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Editor’s Foreword


Healthy Congregations


Christianity is a “first-person plural” religion, where communal worship, service, fellowship, and learning are indispensable for grounding and forming individual faith. The strength of Christianity in North America depends on the presence of healthy, spiritually nourishing, well-functioning congregations. Congregations are the cradle of Christian faith, the communities in which children of all ages are supported, encouraged, and formed for lives of service. Congregations are the habitat in which the practices of the Christian life can flourish. 


As living organisms, congregations are by definition in a constant state of change. Whether the changes are in membership, pastoral leadership, lay leadership, the needs of the community, or the broader culture, a crucial mark of healthy congregations is their ability to deal creatively and positively with change. The fast pace of change in contemporary culture, with its bias toward, not against, change only makes the challenge of negotiating change all the more pressing for congregations.


Vital Worship


At the center of many discussions about change in churches today is the topic of worship. This is not surprising, for worship is at the center of congregational life. To “go to church” means, for most members of congregations, “to go to worship.” In How Do We Worship?, Mark Chaves begins his analysis with the simple assertion, “Worship is the most central and public activity engaged in by American religious congregations” (Alban Institute, 1999, p. 1). Worship styles are one of the most significant reasons that people choose to join a given congregation. Correspondingly, they are central to the identity of most congregations.


Worship is also central on a much deeper level. Worship is the locus of what several Christian traditions identify as the nourishing center of congregational life: preaching, common prayer, and the celebration of ordinances or sacraments. Significantly, what many traditions elevate to the status of “the means of grace” or even the “marks of the church” are essentially liturgical actions. Worship is central, most significantly, for theological reasons. Worship both reflects and shapes a community’s faith. It expresses a congregation’s view of God and enacts a congregation’s relationship with God and each other. 


We can identify several specific factors that contribute to spiritually vital worship and thereby strengthen congregational life. 




• Congregations, and the leaders that serve them, need a shared vision for worship that is grounded in more than personal aesthetic tastes. This vision must draw on the deep theological resources of Scripture, the Christian tradition, and the unique history of the congregation. 


• Congregational worship should be integrated with the whole life of the congregation. It can serve as the “source and summit” from which all the practices of the Christian life flow. Worship both reflects and shapes the life of the church in education, pastoral care, community service, fellowship, justice, hospitality, and every other aspect of church life. 


• The best worship practices feature not only good worship “content,” such as discerning sermons, honest prayers, creative artistic contributions, celebrative and meaningful rituals for baptism and the Lord’s Supper. They also arise of out of good process, involving meaningful contributions from participants, thoughtful leadership, honest evaluation, and healthy communication among leaders.





Vital Worship, Healthy Congregations Series


The Vital Worship, Healthy Congregations Series is designed to reflect the kind of vibrant, creative energy and patient reflection that will promote worship that is both relevant and profound. It is designed to invite congregations to rediscover a common vision for worship, to sense how worship is related to all aspects of congregational life, and to imagine better ways of preparing both better “content” and better “process” related to the worship life of their own congregations.


It is important to note that strengthening congregational life through worship renewal is a delicate and challenging task precisely because of the uniqueness of each congregation. This book series is not designed to represent a single denomination, Christian tradition, or type of congregation. Nor is it designed to serve as arbiter of theological disputes about worship. Books in the series will note the significance of theological claims about worship, but they may, in fact, represent quite different theological visions from each other, or from our work at the Calvin Institute of Christian Worship. That is, the series is designed to call attention to instructive examples of congregational life and to explore these examples in ways that allow readers in very different communities to compare and contrast these examples with their own practice. The models described in any given book may for some readers be instructive as examples to follow. For others, a given example may remind them of something they are already doing well, or something they will choose not to follow because of theological commitments or community history.


In Preaching Ethically: Being True to the Gospel, the Congregation and Yourself, Ronald Sisk recovers one of the central dimensions of classical rhetoric that is increasingly important for postmodern audiences. Personal integrity is—wonderfully—one of the most important criteria that younger, postmodern congregations are demanding in congregational leadership. They have had enough of a culture of spin.  But while it is hard to be against personal integrity, it is also often very challenging to practice it in the context of ambiguous or personally demanding circumstances.  The preacher’s own personal difficulties, vexing political realities, and the challenge of working in an information-saturated, but wisdom-deprived culture all make the ethics of preaching more challenging than it first appears. Sisk leads us through some of these challenges with the nuance and empathy only a seasoned pastor can provide.


By promoting encounters with instructive examples from various parts of the body of Christ, we pray that these volumes will help leaders make good judgments about worship in their congregations and that, by the power of God’s Spirit, these congregations will flourish.


John D. Witvliet


Calvin Institute for Christian Worship









Preface


Preaching isn’t easy. Preaching ethically in twenty-first-century society is especially complex. Examples of unethical preaching abound, with the news media full of the rants and the antics of high-profile preachers. We see preachers pretending to be experts on everything from constitutional history to global warming. In this day of the ubiquitous Internet and its easy downloads, plagiarism in preaching has become a major issue. The comics and the pundits jeer gleefully at preachers who say one thing and do another. Dedicated pastors often don’t know whether they are supposed to be chaplains, prophets, politicians, or crusaders. The truth is pastors may need to be a little of all those things, and a good bit more. But how do you preach so as to meet the legitimate needs of your congregation and live up to standards of professionalism and personal integrity?


The great nineteenth-century preacher Phillips Brooks’s classic observation that preaching is “truth through personality” reminds us that the gospel we preachers hope to portray always passes through the prism of the preacher’s personal expression on its way to the congregation’s ears. That prism is colored by our background, education, biases, mood, political leanings, and a host of other factors. Our task is not to attempt to excise all those factors from our preaching. We couldn’t anyway. They are often what makes a sermon interesting! 


To be true to ourselves and our calling, however, we must take account of how all the various factors that can influence our preaching come into play. And the calling to preach the gospel compels us to attempt to preach in ways that keep the gospel foremost, that treat the congregation fairly, and that are true to our own convictions and our personal integrity.


This book offers guidelines for how to preach ethically in the light of a range of factors that might tempt a preacher to misuse the pulpit. How do you preach about controversial issues? What do you say from the pulpit when your marriage is in trouble? What are the ethics of preaching in times of local or national crisis? How do you write a sermon when you know very little about a subject? Why and how do you feed a congregation a balanced sermonic diet? 


From my own twenty years as a pastor, my training in Christian ethics, my attempts as a seminary professor to help fledgling pastors grow, and a lifetime of listening to sermons preached ethically and otherwise, I offer this meditation. If you preach, hope to preach, or listen to preachers, this book is dedicated to you. My hope is that the next generation of preachers will be good stewards of the great privilege of preaching the gospel!









Chapter 1


We Should No Longer Be Children


Preaching Your Perspective




The Anton Ministerial Study Group members were proud of what they had achieved. The six of them had developed a lectionary study group that actually included every full-time pastor in town. Baptist, Catholic, Lutheran, Mennonite, Methodist, and Presbyterian, they met once a week in the basement of Resurrection Lutheran to go over scriptures from the Revised Common Lectionary (now that had been an interesting compromise!) and to discuss preaching themes for the coming Sunday. Along the way they had learned both to like each other and to appreciate the different perspectives they brought. Most weeks they discovered they were more alike than different.


Today, though, promised to strain their hard-won camaraderie. The readings were those for the third Sunday in Lent, Year B. The Old Testament lesson was the Ten Commandments. And the conversation was veering toward “Thou shalt not kill.”


Father Joe spoke first. “This one, at least, we can be clear about,” he began. “The Holy Father says the Catholic Church must oppose abortion and capital punishment with every fiber of our being.”


John from Anton Baptist jumped in, “I’m sure with you on abortion, Joe! Scripture prohibits that. But we Baptists tend to believe ‘An eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth.’ Murderers deserve what they get.”


Evelyn, the Presbyterian and the only one in the room with a PhD, demurred. “I’m not at all sure the Scripture is clear on abortion. The Hebrews didn’t believe the baby was fully human till it drew its first breath. This text is about committing murder within the covenant community, isn’t it?”


Lars, the Mennonite, couldn’t contain himself any further. “Wait,” he said. “The text says what it says. ‘Thou shalt not kill.’ That’s why we Mennonites have been conscientious objectors all these years. Christians can’t kill anybody, preborn or postborn. Nor can Christians serve in the military.”


“Sure we can,” John shot back. “I was in the army for four years before I went to seminary. Defending our country is one of the most Christian things I’ve ever done.”


“I think that depends on which war you were in,” Joe said. “Some wars are just. Some aren’t. This recent adventurism doesn’t fit any of the criteria for a just war!”


While John was turning red and sputtering, Mary, the Methodist, took the opportunity to jump in. “I think I see what’s happening here,” she said. “This is one of those texts we all approach from the perspective of our own tradition. The United Methodists officially opposed the invasion of Iraq, so that’s the way I’m required to preach.” Mary didn’t want to mention that as a very young woman she herself had undergone an abortion. In her heart, though, she wondered whether men should have a voice in that debate at all.


“I couldn’t live under that kind of authority,” John, the Baptist, finally managed to stammer. “I have to do what the Lord and the Scripture tell me to do. Oh, and the deacons, of course. Sometimes I feel like the six of us don’t even follow the same Bible!”


“Lutherans approach these kinds of issues as a group,” Nate Hanson said, showing his discomfort with confrontation by running his hand through his blond hair. “I don’t have to agree with what the synod decides, but I do feel obliged to take their advice seriously.” Nate had a feeling he came closest to agreeing with Evelyn, but he really didn’t want to get into this. Silence fell. For the first time the group realized how different their approaches were.





We will leave the Anton Ministerial Study Group members to work out their own relationships. Clearly, though, Mary the Methodist had an excellent point. Preaching is shaped by the preacher’s perspective. Ethically, one of a preacher’s primary obligations has to be to understand and acknowledge her own point of view and the way in which that point of view shapes what she says from the pulpit.


Take, for example, my own communion, the Baptists. Part of the cultural lore of Baptists from their earliest beginnings has been the notion that Baptists are “people of the Book.” Ask a Baptist pastor about the content of his preaching, and he will virtually always begin with a statement like “I preach the Bible.” Baptists, however, are a culturally and theologically fragmented people. There are some two hundred Baptist groups in the United States, ranging from extremely conservative to quite liberal. There are Baptist Calvinists, Baptist Barthians, Baptist liberationists, and Baptist feminists. There are African American Baptists, Swedish American Baptists, German American Baptists, Chinese American Baptists and Hispanic Baptists, to name a few. There are Baptist groups that divided over slavery and Baptist groups that divided over missions and Baptist groups that divided over baptism itself. Anyone who thinks the Baptist Jerry Falwell and the Baptist Martin Luther King Jr. would preach the same way and with the same emphases simply hasn’t been paying attention.


A significant starting place for preaching ethically, therefore, involves developing a clear sense of one’s own experiential, theological, contextual, and philosophical perspectives. It is in the interaction of these perspectives within the mind and spirit of the preacher that specific sermons are formed. Sometimes these perspectives will be in conflict. On a given subject, one may find that his theology and his experience, or her personal philosophical convictions and the traditions of her denomination, are in conflict. When this happens a preacher has to sort through and either reconcile these differing perspectives or decide which will take precedence. Growing up white and Baptist in the deep South in the 1950s and 1960s, I was raised to believe that whites and African Americans should live and worship separately. The preachers of my childhood said so from the pulpit. At the same time, the larger American culture was moving decisively in the direction of integration. As a young Christian on the way to becoming a pastor, I had to decide for myself whether to accede to the traditions of my culture and the churches in which I was raised or follow my own reading of Scripture and the teachings of the larger church.


Let’s be clear. The core of the gospel itself does not change. All true preaching proclaims the one gospel that is the same yesterday, today, and tomorrow. What does change is how that one gospel is interpreted ethically in different contexts.


Every preacher must walk a similar path of discernment again and again. The remainder of this chapter examines these critical elements that inform one’s ethical perspective.


Experience


Your preaching begins with your own experience. Wesleyan teaching makes experience one of the four sources of authority in the Christian life, along with tradition, Scripture, and reason. Experience, in this sense, is usually interpreted to mean the manner in which the individual’s relationship with Christ and the history of that relationship as it is played out in the person’s own life colors his or her view of reality. If Mary from our ministerial group chooses to preach on the subject of abortion, she cannot do so without taking into account in some fashion her own experience of that procedure and the way she has subsequently worked through that experience within the context of her faith.


In my earlier book The Competent Pastor, I talked about the way in which our experience of our family of origin necessarily shapes our subsequent reactions.1 A preacher who grew up in a close-knit, conservative Christian family on a farm in Minnesota will view life very differently from a preacher who grew up in six different foster homes in a Los Angeles suburb. A male preacher who grew up on that farm in Minnesota may view life very differently from his younger sister, also a preacher, who grew up in precisely the same household. If their tradition did not support women in ministry, her sense of struggling against her upbringing will become a filter through which she views the meaning of the gospel. Her brother, on the other hand, may approach his ministry from the sense of cultural entitlement that many men quite unconsciously bring to pastoral work. He may have a much more difficult time than she does being sensitive to the struggles of the oppressed. Their colleague from Los Angeles may struggle all his life with feelings of abandonment and insecurity that find their way into both the content and the tone of his preaching. Family issues, health issues, race, gender, sexual orientation, denominational crises—all of these and many other facets of our experience come into play.


Hans-Georg Gadamer, a renowned German philosopher who died in 2002 and whose work has been foundational for much of modern hermeneutics, argued that biblical interpretation is limited by the particular historical horizon of the interpreter. Meaning is thus affected both by the horizon of the biblical authors themselves and by the horizons of contemporary interpreters.2 Even the most educated and sophisticated of us are creatures of our own era and experiences.


This experiential limitation of our perspective in preaching isn’t necessarily bad. The church needs people such as Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Martin Luther King Jr. whose very strength derived from the particularity of their experience. It is, rather, a fact of which we who preach must be aware. Our experience and its limitations should lead us to a certain humility of approach, as we acknowledge that other preachers from other times and places may experience and interpret a particular scripture very differently than we do. One can only imagine, for example, the difference in interpretations of Paul’s letter to Philemon by a second-century slave owner and a twenty-first-century African American. Indeed, one could hardly imagine them interpreting that letter with any significant similarities.


Theology


A second significant factor in any preacher’s homiletical approach has to be his or her theological perspective. Every preacher views Scripture and life in general through a theologically conditioned interpretive lens. For most of us, that lens is the theological tradition in which we have been raised or trained. Like fish in water or birds in the air, we may not even realize how our surroundings affect us. I experienced one rather dramatic example of this truth as a Baptist teenager, long before I ever dreamed of preaching. One Sunday evening I visited a Methodist friend’s youth group. When the Methodist preacher, who was leading the group that evening, found out that I was Baptist, he engaged me in discussion about whether immersion or sprinkling was the proper mode for baptism. He took great delight in citing Jesus’s question about John the Baptist, “What did you go out into the wilderness to look at? A reed shaken by the wind?” (Matt. 11:7). His argument was that John used a reed to splash water on those he was baptizing. The preacher took this as biblical support for sprinkling. I knew that as a Baptist I wasn’t supposed to agree, but I had no idea why.


The forty years since that uncomfortable Sunday evening have taught me a great deal about biblical interpretation, but they have done nothing to change my realization that night that a person’s theology necessarily colors that person’s perspective. Pentecostals argue that the rest of the church sadly neglects preaching about the Holy Spirit, and Calvinists turn themselves inside out working to prove that God is both fully sovereign and fully good. Feminist theologians look for the explicit or implied role of women in biblical interactions, and postmodernists spend a great deal of energy searching for the other, the oppressed, as the proper subject of preaching.3


Again, as with experience, preaching honestly from one’s own theological perspective is not wrong. Indeed, to do so is far better than preaching from a confusion of varying viewpoints or even from no clear perspective at all. What is necessary ethically is for the preacher to be aware of the interpretive theological lens being used and to communicate that awareness to the congregation. The opening vignette left the impression that some members of the Anton ministerial group may have lacked an understanding of the way in which their own theological tradition colored their interpretations of Scripture. No preacher in the twenty-first century can afford such naïveté. We live in a world where so many forces vie for people’s loyalties that we cannot hope to compete unless we can say both where we stand and why.


Am I suggesting that preachers should not hold decided theological opinions? Absolutely not. The danger with such lack of awareness is rather that the preacher will assume that his own tradition possesses the truth to the exclusion of others. That assumption leads to a kind of theological absolutism that cuts off the dialogue necessary for meaningful witness in a pluralistic world. Lack of awareness of our place in the theological spectrum makes us myopic, as we fail to perceive that others may have a valid point of view. It may also impoverish our preaching, as we concentrate on one favorite portion of the gospel message. If the only image I use for God is Father, what do I have to say to the person whose earthly father was cold or distant or abusive? If I preach only about dramatic conversions, how does my preaching help those (by far the majority) whose commitment to Christ has grown gradually across the years?


Tradition


Every preacher operates within the context of a tradition. Elements of that tradition are formalized in terms of the covenants pastors make with their denomination at ordination and with their congregation at installation. For many church folk and pastors, though, the tradition is more culturally enforced—for example, “Lutherans don’t do it that way.” Some traditions are more rigid than others. In any tradition, though, there are some things you can say in your church and some things you can’t.


If the church is independent of any denominational affiliation, those boundaries are the boundaries of the congregation’s own statement of faith. For most of us, though, the boundaries that govern our homiletical endeavors are the covenantal and traditional boundaries of the denomination within which we are ordained and serve. Father Joe in our opening vignette is duty-bound to preach a certain way regarding the issue of abortion. If he didn’t preach within particular boundaries, he would violate the Roman Catholic Church’s teaching on the subject, on pain of losing his pulpit. Similarly, Evelyn the Presbyterian will be informed by her own church’s much more prochoice stance on the subject. A presbytery will be less likely to enforce uniformity in social teaching than a Roman Catholic diocese. Many mainline Protestant groups discipline pastors only in extreme cases. Still, if she wishes to remain faithful to Presbyterian teaching, Evelyn will caution against taking abortion lightly, but she will also uphold the conscience of the individual woman as the place where the decision is made.


Baptist polity is much more confusing. John’s denomination may have a statement on the issue, but he will be accountable to preach in accordance with that statement only if his parishioners (a) know what the statement is and (b) strongly agree that it defines their own understanding of Baptist faith. Many people these days would assume that Baptists would be antiabortion, but I personally served one church that was fairly aggressively prochoice and two others that would have been profoundly uncomfortable had I brought the issue into the pulpit at all.


Most of us preach within a particular tradition because that is where we were raised or converted. Some of us choose a tradition because we find ourselves in substantial agreement with its theological understanding of the essentials of the faith (God, Christ, salvation, and so forth) and its social teachings (personal morality, war and peace, the role of women in the church, and so forth). Some may choose a tradition because of its ecclesiology. I have seen some seminary students become United Methodists because of the tradition of itineracy and others leave the Methodists for precisely the same reason. Any of us may have points at which we disagree with the dominant strain of teaching within our own communion. The thoughtful preacher will maintain an ongoing dialogue with her tradition, seeking to understand how her preaching should both be informed by and contribute to the tradition within which she serves.


The United Methodist Council of Bishops, for example, has formally opposed the war in Iraq. For Mary the Methodist, the homiletical considerations might include, among other things, the occupations of her parishioners, the sentiment of her parish council, whether her church is located near a military base, and the degree to which her bishop or district superintendent has advised preaching on the issue. These considerations may or may not be determinative for her on a given Sunday. Still, a wise preacher will both be aware of such homiletical minefields and negotiate them carefully.


Ethics


One might ask, of course, whether we really need to discuss ethics as a separate category for homiletical formation. Don’t our experience, theology, and tradition work together to create our homiletical ethics? They do, but a preacher’s ethical perspective is more than the sum of its parts. I would argue that a conversation goes on in the preacher’s life between his own ethical perspective and his understanding of what is important in the pulpit. Duke Divinity School ethicist Stanley Hauerwas talks about ethics as character, one’s dominant approach to the challenges of life. My own ethics teacher Glen Stassen argues that in many ways, people’s ethical perspectives are profoundly affected by what he calls their “first adult experience.” For the generation that came of age in the 1940s, World War II, with its social unity, its intense patriotism, and its appreciation for the American way of life provided the background for that first adult experience. When the children of that generation grew up during the Vietnam era, the cynicism and distrust of authority those children felt was virtually incomprehensible to their parents. In each case, the experience resulted in a perspective on life that tended to affect decision making far beyond the initial experience itself.


Such a perspective may be predominantly religious, but it may not be. It could be sociopolitical, as in the examples above. It could be gender-political, as in those people whose homiletics is formed largely by their personal view of the role of women in American life or of the place of gays in the church and society. It could be ethnically driven. Some African American preachers focus on the meaning of the gospel for the struggles of black people in American society. Some preach from the perspective that “You cannot be a Christian and a Democrat.” Having spent time myself on both coasts, in the north, in the south, and along the Mason-Dixon Line, I learned long ago that for many people, their view of the faith is determined by their regional perspectives and loyalties. Otherwise well-informed and highly educated people may be quite provincial in their perceptions of life. Liberationists, womanists, postmodernists, liberals, conservatives, and wishy-washies all have an ethical perspective that affects their homiletical approach.


Perspective and Preaching


My point is simple. Every preacher approaches the preaching task with some sort of worldview. Because even those of us who claim we “just preach the Bible” come to the preparation of sermons with an inevitable bias, we cannot preach ethically unless we both seek to become aware of our own biases and to make those biases known in appropriate ways to our listeners. These, then, are two questions the preacher must ask herself: (1) What are the experiences, theological perspectives, group loyalties, and personal ethical values that affect my own homiletical approach? And (2) how do I practice appropriate self-disclosure as I preach from week to week? The answer to the first of these questions may take a lifetime to unravel. The answer to the second goes back to one of the most basic principles of modern homiletics.


Writing in the late nineteenth century, the American preacher Phillips Brooks defined preaching as “truth through personality.” By that, of course, he meant in part that the person of the preacher inevitably colors what he or she says from the pulpit. In some ways both the questions I have posed above are implied in Brooks’s assertion. How do we recognize the way in which our own unique perspective colors what we say, and how do we communicate that awareness authentically (truthfully) to our hearers?
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