" are presented with such rapidity
and oversimplification that the viewer can only, it seems, suspend
judgment or "believe tentatively and with elasticity."(6) Theresult is
also apathy, the inability to feel passion that would enable action toward
othersin need.(7)

This mediaforce, along with other cultural and social influences, shapes
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the disposition as well as the substance of theology associated with our
view of the world. This affects what is believed as well as attitudes
toward believing. In chapter two "Faith Church" struggles to discover
the world views of its members by making use of categories (comic,
romantic, tragic, and ironic) laid out by Carroll and Hopewell.(8)
Members are asked how they believe God is at work in life, and the
responses enable the pastor to communicate the gospel more specifically
to the congregation (Wardlaw). In a somewhat broader way, Troeger
explores the "rim of normative consciousness' and, following
Newbigin, callsfor the creation of awhole new framework within
which to understand the gospel. We cannot work within the present
genera outlook to offer solutionsto problemsin life. Theology must
furnish an alternative view of reality.

Throughout the previous pages (and preceding chapters) we have been
speaking about the priority of theology and its critical role. But this, it
seems to me, is not enough. What particular theology we hold makes a
significant difference to how we view the world. Or we could say that
how we view the world influences the theology we hold. A primary
motivation in developing the substance and approach of this book came
out of adesireto point to the relationship between declared theology
and de facto theology. To what extent is the theology that isimplicit in
our behavior and attitudes toward society different from the theology we
articulate?

An appropriate example is our theology of the church's mission and
religious identity. Francis Schussler Fiorenzaidentifies six
interpretations. (1) On the dichotomous model, transcendence and
Immanence, religion and politics are totally separated. The natural and
the supernatural are distinct orders; and the first belongsto the stete, the
second to the church. (2) A substitutive view holds that the church
enters the realm of servicein society only when the latter's institutions
are inadequate to meet imperative needs. (3) A third position holds that
socia mission is voluntary, unofficial. Officialy the church is not
directly involved but it can inspire and motivate Christians to organize
In the service of the world. (4) Partial mission is afourth view. Here
social mission is only one legitimate function of the church. To some it
may be more central, to othersless so. (5) On an overtly political model,
the proclamation of the Rule of God has implications that function as a
negative criticism of society. (6) Finally, in aliberation perspective,
salvation history and world history are so linked that theology critiques
the present but also strives to anticipate eschatological reality within
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history.(9)

Preaching is one aspect of the church and its mission. In the present
volume the various contributors have demonstrated that preaching in all
of its aspectsis social. From beginning to end it is theologically
motivated. But what sort of theology has which social effectsis beyond
the scope of this book's design. Such correlations are certainly important
and will require careful historical analysis and interdisciplinary study. In
an ambitious project of precisely this nature, William Everett and T.J.
Bachmeyer work out an elaborate paradigm in which they interrelate
three theological approaches -- cultic (Catholic), prophetic (Protestant),
and ecstatic (Anabaptist) -- with three sociological traditions --
functionalism (unitary view of society), dualism (conflictual), and
pluralism (balance of powers) -- with three psychological viewpoints --
conflictual, fulfillment, and equilibrium.(10)This highly provocative
study is criticized by Gregory Baum as overly schematic and as favoring
aliberal reformist (vs. prophetic) position.(11) While there are strong
connections between our views of theology, personality, and society,
similar commitments to social compassion may arise from different
theological perspectives and we ought not to prejudge people's socia
commitment when we are only exposed to their theology or their views
of personality.(12)

2. Context -- church and World

The context of preaching is acommunity with a memory and a present
reality (Brueggemann). To state it thisway isto view context in terms
of time: the influence of the past on the present and of contemporary
society on our way of hearing and interpreting. Preaching is "the
interface of two socia worlds," the world of the Bible and our world.
The horizons of perception in these two worlds are joined in the act of
preaching. This assumes that attention has been paid by the present
Christian community both to its own social reality and to the social, and
not just to a narrow perception of the historical nature of the biblical
communities (Wardlaw). With David Tracy, proclamation is more than
adidtillate of socia/historical study; it isadynamic word of address
calling for faith because there has been a "disclosure of areality we
cannot but name truth.”(13) The intensity of this encounter is
comparable to the abandonment with which people fully enter into a
game.(14)

Another way of viewing the context in temporal termsisto see the
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congregation as sacramentally connected in the communion of saintsin
all ages. Cutting across the borders of time, Christians are linked with
both the past and an eschatological future. At the same time this
sacramental connection is geographically global; it is spatial. The
congregation is open to the world, and preaching should address as well
the community of faith throughout the world. Thisinevitably includes
aspects such as gender, race, and status (the Gonzal ezes).

Looking at "Faith Church" in the context of the city of Metro City, the
structural aspect of this spatial dimension is stressed. The people listen
to preaching both out of and toward their engagement in community
organizations. Those organizations also touch matters that are national
and international. This structural dimension is far harder to deal within
preaching. Often it is complex, diffuse, in flux, and even controversial.
Thisiswhy the preaching moment is a confluence of people, times and
contexts and therefore requires the engagement of the congregation not
only as careful, critical listeners, but as participants in preparation and
follow-up (Wardlaw). Increasingly our globe is aweb of
interconnections. We not only know what is happening on the other side
of the earth, but in amyriad of ways our decisions and actions affect
other countries, and their actions affect ours. Therefore, the Word of
God, in aworld of gross inequalities, cannot avoid addressing these
linkages. In the words of Walter Johnson, written twenty years ago, "To
refuse to pursue the question of the radical change effected in our
situation by the hearing of thisword is to be ethically irresponsible.” (15)

The preceding chapters clearly urge that preaching be open to the world.
This surely includes seeing it with Third-(and Fourth-) World eyes. For
example, Justo Gonzalez's collection of sermons, Proclaiming the
Acceptable Year,(16) are the words of those who see with eyes of Asia,
Africa, Latin America, and minority groupsin North America. In one of
these, the words of Jesus to people in an authoritarian society, to "make
up your minds not to prepare your defence beforehand" (Luke 21:14,
NEB), make eminent sense. As C. S Song explains regarding Taiwan,
"Christians brought to trial because of their allegiance to Jesus have
changed amilitary court into a court of testimony!"(17) This
contextualization can help usreflect on the judicial system in North
America, for it allows us to penetrate the politicization of the rule of law
when judgments are handed down that favor order over justice.(18) This
Is but one example of how the marginalized of the world have much to
teach the Western world about social compassion.(19)
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Although Canada, like the United States, is a part of the First World and
has much to learn from the Third World, there are substantial
differences between the two countries. As a Canadian editing a book
written by United States citizens for a U.S. publisher, | am conscious
that readers on my side of the border have to read with Canadian eyesin
order to make an appropriate translation of thiswork for their own
context. Canada, from its British roots, has a stronger non-conformist
church tradition and in its treatment of immigrants from other countries
has tended more toward a cultural mosaic than an assimilating melting
pot. Further, the use of the term "American" as a synonym for the
United States in some of the preceding chapters feels presumptuous to
me in my Canadian setting and therefore even more so for people who
belong to the other Americas. Attitudes toward the state, cultural
assumptions, and self-designations all bear on how we do theology and
should raise sensitivity in the area of preaching.

Two points have been made in the preceding paragraphs that can now
be related to specific sociological studies of preaching. Contexts are
interconnected and, when viewed together, they manifest considerable
diversity. As part of an exhaustive study (examining forty thousand
speeches) of religious pronouncements relating to cultural changein
Finland, Tapio Lampinen discusses open and closed communications
systems. An open system is adaptable to its environment; it grows under
external pressure and adjuststo rapid, external change. A closed system
fits better with a stable environment, is slow to adapt, and strives to
changein its context. It becomes more differentiated from its
environment in times of change and emphasizes its own traditions and
distinctive language. This means that in a primarily closed system, the
sermon content is determined by church tradition and, to alesser degree,
by the personal life of the preacher. In an open system thereis
substantial input from the environment and dial ogue between the church
and a changing society. As aresult of this feedback, church doctrineis
revised.(20)

Oneisreminded of Weber's church/sect typology in which the "church
type" is more open, pluralistic, and inclusive whereas the "sect type" isa
closed, exclusive community with more rigid doctrinal

requirements.(21) Of course, these distinctions need to be put on a
continuum since "pure” types do not exist as such. Nevertheless,
preaching does tend to move toward transformation or equilibrium
(Brueggemann) even though theologically these two tendencies are
diaecticaly related in the judgment and grace dimensions of the gospel.
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In an earlier study of preaching in the Federal Republic of Germany,
Osmund Schreuder examines listenersin terms of a six-point continuum
from heteronomous, group-oriented, duty-bound people, to those who
are more autonomous and cosmopolitan. He finds that the vast majority
of members are in between these extremes and that their appreciation of
sermons is strongly determined by their subjective, religious, and church
attitudes and by their feelings of solidarity with the preacher. He also
finds that "listeners are more attentive and remember more, if the
sermon is more closely linked to the world as they know it," and if itis
not transcendent. But overall, few listeners remember very much of the
sermon (though this does not affect their appreciation of it!) and thereis
"afairly undifferentiated reaction.” The latter causes him to conclude
that thereisa"crisis' in preaching; it isthe crisis of amass of listeners
"whose feelings of solidarity are characterized by unarticul ated totality."
This, he adds, prevents the Churches from functioning in a
differentiated way for their members.” Thisis" 'blind' solidarity, which
Isinsensitive to differentiation.” (22) Over against a superficial "unity"
stands a catholicity of the church that enrichesits life with a variety of
perspectives and keeps it open to the diversity of human beingsin our
world (the Gonzalezes). The preacher will want thisto be reflected in
the way people are included and pictured in the sermon (Allen).

3. Interpretation -- Subjective and Corporate

Schreuder's contention, that a close association between preacher and
people exists in preaching, points toward the subjective and corporate
dimensions of interpretation. The distinctive background, upbringing,
and experiences (spiritual and social) of preachers shape the kind of
preaching they offer. This socialization may be deeply rooted in the
community of faith which is subsequently involved in validating the call
to preach (Hunter). Some may also be formed in mgor ways outside the
church. Karl Gaspar's experience of political repression is but one
obvious example. The socialization models are often varied. Shils
singles out three institutions that are, in his view, the primary
transmitters of tradition: family, school, and church.(23) Role models
are drawn primarily from these, but there are also others, for example,
public figures and media personalities. When it comes to preaching
models, they have been predominantly male figures whose interpretive
approaches have tended, until recently, to be more limited and
subjective than we have cared to admit.(24)
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It is not too much to speak of interpretation as "an act of vested interest”
(Brueggemann). This does not mean that we should not try to listen with
openness to the text and its interpretive tradition nor that the
congregation should listen to preaching with only their own interestsin
view. It is simply the acknowledgment that neutrality and objectivity are
elusive and that admitting our biases can help usinterpret more
responsibly. Asinterpreters we are both socially and theologically
subjective (Allen). Sociology is one of those disciplines that can assist
us to see "through" and "beyond" our primary socialization and to
become more aware of our vested interests.(25)

In the biographies of J. Alfred Smith and David Bartlett, we find both
spiritual formation and the development of social consciousness
(Hunter), which may be termed conversion and consciousness-raising
experiences. Some people might distinguish between them more sharply
than others, but both processes involve a major movement affecting our
subjective limitations and, therefore, they deeply influence our
interpretation of Scripture and tradition. They are, of course, highly
subjective experiences. They involve adopting a new system of meaning
that reorders the various e ements that make up our own biographies.
We fed a satisfying newness rooted in a sense of order and purpose.
Our meaning-system has changed and our perspectives have refocused.
In some cases these have narrowed and in others expanded. With them
we also change our social relationships, drawing closer to the
interpreting community or becoming part of a new one.(26)

In view of the subjective nature of interpretation, attention ought to be
given to a shift from alinear model of communication to a dynamic and
corporate one. The linear model is ssimple, fixed, two dimensional and
moves a message from preacher (sender) to congregation (receiver).
Thisisareified understanding of both the message and the
congregation; an object placed into containers. so to speak. Yet this
linear model thus stated helps us see that, in general, preachers have
been socialized to be loners and congregations to be passive recipients.
But what isreally needed is "a dynamic, multidimensional model" that
sees the preached Word as aliving event and the preacher and
congregation both as participants. The biblical tradition is then an active
partner and the congregation becomes a community alive to the world in
which that tradition will be heard afresh (Wardlaw). Thetext isnot "a
contextless absolute," but a bold, responsive, assertive, imaginative act
that stands as a proposal of reality to the community (Brueggemann).
The exposition of atext is mediated through world views of preacher
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and people, and the preacher needs to be aware of the congregation's
view both of the world and of the Bible (Allen). But the more that
preacher and people handle the text together, the more they are
influenced by it and influence one another (Wardlaw and
Brueggemann). People who have tried this model of "Faith Church"
have found it effective. At the very least the preacher can follow along
interpretive tradition of some form of communal study and present the
sermon as a"'common act of imagining with" so that a wider web of
meanings and insights is avail able to the preacher's imagination
(Troeger).(27)

Implied in the above is the element of involvement. A linear deductive
approach to life (and hence to preaching) can become "an infinite
regress, always receding into finer and finer analysis." This could
postpone "the action that might reveal life anew to us." Rather than
think our way into a new kind of living, we need to live our way into a
new kind of thinking.(28) Preaching, in a dynamic model, arises from
our choices of how we live and act. It isrooted in where we take our
stands.

4. Language -- Creative and Critical

"Language,” says Claude Levi-Strauss, "isasocia phenomenon™ and it
"lives and develops only as a collective construct.”(29) Because
language is a primary medium of communication, its very structureis
affected by social organization and culture. In oral culture, for example,
language is sound; it iswhat is heard. Through it people are
generationally (temporally) connected in the retelling of stories, myths,
and traditions. Language is communal, it functions within the cultural
group. With the introduction of script, later intensified by print, the
visual (space) aspect of |anguage becomes more important than the
sound (time) aspect. So in Hebraic culture, understanding is primarily a
kind of hearing while in Greek cultureit is primarily a matter of seeing.
L anguage as speech is dynamic, fleeting, irreversible, but print breaks
the strictures of time and leads to permanence. With the introduction of
audio and audiovisual communication, sound can be played back and
print can be sent across vast distances almost instantaneously.(30)

Against this backdrop we can expect to be influenced by reigning

metaphors (Troeger), to be shaped by language in the way we think and
act (Allen). Even at the most basic level of everyday speech, as George
Lakoff and Mark Johnson point out, we are subliminally conditioned by
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our culture. So it ismore normal to say "up and down" than "down and
up" or "good and bad" than "bad and good."(31) On agrand scale,
whole cultures have lived by "root metaphors,” to use Gibson Winter's
language. In the premodern world the dominant metaphor was
organicistic. With the development of the modern world the organicistic
metaphor was replaced by the mechanistic. Since thistoo hasrun its
course, Winter seeks a new metaphor in the artistic process(32) (Allen).
This suggests that language is not only influenced by culture but also
has the potential to be an influence on culture. Sexist or racist language
reflects social reality, but inclusive language can create an awareness of
these redlities and can provide us with a social world in which they are
no longer dominant (Allen).

To proclaim the gospel of the Rule of God in our age callsfor an
Interweaving of "depth" and "steno" languages. Scripture itself is both
metaphorical and discursive. As human beings we have two sides to our
brains that respond respectively to the denotative (left side) and the
evocative (right side) (Troeger). We need the creative, poetic, and
narrative in our preaching and also the analytical, explanatory, and
hortatory. One expands our imaginations, the other penetrates our closed
categories; together they enable us to become more haolistic.

Rationality in preaching is not enough to counter reigning metaphors,
What is needed are the images and narratives of faith, and the awareness
that the use of metaphors can be a political act (Troeger drawing from
Sallie McFague). While thisis true, Winter reminds us that radical
change does not come about just by altering metaphoric interpretation.
Acts of oppression are caused by political and economic institutions.
Symbol systems expose the structures of oppression(33) and therefore
serve the political process, but the institutions themsel ves also need to
be changed.

Although in the history of preaching since the second century the church
has favored a discursive rather than a poetic approach (Troeger), there
has been a long tradition of metaphor and analogy in theology. These
are two kinds of tensive language reflecting different theological
streams and functioning with different emphases. Protestants have
tended to use metaphor because it connects dissimilar ideas and realities
and therefore suits a Protestant preference for seeing the world in terms
of contrast and dialectic. This negative diaectic destroysillusions and
pretensions in society. Theologically, a metaphorical approach contrasts
God's transcendence with human finitude and sinfulness. Analogical
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thinking and language emphasize similarities and have been more
characteristic of Catholic theology. God is seen in terms of harmony
with creation. According to Tracy, the analogical needs the negative
diaectic of the metaphorical. McFague argues that images (whether
symbolic/analogical or parabolic/metaphorical) need interpretation
through concepts and theories, but interpretation never exhausts the
meaning of images.(34)

So far, except for the brief discussion of the difference between oral and
written cultures, we have concentrated on language as such. A comment
needs to be added about speech as distinct from text. Thisis crucial for
preaching though it also has implications for liturgy.(35) Sound
produces a closing of meaning. Text has polysemy; it is open to multiple
meanings that increase the farther their distance is from the author. As
soon as words are audibly pronounced, some interpretation happens,
some color is added that both reflects the new context in which the text
Is exposed and the particular meaning decided on by the speaker. Thisis
afurther creative and critical act and preachers sound like "print" when
they are reluctant to risk this particularity. When they speak, the sound
formsin the listener a mental image of structure like lines of printed
text. When, however, the text isinternalized and its meaning and
descriptions understood and sensed (by the various senses), thereis
closure. Thisis but the most recent stage in the tradition of opening and
closing the meaning of the original utterance. Meaning, then, cannot be
fixed absolutely; it is always contextual .(36)

In connection with our earlier discussion of steno and depth language
and the present distinction between open and closed communication,
two tendencies need to be avoided in preaching. Oneis afalse kind of
objectivity that views the world, language, and interpretation as fixed
(Brueggemann). Religious orthodoxy, concerned about certitude, may
deny the dynamic nature of metaphor. This objectivist position seeks a
consistent view of the world, clear expectations, and no conflicts, but
thisis not what reality islike.(37) The other tendency is a subjectivity
that assumes we can conjure up private meanings without public
accountability (Brueggemann). This denies (perhaps not intentionally)
the structural nature of language, the importance of context, and the
possibility of adequate representation of meaning through
language.(38) The Bible itself, says McFague, "is a metaphor of the
word or ways of God." As such, she adds, it "isacrucial issue for a
metaphorical theology" against conservatives "who absolutize Scripture,
refusing to admit its metaphorical quality,” and against "liberation
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theologies, especialy radical feminist theologies' which "relativize
Scripture to the point of undercutting the relevance of itsbasic
images.”(39)

Earlier, in the section on context, | drew attention to Schreuder's
observation about German congregations appreciating the sermon out of
their sense of solidarity with the preacher. Lampinen calls thisthe
"phatic function” of language. By this he means "areinforcement of the
feeling of togetherness."(40) When familiar and expected words or
expressions are repeated in certain settings, form and substance recede
in importance. The main function of this form of communication is
neither one of conveying information nor of creating feelings, but of
establishing social cohesion. What is remembered is not what was said
or how it was expressed, hut the sense of being together.(41) This may
be acceptable in certain social settings (a cocktail party, a casual
greeting on the street), but it is certainly inadequate in preaching. Y et,
for some, such banality is all they expect in a sermon, with the result
that such preaching becomes a totally inward experience unconcerned
with the issues of life outside the four walls of the sanctuary. The
gospel, on the contrary, calls for language that is both critical in its
exposures and creative in its vitalizing commitment.

5. Reexamining " Prophetic" Preaching

"Every church isin permanent danger of the rise of prophets."(42)Asa
genera statement about religion, there would be many who would
disagree. But prophets are generally regarded as a danger to the church
to the extent that this designation, in the case of a preacher, conjures up
aradical, condemning voice standing over and above the congregation
thundering against the evils of society. W. W. Finlator pointsto the
naivete' in this view when he asks rhetorically, "Did my seminary
realize that its 'prophets would not last six monthsiif they tried to teach
the true words of prophecy to their congregations?'(43) A number of
studies show that the "prophetic" preachers of the sixties were often in
deep difficulty with their congregations. All too frequently they became
lone and lonely activists.(44)Thereis, to be sure, a need for public
critics and iconoclastic individuals in both society and church. But in
the pulpit? Not asarule, and that for several reasons.

First, the prophet (as iconoclast) isincongruous in what Weber (and,
with modifications, Troeltsch after him)(45) called the "church” type of
faith community. Because this type is open to society asawhole, it is
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best led by a"priest" who cares for the needs and encourages the growth
of an ongoing community. In Weber's typology, a prophet is an agent of
radical socia change, a charismatic figure claiming a personal, divine
call to act and sometimes attracting followers. If, in the latter case, these
followers begin to become a more traditional congregation, then thereis
a"routinization" and the prophet becomes more like apriest or gives
way to apriest.(46) To the extent that Weber's paradigm clarifies the
experience of mainline churches, it points to an incongruity that should
not be lightly dismissed.

Second, there is a particular time and situation when prophets are
needed. Otto Maduro, writing in the context of Venezuela,(47) listsa
number of factors. Prophets emerge, he claims, when other avenues of
reform are blocked and other movements for change are in formation. In
addition, the laity who have been subordinated by the state must make
religious demands on the church regarding their human situation.
Finally, the church itself has to be the seat of new theological

devel opments favorable to the demands of the people.

At this point a prophetic movement requires a charismatic leader, an
innovator who can mobilize afollowing. By introducing innovations
this charismatic leader or prophet tends to subvert the established
religious order and is rejected. But by excluding the prophet, the church
already begins to shift because it can only partially disqualify the
innovation. The church must also partially incorporate the innovation in
order to control the spread of the movement and reclaim its followers by
meeting some of their demands. True and effective prophetic
movements are those that are faithful to the roots of the ecclesiastical
tradition as a new but recognizable interpretation of the church's
foundational message.

The "lone ranger” in the pulpit who will set the congregation and the
world straight is a muddled caricature of the prophet. No wonder David
Bartlett says, "l don't see myself as prophetic.” But with candor he
admits to feeling like a prophet, "Only on the days | feel despised and
rejected" (Hunter). Prophets are not self-made; nor are they called just
when they think they are called. Prophets arise at certain historical,
social moments and are invariably part of movements.(48)

A third reason why we should be careful to avoid speaking of preachers
as prophets is that the more far-reaching and creative need in both the
church and society in North Americais for prophetic churches. Western

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1112 (14 of 28) [2/4/03 6:18:02 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

society, says Lesslie Newbigin, iswaiting for the church to present it
with anew vision of reality. Our decaying culture and our broken world
need radical renewal. Thisrenewal requires acommitment to
fundamental values within a framework of belief-in this case Christian
faith-that isin dialogue with other frameworks.4° From a similar
perspective, Robin Gill sees the primary function of the church in
society as that of generating "key values which alter the fundamental
moral, social, and political vision."(50)

This emphasis on frameworks and values moves away from activism as
the sole focus of prophetic ministry. It recognizes the complexity of
society as afabric made from many interwoven threads -- economic and
political, social and cultural, philosophical and spiritual. In their
connectedness, the spiritual can have "socia effects." Gill stressesthis
in his understanding of the church's prophetic ministry. He finds more
problematic the working out of concrete and public "social
implications.” Prophetic ministry, he says, should articulate general
values for society as awhole, but specific moral, social, and political
implications are for individual church membersonly.(51) Thisisakind
of "trickle-down theory" of social transformation that seems both too
theoretical and too politically naive.

The need for prophetic churches arises not only because of the structural
connectedness of the church to society implied in the fabric image, but
also because little will happen to transform society if attention is not
given to specific issues, problems, and examples. These can be talked
about best when, asin the case of the "Faith Church" community, the
process of preaching is a corporate act and its prophetic dimensionisin
thelife of the church (Wardlaw). Awareness and gospel insight come
with concreteness and seldom without it. We have to see the church asa
sacramental community, but this seeing is much more profound when
we elaborate it in terms of social status, inclusiveness, attitudes toward
change and false spiritualities (the Gonzalezes). The Canadian and U. S.
Catholic Bishops' Pastorals on the economy were corporate productions.
They would not have become prophetic if they had stayed with general
values. It is because they were specific that people in and outside of the
Catholic Church saw what their values really were and how they stood
over against the dominant economic thinking in North America.(52) But
it is precisaly this specificity that calls for the corporate engagement of
people in a prophetic movement rather than one person speaking alone.

"Prophetic," as| am now using the term, is not to be understood in the
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negative sense with which | began this section. Nor isit a predicting of
the future. Rather, prophetic is connected with God's creating and
redeeming work. It is an affirmation of life in faithfulness to God's
purposes and therefore against the forces of death and destruction. It
affirms life concretely on the level both of persons and of the wider
world, but is also ready and daring in naming the powers that
dehumanize and mar God's creation. In the light of this, how can the
church be nurtured through preaching to become a prophetic
community(53) rather than a " sacred canopy?'(54) A number of factors
have already been stated explicitly or by implication in the preceding
chapters.

1. The preacher is the pastor who is not primarily bringing God to the
people but helping the people discover the presence of God (Wardlaw).
The distinction between pastoral and prophetic is inaccurate (Troeger).
Preaching is "struggling with" not "over against" because graceis
transforming and guilt is debilitating. Bonnie Benda's examination of
"social justice preachers' who are effective in their congregations
confirms Hunter's description and analysis of J. Alfred Smith and David
Bartlett. According to Benda's research, their charismais not
everything. They know Scripture and they know the factsin relation to
the issues on which they speak. They are credible and trustworthy. Their
integrity, openness, fairness to the position of others, confession of
limitations, and personal warmth are transparent. Finally, they start with
the congregation, not against it. (55)

2. A prophetic community is nurtured when the interpretation of
Scripture is seen as both transformative and nurturing (Brueggemann),
when its sagas renew identity, its parables explode prevailing views, and
its apocalyptic passages offer hope amid crisis (Allen). Through the
faithful interpretation of Scripture, according to David Bartlett, the
congregation isinevitably led to get "involved in social and political
concerns’ (Hunter). For those in alectionary-based tradition, the
collection of essaysin Social Themes of the Christian Year
demonstrates a way of thinking theologically about the liturgical
seasons in order to discern their prophetic dimensions.(56) But Justo and
Catherine Gonzalez express a caution "that lectionaries are a selection
which reflects the prevailing tradition of the church, and that therefore
they must be seen with the necessary 'ideological suspicion,’ and
corrected accordingly." (57)

3. The language of the sermon can awaken new vision and deepen fresh
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insight. The language of myth and metaphor draws us into community
so that preaching is "imagining with" (Troeger). Exhortation and poetry,
imperative and indicative moods combine to ground the demands of the
gospel in the narrative of grace (Allen). Imagination in all its vividness,
newness, and concreteness, and analysis that is clear, specific, and well-
researched are both needed. Jurgen Moltmann's unassuming title, "The
Disarming Child" (for his sermon on Isa. 9:2-7), isfull of insight. There,
in asimple metaphor, a profound connection is made between the birth
of achild and the answer to war.(58) In adifferent way Ron Sider's Rich
Christiansin an Age of Hunger (59) bombards the reader with statistics
and factual comparisons to arouse a deep awareness of wealth and
poverty. Although each of these approachesis effectivein its own way,
yet "images without concepts are blind; concepts without images are
sterile."(60)

4. The sermon that fosters prophetic living in the church is one that
connects preaching, liturgy -- especially the celebration of sacrament --
and the corporate life of the church. Thisiswhat Stanley Hauerwas and
William Willimon describe in a recent account of an inner-city church.
It was a church that did not think of itself as socially radical. But it did
act prophetically asit gradually demonstrated its determination to stay
in its "declining" neighborhood and extend its eucharistic celebration to
aweekly lunch for the people of the community. One element in this
process was the theological interpretation by the preacher of these
common activities that were constituting the congregation's new
life.(61)

5. Finally, a prophetic expectation is created when the sermon is viewed
dynamically as an event of proclamation (Brueggemann and Wardlaw).
Then it is more than human words, passionate communication, and
open, dialogical listening. It is an activity of the Spirit, enlivening,
enabling, and encouraging.

The prophetic church that gathers to hear the Word of God on Sunday is
also a people scattered on Monday and the days thereafter. As scattered
people they are till the church, still seeking to be prophetic. Their
common life will include open sharing of daily life and work and
theological reflection on this sharing so that they can feel supported and
can become discerning as Christians in the world. Thiswill help them
face the inevitable contradictions and institutionalized disharmonies that
mark their ordinary experiences, but they will make their contribution
amid the ambiguities and pluralisms that are everywhere evident.(62)
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The scattered church is also open to participation through groups and
movements struggling to respond concretely and systematically to
particular socio-economic realities of injustice. Some of these are
interchurch, Christian movements; some are interfaith; and still others
are regional or national organizations outside the church. Often such
specialized communities can mobilize expertise and engender the
commitment and visibility necessary for constructive action.(63)

That action may be social, but within that, in our society it isalso
political. The care of the poor and the needy, an obligation so central to
the church that from earliest times it was associated with the Eucharist,
used to be the church's direct responsibility. But when the state, in
structured societies, took over much of this responsibility, the church's
ministry became more and more political. In our highly complex
Western society "social help becomes increasingly a matter of political-
social legidation."(64) The church's prophetic role has to be appropriate
both to its vision of creation and redemption and to the particular way in
which its society is structured.

It may seem that there are so many issues and dimensionsto living
prophetically that congregations could feel quite overwhelmed and
immobilized. But thisis more likely if people see themselves as an
aggregate rather than a community and if the preacher addresses them
individualistically. However, the more they form networks and share
their part in the whole, the more prophetic they can become.

A Closing Comment

Some years ago William Stringfellow gave a series of lecturesin
Montreal. Each lecture was followed by extensive and lively discussion.
But not immediately. He always seemed to stop lecturing before he was
finished. Each time there was an awkward silence. Suddenly the very
Incompl eteness we sensed sent us back through the lecture and impelled
us forward into all kinds of unexplored avenues. But more, this

incompl eteness reminded us of our humanity and our need to journey on
in faith.

This book is unfinished. | was reminded of thisas | was preparing to
write this Afterword. | had a fascinating conversation with Max
Stackhouse of Andover-Newton Seminary who felt that one of our
greatest needs in the subject area of this book was for an examination of
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the history of preaching on certain texts as the "Rich Y oung Ruler” to
see how sermons related to different contexts. | also recall Doris
Lessing'swords in her 1985 Massey L ectures about the importance of
reading history to see the larger recurring patterns of human behavior
and to be more modest about our own "discoveries."(65) Thisis only
one of many ways in which the theme of preaching as a social act can be
continued. Continue | hope it will, in new directions and from diverse
perspectives.(66)
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Edwards (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1984), 1.

2. Cf. "The magnitude of the problems needing to be addressed in our
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Church, eds. Gregory Baum and Andrew Greeley (New Y ork: Seabury
Press, 1978), especially 14-19. Another sociological study, from a
symbolic interactionist perspective, examines Roman Catholic preachers
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People, he says, "often come away from church services without any
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were, in the official view of the church, ordained to expound the
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53. This assumes some general agreement with H. Richard Niebuhr that
Christ is"the transformer of culture,” Christ and Culture (New Y ork:
Harper & Brothers, 1951), 190-229. See also, Walter Brueggemann, The
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sure there are similar onesinthe U. S.) are outlined by Tony Clarke,
"Communities for Justice," Ecumenist, 19/2, 1981,17-25.

64. Francis Schussler Fiorenza, "The Church's Religious Identity," 224.
See the whole section, 222-25.

65. Doris Lessing, Prisons We Choose to Live Inside, CBC Massey
L ectures (Montreal: CBC Enterprises, 1986).
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an inappropriate response to the radical social message of the churches.
Mourning and lamentation are the appropriate biblical reactions,
followed by responsible action ("' Resistance to Prophetic Preaching,”
Arc, 14/2, 1987, 47-53).

16

http://www.religion-online.org/cgi-bin/relsearchd.dll/showchapter?chapter_id=1112 (28 of 28) [2/4/03 6:18:02 PM]



Preaching As A Social Act: Theology and Practice

return to religion-online

Preaching As A Social Act: Theology
and Practice by Arthur Van Seters
(ed.)

Arthur Van Setersis Principal and Associate Professor of biblical interpretation and
preaching at the Vancouver School of Theology, Vancouver, British Columbia;
1986 president of the Academy of Homiletics; and author of several papersfor the
Academy on socia dimensions of preaching. Copyrighted by Arthur Van Seter,
1988, and published by Abingdon Press, Nashville. This material prepared for
religion Online by Paul Mobley.

Appendix

In order to assist the pastor, teacher, or student to become more
conscious of the social nature and responsibility of preaching, | have
formulated five sets of questions. These generally follow the order of
the preceding chapters and, in the main, are drawn from their
contents.(1) This order isroughly similar to Fred Craddock's approach
in his book, Preaching,(2) where reflection on life comes before the
interpretation of atext and is followed by the formation and language of
the sermon. The process of "shaping the message into a sermon" that
Craddock outlines so lucidly can be a practical companion pieceto the
guestions listed below. In view of what has been said over and over
again in this present work about the corporate nature of the preaching
process, questions are primarily in the "we" form and can be shared with
the parish or congregation.(3) In developing these questions | am also
making a few assumptions:

» that preaching is a dynamic event in which we seek to discern
the grace and will of God for us, for our church, and for God's
world.

» that the process of developing a sermon extends over enough
timeto allow for careful study of the text(s), theological
reflection beyond the text(s), and direct influence from the life of
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the world and from the life of the congregation.(4)

. that sermons are partial and limited statements, primarily
selections for the moment, and that they benefit from some form
of reflection and feedback.

As noted in the introduction, | am also making another, different kind of
assumption that readers will make use of these questions in whatever
way seems most helpful. Taken all together, thislist could be rather
overwhelming. Some people may want to focus on one section of
questions at a time; others may select one or more question(s) from each
section. In all likelihood, some questions will be more stimulating than
others for any given person or group at any particular time.

TheWider Context

1.What is happening in the world as this sermon is being prepared?
2.Which news reports are we talking about most?

3.Which issues or events are we avoiding?

4.How do we as a congregation/parish view the world and what are our
attitudes toward change?

5.0n which views of what is going on around us do we find a consensus
and which are controversial ?

6.What is the general mood of life in our community as this sermonis
being preached?

7. What forces of evil in the world do we specifically identify as
needing to be addressed by preaching?

Congregational Context

1.How diverse is the congregation/parish and how are minorities viewed
and treated?

2.How isthis congregation/parish organized, who gives leadership
(officially and unofficially) and who is left out of decision-making
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processes?

3.What are our present preoccupations as a faith community and where
IS this sermon coming in the movement of our corporate life?

4.What spectrum of theological viewpoints is represented among us,
how are they respected, and what sense of mission do we, together,
hold?

5.How do we as a congregation/parish view preaching and how do we
seeit related to our lives?

6.Who do I, as preacher, tend to think of in the congregation as | prepare
my sermon and why?

Per sonal Socialization of the Preacher

1.What in my own life journey isinfluencing me in the preparation and
delivery of this sermon?

2.How have my "peak experiences' of faith shaped my theology and the
expression of my faith?

3.What negative life experiences, circumstances, or influences have a
bearing on my preaching and how?

4. How has my socialization influenced the way | involve (or am
reluctant to involve) the congregation/parish in the preaching process?

5.How has my socialization shaped my views about preaching on social
or political issues?

Biblical Interpretation

1.Why has thistext (these texts) been chosen for this sermon?

2.How has this Scripture been shaped by and for its socia setting?
3.How isthe theological thrust and social strategy of the text(s) related?

4.How does the text affirm and/or confront us in our present socia
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setting?

5.What vested interests of ours prevent us from hearing what thistext is
saying?

6.With whom or what in this text do we identify and how does this
reflect our socialization?

7. What genre, language, symbols, or metaphors have shaped the text
and how do they affect the fabric of the sermon?

L anguage

1. What is the language of the congregation/parish? How has it been
influenced by the media and how does it reflect our view of social
relationships (race, gender, class)?

2. When do we find helpful language that explains and clarifies, and
when do we prefer imaginative language that is open to multiple
meanings?

3. When and how do poetic and narrative elements in preaching create a
new openness to God and to the world?

4. How does the sermon combine exhortation, information, and
Illustration to enable the hearing of the gospel in its societal scope?

5. How does the use of adjectives and adverbs, as well as the voice
modul ation of the speaker, affect a social hearing of the Word of God?

A Final Question

How is God calling us to respond -- quite concretely in our situation --
to our hearing this sermon today and are we willing to pay the cost?

Notes

1.1 have also been impressed by the excellent sets of questions focusing
social aspects of biblical preaching listed by Forbes, " Social
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Transformation," 51, and Ronald J. Allen, "Sociological Exegesis: Text
and Social Redlity," Contemporary Biblical Interpretation for
Preaching (Valley Forge: Judson Press, 1984), 91-93.

2. Fred B. Craddock, Preaching (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1985).

3. Idedlly, this socia reflection on preaching is part of alarger
congregational process using such resources as Holland and Henriot,
Social Wino try, especially 95-112; Hessel, Social Ministry, especially
121 -23; Carroll, Dudley and McKinney, Handbook for Congregational
Studies, especially chapter 6, "Methods for Congregational Studies,"
153-78. See further, Jackson W. Carroll, William McKinney, and Wade
Clark Roof, "From the Outside In and the Inside Out," Building
Effective Ministry, Theory and Practice in the Local Church, ed. Carl S.
Dudley (New Y ork: Harper & Row, 1983), 84-111.

4. Long-range planning for preaching can be assisted by formulating an
annual grid listing the months of the year along one side and three sets
of factors along the other: (1) human factors (personal and public)
relating to the seasons of the year beginning with spring; (2)
congregational factors relating to the church life cycle usually beginning
In September; (3) theological factorsrelating to the Christian Y ear, to
lectionary selections or lectia continua, and to spiritual and theological
themes needed by the church in its life and mission beginning with
Advent. A second grid of five years can focus on the larger movement
of the church. Sermons are then seen as the expression of an integration
of theology, church life and mission, and human lifein its various
dimensions.
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