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    To Isla, Luke and Claire

  


  
    Foreword


    To understand the import of the book you hold in your hands, it’s vital to give attention to a fact of congregational life that is as blatantly obvious as it is frequently overlooked: The dominant culture in the United States no longer has any vested interest in supporting church participation. From Benjamin Franklin to Dwight David Eisenhower, it was commonplace for politicians not simply to invoke God’s blessing over their work or at the end of their speeches (which, ironically, has become more common recently), but to urge citizens to attend church. It was Eisenhower, for instance, who is reported to have said, “I don’t care what church they go to, as long as they go to church.” The source of their earnestness about church attendance was their well-founded belief that church participation helped to nurture a loyal and active citizenry. For this reason, it was only natural—and in the government’s self-interest—to promote church attendance.


    But while the mixture of faith and politics has become both more explicit and more partisan in recent decades with the development of movements like the “moral majority,” the general cultural expectation that one needs to attend church to be a good citizen has waned significantly. Church attendance is now a matter of personal discretion, much like being a member of a fitness club or fraternal organization. In short, it is one of a number of activities by which one may spend one’s time, but it is not particularly necessary and therefore not particularly urged by public leaders.


    With that dimension of immediate culture in mind, now consider two observations that Diana Butler Bass, in Christianity After Religion, draws from one of the longest running religious polls in recent history, which asks respondents a single question: Do you consider yourself (a) religious but not spiritual, (b) spiritual but not religious, (c) both, or (d) neither?


    First, Bass points out that across the twenty-five years that the poll has been given, the largest change in these answers has been between the first and second possible responses. That is, whereas a generation ago most respondents answered that they were “religious but not spiritual,” today most respondents answer the opposite, that they are “spiritual but not religious.” Second, she reminds us that most of the practices that now inform and govern congregational life were solidified a generation ago. In other words, the dominant patterns of congregational life were formed by, and constructed to serve a population that is only shrinking while having little to commend them to that segment of the population that is growing.


    Now circle back and join Bass’s analysis with our earlier observation about the decline of cultural support for church participation and it’s difficult to avoid a simple, nearly irrefutable and rather devastating observation: if we wanted to construct a church that does not in any way, shape or form speak to the identified needs of the current generation and runs contrary to the spiritual impulses of the contemporary culture, we have most certainly done so. We are set up to care for the religious lives (keep in mind the previous generation’s disdain of “spirituality”) of ready-made Christians that the culture produced and sent to church. We are manifestly not prepared to equip Christians to strengthen their spiritual lives, navigate a complex world via the compass of a robust Christian faith or even help would-be spiritual people understand why Christianity might matter to them.


    This is why Patrick Johnson’s The Mission of Preaching matters. For, in the pages to follow, Johnson challenges us to shift our understanding of preaching from a clearly defined practice employed by a single practitioner and the delight, wonder and appreciation of a receptive but largely passive audience to an emerging, but still under construction, practice that seeks to equip both more traditional and seeking Christians alike not only to understand their faith but to share it. Ultimately, the result of such preaching is that the appointed and authorized testimony of one (the “preacher”) equips, supports and authorizes the testimony of many (the “congregation”).


    I describe this development as the move from performative preaching to formative preaching. To most easily appreciate that move and the significant contribution Johnson makes, we need only consider the criteria for “good preaching” each model assumes. In traditional, performative preaching, the criteria for faithful proclamation is that the preacher him- or herself is capable of interpreting the text, sharing where he or she sees God’s activity in the world and inviting others into the discipleship community. In the kind of formative, missional homiletic that Johnson argues for, however, the criteria of competent and faithful proclamation is no longer the preacher’s ability to do these things, but rather the growth over time of the congregation’s competence and confidence in performing these primary elements of the Christian faith.


    In order to accomplish this goal, Johnson makes three significant moves before articulating most fully a missional homiletic that seeks to equip twenty first–century Christians with the ability to claim and share their faith as a meaningful, relevant and compelling narrative with which to understand their lives. First, he assesses several sympathetic homiletical proposals that help him articulate the significance of understanding preaching as a particular kind of testimony that ultimately reaches its goal as it enables the testimony of others. Second, he develops the work of Karl Barth to ground his homiletic in a theological understanding of the church that views the community of faith as not just benefitting from, but actually participating in the present, ongoing and coming reign of God in the world. Third, he distills the best of current missional theology in order to develop a more robust vision of how preaching functions within a larger set of practices and characteristics distinct to communities animated by their participation in the missio Dei.


    From this solid grounding in current homiletical theory, classic neo-orthodox theology and current missional convictions, Johnson moves to articulate a theology of the practice of missional preaching that is simultaneously three-dimensional, accessible and relevant. I won’t say more, because I don’t want to deprive you of the thrill of discovery as you, with Patrick Johnson as your mentor, guide and conversational partner, re-imagine the potential and possibility of your preaching to nurture the testimony of a whole community of disciples and, in this way, spark a renewal of the church in our day.


    


    David J. Lose


    President, the Lutheran Theological Seminary at Philadelphia
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    Introduction


    I first encountered the work of J. E. Lesslie Newbigin, a.k.a. Bishop Newbigin, during a seminary course on his life and theology. Originally a missionary to India from the Church of Scotland, Newbigin developed a wide-ranging ministry as an ecumenist, theologian and pastor to pastors. He served as associate general secretary of the World Council of Churches and was one of the first bishops of the Church of South India. In the opening of his biography, Lesslie Newbigin: A Theological Life, Geoffrey Wainwright compares Newbigin to the early fathers of the church, writing,


    As rarely in modern times, the Church had in Lesslie Newbigin a bishop-theologian whose career was primarily shaped by his evangelistic and pastoral responsibilities and who yet made contributions to Christian thought that match in interest and importance those of the more academic among his fellow bishops and teachers. . . . On any reckoning that takes seriously the ecclesial location and reference of theology, Newbigin must be accounted an ineluctable presence of his era.1


    As I encountered Newbigin’s life and writing, I found him to be a compelling figure and a prophetic voice for my own context.


    When Newbigin returned to Great Britain, he turned his theological and missionary focus on the “West,” those nations and cultures that for many centuries had been Christian and were understood together as “Christendom” but that Newbigin saw in a missionary context. In a small pamphlet titled The Other Side of 1984, which was originally delivered as the Warfield Lectures at Princeton Theological Seminary and later expanded into the book Foolishness to the Greeks: The Gospel and Western Culture, Newbigin considered what would be involved in a “genuinely missionary encounter” between the gospel and Western culture.2 He argued that Western culture could no longer be considered Christian and, more importantly, that it should not be considered “secular” either. Rather, he proposed, the implicit and explicit beliefs and plausibility structures found in Western culture function as a pagan religion. As such, the church in the West is presented with a missionary challenge.


    When I encountered Newbigin’s work, his challenge to the church in the West resonated deeply with my own experience as a Christian and a pastor. In the churches where I had participated and served, on both the Atlantic and Pacific coasts of the United States, I sensed that active Christian discipleship was more and more a countercultural lifestyle. Moreover, the core beliefs of Christian faith seemed at odds with the implicit and explicit beliefs common in the wider culture. I sensed this most keenly on Easter, as I and others struggled to bear witness to and grasp the meaning of the resurrection in a swirl of Easter eggs, pastel colors and odes to spring. Newbigin’s work helped me both interpret my experience and think more deeply about it.


    Specifically, Newbigin’s inquiry prompted me to ask homiletical questions in the same vein. If we are now in a missionary context, then how does preaching in this missionary context differ from that in a Christendom context? What homiletical models and assumptions arose from a Christian cultural context and are no longer useful in a missionary context? What kind of preaching equips the church for its missionary existence? What kind of preacher? How does homiletics form such preachers and help them guide the church in their preaching? These are the questions that fueled the fire of this book and led to this proposal for “missional preaching.”


    The best way to understand this book is to see it as a conversation. If we move momentarily out of the theological disciplines and into the field of rhetoric, this conversation is best understood as ironic discourse, to use the language of Kenneth Burke. Burke posits that language creates meaning, and he analyzes four master tropes, or literary devices, to demonstrate how it does so. The metaphor is Burke’s foundational trope, and it teaches us that knowledge is perspectival. Sounding almost like Dr. Seuss, Burke writes, “Metaphor is a device for seeing something in terms of something else. It brings out the thisness of a that, or the thatness of a this.”3 In other words, metaphors create new perspectives from which to view an object. These perspectives do not dissolve objective reality by introducing multiple relative viewpoints but enable us to establish reality by viewing it from various angles. Only by viewing an object from many perspectives can we approach the truth, which for Burke is “the sublimity of an object in the world.”4


    The next trope is metonymy, which is a figure of speech in which one concept is substituted for another with which it is closely associated. Each of the remaining tropes operates by the invention of metaphor, and all four overlap. If the metaphor teaches us that knowledge is perspectival, “the tutelage of metonymy is that language demands such perspectivism.”5 In order to know truth, which is utterly sublime, we must appeal to symbolic language to describe the truth, though any description is partial and incomplete. According to Burke, this partial, symbolic and reductive construction is a metonym; a metonym attempts to “convey some incorporeal or intangible state in terms of the corporeal or tangible.”6


    Now if a metonym is a reductionistic representation of the truth, then the next trope, synecdoche, is its complement. To define synecdoche, Burke uses conventional phrases such as “part for the whole, whole for the part, container for the contained, sign for the thing signified . . . cause for effect, effect for cause” and so forth.7 In each of these expressions, Burke notes a “relationship of convertibility,” which implies “a connectedness between two sides of an equation, a connectedness that, like a road, extends in either direction.”8 In this way, metonymy is a special application of synecdoche that extends in only one direction: reduction. Synecdoche, on the other hand, is primarily concerned with moving in the other direction, abstracting from the metonym and correcting its reductionistic excess. David Tell, interpreting Burke, writes, “If metonymy is the reduction from the immaterial experience of shame to the material experience of colored cheeks, synecdoche is the ‘conversion upwards’ by which the poet understands that colored cheeks represent shame.”9 Whereas metonym reduces intangible truth to the tangible, synecdoche allows us to move from the tangible toward the truth. In this sense it is the vehicle for human knowledge.


    However, this carries with it a troublesome question: can one extrapolate from a reduction toward the truth? To put it differently, using Burke’s phrase, can one describe the complex in terms of the simple? To respond to this question, one must first understand Burke’s use of the concept of recalcitrance. Although Burke does not mention recalcitrance in “Four Master Tropes,” Jeffrey Murray has argued convincingly that it must be recognized as logically prior to and a necessary condition for irony in a Burkean epistemology. According to Burke in Permanence and Change, recalcitrance is the resistance offered by reality against our symbolic constructions of reality. It is the resistance of reality to any totalizing perspective. Murray argues that recalcitrance is Burke’s way of achieving a balance “between phenomenology’s insistence that the universe can be discovered as it is ‘in-itself’ and the opposite inclination that any meaning can be laid upon the universe.”10 Recalcitrance, then, is the disruption of perspective, the very first crashing-in of the “other” that resists totalizing claims to knowledge or understanding. Moreover, it is the condition for irony, the dialogical trope that will bring multiple perspectives into a dialectical tension.


    Turning to irony, Burke writes, “Irony arises when one tries, by the inter­action of terms upon one another, to produce a development which uses all the terms.”11 In irony, each synecdochal term is a relative perspective that is brought into a dialectical relationship with other relative perspectives. From the standpoint of an observer who considers the participation of all the terms, irony offers a “perspective of perspectives,” which is then able to produce a “resultant certainty.” This certainty is necessarily ironic because it requires that “all the sub-certainties be considered as neither true nor false, but contributory.”12 Each relative perspective is qualified and disrupted by competing perspectives, such that no one perspective can claim superiority. Rather, each perspective is partial and needs the other perspectives to describe a “truth” that is fundamentally recalcitrant.


    While he stresses that each perspective is contributory, Burke cautions against a simplification that would treat all perspectives in a dialogue as the same. He writes, “Although all the characters in a dramatic or dialectic are necessary qualifiers of the definition, there is usually some one character that enjoys the role of primus inter pares.”13 For example, Burke notes that in Plato’s dialogues Socrates is both an interlocutor and also the “end or logic” of the dialogical development. He continues this point, arguing that the most representative anecdote, or metonym, will be one that has a dual function in the dialectic: “one we might call ‘adjectival’ and the other ‘substantial.’” In its adjectival role, the anecdote will be one perspective cast alongside many other perspectives. Yet in its substantial role, the anecdote will “embody the conclusions of the development as a whole.”


    The substantial character gathers the insights of the ironic dialogue into a tentatively certain understanding of the truth. Moreover, this tentative certainty prompts the audience “not only to induce knowledge from a reduction, but also to seek further reductions from which they might induce knowledge.”14 It prompts the audience—in this case, the reader—to seek other perspectives, more conversation partners, and to arrive at new and different “tentative certainties.”


    Now, returning to the book in hand, the substantial and adjectival character of this conversation is “missional homiletic,” or more precisely my proposal of a missional homiletic. Throughout this conversation, “missional homiletic” is both one concept among many and the concept that gathers the insights of these various perspectives in a tentatively certain way of understanding preaching. In its essence, here is what I am proposing as a missional homiletic: Preaching confesses Jesus Christ through a missional interpretation of scripture in order to equip the congregation for its confession to the world. This is my tentative answer to the question that emerged for me in my encounter with Newbigin’s Foolishness to the Greeks: What would be involved homiletically in a genuinely missionary encounter between the gospel and Western culture?


    But that takes us to the end of the conversation before it has started! The point of an ironic dialogue is to see the “thing”—the question of what is involved homiletically in a missionary encounter—from a variety of perspectives. The specific perspectives here, or conversation partners, are three “testimonial” homileticians, the ecclesiology of Karl Barth, and missional theological literature from the United States. In chapter one we will examine the proposals of three homileticians who all understand the preacher as a form of witness and preaching as a form of testimony or bearing witness. Thomas G. Long, in his seminal book The Witness of Preaching, argues that the image of preacher as witness is superior to other images common in homiletics (e.g., herald, pastor and storyteller), comprehending their strengths and avoiding their weaknesses. As he develops his proposal, Long relies particularly on the hermeneutics of testimony put forward by Paul Ricoeur. Similarly, Anna Carter Florence understands preaching as testimony and relies on Ricoeur, yet she comes from a feminist theological perspective and her work moves far beyond Long’s proposal. Finally, David Lose proposes preaching as confession, which is a specific form of testimony, and he argues that it is theologically and philosophically the most appropriate model for preaching in the postmodern context.


    As a group, these three make a strong case for preaching as a form of testimony. Moreover, they each raise crucial and different homiletical questions and in their interacting perspectives form an excellent mutual critical dialogue. The risk in bringing these three proposals together under one heading is the assumption that they all say the same thing, which they do not. Though they all operate within a testimonial framework, there are substantive differences among their proposals. These differences will not be glossed over but will in fact provide the impetus for crucial homiletical and theological decisions in the development of this missional homiletic.


    Chapter two will be an in-depth examination of Barth’s “The Holy Spirit and the Sending of the Christian Community,” which is section 72 of The Church Dogmatics: Doctrine of Reconciliation and part of Barth’s ecclesiology. It is crucially important, especially for a homiletic that takes seriously the missionary existence of the church, that preaching be situated in a robust ecclesiology. There are ecclesiological implications in the homiletical proposals examined in chapter one, but they are not developed. Barth’s ecclesiology provides an understanding of the “sent church” in which to situate a missional homiletic. Indeed, Barth is an excellent conversation partner for this project because of his importance within the broader missional theological conversation. David Bosch, the late South African missional theologian, has argued that Karl Barth develops the sending nature of the triune God and the missionary nature of the church more fully than any other theologian.15 Moreover, Barth understands the commission given to the church and individual Christians as bearing witness to Jesus Christ. In this sense, Barth understands the whole task of the church to be that which testimonial homiletics assigns to preaching: witness. Thus, Barth’s ecclesiology not only provides a framework in which to understand preaching, but provides a strong link to testimonial homiletics.


    Moving from Barth’s ecclesiology into the lived experience of the church in North America, chapter three will explore missional literature to bring out implications for the practice of preaching. Unfortunately, the word “missional” has been vastly overused and has come to mean too many things, so a bit of background on what I mean by “missional” will be helpful. I use the term in a specific sense to refer to the literature that arises out of the conversations of the Gospel and Our Culture Network (GOCN). The GOCN is a network of churches and organizations “who are working together on the frontier of the missionary encounter of the gospel with North American assumptions, perspectives, preferences, and practices.”16 It began in the late 1980s as the North American continuation of the gospel and culture discussion started in Great Britain by Newbigin in the early 1980s. Following up on his insights in Foolishness to the Greeks, Newbigin encouraged North American missiologists, in particular George Hunsberger, to begin the work that became the GOCN. The activities of the network—which focus on theological reflection, cultural research and church renewal—are based on the conviction that “genuine renewal in the life and witness of the church comes only with a fresh encounter of the gospel within our culture.”17


    In 1995 the GOCN announced a research project funded by a grant from the Pew Charitable Trusts, the goal of which was to “identify the crucial components for a missiological ecclesiology for the North American mission field.” The research team included people from a variety of ecclesiastical traditions and vocational backgrounds. Their three-year project progressed in four stages: (1) they shared with each other their approaches and questions about a missiological ecclesiology and developed a consensus statement regarding basic assumptions and questions to be discussed with outside experts; (2) they met with individuals whose writing they felt could contribute substantively to a missiological ecclesiology, and in the course of discussion looked for signs of an emerging consensus; (3) they continued their reading and research to develop a consensus about the probable shape of a missiological ecclesiology; and (4) they developed this outline into a book written by the whole team and polished by one editor.18


    The results of their research were published in 1998 with the title Missional Church: A Vision for the Sending of the Church in North America, edited by Darrell L. Guder. The writers set a large goal for themselves: to go beyond “tips and tricks” solutions to the problem of the church’s displacement in North America and instead to deal with the fundamental issues. They write that the problem “has to do with who we are and what we are for. The real issues in the current crisis of the Christian church are spiritual and theological.”19 This seminal work first gives a thick description of the North American cultural context, then sketches the outlines of a missionary ecclesiology and its implications in the North American context, and finally explores the implications of this vision for ministerial leadership and church polity.


    In its immediate reception, it became clear that Missional Church had both put its finger on a problem of widespread concern and raised more questions than it answered. In an International Bulletin of Missionary Research review, Lutheran missiologist Robert Scudieri wrote, “I found myself reading Missional Church and saying ‘Yes, yes! That’s us. That is our mission field. That is how we need to work in North America.’”20 Less enthusiastic but still appreciative is the International Review of Mission review by Dennis Smith, a mission coworker for the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) in Guatemala. Smith is not dismissive of the study, and indeed writes that he likes its “feisty and prophetic quality.” But he sums up his nagging doubt—which he says is no fault of the authors’—by saying, “The book is proposing such fundamental change that it leaves me perplexed as to what those changes would look like if implemented.”21


    Smith is not alone in his doubt, and indeed the question of practicability was recognized by the Missional Church team from the start. They knew they were not offering “solutions.” But since the publication of their study, they have been actively spreading the good news of their vision for the sending church in North America and trying to flesh out the implications of these changes through numerous books, articles and lectures. Moreover, they have been encouraging others to join the effort. Indeed, this book can be considered an attempt to provide a homiletical answer to the question “What would this change look like?”


    So when I say that chapter three will explore missional literature to uncover possible implications for a missional homiletic, I mean specifically the work that has arisen in relation to the Gospel and Our Culture Network. The chapter will be structured in relation to one particular piece of missional literature, Treasure in Clay Jars: Patterns in Missional Faithfulness. This work is the fruit of research into the characteristics of missional congregations in North America. The research was conducted by a team involved in the Gospel and Our Culture Network that specifically set out to follow up on the ideas proposed in Missional Church. The researchers first identified congregations that could be considered “missional” according to the ecclesiological traits identified in Missional Church, then visited and interviewed them. From those interviews and visits they developed nine characteristics that they discerned to varying degrees in these congregations, and they called these characteristics “patterns of missional faithfulness.”


    These patterns will form the basic outline for exploring a range of missional literature and developing missional implications for preaching in chapter three. The use of Treasure in Clay Jars makes an important contribution to this conversation of practical theology because it brings the “theory” of missional theology into critical dialogue with the lived experience and practices of missional churches. By allowing the patterns developed in Treasure to shape the exploration of missional literature—rather than, for example, the imperatives developed in Missional Church—I am explicitly privileging a praxis-oriented theological method. That is to say, a theological method that places theological norms in mutual critical dialogue with lived experience and practice.


    Speaking of lived experience and practice, while I have been researching and writing this book I have also been “experiencing” and “practicing.” My primary work has been as what my denomination calls a “solo pastor,” the only pastor on staff in a village church that counts about 170 souls in weekly worship. In this town by the Delaware River I do all the things that solo pastors in churches like this ordinarily do: preach, teach, baptize, marry, bury, counsel, visit, cut grass, shovel snow and unlock doors. And along the way I try to lead the church to be the church, to understand itself as a parable of the kingdom of God, to live as the body of Christ in our community and in the world. My secondary work is as a seminary professor, teaching students in the areas of speech communication, worship leadership, and preaching. In this work I have the opportunity to think and learn alongside others as we try to understand the shape of Christian ministry today. What should characterize preaching and worship leadership in the church? What is faithful preaching and communication—both faithful to the gospel and to the context in which we are called to bear witness? How can our preaching, communication and leadership address the pressing questions of our time with the good news of the gospel?


    This proposal for missional preaching arises from both those areas of work, as a pastor and as a teacher, and is presented in response to the needs and possibilities I have perceived there.


    One recent Thanksgiving I was in my study preparing a sermon for the annual Thanksgiving worship service that a group of local churches holds each year. The phone rang, and a person in our town who leads a weekly meditation group was on the line. He told me that his group, which incidentally is not religious, was a planning a community-wide Thanksgiving potluck, and he wondered if I would come and say a blessing before the meal. The potluck was on the same night as the worship service, so I told him I could stop by to say the blessing but would have to leave before dinner.


    I arrived early at the local restaurant, which had closed for the night to host the potluck, and chatted with folks as they came. People walked in of every stripe: well-heeled and down-at-the-heels, healthy and sick, young families and widows, luxury sedans parked next to rusted-out vans. They trudged through pouring rain and were glad to do it. They all brought a dish and sat it on the long table and found their place for the meal. After saying the blessing I left and went to the worship service—reluctantly. The worship was also a feast, but it did not leave the same impression as the potluck.


    I drove home that night asking myself, where was the kingdom of God breaking in that evening? Ultimately, signs of the kingdom were present both in the worship service and at the potluck, but the events were completely disconnected. The churches were conducting the same Thanksgiving service they had done for decades, while the local community leaders were trying to create table fellowship across socioeconomic and cultural lines. How I wished those two events were part of one witness to Christ! How can preaching form a church that will think beyond its traditions in order to participate in or host a community-wide Thanksgiving potluck with the kind of joy I saw in that restaurant? How can preaching inspire and shape a church to share the goodness of God in Jesus Christ with neighbors near and far, in words and deeds? How can preaching equip and send the people of God to be the people of God in the world and for the world? Because the only way the world will possibly believe this good news is if they see a community of people who live it and invite them to live it too. This is the hope of missional preaching.

  


  
    1


    The Preacher as Witness


    In recent years many homiletical proposals have cast the preacher as a witness, using witness as a metaphor to understand the identity of the preacher and the work of preaching. In that sense, describing a missional preacher as a witness is claiming common ground with a variety of proposals that understand the preacher as a type of witness. Rather than begin from scratch, I will build off of other witness-oriented homiletical proposals and extend the concept in the direction of missional preaching. Framing the witness of preaching in a missional context means understanding the preacher not only as a witness, but as a witness who equips the congregation for its own witness.


    In this chapter we will examine three homiletical proposals that each present the preacher as a witness and together will serve as conversation partners in the development of a missional homiletic: The Witness of Preaching by Thomas G. Long, Preaching as Testimony by Anna Carter Florence and Confessing Jesus Christ: Preaching in a Postmodern World by David J. Lose. These proposals share a strong family resemblance when seen from the perspective of witness because each proposal understands the preacher as a type of witness and preaching as a form of witness, and each relies on common philosophical and hermeneutical underpinnings. Indeed, given the many theological and theoretical differences among them, it is remarkable that these three authors are unanimous in arguing that witness is the most appropriate way to understand and practice the ministry of preaching today.1


    Despite this strong unifying theme, there are many differences among these proposals and we should not elide these differences under one totalizing perspective. Each proposal has a different animating concern, a different theological frame of reference and different conversation partners, and they each examine a distinctly different dimension of the broad concept of witness. Indeed, these differences are what help make the conversation among these proposals so rich and offer the resources to develop a more nuanced missional homiletic. In what follows, we will first attend to the basic theoretical and theological outlines of each proposal. By doing this we will gain a rich sense of why the metaphor of witness is the most appropriate way to understand preaching in our context, both in comparison to other metaphors and in response to contemporary philosophical and cultural challenges. For some homiletical readers this will be familiar material, but for other readers, especially those coming from the missional theological conversation, this groundwork is essential to understanding the current homiletical landscape, which has moved far beyond “three points and a poem.” In order to move our conversation forward, I will then draw out the way each proposal understands the relationship between the preacher and the congregation, and the preacher’s witness and the congregation’s witness, as these relationships are essential to understanding a missional homiletic.


    The Witness of Preaching


    The Witness of Preaching by Thomas G. Long is intended as an introductory textbook on Christian preaching, and as such most of the book is practical instruction on interpreting a biblical text for preaching, developing that interpretation into a sermon and delivering the sermon. What makes his proposal unique—and after twenty-five years it endures as a widely used textbook—is that Long tries to “allow the theological image of bearing witness to the gospel to govern and organize every aspect of the process of creating a sermon from beginning to end—from the interpretation of the biblical text to the oral delivery of the sermon.”2


    In the first chapter, Long develops this theological image in contrast with other images of preaching by using four basic tropes that describe who the preacher is in the event of preaching. While contrasting each image with the metaphor of witness, Long argues that the preacher as witness “gathers up the virtues of the others and holds their strongest traits in creative tension.”3 So the first image Long explores is the “herald,” which he roots biblically by referencing the Greek term kēryssō and by which he means the action done by a herald, which is usually translated to the English “preaching.”4 He also connects this image to the early-twentieth-century theological movement that came to be called “neo-orthodoxy,” which was closely associated with the work of Karl Barth and helped bring the herald motif to prominence in contemporary homiletical literature.5


    The essence of the herald metaphor is the very strong connection between the words of the preacher and the voice of God speaking to the congregation. The sermon is an occasion for God to speak, and one listens in order to hear not the preacher but the living voice of God. Long explains three basic implications of this image for preaching. First, “What truly becomes important about preaching . . . is the message, the news the herald proclaims.”6 The message is the gospel, which is the good news of Jesus Christ entrusted to the preacher through the scriptures. Thus the herald “has one clear task with two parts: to attend to the message of the Bible, and to proclaim it plainly.”7 As preachers do this, they rely on God’s promise to be present and to speak through the scripture and the sermon.


    Second, just as this image emphasizes the divine presence in preaching, it consequently de-emphasizes the human presence in preaching. The focus is not on the preacher’s personality, style or skill in developing and delivering the message. Rather, it is on the one whom the preacher represents and on the faithfulness of the sermon to the message of the gospel. Third, and finally, “The herald preacher is both an outsider and an insider and bears, therefore, a paradoxical relationship to the congregation, the church.”8 That is to say, on the one hand, the preacher brings a divine message that comes from outside the congregation. On the other hand, the preacher speaks as one who is part of the church, and the church provides for and nourishes this preaching ministry through which they expect to hear word from God.


    Long argues that the strengths of the herald image are that it (1) recognizes the importance of what preachers have to say, (2) reinforces the biblical and theological character of preaching, (3) provides a strong basis for prophetic preaching and (4) insists on the transcendent dimension of preaching. However, there are also significant weaknesses in the herald image. The most important weakness is the motif’s marginalization of the humanity of the preacher and the human work of preaching, which entails several problems: (1) it is contrary to what we know of the importance of rhetorical and literary forms of scripture and the importance of those forms for shaping the interpretation of the text, (2) it seriously undercuts efforts to theologically critique the practical aspects of crafting sermons and (3) it is not consonant with a theology of the incarnation of the Word. Finally, in addition to marginalizing the preacher, the image also ignores the context of preaching and the impact of context on the sermon.


    The second image Long explores for the preacher is the “pastor.” Long writes, “If the herald image focused on the biblical word, on being faithful to God’s message, then the pastor image moves all the way to the other end of the spectrum and focuses on the listener, on the impact of the sermon on the hearer.”9 The essence of the pastoral motif is that the preacher seeks to help the listeners and to provoke some change in them through the sermon. Long highlights Harry Emerson Fosdick as the pastoral preacher par excellence, who had the unusual ability to make a personal connection with each hearer even in a large congregation and who encouraged other ministers to follow his therapeutic aim of preaching.10


    Long lists three basic implications of the pastor image for the practice of preaching, each of which contrasts with the preacher as herald: (1) the most important dimension of preaching for the pastor is what happens inside the hearer, that the hearers are different or better people at the end of the sermon than they were at the beginning, (2) the image of the pastor shines a spotlight on the person of the preacher, “the preacher’s personality, character, experience, and relationship to the hearers,” and (3) this motif creates a hermeneutical lens through which the preacher interprets the biblical text; the preacher is looking for an interpretation that involves personal issues and offers the possibility of healing.11


    The strength of this image, Long argues, is that it gives serious attention to the healing power of the gospel and how the gospel affects hearers’ lives. In addition, the preacher as pastor provides a much stronger basis on which to consider practical aspects of sermon development and delivery. Despite these strengths, however, Long sees many weaknesses with significant implications. First, the preacher as pastor (or equally as counselor) implies a one-to-one, individualized relationship between preacher and hearers. Long writes, “To think of the preacher as pastor almost inevitably views the hearers as a collection of discrete individuals who have personal problems and needs, rather than as a congregation, as a church, as a community with a mission.”12 Second, pastoral sermons almost always focus on the needs and deficits of the hearer and the problems that need to be fixed while forgetting that they also have gifts and assets that can be celebrated and potential that can be challenged. Third, and this is a particularly important point for Long, the pastor image tends toward a utilitarian understanding of the gospel in which the sermon begins with a problem and the gospel yields a solution. Long wants to stress that the eschatological nature of the gospel precludes immediate solutions to all problems. There are some areas of life, such as tragic suffering or inexplicable evil, in which the victory of God is not yet realized and the gospel offers us no immediate answer. Finally, the fourth weakness Long notes is that this motif “runs the risk of reducing theology to anthropology by presenting the gospel merely as a resource for human emotional growth.”13


    Long’s third image for describing the preacher is “storyteller/poet.” This motif focuses on the narrative dimension of the sermon and the poetic expression of language. Moreover, its proponents argue that it can combine the strongest traits of the preacher as herald and as pastor. The storytelling poet/preacher can give serious attention and care to the biblical text and to the hearer’s communicational needs. Long identifies several possible ways in which homileticians identify the preacher as a storyteller/poet. Some simply intend a more critical and effective use of illustrations, while others want the whole sermon to be narratively structured. Some want to the sermon to be narratively “open-ended” so that listeners help make meaning, others focus on the imaginative experiences that can be communicated through poetic language, and still others see narrative as a biblical and theological category rather than a form of artistic expression.


    Through this variety of possibilities, Long draws implications that set this image in relation to the others considered: (1) like the herald, the storyteller/poet is interested in the content of the gospel “but refuses to divorce that content from the rhetorical forms in which it is found,” (2) like the pastor, the storyteller/poet is concerned with the hearer, except in this case the focus is on the listening process, (3) also like the pastor, the storyteller/poet shines a spotlight on the person of the preacher, this time as a narrative artist, and (4) like the pastor, the storyteller/poet is most interested in what happens experientially to the hearer as a result of the sermon.14


    The storyteller/poet image has several strengths and goes a considerable way toward capturing the strengths of the other motifs while avoiding their weaknesses. It is able to attend to both the message of the gospel and the experience of the hearer; it utilizes rhetoric in a way that is sensitive to the rhetorical form of the gospel; it helps to knit the individual and the community together by creating a common world in the experience of the story; the church is understood as an active teller of the story and not simply a passive hearer; and, finally, it uses a style that is interesting and memorable, making the storyteller/poet a welcome voice.


    As with the other images, however, Long sees weaknesses. First he notes that this style tends to “underplay the non-narrative dimensions of Scripture and to narrow to a single method the communicational range of preaching.”15 Even though the broad sweep of the gospel is narrative, the biblical witness includes non-narrative texts that Long argues require a different rhetorical form. Second, he is again very suspicious of placing too much emphasis on the experiential dimension of the preaching event, specifically of measuring the success of a sermon by its effect on the listeners. As he puts it succinctly, “God does not always move us when we desire to be moved, and everything that moves us deeply is not God.”16


    Thus all three images—herald, pastor and storyteller—have strengths and weaknesses. Moving into his own proposal, Long argues that the image of the preacher as a witness and preaching as an act of bearing witness to the gospel is more suited to “disclose the true character of Christian preaching” than any of the others.17 Moreover, he believes it is able to draw together their strengths and hold them in creative tension.


    Long begins by grounding his own proposal in biblical imagery. He notes as an example Acts 20:24, “where Paul is reported to have said, ‘But I do not count my life of any value to myself, if only I may finish the course and the ministry that I have received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the good news of God’s grace.’”18 He also notes the Old Testament usage of witness, out of which the New Testament usage develops, specifically citing Isaiah 43:8-13. In two places in this passage the Lord through the prophet says to the people, “You are my witnesses.”19


    This Isaiah passage is important not only for Long; it is also crucial for Paul Ricoeur, the Christian hermeneutical philosopher on whom he relies. Long writes that in his comments on this passage, Ricoeur deduces four features of witness:


    1. The witness is not a volunteer, not just anyone who comes forward to give testimony, but only the one who is sent to testify.


    2. The testimony of the witness is not about the global meaning of human experience but about God’s claim upon life. It is Yahweh who is witnessed to in the testimony.


    3. The purpose of the testimony is proclamation to all peoples. It is on behalf of the people, for their belief and understanding, that the testimony is made.


    4. The testimony is not merely one of words but rather demands a total engagement of speech and action. The whole life of the witness is bound up in the testimony.20


    In addition to adopting these characteristics of witness from Ricoeur, Long also follows Ricoeur by locating the image of witness in the context of a legal trial.21 As in a trial, preachers are witnesses who give public testimony about what they have seen and heard and what they believe about it. They come from the people, as one of them, to a particular place in order to testify to the truth. The truth is ultimately what the court is interested in, and in this sense the person of the witness is not the focus of the proceeding. On the other hand, though, the court has access to the truth only through witnesses and their testimony, thus making their personal character and experience vitally important. In this sense the life of the witness is bound to the testimony, and as such witnesses put their life and reputation at risk.


    From this Long draws several important implications for the preacher as witness, each of which explains his claim that this image gathers up the strengths of the others and holds them in tension. First, the preacher as witness presents the authority of the preacher in a new light. The preacher’s authority does not come from education, experience, depth of faith, rank or power. Rather, it comes from the preacher’s encounter with God while wrestling with the biblical text. Long writes, “When [this encounter] happens, the preacher becomes a witness to what has been seen and heard through the Scripture, and the preacher’s authority grows out of this seeing and hearing.”22 Moreover, in Long’s view, the crucial formal event that gives authority to the witness is ordination, wherein the church sets the witness apart as the one whom they send to the text in order to have an encounter to which the preacher will then bear witness.23


    The second implication Long notes is that the image of witness offers a distinct way of approaching the Bible. The preacher does not go to scripture in order to gather timeless principles about God, but rather goes in order to encounter God through scripture. Long understands the Bible as a “faithful witness to the interactions of God with the whole creation.”24 Moreover, as one studies this witness one comes to know God and is potentially able to encounter the living presence and voice of God. Crucially, it is this encounter—apparently not the text, nor a summary of the gospel—that is the basis for and the content of the preacher’s testimony. As Long puts it, “Witnesses testify to events, and the event to which the preacher testifies is the encounter between God and ourselves.”25


    Third, the image of witness provides a place for rhetoric and rhetorical form, which will be shaped by the preacher’s encounter with God through the text. Rhetoric here is not simply ornamentation to the sermon, like a moving illustration, but is the whole way the preacher shapes the words and patterns of the sermon to correspond to the truth the preacher has heard and seen. As such, the rhetorical styles of the sermon will be as varied as the preacher’s experience.26 The fourth implication is that the witness is not a neutral observer. Witnesses are not neutral, first, in the sense that their testimony is bound and deeply connected to their lives, and they stake their reputation and life on the truth of their testimony. In the second place, witnesses are not neutral because they are located in a particular community and context that shapes their understanding of scripture and encounter with God.


    Finally, “The witness image underscores the ecclesiastical and liturgical setting of preaching.”27 Here Long envisions Christian worship as a reenactment of a cosmic trial, wherein God is set against all that opposes his will and way and in which Christ is the only true and faithful witness. “All human testimony,” Long writes, “is authentic only to the extent that it remains faithful to the witness of Christ.”28


    As he moves from this initial chapter into the remainder of the textbook, Long extends this image of the preacher as witness into various aspects of developing and delivering a sermon. We now have, though, a broad sense of Long’s proposal for preaching as witness, and so we can turn to his understanding of the role of the congregation relative to the preacher. Though he mentions the congregation, community or church often in his description of the event of preaching and the preacher as a witness, he never specifically outlines his understanding of the congregation relative to the preacher. Implicitly, I see four clear lines of thought that emerge.


    First, Long stresses repeatedly that the preacher comes from the congregation as one of the congregation. He begins the book with an engaging story of a guest preacher trying to find his way to the chancel and turns the story into a theological question of how the preacher gets to the pulpit. However the logistical reality works out, Long’s theological answer is that the preacher comes from the pew, which is to say from the congregation. Moreover, this is the case in two specific senses. First, the preacher has been with the congregation immediately before the event of preaching (in fellowship, education and so on) and has been involved in their lives throughout the week. Second, the preacher is, like the whole congregation, one of the baptized, and though the preacher has received a special calling to preach, the preacher shares in the baptismal calling of the whole church. In his proposal for the preacher as a witness, one can see this understanding of the preacher as one of the congregation unfold as Long discusses the social and theological situatedness of the preacher and the impact it has on the interpretation of the text and on the sermon.


    Second, the preacher is sent by the congregation to the text in order to encounter the presence of God and bear witness to that encounter. Preachers do not go to the text simply on a whim. Indeed, as Long understands it, preachers’ formal authority rests precisely in that they do not go on their own but are sent by the community. He writes, “To call the preacher an authority does not mean the preacher is wiser than others. What it does mean is that the preacher is the one whom the congregation sends on their behalf, week after week, to the Scripture.”29 This act of sending is formalized in ordination, and it receives practical expression as the church sends its ministers to seminary to receive training in how to listen to scripture.


    In addition, this act of sending by the congregation means that preachers do not go to the text by themselves. The encounter between the preacher and the text is not simply one person’s encounter but is also the encounter of the whole community with the text through the preacher. Long writes, “The preacher goes on behalf of the faithful community, and, in a sense, on behalf of the world.”30 Preachers approach the text not simply with their own questions, concerns and needs, but with those of the community that has sent them there and that awaits a word from them.


    Third, the event of preaching takes place in the context of the community that is gathered for worship. Of course, preaching happens in other settings, but corporate worship is the paradigmatic setting. Moreover, Long argues, “preaching and the community of faith . . . are reciprocal realities.” The witness of preaching gathers the community of faith, and the community of faith “continues to bear witness to Christ in and for the world through every aspect of its life, including preaching.”31 This reciprocal relationship, which Long does not unfold, points precisely in the direction of missional preaching, wherein the witness of the preacher equips the congregation for its witness.
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