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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


BEYOND THE LECTIONARY


David Ackerman’s offering of a fourth “Year D” to the three year cycle of lectionary texts is a gift to preachers and teachers who seek to expand their congregation’s exposure and study to texts that are often ignored or even avoided in many congregations today. As one who preaches and teaches from the lectionary, I welcome this new resource for its potential to expand both my students’ and my congregation’s awareness of often ignored biblical figures such as Rahab, Tamar, and Rehoboam, as well as allowing them to spend significant time in (often short-changed) books like Leviticus and Ecclesiastes. Ackerman’s thoughtful interweaving of these texts to fit the church year will assist preachers and teachers in enriching their congregations’ repertoire of images of God and the multiplicity of ways the biblical account describes God’s interactions with God’s people.


Anabel C. Proffitt, Ph.D. Associate Professor of Educational Ministry, Lancaster Theological Seminary


Finally, an additional year of lectionary readings that pushes the preacher to confront many of the “texts of terror” in the Bible. In wrestling with these texts, new opportunities for understanding God’s supposed violence as a projection of human violence onto God will emerge, resulting in a deeper appreciation for the creative nonviolence of Jesus the Christ. David Ackerman has orchestrated a masterful symphony of diverse and challenging texts in this volume, and his own commentary is both profound and practical.


Rev. Paul Wrightman, Pastor, Community Church of the Monterey Peninsula, Carmel, California


Preaching is an artistic adventure, integrating imagination, text, inspiration, and congregation. Preachers are challenged to discover new images from ancient texts. This is exactly what Beyond the Lectionary does. It presents a lively alternative vision to the Revised Common Lectionary, an imaginative fourth year in which we meet characters and texts omitted in the three-year lectionary cycle. Preachers will find Ackerman’s text challenging, engaging, and inspiring. Not for the timid of heart, Beyond the Lectionary enables preachers and congregants alike to hear fresh words that will inspire new creation and heart-felt mission. Preachers who experiment with Ackerman’s lectionary variations will never be bored or boring, but alive in their encounter with the ever-fresh words of scripture.


Bruce Epperly, Theologian, pastor, spiritual guide and author of Holy Adventure: 41 Days of Audacious Living and Emerging Process: Adventurous Theology for a Missional Church


Rev. Ackerman has provided preachers with a resource that addresses two vital needs in contemporary congregations. For parishioners who long for the stories they heard as children, familiar figures such as Noah, Jacob, Moses, David, and Daniel will come to life throughout the year in ways the Revised Common Lectionary does not provide. For those who do not know the Biblical story except from popular culture, this lectionary addition will provide context and detail essential to their understanding of the scope of God’s love for humankind. This is an essential book for the preacher who wants to dig more deeply into the rich texts of our forebearers in the faith in a thematic, systematic way.


Rev. Ruth Shaver, Pastor, United Church of Schellsburg (UCC)
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Introduction


In the context of the Christian church, a lectionary is a collection of Bible readings designated for use on occasions for worship. For centuries, Christian communities have created and used different lectionaries, but today, the predominant one used by mainline Protestant churches is the Revised Common Lectionary (hereafter denoted RCL). It is based on the 1969 Roman Catholic lectionary, Ordo Lectionem Missae (Order of Readings for the Mass) and is a revision of the Common Lectionary, which was composed in 1983. The RCL is a cyclical, three-year compilation that was arranged in 1992 by the Consultation on Common Texts, a scholarly group comprised of representatives of various Christian traditions. It has been favorably received by churches around the world, and resources expounding on it are popular and abundant. While some Protestant denominations do not use it, many either recommend or require it in their orders of worship. Because the RCL determines what readings many Christians worldwide will hear in worship, its significance is enormous for clergy and laypeople alike. As one who religiously preached on the scriptures in the RCL for over fifteen years, I readily identify with pastors who use it.


I think this is true for a number of reasons. I like the fact that the lectionary compels me to preach on texts that I might otherwise ignore. I appreciate the discipline of letting my reflections conform to the rhythms and cadences of the liturgical year instead of imposing my favorite texts on a congregation week after week. I relish the ecumenical nature of the lectionary and the thought that members of my church might be harmoniously comparing notes on the scriptures and sermon with friends from the church down the street. The discipline of lectionary preaching encourages me to practice exegesis (reading out of the text) over eisegesis (reading my preconceptions into it), and I require students in the Practical Theology course I teach to use it, at least for our class. I admire the RCL as a true work of art, a masterful arrangement of texts that justifiably enjoys the global reception it has attained.


I must confess, however, that as I began my sixth cycle using the RCL, I started to tire of using the same readings. Even though I saw new things in the texts every three years, I sensed that I was overlooking something important. That something was the vast portion of the Bible that the RCL overlooks. It is true that in 2005 the Consultation on Common Texts authored a book selecting texts for every day of the year (titled Revised Common Lectionary Daily Readings), but the Biblical ground that it covers on Sunday mornings is still significantly limited. By my calculations, the RCL uses 7756 verses of the Bible on Sundays and mainline Protestant holy days over its three-year cycle. That amounts to 24.9 percent of the verses in the Bible. On the one hand, it is a remarkable accomplishment to cover nearly a quarter of the Bible in public worship over a three year period. On the other hand, repeating this cycle over the course of many years leaves preachers and parishioners addressing the same 24.9 percent of the Bible and never engaging the remaining 75.1 percent. Because of this systematic omission, there is a danger that lectionary preachers will foster a “canon within the canon” (or “Bible within the Bible”) in their churches. I suspect that at least part of the reason for the difficulties presently facing many mainline Protestant traditions is that they claim the Bible to be authoritative yet ignore vast portions of it in their worship life. Churches can no longer expect that this failure will not have consequences for the faith development of their people. There are too many Biblical gems that the RCL passes over, and I believe that it is time to give lectionary preachers the opportunity to read and address more of these on Sunday mornings.


Along with those gems, however, are more difficult passages that are very hard for preachers to face. Some are infamous “texts of terror.” Preachers may avoid these passages either because they are offended by them or because they believe that there is no word from God in them. Some people have been so wounded by these texts that hearing them read in public worship is painful. Attempts to domesticate or censor such passages, however, only heighten Biblical ignorance among preachers and parishioners alike. These texts are part of the “collective unconscious” of Christianity; present, like an elephant in the room, but seldom discussed. I believe that the task of preachers is not to avoid these readings but to face them honestly. They may find that, with all due respect to the authority of scripture, they are not preaching on these texts as much as against them. In other words, they love the Bible enough that they do not blithely accept the text at face value but passionately engage and even oppose it so that the truth of God’s word breaks through all cultural chasms. Such a practice as this was discouraged by some of my professors when I was in school, but I am now convinced that church leaders have a moral obligation to do this. Unless Christians begin to intentionally address the difficult scriptures that are omitted by the RCL, the Bible risks being adopted into the canon of those atheists who, wishing to discredit Christianity, portray it as a book of horrors. By facing such readings squarely, however, I believe preachers and churches will go a long way to stave off the membership-eroding crisis that superficially pits issues of Biblical authority against concerns for social justice in today’s world.


All of this points to how important it is for preachers to interpret scripture critically by exploring the context of a passage and uncovering the principles the author uses before attempting to apply it to today. They will find that the practice of “proof-texting,” or taking scripture out of context to prove a point, will not suffice with these readings. Literalists who insist that the Bible is uniformly authoritative for Christians are frequently confronted with passages that are impossible to justify at face value as being God’s message for today. Those who espouse such literalism approach the study of scripture from a perspective of emotional, psychological and social resistance. In a world of constant change, they want to view the Bible as an eternal object delivered from God’s hand and unassailable by the forces of modernity and post-modernity. This, however, turns the Bible into an idol and fails to account for the fact that while it does contain inspired, timeless principles for Christian living, it is a human work written in a particular time to a particular people in a particular physical and cultural setting. Moreover, the Bible does not point to itself as the object of worship, but to God. Christians who wish to avoid the pitfalls of idolatry and discern God’s authoritative voice speaking through scripture will courageously engage the Bible in its fullness in order to seek God’s will in the world today.


Hoping to exercise more of the fullness of the Bible in my preaching, at the end of my fifteenth year of lectionary preaching, I sought a resource that followed the RCL‘s pattern of textual selection and arrangement but offered new readings. At the time, I found none. It then occurred to me that one could probably mine at least one more year of Biblical texts that would, like the RCL, include readings from the Hebrew Bible, Psalms, New Testament/Epistles, and Gospels. While adding a fourth year to the lectionary would break up the harmonious (triune) cycle of years (identified as Years A, B and C in the RCL), I surmised that, for the sake of a more exhaustive use of the Bible, a case for having such an alternative would be well-grounded. Encouraged by colleagues and friends, I began to work on Beyond the Lectionary.


Beyond the Lectionary is a one-year compilation of readings that offers its users an additional 2266 verses of scripture that are not used on Sundays or mainline Protestant holy days in the RCL. This amounts to an extra 7.3 percent of the Bible. While this is somewhat less than the average number of new verses presented in the RCL each year (by my calculations, 2585), I have kept both pastors and listeners in mind and opted for quality of selections over quantity of verses. I have learned from experience that when readings are shorter, preachers are inclined to read more of the texts and parishioners are likely to listen to them more attentively. I anticipate that this will be viewed favorably in churches that are seeking opportunities to engage parishioners Biblically and theologically in new and enlivening ways.


In terms of the process of the selecting and arranging of the texts, I attempted to paint something of a canvas with the scriptures. I chose colors and textures that I believed were appropriate to the seasons of the liturgical year, and I arranged the readings by focusing on the two guiding principles of continuity (progressing in order) and complementarity (textual completion or harmony). Because I found that the Psalms and the Gospels were well utilized by the RCL, the passages that I selected from them were necessarily shorter than those cited in the Hebrew Bible and New Testament/Epistles. In addition to the Sundays of the liturgical year, I offered texts for such holy days as Epiphany, Ash Wednesday, Maundy Thursday and Christmas Eve. I aimed to exclude passages that were obvious variants (repeated readings) of Sunday selections in the RCL. The lone exception to my selection criteria was the Gospel text for Christmas Eve (I could not avoid using Luke 2:1-20 for this). In the hope that readers would enjoy the combinations of texts offered in these pages, I chose Biblical narratives that I firmly believed would be compelling ones for preachers to address and listeners to engage.


In terms of the book’s structure, the pattern I adopted was to list the readings for each day and then comment on them. I did this by thematically weaving the readings together in such a way that readers could see how the texts fit with each other. I wrote the commentaries so that laypeople could appreciate them and pastors could see how a coherent message may be preached from them. These commentaries are not generic interpretations but are specifically designed to accommodate preachers in their sermon preparation. Readers will see different homiletic possibilities in the passages than the ones I mention, but my suggestions should offer preachers a starting point for reflection. I cite numerous scriptures throughout the book, and all of these are excerpted from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible. After the commentaries, I close with a brief prayer for preachers to use as they consider the readings before them.


To get a sense of how the work would be received, I preached on the texts for a year in my home congregation, St. Paul’s United Church of Christ in Trauger (Pleasant Unity) PA. I made numerous adjustments based on feedback that I gleaned during the year in which I used them. Preachers may use the book wholly over the course of any year, or selectively at their discretion. They may use it for worship and devotional purposes as well as for study and personal growth. It may even be creatively adapted by Sunday School classes that are looking for a new and different resource. I anticipate a variety of uses for the book and hope to hear about how people in different settings benefit from its readings, commentaries and prayers.


The list of Biblical characters that this book introduces may be new to hearers of lectionary based sermons. Listeners will meet such wildly diverse figures as Rhoda, Ebedmelech, Mephibosheth, Simon Magus and even one talkative donkey. Preachers will hopefully find that the narratives surrounding these figures will transform the lives of their congregations by expanding their Biblical repertoire and introducing new possibilities for understanding scripture. The stories and ideas in these texts offer varied glimpses of God and diverse commentaries on matters of faith and life. As previously suggested, this lectionary is not for the timid. It is not for preachers who are unwilling to use critical skills in interpreting texts, nor is it for those who want every sermon to be happy, innocuous and inoffensive. I believe that courageous preachers who are willing to take the risks involved in preaching on these texts will reap many rewards by using Beyond the Lectionary.


I am very grateful to my sister, Diane Callihan, for her outstanding proofreading work and stylistic advice. I am also indebted to the people of St. Paul’s United Church of Christ as well as numerous colleagues whose patience, feedback and encouragement were indispensable. Last, but certainly not least, I thank my wife, Marsha, for being such a steadfast source of love and support. I wish readers and preachers God’s blessings as they engage these challenging texts, filled as they are with newness, beauty and danger.





Advent


Advent 1


Daniel 2:24, 31-49


Psalm 38:15-22


Revelation 3:14-22


Mark 11:12-14, 20-25


The Christian liturgical year begins with Advent (meaning “coming”), a season of awakening and repentance as well as patience and perseverance. Today’s reading from Psalm 38 emphasizes these last themes, as the author writes, “But it is for you, O Lord, that I wait; it is you, O Lord my God, who will answer” (v 15). The Gospel text also does this by calling people to persevere in prayer. In today’s divided reading from Mark 11, Jesus finds a barren fig tree, and after he curses it, it withers. He uses it as an object lesson to teach his disciples about having faith in God, believing in prayer and showing forgiveness. Those who practice these lessons over time must be both steadfast and patient.


The remaining texts from Daniel 2 and Revelation 3 emphasize the importance of awakening to the insights that God provides. Revelations from God abound in the Advent readings for all three years of the RCL, and the book of Daniel is one of the most important apocalyptic (revelatory) books in the Hebrew Bible. While chapters 7-12 focus heavily on divine visions, chapters 1-6 also offer amazing stories about the prophet Daniel that never arise on Sundays in the RCL. Daniel 2 is an excellent example of such a story, but because it is long, it is abbreviated here. Preachers may preface this reading by noting that the story begins when King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon has a troubling dream. He searches for someone to tell him both the dream and its interpretation, and when he finds no one, he threatens to kill all the wise men in the kingdom. This is when God reveals the dream and its meaning to Daniel. Today’s reading begins as Daniel tells the executioner not to harm the wise men. He then says that Nebuchadnezzar’s dream is about a broken statue, and he interprets it as an allegory about kingdoms that will rise after Babylon falls. When the king hears this insightful interpretation, he promotes Daniel in his kingdom. Like Daniel 2, Revelation 3 is also an apocalyptic piece that calls on people to awaken to God’s presence among them. The selection for this day is the Spirit’s message to the church at Laodicea. In this story, Jesus, as he is revealed to John of Patmos, warns the Laodiceans of the dangers of being lukewarm in their faith. Because they are neither hot nor cold, he threatens to spit them out of his mouth. Such a message serves as a powerful “wake-up” call to the church, both then and now.


Preachers may experience a sense of dissonance between today’s themes and the events in the world around them. The liturgical year is just beginning while the calendar year is drawing to a close. The Biblical texts are apocalyptic and challenging, while the cultural marketplace is saturated with messages of happy holidays. In churches, these difficult readings may be accompanied by such activities as Advent wreath lighting, “Hanging of the Greens” celebrations and/or Holy Communion. During this busyness, however, today’s texts challenge parishioners to evaluate their priorities and consider whether they are hot or cold in their faith.
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