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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


TOO GOOD TO BE TRUE


How do you preach the death of God? In this powerful collection of sermons Chris Rodkey plunges deep into the tradition of radical Christianity from Tillich to Altizer to Rollins to fashion something entirely refreshing and new. These are personal, contemporary, and at the same time profoundly biblical sermons. Anyone who preaches the Gospel and still has a spark of intellectual curiosity will want to read this book.


Clayton Crockett, Associate Professor and Director of Religious Studies, University of Central Arkansas


Chris Rodkey presents a radical vision of the preacher’s task. Preachers are called to unmask the popular gods of culture and the church to reveal the lively, changing, and unbounded living God uncontained by dogma, institution, or profession. Chris Rodkey’s lectionary commentaries provide an alternative theological vision which will inspire preachers toward prophetic innovation and homiletic excellence. Postmodernism demands more – and better – theology and not less theological reflection. Chris provides solid theological soul food for preachers and congregations. The old gods have died but a lively iconoclastic “Christian atheism” gives birth to healthy, life-transforming, and Earth-affirming visions of God when they are most desperately needed. Chris gives us one such vision.


Chris Rodkey has charted a path that you may follow at your own peril, but only a risk-taking theology can provide us with the spiritual nurture and challenge we need today.


Bruce Epperly, author of Process Theology: A Guide for the Perplexed and Healing Marks: Spirituality and Healing in Mark’s Gospel


I find it rather peculiar that practitioners and pastors frequently ask whether or not radical theology can or should play a role in today’s churches, as if the subversive kernel of Christianity has at some point been something other than radical. To even ask such a question is to acknowledge that the actually existing churches, out of their perpetual love affair with power and privilege, have domesticated the radical truth of Christianity at nearly every turn.


However, in this provocative and important book, Chris Rodkey boldly picks up the mantle of Thomas Altizer and Paul Tillich in order to remind us that the subversive truth of Christianity has always been radical, which in turn leads practitioners and pastors to ask a better question – namely, if those of us in the churches don’t think it necessary to express the subversive, radical truth of Christianity in our sermons and our liturgies then, really, why are we preaching, and why should we continue to worship a domesticated God? Readers will come away with a fresh understanding of radical theology and preachers will find practical tools to develop a more radical, and thus more Christian, homiletic.


This book deserves a wide audience and should be read by everyone who cares about the transformative art of preaching.


Phil Snider is Sr. Minister of Brentwood Christian Church in Springfield, MO, and the author of, most recently, Preaching After God: Derrida, Caputo and the Language of Postmodern Homiletics.
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Foreword


Peter Rollins




One of the marks of truly great thinkers in any given tradition is that they are read seriously across various traditions. The message of individuals such as Darwin, Newton, and Nietzsche was not constrained by their respective disciplines but caused deep and lasting reverberations across numerous disciplines. Science, art, politics and philosophy were no longer the same in their aftermath.


The work of such people is like a flood that overflows the riverbeds of their particular training and sweeps away outdated, fossilized orthodoxies. A flood that clears the way for new, innovative and liberating practices to emerge.


In an analogous way a great movement reaches beyond the particular interests of a single group and speaks to people not immediately associated with it. From the French Revolution to the Arab Spring, revolutionary movements cut across old party lines and speak of a liberation that joins together previously disconnected individuals.


It is this mark that was almost completely missing from thinkers and movements located within theology and church life during the twentieth century. Unlike the century before it theology and church practice in the twentieth century was mostly only of interest to those located safely within the walls of seminaries and denominations.


However, there are some exceptions to this rule. In theological theory one of these exceptions was witnessed in a brief period of time between the late 1950s through to the 1960s. This was a time when a theological movement made an explosive impact on the wider cultural scene. Some of the most notable names in this movement were Paul Tillich and Thomas Altizer in the United States—both of whom received front-page coverage on Time magazine—and John Robinson and Don Cupitt in the United Kingdom.


These were not superficial apologists of religion but rather serious thinkers and practitioners, whose “death of God” theology caused such a scandal that they sparked off passionate discussions on the nature of faith and life in supposedly avowedly secular spaces. While the Christian proclamation of God’s death was a complex one, it spoke to people in an immediate and personal way. The cryptic utterances of the radical theologians reached far beyond the narrow confines of the church and were taken seriously, for a time, by society at large.


Yet this surprising theological event was short-lived, and the flood that threatened to wash away old orthodoxies was first contained and then pushed back. In the aftermath of this singular moment there was a great reversal in which the Religious Right came into being and, in the name of a universal message, restricted what went under the name of “theology” to a form of inane tribal apologetics.


In terms of a Christian practice in the twentieth century that broke free from narrow denominational confines to speak beyond traditional borders an obvious example is Alcoholics Anonymous. This movement, founded by Bill Wilson and Bob Smith, spoke to people from all walks of life, whether theists or atheists, liberals or conservatives, rich or poor.


AA, along with other twelve-step programs, are populated by those who feel like the trash of the world (one of Paul’s most potent definitions of the Christian) and thus are able to welcome all who seek help in overcoming addiction. In contrast to communities that find strength through externalizing problems, blaming brokenness on some scapegoat, twelve-step programs are built upon an invitation to own up to one’s own brokenness and to face it squarely.


While deeply successful in helping to transform lives, the white-hot insight that underpinned their principles did not make a serious impact in the actually existing church. They may continue to meet in the basements of religious buildings, but the message still does not seem to have reached up to the sanctuary.


Thankfully both radical theology and various twelve-step programs are still alive and well. The problem, however, is that their universality has been somewhat tamed. The radical theology movement retreated behind the walls of the academy while twelve-step programs quietly focused on their respective aims.


I am too young to have witnessed the birth of AA in the 1930s or the ascension of radical theology in the ’60s. But when I finally did come across them I found two sites that seemed pregnant with soteriological possibilities. In radical theology I found a type of thinking whose time was yet to come, and in AA I saw underlying principles that could be of use to all people struggling with life. While I came to both after I was already pursuing my own project, both have helped me to reinterpret, develop, and situate my own work.


It is my hope that the apocalyptic power held in the theory of Radical Theology and the underlying principles of AA can combine in the twenty-first century to re-ignite the fire that almost set the world ablaze in the 1960s.


This is where I situate a book like the one you hold in your hands. Here we witness a beautifully-crafted work with the power to speak beyond the walls of the actually existing church. A message aimed squarely at our hearts while not patronizing our minds. A message that calls us to strip away our false certainties, embrace our brokenness, face death, and celebrate life.


Christopher Rodkey is part of a small, but growing, group of visionaries who are proclaiming a passionate, life-giving theological word, a word that could make fertile again the desert that is church today.


This is a living word, one that has the potential to overflow the boundaries that separate “believers” from “unbelievers,” liberals from conservatives, and churchgoers from those who would never darken the door of a sanctuary.


This message exists today in various forms. But for it to truly make an impact we need it to touch the lives of people beyond the walls of the academy: we need it to preach.


This book is firmly rooted in the tradition of Tillich, not only in the way that it draws inspiration from some of his ideas, but also in the way that it too takes seriously the need to let these ideas breathe in the pulpit. Rodkey’s book presents the message of radical theology in a way that can challenge us to confront our darkness, think seriously, and act responsibly so that we might discover a new depth of life.


You stand at the threshold of this book and so I encourage you to read it with an open heart and active mind. If you do this, by the end, you will find yourself at another threshold. For you will be standing before the potential held within the pages of this book; a new event that is not-yet. It is at this point that we must challenge ourselves concerning whether we might commit ourselves to this event, becoming part of the next generation of preachers willing to proclaim this scandalous word to the world.










Pentecosting:
Preaching the Death of God




The language of preaching must be theologically apt. Preaching is doing theology.


David Buttrick1


A minister functions within the visible church by attending to that which is invisible.


That which is in-visible adds to the meaning of our experience and alters the quality of life.


We cannot know the in-visible church without inward thinking and downward thinking.


Charles Winquist2


To speak of the death of God means … that finally at the end of the Christian phase of Western culture, the reality of the living God is freed from the cultural concepts and other institutions that attempt to objectify and domesticate it. The death of God marks the end of Christian culture and, especially, of its attempt to assimilate … the living God of whom our religion as well as our diffuse religiosity is a desperate caricature. This means that, man being a religious animal, we are groping for a new concept of God and a new attitude, a mode of being congruous with it; that a new religiosity is dawning. And a new era begins when a new religiosity appears, rises from the empty tomb of the dead God.


Gabriel Vahanian3





One of the pervasive criticisms of radical Christian theology is that it is out of touch with the common person and is impractical to the life of a clergyperson. Even Thomas Altizer’s ideas were forbidden from being taught in Methodist theological schools by Methodist bishops in the late 1960s.4 The fact is that radical Christian theology is not unthinkable or unapproachable by those within the churches, but it is repressed and ignored because those with power have the most to lose in the church.


Instead of taking the radical aspects of its own theology seriously beginning with Paul Tillich, the church has since his death generally elected to go into its own un-theological directions, claiming that because of the threat of radical theology, the church must retreat into a new kind of evangelicalism to survive. This new evangelicalism has branded anything different than whatever resided within the safety of its own porous boundaries as heresy: anything theologically “different” was branded as radical.


Evangelicalism required a caricature of radicalism to expand and thrive. In doing so, evangelicalism manifested its own destiny: decline, stagnancy, rigor mortis. A stiffening of the boundaries, a necrophilia, or lust for death.5 This is easily demonstrated by considering what cultural influences define evangelicalism today. Evangelicalism is influenced by politicians, demagogues, radio talk show hosts, and the repressive social apparatus known as the Christian bookstore industry: Principalities, powers, and spiritual wickedness in high places. 6 Preachers may think they are defining the conservatism of our time, but they are really surfing a wave from someone else’s wave machine.


In response, “liberal” or so-called “progressive” preachers are attempting to use modern and historically-informed approaches to their craft, indulging in the so-called “historical Jesus,” and stripes of theology that could potentially be radical, but usually just become a different way to say the same things, such as the many varieties of liberation theology. In our post-colonial academic era, cultural relativism is the new Patriarch. We have returned to preaching our feelings. As Jonathan Edwards warned, if we move into these directions, our affections are all that remain.


But what do I mean by “radical” theology? By this I mean theology that follows the lure, or the call, of an apocalyptic Christian worldview that God is radically changing, and along with God, we must change as well. And this change is not just a self-transcendence or intersubjective paradigm shift, but a radical change which carries and demands tremendous social and political consequences. Radical theology is blasphemous to the orthodoxy because radicalism points out the hypocrisy at the center of religious power. Radical theology practices blasphemy, as it reclaims Jesus as not only a radical preacher, but Jesus representing and incarnating a God radically moving forward in history.


It is on this point that radical theology preaches the death of God. We should remember that in Friedrich Nietzsche’s The Gay Science, the philosopher told the following infamous parable:




Have you not heard of that madman who lit a lantern in the bright morning hours, ran to the market place, and cried incessantly: “I seek God! I seek God!” —As many of those who did not believe in God were standing around just then, he provoked much laughter. Has he got lost? asked one. Did he lose his way like a child? asked another. Or is he hiding? Is he afraid of us? Has he gone on a voyage? Emigrated? —Thus they yelled and laughed.


The madman jumped into their midst and pierced them with his eyes. “Whither is God?” he cried; “I will tell you. We have killed him—you and I. All of us are his murderers. But how did we do this? How could we drink up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? What were we doing when we unchained this earth from its sun? Whither is it moving now? Whither are we moving? Away from all suns? Are we not plunging continually? Backward, sideward, forward, in all directions? Is there still any up or down? Are we not straying as through an infinite nothing? Do we not feel the breath of empty space? Has it not become colder? Is not night continually closing in on us? Do we not need to light lanterns in the morning? Do we hear nothing as yet of the gravediggers who are burying God? Do we smell nothing as yet of the divine decomposition? Gods, too, decompose. God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him.


“How shall we comfort ourselves, the murderers of all murderers? What was holiest and mightiest of all that the world has yet owned has bled to death under our knives: who will wipe this blood off us? What water is there for us to clean ourselves? What festivals of atonement, what sacred games shall we have to invent?” …


Here the madman fell silent and looked again at his listeners; and they, too, were silent and stared at him in astonishment. At last he threw his lantern on the ground, and it broke into pieces and went out. “I have come too early,” he said then; “my time is not yet. This tremendous event is still on its way, still wandering; it has not yet reached the ears of men. Lightning and thunder require time; the light of the stars requires time; deeds, though done, still require time to be seen and heard. This deed is still more distant from them than the most distant stars—and yet they have done it themselves.”


It has been related further that on the same day the madman forced his way into several churches and there struck up his requiem aeternam deo. Led out and called to account, he is said always to have replied nothing but: “What after all are these churches now if they are not the tombs and sepulchers of God?”7





There is much to say about these words which have so deeply influenced the history of ideas, but for now I raise the following points. Nietzsche did not say that there is no God: he did not say that he does not believe in a God. Nor did Nietzsche say that there is a God. In Nietzsche’s parable, the only one who walks into any of the churches is the madman, and the conservative townsfolk who flippantly dismiss his questions remain in the realm of commerce. They mock him, and continue their shopping.


Nietzsche’s madman knows the words to the mass. The madman asks: “What are these churches now if not the tombs and sepulchers of God?” Are the noises of hymns little more than the gravediggers burying God?


Our so-called “contemporary” church movement affirms Nietzsche’s parable. Indeed, the evangelical mega-churches are quite Victorian in their commemoration of the death of God. As Mark C. Taylor writes, tombs are erected to remember so we don’t have to remember.8 The anti-sacramentalism of our contemporary church movement also reflects the smell of divine decomposition: we don’t have to re-member a death of God, because there is nothing left to dis-member. This God is long gone. It would seem that the shadow of God worshiped by the nihilistic American fundamentalism of Christianity, transcendent and totalitarian as ever, is no longer a God who shatters out of Godself a genuine and full incarnation. This image of God reflects the political hopes of conservative Christianity, a mighty fortress, staunch and unchanging, beyond reproach and largely inaccessible, but a personal God who is there as a cosmic Santa Claus when conveniently needed to thank or cling to in times of crisis.


So where does this leave the one called to preach a genuine Gospel, and reclaim the blasphemous core of Christian preaching?


First, before going any further, I wish to pronounce openly that preaching is a contextual act, and a liturgical act. Preaching happens within the context of worship. That worship can occur anywhere, but preaching is a sacramental act among other sacramental acts, and preaching must come from the context of the preacher’s own worship. The spirituality of the preacher itself demands a life of worship, and a lifestyle of liturgical living.9 But for the radical preacher, this context of worship must also be as self-reflective as it is theological, and if having no other community is done in solitude amongst a community of other readers, practitioners, and theologians. Our local contexts may be very different, and our local issues may be foreign to one another, but our commitment to the Gospel as a radical movement is part of our commitment to the church universal.


Second, radical Christian preaching must declare the Good News of the death of God as the basis of an incarnational faith. A full and apocalyptic understanding of the doctrine of the trinity is impossible apart from a Christian faith in a kenotic incarnation. Christ is the center of Gospel preaching, and it is this same Christ who is God-made-flesh. This Christ is not a “mode” or “modal person” of God, but is himself God. It is the radical position that orthodox Christianity denies the fullness of Christ’s divinity by rejecting an actual change of God at the moment of Christmas, the incarnation of Christ. The radical critique of “liberal” Christology is that liberals usually either deny the divinity of Jesus (that is, psilanthropism or “adoptionism”) or overemphasize the patriarchy of God by removing all possible attributes or natures from God, especially gendered attributes (that is, monar-chianism).


While I respect much of what contemporary theologians have attempted to accomplish with regard to the gender of God, and at some points these theologians’ ideas are radical, the ironic result is often a denial of certain kinds of genderings or racial understandings of God in favor of other genderings, queerings, or racial understandings. The theologian might admit that “all” are legitimate, but the theologian is not being honest; Mary Daly called this dishonesty a “re-labeling.”10 By simply re-labeling, the theologian’s image is always prioritized, and in doing so the station of the transcendent God is always elevated to an alien transcendence that can only be approached by metaphorical language. The power of symbols, the theory of which Tillich so painstakingly developed over his lifetime, is completely robbed by the inaccessibility of God and the banality of language to describe the divine.


The scholar might ask, how is the alternative not the heresy of patripassianism, or the idea that God the Father suffers on the cross? God the Father does not suffer on the cross, because God the Father has already incarnated in the incarnation. The birth of God the Son is absolutely necessary as the apocalyptic move from God the Father pouring out into God the Son. God the Son suffers on the cross. The fullness of Godhead dies on the cross.


To this end, third, radical preaching must have the crucifixion at the center of its images: preaching Christ crucified. 11 Obviously, not every sermon must exegete the crucifixion, but the crucifixion must be the lens through which radical interpretations of scripture must be read. We live in a world of crucifixion, a world of continuing crucifixion. The Good News is that the Christ-event of God’s death on the cross may lead us to take up our own crosses and imitate Christ through self-sacrifice and doing the hard work of building the Kingdom of God, but the Bad News is that the church and its inhabitants have failed throughout history to do just this. As a result, our world is a world of Bad News; Bad News largely enabled by those preaching the “Good News.” When a child dies of hunger or at the hands of violence, God dies. The crucifixion continues at the hand of the authorities. The call of radical preaching is to accomplish the meaning of the crucifixion, forsaking transcendence (“My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”)12 and being willing to step into a descent into Hell by way of the cross, to search for a genuine resurrection of flesh in Easter.


Fourth, radical preaching understands that the enemy of Christianity is usually inside of the church. Carefully recognizing the anti-Semitism and anti-Judaism of the New Testament when it comes to the Jews and the “Temple,” the core of Jesus’ critique regarding the religious of his time is not a criticism that may only be applied to the Jews of his time. To the contrary, and to state the obvious, religious hypocrisy is everywhere, always beginning with ourselves. Our unwillingness to name and claim it for ourselves kills God by continuing the crucifixion.


It is on this point where American forms of atheism, the so-called “new” atheism, need to be addressed from pulpits. As radical Christianity became marginalized in the 1960s at the beginning of the new evangelicalism and mega-church movements, a new scapegoat was required to fuel constituents’ fears: secularism, and later atheism. This, of course, led to new forms of evangelical atheisms.13 In the past few months, for example, in my home state of Pennsylvania, one of the leaders of the state’s primary atheist advocacy organization announced plans to desecrate the Qur’an as a protest against the state legis-lature’s declaration of a “Year of Religious Diversity.”14 Deep down, this atheist and his organization are embodying what many evangelicals wish they could do, and their inability to do this in public is the fault of the so-called “liberal media” who would shame them for doing so. Many evangelicals, too, scoff at the reality of religious diversity, and wish they could simply legislate or prioritize their own.


Again, what this particular atheist group is attempting is not very different than what many evangelicals wish they had license to do.15 This new atheism is a product or by-product of the church. Even when atheism expresses itself as an innocent humanism, it castrates liberal Christianities as little more than a humanism “with God added.” Its own product is required by evangelicalism. Evangelicals believe that they will receive the Mark of Cain in this rivalry because of their faithfulness, but we should recall that the one whose offerings were more pleasing to God ultimately perished.16


But, fifth, radical theology requires the practice of a Christian atheism. To follow with our earlier discussion of atheism, a Christian atheism acknowledges that if we are truly worshiping the divine, we cannot simply say that all is divine and worship the encompassing whole of all that claims divinity. We pick and choose. I do not worship the god of Christian evangelicalism; in fact, I emphatically reject this god. Or at least I attempt to reject it. Similarly, I choose not to worship the God of capitalism. I am an atheist in this regard. But my atheism never quite measures up to the atheism demanded by the God whose death points us toward the final and ultimate joy of the cross. I, along with others, fail at my call to be a Christian atheist, as a true Christian faith requires atheism. Preaching is one way we openly proclaim our rejection of certain gods, as well as our inability to reject other deities.


To practice atheism faithfully requires radical doubt in our preaching. As a child and teenager I heard countless sermons about how having true and real faith leads to a life of abundance and happiness; this theology is often called the Gospel of Wealth. The insanity of this preaching—popularized everywhere Christianity is “comfortable”17 —is emphasized by anyone asking the question of evil or theodicy: why, then, do bad things happen to good people? The preacher usually answers this, sometimes at funerals for young people, proclaiming evil to be part of God’s big plan that is not open to question, or by pointing to the book of Job, knowing that his adherent is not going to really read the text.


Instead, the radical preacher teaches that doubt is necessary for belief. Again, as Tillich famously taught, if we have no doubt, we have a religion devoid of faith, reduced to arguments about history and not about life-changing ideas and world-changing paradigm shifts.18 The earthquake of the resurrection is practiced in faith by looking for evidence of seismic events rather than asking what it means for the curtain of the temple to be torn and then searching out a means to live and embody a resurrection life.19 In this way, as Peter Rollins so eloquently preaches, to simply accept the resurrection is to actually deny the resurrection, a denial of its power to change the world in substantial ways.20


Radicalism always has the possibility of going too far, and therefore must attempt to be accountable to others when possible, be derived out of a life of prayer and servitude, and be willing to change when errors are acknowledged. We should be careful not to proclaim a new Gospel, but proclaim and re-claim the Gospel newly.21 Davidson Loehr, one of the great American radical preachers, writes that in preaching “we must engage the spirit of our times and the gods being served by our society, or else religion is too cowardly to respect.”22 Both Paul Tillich and Mary Daly have written extensively on existential and radical courage. Our courage to be may be regarded by others as courage to sin, but when preaching radically and with an unpopular message, we are in need of accountability and dialogue with others, so we may boldly, as Daly suggests, “re-call the courage to Sin Big.”23 Doing so cracks the fissures of structures which need to be torn down and reconstructed. This kind of blasphemy is the very core of the Gospel.


*


Prior to his declaration of the death of God, Nietzsche prefaced his parable with this short aphorism simply titled “In the horizon of the infinite”:




We have left the land and have embarked. We have burned our bridges behind us—indeed, we have gone farther and destroyed the land behind us. Now, little ship, look out! Beside you is the ocean: to be sure, it does not always roar, and at times it lies spread out like silk and gold and reveries of graciousness. But hours will come when you will realize that it is infinite and that there is nothing more awesome than infinity. Oh, the poor bird that strikes the walls of this cage! Woe, when you feel homesick for the land as if it had offered more freedom—and there is no longer any “land.”24





Radical theology is the call of the preacher to acknowledge that the Christian faith is an invitation to eat, breathe, and think God: sacramentally; breathing and practicing forgiveness and recon-ciliation;25 and enacting God through words proclaimed in the dialectical uncertainty of the Eternal Now. We practice an offensive faith to the temple and to the empire. Offending is forward-and downward-moving; an enfleshed faith willing to take up the cross and descend into Hell with the hope and prayer for an Easter resurrection.


We may be homesick for the safety of Christendom, but the church no longer has a choice. We choose to imitate Christ, forward and downward. If we stay behind, we walk the plank. We journey together, for one of our implied cages is going it alone and enforcing the solitude of a genuine radicalism. A goal of preaching is to teach the audience how the church itself apprehends our apocalyptic hope and denies Christianity from truly being practiced.26


In December, 1967, in the midst of the “death of God” controversy in the media, Rev. Dow Kirkpatrick preached an Advent sermon on Job 23:1-9 and 2 Corinthians 1:19-20 at First Methodist Episcopal Church in Evanston, IL:




Whatever these men [the death of God theologians] mean by what they are saying, they have caught us in the church without a living God that we can lay our hands on.


Everything I have read—and I mean everything—critical of these men for saying God is dead, has failed to offer a rebuttal that has any semblance of life about Him.


A lot of noise is coming from preachers and laymen who are in churches that won’t let a Negro in the front door. And don’t feel smug, for the God so often worshiped here resembles us and our dead values more than He resembles anything living and worthy of the name of God.


Whatever the radical theologians mean, I say, the God which is worshiped so broadly these days, especially during Christmas, needs killing. The greatest affirmation faith can make is to declare in our time that He is dead …


If we ever dare to tell one another what really is wrapped up in that baby born in Bethlehem; it will be the death of an impassive, impersonal, far-off-filler-of-our-wishes and explainer of what we can’t explain. The God we so vigorously defend is so often a faceless cipher, sitting way out on the edges of our lives, neatly out of place—where we think we can find him, the few times we need him.27





Dow Kirkpatrick was one of the architects of the denominational merger that became the United Methodist Church and was an early voice for civil rights and the women’s movement. His own congregation, whose name changed to “United Methodist,” reflecting this denominational work, voted a few years after he preached this sermon to dismiss him. Ousted from one of the most prestigious pulpits in the country, he left the country to become a “missionary in reverse” to Latin America.28


Preaching insecurity is insecure. Radical theology and radical preaching requires a “theology of offense” as Paul Tillich once proclaimed, but an offense not simply knocking down the weakened church, for doing so is far too easy, but similarly pose an offense to the spiritual wickednesses of society itself, and yet go far deeper to the rotting stilts holding their pedestals.29 Radical preaching re-claims, by pro-claiming and re-membering the dis-memberment of God in history, and as such seeks to turn this world upside down through the way of the cross. In our theology and in our preaching, we are to voyage to the depths of the Gospel to expose the nihilistic core of our present times. When Jesus attended a wedding in Cana and discovered temple purification jars, he did not destroy them, rather, he filled them with new wine, and prioritized the New.30 The Kingdom of God requires an ecclesia or assembly. Our role is not to close the churches but to invite Nietzsche’s madman, and transform it from the inside out. As Gabriel Vahanian writes, “True iconoclasm begins with oneself, with the smashing of one’s own idols, i.e., of one’s superannuated conception of God, of faith and religious allegiance.”31 Radical theological preaching begins in the church and intends to culminate in the church. If this means closing buildings to respond faithfully, so be it: the Kingdom is far more important and our apocalyptic hope demands us to transfigure and completely rethink our communities of faith. This, I believe, will only happen through preaching. It is my hope that this text is not only helpful for your ministry and call to radical theology, but leads us into a support network and invariably into the building of the Kingdom.


*


The radical Christian preacher boldly proclaims the apocalyptic hope of the immanent Kingdom. The Kingdom is the New Creation Now Occurring, and is enfleshed as, and within, the church, but the church as a whole through the process and processes of Christendom has apprehended the true hope of the Kingdom. There are no shortages of examples of this through history, though they may be a surprise or shocking for many Christians to understand that the alignment with power, which coincided with exclusivistic Trinitarian orthodoxy, cemented the church’s inability to bring about substantial change leading to an actual Kingdom.


In our post-Christendom situation, the church is now at a decisive turning point: to grasp onto these orthodoxies of the past, only to be, as the Charlton Heston cliché goes, pried from our cold, dead hands; or to recognize that now, this now, is the Now that is New. Thomas Altizer writes:




[E]ven as the Christian must look upon the collapse of the ancient world as the inevitable historical consequence of the birth of Christianity, so, too, the Christian must now look upon the collapse of the past as the way to an apocalyptic and eschatological future. Christianity, even as all religious ways, knows death as the way to life, and knows an actual passage through death as the way to an actual realization of life.


(Total Presence, 92)





The secularization which evangelicalism and fundamentalism is fighting—this secularization which evangelicalism invented—is not only an emerging mission field but is a necessary moment in the scheme of history. The death of Christendom means that its old models of God, especially those models obsessed with a lust for death, must too die, and transfigure into something new.


The preaching moment in the weakened church, in the church proclaiming the death of God, speaks into the noise of nihilism perpetuated by value-systems of the state and temple, is a public call to think God Newly to believers in exile from the mainstream of religion and society. It should be no surprise that an apocalyptic faith based upon parables, as parabolic speech indicates a reversal, seeks to reverse the social order. Preaching the death of God re-calls the beatifications of the Beatitudes, charging the church to enact and embody this reversal.32 In our weakened, marginalized position in society, we are now primed to transgress the status quo.


Like all subversive art, preaching is always situational, contextual, and theonomous, which is to say, stepping into the unknown and into uncertainty in dangerous ways. If our preaching is not genuinely transgressive within our communities and contexts, it is irrelevant or apprehends the apocalyptic hope at the center of the Christian faith. Is the church called to proclaim, while patting the middle-and upper-classes of Americans on their backs, to “abandon all apocalyptic hope” to “all who enter here” because of the church’s allergy to thinking God anew?33 Or will our preaching incite the theological imagination of our audiences to turn this world upside-down?


The death of God theology that emerged in the late 1960s has often been called a “language event,” which is to say that what radical theology primarily addressed is the problem or limitation of religious language for the holy. The inadequacy of religious language is a clearly Biblical idea, and remains a primary task for systematic theology. Radical theologian Paul M. Van Buren, for example, developed an important model for interpreting religious language in his underappreciated book, The Edge of Language, and Gabriel Vahanian’s most iconoclastic teaching is that the word “God” is the final idol which Christianity must overcome.34


David Buttrick, arguably the most important theologian of homiletics of our past century, says quite plainly in his classic Homiletic: Moves and Structures that because God is experienced as an absence, the void into which the preacher preaches is to speak in analogical terminology for the divine. The problem with this, of course, is that the God-talk poured into this void is idolatrous and venerates the opposite of God; “A turn of the radio dial on Sunday mornings,” Buttrick mentions, “will let you hear all kinds of demonic God-talk!”35 Since Homiletic was published in 1987, the perpetual, constant noise of God-talk has become increasingly demonic and Satanic. It has confused Spirit-filled boldness with certainty, cowardice, and mimetic victimization mechanisms.


Yet I propose that the death of God is a language-event which is silent, and remains silent, so long as it is not proclaimed boldly within the church; the church is nothing but a repressive apparatus of other political and cultural forces if it is not the platform for radical proclamation. Nietzsche’s madman had no receptive audience in the streets, and even if the churches he entered were largely empty, thinking God anew there changed and continues to change the world. Our radical insurrections, even and often from small communities of faith, tiled within gothic buildings or in worship occurring in living rooms and bars and malls, may seem insignificant if we answer to the nihilistic lure of orthodoxy which demands anonymity, consumption, and mass appeal to be deemed relevant and important.


As a language-event, we preachers may feel as if we are only preparing the way. As an apocalyptic faith, as a hopeful faith, we are always preaching in the Now that is not-yet. Leading others to embody the crucifixion, to live the death of God, is to realize that an apocalyptic faith must always be not-yet. We are only seeds being planted for the time being. No voting pattern, no political situation, will ever measure up to the actual New, the apocalypse always beyond our grasp. We are called in our preaching to shift mimetic desire for more capital that sustains our political situation into a more genuine imitation of Christ: incarnating, parabolically reversing, healing, perishing, descending, and resurrecting.


Reversal is indicative of all truly radical preaching, as Jesus’ parables indicate a radical reversal and Jeremiah Wright’s most famous sermons enact transformational reversals, often by simply setting the table of the sanctuary with language to allow the reversals latent in the Bible to simply speak for themselves.36 Reversal sometimes takes the form of expressing the “ambiguous lack” which is the consequence of genuine theological practice, and boldly proclaiming the Good News, even when its implications are uncomfortable, disturbing, and point us toward a paradoxical state of affairs, where we are held to account to a challenge that will always just be beyond the grasp of our language and experience.37 The radical reversal of preaching also takes the form of admitting the awkwardness of trying to live an authentically radical Christian life in twenty-first century America; realizing that even while speaking in the church, which is where radicals must speak if they are radical, the church’s leadership wants nothing to do with theological radicalism. For example, my own denomination’s workbook for Confirmation classes has several interviews with denominational officials; the very first one makes a characterization of radical theology and simply dismisses it.38 To piggyback on Adam Kotsko’s exploration of awkwardness in his treatise on the subject, being a radical Christian can and will lead to awkwardness in our everyday goings-on. Radical preaching embodies and articulates this awkwardness, “the common sense notion of awkwardness as a disturbance in the social fabric,” and leads us to embrace our awkwardness “toward something like utopia,” preaching the Kingdom of God.39
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