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PART I



Special Occasions as
“Grace-Catchers”






CHAPTER ONE


What Brings Us
Together Today?


“What makes this night different from all other nights?” The question has been ritually asked by generations of Jewish children at the yearly celebration of Passover. “What makes this day different?” An answer to that question is also what Christians seek in a sermon on a special occasion. Not every day is an ordinary day. There are a number of days on which homiletical “business as usual” is not what is called for. We always gather to celebrate and seek the grace of God, but we do not always do so in the same way. Different concerns come to the fore at different times.


How does God’s love touch our births and our deaths, our marriage vows and our ordination vows, our high holy days and our civic holidays? How is God’s grace manifest in the lives of those whom the church calls “saints”? How does grace touch troublesome social and theological issues that tear at the fabric of our common life? Is there a word from the Lord in the midst of nagging problems that lead to deepening anxiety or disasters that suddenly descend? How can we use retreats, preaching missions, and liturgical seasons to help each other awaken to God’s presence in fresh and creative ways? How can guest preachers create a new word when they “pinch hit” for the local pastor?


These are all quite different questions, but they are also variations on the same question: how does the preacher frame, from the richly textured Word of God, a word that speaks to the distinctive event that brings individuals together on this particular day? How can sermons for special occasions serve as places for God’s people to pause and consider changes in life’s direction as they attempt to hear and to follow God’s call? The need for a unified yet nuanced approach to special occasion preaching is a pressing one. When major life transitions are uppermost in the minds of our congregations, they may well be more open to a hearing of the gospel than they are on ordinary days:


[image: Images] “Why did God let Grandma die? I thought God loved me!”


[image: Images] “How will I get through Easter after the hell of my divorce?”


[image: Images] “What does St. Anselm have to do with life in the twenty-first century?”


[image: Images] “How will we ever manage to bring up the child we baptize today?”


[image: Images] “Surely this marriage will last—by God, we’ll make it last!”


[image: Images] “I really need this retreat, but what am I supposed to do with it?”


[image: Images] “Why do I have to get ashes on my forehead tonight? I feel like dirt already!”


[image: Images] “Why must we do a brass band blessing of our rotten government on the Fourth of July?”


These questions are not casual; the energy behind them is palpable. They indicate significant turning points, critical junctures, in the lives of those who ask them—what I call “mark points” in the life of the church or community. On these tragic, joyful, or festive occasions we do not have to capture a congregation’s attention, for we already have it. It is our duty and privilege on such occasions to direct our congregation’s attention to God’s pillar of cloud and fire that can transform a people’s wilderness wandering into purposeful ventures toward a land of promise. A special occasion sermon is not a way of pandering to jaded palates or a ploy to catch people out at a moment of vulnerability. A special occasion sermon is a word fitly spoken. When it is not, or when the concern of the day is poorly addressed, the effect of the sermon can be worse than if the occasion were not mentioned at all. Expectations raised and then thwarted become a source of deep and continuing frustration.


I shall never forget a seminary homiletics course I once convened that focused on the problem of evil. It first explored various theodicies systematically, then invited students to test them out by preaching sermons addressed to hypothetical congregations on various occasions of crisis. Although it was not part of the assignment, almost all the students preached the sermons that they had needed to hear at a critical point in their lives—but did not hear because the preacher on that occasion failed to address the situation, or addressed it badly. Homiletical opportunities for a fitly spoken word are often lost opportunities. The critical moment passes, but the deep need remains.


Faced with the challenge of holding up one facet of grace that is unique to a particular occasion, many preachers instinctively shrink from it. Their justifications are legion:


[image: Images] “The couple doesn’t hear anything in the wedding ceremony anyway.”


[image: Images] “The reading of the passion gospel on Palm Sunday is a sermon in itself.”


[image: Images] “Nobody wants to hear a history lecture on a saint’s day.”


[image: Images] “You can’t really address fresh grief effectively in a sermon.”


[image: Images] “The church isn’t the place to celebrate secular holidays.”


[image: Images] “The pulpit isn’t the place to deal with controversial issues.”


[image: Images] “People won’t come for church services several nights in a row.”


[image: Images] “You can’t do much good as a guest preacher—you don’t know the people.”


And what are the sermons we often do hear on such occasions?


[image: Images] exhortations to uncritical patriotism on civic holidays;


[image: Images] put-downs of worshipers who show up only on Christmas or Easter;


[image: Images] treatises on ethics or ecclesiology at weddings;


[image: Images] Hallmark card sentimentalities at funerals;


[image: Images] guilt-trips on Ash Wednesday, and gory details on Good Friday.


It is one thing to wax indignant at such misuses of the preaching office, but it is something else to take on the task of addressing the full spectrum of special occasion sermons. Each occasion must be spoken to and be allowed to speak on its own behalf. Yes, of course, but with how much of a voice, and what kind? Is there a broad vision, or at least some guidelines, that we can use in shaping such preaching? Are there predictable problem areas, and ways to confront them? Do certain sermon techniques work better on some occasions than on others?


Questions like these come up repeatedly in the course of a preaching ministry. The occasions that prompt them, however, often arise without warning. There is little time to reflect on the theology and practice of funeral preaching when the tearful telephone call snaps us suddenly awake in the middle of the night. Even when we can see the preaching event coming from a distance, as on Easter or Christmas, questions concerning how to prepare the sermon often get pushed to the sidelines. We have to produce the sermon (along with attending to a thousand other holiday things) but we do not have time to stop and think how best to go about it!



[image: Images]What is “High Time”?



Someone unfamiliar with preaching might easily get the impression that a sermon is a religious monologue, but that is a misperception. Preaching is conversation, a sacred conversation in which many voices take part—the voices of scripture, culture, congregation, and preacher. The particular concerns of the day are still another voice in the conversation. A wedding, a saint’s day, a high holy day, or a secular holiday also need a place in the dialogue. How can we give these special occasion voices a proper hearing? How, homiletically, can faith be realized in the midst of this occasion?


In beginning to think about this question, I find it helpful to return to a distinction that is often made in theology courses, the distinction between kairos and chronos. Both are ways of marking time. Chronos time is “clock and calendar” time, marked by regular, mathematical signposts. It is the same for everyone, regardless of its importance for any individual. Significant events are often tagged by reference to the clock (“Sally was born at 5:32 A.M. on Tuesday, November 26, 1997”), but the time itself has no significance. When people do not experience anything particularly unusual or important over an extended period, they often describe themselves as merely ”marking time.”


Yet marking time can also have a different connotation. Kairos, or “high time,” comes when events converge at a point of profound significance. Kairos time is an occasion that marks a definite and perhaps definitive shift in the life trajectory of a person or community. It may come at a point of deliberate choice (“I took the road less traveled by/ And that has made all the difference”) or it may catch us up suddenly in a swirl of events over which we seem to have no control (“The phone call came, announcing that the company was filing for bankruptcy, and our lives were upended”). Kairos may come upon us all at once or dawn upon us slowly and almost imperceptibly, its full impact recognized only in retrospect. In either case, kairos is a time of distinctive life-shaping. We mark such times precisely because we experience ourselves as being marked by them.


Not every decision point is a kairos point, but failure to recognize it when it comes can have momentous implications. The challenge for the preacher on such occasions, therefore, is to mark time as high time—to offer a sermon that has reasonable prospects of “seizing the day.” Educators sometimes talk about “teachable moments,” those points in the learning process when we are ready and able to “get it.” Such moments do not just happen; they have to be prepared for and picked up on. Nor can they be manufactured or imposed: if there is anything worse than ignoring a special occasion in a sermon, it is using the sermon as an attempt to force a kairos experience on cue. Practical sermon strategies for effecting such an outcome simply do not work.


Major mark points in life are often described as being “peak” or “mountain top” experiences. There is often a fascinating, liminal quality about them. People facing life-threatening disease, for example, often report a powerful, almost luminous dimension to that critical time in their lives. Often the meaning of the experience cannot be put into words, nor can its full meaning be grasped all at once: it took Julian of Norwich twenty years to appropriate the mystical visions she received within the space of a few hours.


The task of the preacher at such times is to explore, but not to explain: to illuminate the mystery without eliminating it. Neither the special occasion sermon itself, nor the distinctive awareness of God that it intends to foster, is the end point of a journey into God, or even a spotlight on a certain segment of the path. It is more like a floodlight or a lantern, shedding illumination on the surrounding territory and providing orientation and ongoing direction for a movement into what is still unknown.


To use another metaphor, a special occasion sermon is a kind of punctuation. The regular Sunday sermon provides periods, commas, and semicolons in our religious life texts; the special occasion sermon supplies the question marks, exclamation points, quotation marks—and dashes! Or to shift metaphors again, perhaps sermons in ordinary time are like bar lines designating measures in a musical score, while sermons on special occasions are like accent marks, or markings indicating changes in tempo and mood.


A definition of “special occasion” may be helpful at this point. Whether it is happy or sad, the situation for which this kind of sermon is called is an occasion of celebration (whether formal or informal, joyful or tragic) where people come together (“celebrating alone” is a misnomer) to make a “big deal” about a significant event or relationship. It is a situation where words fitly spoken enhance everyone’s experience of the occasion. How does that definition play itself out in real life? We have all been at weddings or retirement dinners, I suspect, where the occasion cried out for words from the best man, the family matriarch, or the boss that would sum up with a certain grace the warm sentiments everyone shared—and yet the opportunity was lost or muffed. We felt let down, empty, a bit disoriented, and to some extent isolated from those around us. We have all gathered around the television during times of national crisis or tragedy, aching for a word of collective outrage, comfort, or direction, only to be disappointed.


On other such occasions, however, the spoken words were memorable—not necessarily lengthy or flowery, but memorable. Franklin D. Roosevelt’s “Day of Infamy” speech or Neil Armstrong’s “One small step for man” are at one end of the spectrum. At the other are the thoughtful expressions of gratitude by a daughter at the fiftieth wedding anniversary of her parents, or a mother’s word of realistic assurance in the midst of family tragedy. I remember fondly a plainsong “psalm” chant, composed expecially for me and sung at a surprise farewell party given by a small group of students as I took leave of one institution for a job at another. Such words capture our sentiments and provide a context for our joy or our anguish. They send us forth renewed and energized even though we may have arrived frayed and exhausted, setting aside already overloaded schedules in order to attend.


Good special occasion sermons convene such celebrations in the communal life of the people of God. A special occasion sermon works together with its occasion, lifting up the day’s significance. When it is effective, the sermon also highlights the potential for a teachable moment in the day without turning the occasion into a didactic classroom exercise. How does a preacher give this special occasion a proper voice in the sound of the sermon? How can the high times of life be shaped as illuminating mark points in our sermons, rather than turned into “high points” in a religious lecture or a sentimental homily? That is the question to which we will turn next.





CHAPTER TWO


How Much of a Voice,
and What Kind?


When we fail to celebrate the significance of the situation in the sermon of the day, we commit the homiletical equivalent of ignoring the elephant in the living room. We treat what nobody can possibly avoid looking at as though it simply were not there. The voice of the occasion will relentlessly press its claim, however, demanding to be acknowledged. When preachers turn a deaf ear to this voice, they create a condition in which “the stones will cry out,” as Jesus says to the Pharisees who want to silence the crowd’s “hosannas” on his triumphal entry into Jerusalem.


Yet becoming obsessed with the special occasion is certainly no better than ignoring it. Confronted with a day of particular significance, preachers sometimes resort to homiletical overkill. That is unfortunate, because a sermon crammed full of seemingly relevant observations and timely applications can easily distort the congregation’s hearing of the gospel. All the sermon’s special flourishes can distract attention from the very situation toward which they are trying to point.


It is not terribly difficult to identify either of these extremes in the abstract, or to prescribe the happier, middle-of-the road alternative: “Not too little attention, not too much—just the right amount!” That advice, of course, is as unhelpful as it is obvious. How much is enough? How large a role should the occasion play in the drama of the sermon? But, obvious though they seem, these may not be the most helpful questions to ask. Approaching this homiletical challenge with a quantitative, “more or less” mindset is not likely to prove very fruitful. Nor is the task simply a matter of artistic proportion, or of giving “equal time” in the sermon conversation to the various voices of scripture, congregation, culture, preacher, and the occasion itself. What we need here is a coherent theological and homiletical vision.


What are the alternatives that are open to the preacher? I suggest the following as a point of departure: the preacher who does not deal directly with the occasion is talking around it, and the preacher who is inordinately preoccupied with the situation talks about it, or at it. The more viable alternative is to preach through the situation. Let me flesh out the distinctions I have in mind.



[image: Images]Preaching Around the Occasion



It is possible to preach around a special occasion in one of two ways: either by ignoring it altogether, or by dealing with issues at the periphery of the situation, rather than at its heart. With respect to homiletical avoidance, however, leading one’s listeners on a sermon detour around the issue is not always done without forethought. A reasonable case can be made for resisting “the tyranny of the immediate” by refusing to address the occasion altogether, or by acknowledging it with only the most cursory nod.


Why might a preacher adopt such a strategy? Because to make every front page headline the centerpiece of a special occasion sermon—whether the news is political, ecclesiastical, or personal—is to cheapen and even betray a sense of the relevance of the gospel. Karl Barth once suggested that God’s response to what we human beings regard as the burning question of the day is: “Wrong question!” That observation is not one to be easily dismissed. Agenda-driven preaching is a dangerous enterprise. God cannot be simply defined as “The One Who Meets Our Special Needs,” or “The One Who Expects Behavior X as Proof of Our Discipleship.”


Barth’s warning is well taken. Yet some situations raise issues of ultimate concern so forcefully that to ignore them in the sermon is to take a serious risk. God may not be the fixer of situations or the issuer of marching orders, but if people cannot discern God’s particular presence or call at critical times in their lives, they may not have much interest in finding or hearing God at any other time, either.


Precisely what constitutes such a “critical time,” of course, is to some extent a pastoral judgment call, not unlike the decision every preacher must make about how a particular special occasion should be handled in the sermon. The death of an eighty-year-old mother, for instance, may or may not be traumatic for her children; the preacher must decide accordingly whether or not an expression of lament will be integral to the funeral sermon. In similar fashion, a hotel fire halfway around the world, the imminent approach of Labor Day, the feast of St. Dunstan—any of these may or may not be a “special occasion” that merits explicit focus or extended treatment in a sermon. In any case, the decision is one that the preacher needs to wrestle with. To preach or not to preach upon a special occasion cannot in advance be answered: “Not!”


Fully aware that the principle could be misapplied, I would suggest that the presumption should be “Preach it!”—at least to the extent of seriously reflecting on what the possibilities might entail. Preaching around a significant occasion is seldom a good move. A special occasion focus might even be called for during apparently ordinary times—perhaps urgently called for. The ordinary rhythms of everyday life sometimes feel monotonous and predictable. During such periods, people can easily lose a sense of how their lives are at every point undergirded by God’s all-embracing presence. Deliberately making a “big deal” in a sermon on a saint’s day, a congregational event (such as the commissioning of church school teachers), or a regular cultural observance (such as the city’s annual water sports carnival) might be a most effective way of evoking in one’s listeners a fresh sense of God’s grace in the midst of the mundane. Sermon hearers need, with Jacob, to discover again and again “How awesome is this place. Surely the Lord is in this place and we did not know it.”


Preaching around a special occasion may not mean avoiding it altogether; it may mean skirting around it—coming within range, but not pressing into the center. This is the “red herring” approach: using bogus arguments that distract the hearer from the heart of the matter by talking about something peripheral to it. Preaching generally, and special occasion preaching in particular, often follows a diversionary path with red herrings like these:


[image: Images] Is the return of spring relevant to celebrating Christ’s resurrection? Yes and no.


[image: Images] Are the sentiments of “America, the Beautiful” expressions of responsible Christian commitment on occasions of civic significance? Well. . . .


[image: Images] Are the sparkles of romance so evident in the marriage rite the appropriate stuff of a wedding sermon? Maybe so, but then again, maybe not—at least no more than the nostalgia of “home again for Christmas” is the proper center for a celebration of the Incarnation.


[image: Images] What is the response of a faithful Christian community to abortion? “Right to life” and “freedom of choice,” at least as played out in the public arena, are also homiletical “red herrings.”



[image: Images]Preaching About the Occasion



If preaching around the special occasion ignores or skirts the issue, preaching about the situation makes the opposite mistake. It pays the situation too much of the wrong kind of attention.


Preaching about the situation often takes place when the occasion is a saint’s day celebration or a high holy day (Easter, Christmas, Ash Wednesday, or Maundy Thursday), a secular holiday (Thanksgiving, Mother’s Day, or Memorial Day), a financial crisis in the parish, or a complex social dilemma with unsettling political implications (such as the national debt, or the role of the United States in an international dispute). The preacher delivers a sermon that is a theological information package. It informs the faithful about the issue before the house and may suggest, in light of this information, a general stance of moral virtue, or a specific amendment of life. This kind of “about” preaching also happens at weddings and funerals when the sermon becomes a treatise on “the sanctity of the marriage vow” or “the reality of life everlasting in God’s many mansions.”


There may well be a need for the dissemination of information on these occasions, but a worship service is singularly ill-suited for the transfer of extensive information. Few special occasions are conducive to the assimilation of factual or conceptual data. A sermon “about” the issues of the day, furthermore, is seldom a sermon that evokes fresh, direct awareness of the God who is present to us, here, at this time and place. The highly personal dimension of grace is critical in special occasion preaching. Those who are being wed, buried, or ordained are not simply instances of married life, human mortality, or recipients of holy orders. There is something more personal at stake on this Fourth of July than “the responsibilities of all Christian citizens,” on this Ash Wednesday than “all flesh is grass,” and “all have sinned.”


The “about” sermon loses this personal focus. When looking at a group photograph, we instinctively scan it, asking: “Where am I in this picture?” Similarly, in a special occasion sermon, listeners will be asking, even if unconsciously, “Is there a word in all of this for me?” The “about” sermon seldom tells them. The “at” sermon does—probably more than they want or need to hear.



[image: Images]Preaching At the Occasion



This kind of preaching usually takes place when the occasion is a pastoral office, such as a wedding, funeral, or confirmation, or a local crisis involving personal disagreements. Such an occasion calls for comfort, encouragement, advice, or admonition, the preacher reasons: “People have a need for spiritual ‘goods’ and it is my job to deliver them.” So the preacher tries to deliver—with instruction to the confirmands, marching orders to a disheveled or conflicted congregation, or endless pontifications on “what we all know you are feeling right now” to the soon-to-be married or the recently bereaved. The intention is usually well-meant, yet by preaching so explicitly to the presumed concerns of those in attendance, the preacher is preaching both at the occasion and at the people primarily involved. This kind of preaching often “hits its mark”—and that is precisely its problem.


Sermons are forms of public address, not private counseling or calling-on-the-carpet sessions aimed at a chosen few, with the rest of the congregation listening in. It is little wonder that much well-intended preaching at the situation achieves exactly the opposite of its desired effect. Who of us can actually hear, let alone take in, private words delivered in a public forum? What couple will hear God’s word for them on their wedding day if that word is nothing more than moral advice or allusions to tender places in their private lives that have been the subject of premarital counseling sessions? What grieving family will be grateful if the preacher kindly but bluntly pokes around their already open wounds in the funeral homily, or if their deceased relative is eulogized as a figure larger (and better) than life? And pity the poor ordinand and those who gather to celebrate with her! They are likely to receive a sermon payload that is delivered from both barrels at once: “The priesthood is in serious trouble. Consider the low regard for clergy, and the low concern for religion in this day and age. You are in for a lonely, thankless, but essential task. In order to bear this heavy burden, you must. . . .”


Whether the situation becomes an occasion for general information or moral exhortation, those who come to the preaching banquet are sent away simultaneously stuffed and starved—they receive at once too much, and not enough. In sermons that preach about the occasion, the situation itself becomes an object of reflection; in sermons that preach at the occasion, those who have most at stake are singled out as objects of attention. Neither form of homiletical “objectivity” tends to be very fruitful. What is the alternative? Preaching through the special occasion.



[image: Images]Preaching Through the Occasion



Preaching through the special occasion means, first of all, being sensitive to the history behind the event being celebrated, and to the possible futures it opens up. This does not mean that the sermon must follow the situation from beginning to end, laboriously tracking every detail—retelling the visit of the magi to the Christ child or the brave women to the empty tomb on Easter morning, telling the life-story of the deceased, recounting the courtship of the couple getting married, or giving a blow-by-blow account of the current parish crisis. Nor will the sermon issue detailed maps of the joys and struggles on the road ahead.
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