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In the January-February 2005 issudlod Fourth R, Robert Funk
challenged the Westar Leaders Seminar to “creat[e] aSusway Morning
experience from scratch: new music, new liturgy, neipsces, new
ceremonies, new rites of passage.” (p. 2)
| think this is a great idea. However, | am not suteaih up to that task.
The reason for my reticence is that | am a ministanirstablished tradition
that is loaded with a great deal of baggage. Startimg $icratch is simply
not going to happen unless | leave the church and start mguatvnSince |
have chosen to remain in my tradition, | have to worlkwihat is there and
to facilitate change as best | can.

The task for me and perhaps for some others in the Wesdders
Seminar is to do a great deal of deconstructing even asawastruct the
Sunday Morning experience. Some of this deconstructidsabsequent
reconstruction will result in reinterpreting old formssele this
reinterpretation as temporary and transitional, mathegaths straight for
the new forms to come. On the other hand, some afithrges already
taking place in many communities of faith are quite prcgves | am

looking forward to Hal Taussig’s forthcoming book in whiehdurveys



over one thousand congregations that have employed new doidns
structures in response to modern scholarship, our contangp®tting, and
current religious/spiritual needs.

Robert Funk did not mention the role of preaching in thi¢ ne
Sunday Morning experience. For those of us in the Protdsaaiition,
preaching has traditionally been a very significant ifthetmost significant
aspect of worship. To underscore this point, | offer threets@bs from
the Presbyterian Church (USBpok of Confessions.

From the Second Helvetic Confession:

THE PREACHING OF THE WORD OF GOD IS THE WORD OF

GOD. Wherefore when this Word of God is now preached in the

church by preachers

lawfully called, we believe that the very Word of God is jaooed,
and

received by the faithful; and that neither any other Wéi@ad is to
be

invented nor is to be expected from heaven: and that now ¢iné W
itself

which is preached is to be regarded, not the minister thatpes; for

even if he be evil and a sinner, nevertheless the Waabdfremains
still

true and good. 5.004

From the Heidelberg Catechism:

Q. 83. What is the office of the keys?

A. The preaching of the holy gospel and Christian dis@plBy these

two means the kingdom of heaven is opened to believershand s
against



unbelievers. 4.083

And from the Confession of 1967:

God instructs the church and equips it for mission through Ipireac

and teaching. By these, when they are carried on intfidelthe

Scriptures and dependence upon the Holy Spirit, the peopieiee

word of God and accept and follow Christ. The message iesskht

to men and women in particular

situations. Therefore, effective preaching, teaching,pengonal

witness require disciplined study of both the Bible amd th

contemporary world. All acts of public worship should be cmtide
to people’s hearing of the gospel in a particular

time and place and responding with fitting obedience49 9.

As you can see, preaching in my tradition comes widt af
baggage! One of the tasks of the contemporary preadieserves two
masters (an ecclesiastical body and his/her own com&)iento deconstruct
and reconstruct in such a way that seeks to honor botiensgsr at least
seeks not to dishonor either master). Not easy. Jaghssay,
impossible. Whether or not Jesus was exaggerating to anp&it or

speaking absolute truth is yet to be confirmed for me.anktrate, it is for

those who have chosen to preach in the church that this gagiezated.

| cannot predict whether or not preaching will havela nothe new

Sunday Morning experience. It certainly has a role at ptesBecause



preaching is so central to the Sunday Morning experience (fiyrkmeswn
as worship), | believe we need to address this questidmat W& the purpose
of preaching? A second question is like it: What isctbratent of
preaching? Here are some of my reflections regardingutmose and

content of preaching in response to the work of the Jesum&em

Preaching and the “Word of God”

| believe that many clergy are overdue for a hearetothwith their
congregations about the metaphor “Word of God” especiallyagpltes to
the Bible. | have found that this metaphor more oftepsscreative thought
than inspires it. The question we might ask our congjatais, “If the
Bible is the Word of God, what makes it so?”

Modern scholarship has eroded the foundations for this metapWer
have come to a time in which it is incredible to atset our canon of
scripture is objectively true or authoritative for@fllhumanity. Appeals to
the Bible’s historical or scientific accuracy are maivThe claim that our
canon has been dictated or inspired by supernaturdatewveamounts to
little more than special pleading. There is no magicgrdhat makes the
Bible or any text within it superior, truer, or more divingspired that any

other human writing, religious or secular. The hands of hureargs



through their own imaginative power made every jot and titlearving
and of script. The Bible is a collection of the wgfs of humans for
humans. Once we dismiss the assumption that our bodkaryliof books
Is more authoritative than any other collection, wefazlly take our seat
around the table of humanity.

When faith communities begin demythologizing the Biblenso
interesting things will happen. The Bible’s authorityl shift away from
the text and toward the individual interpreter or commuoiitynterpreters.
No longer will the Bible be considered an authoritative ssofdruth that
contains infallible propositions about God or the human camditRather, it
will become a resource for wisdom. Since authosityarned by the truth
it tells, the Bible will have whatever authority telividual or community
gives to it. People may find through its narratives, poeaing song, an
oasis of spiritual refreshment. Or they may not. litlvé up to the people
(both collectively and individually) to draw out what is megful and good
and to discard what is not meaningful and good. The preachde'withbe
to offer permission and encouragement for the congregatiengage in this
discipline of freedom.

The preacher can no longer assume that within a bildigals a

Word from God that needs to be teased out through exegesislaedede



to the waiting faithful.  The preacher can no longeumgsthat just
because a text is in the Bible that it is from Godsaven valuable. A
preacher can, however, provide information about a text uscigtsols as
literary and historical criticism. The preacher e#so provide an opinion
regarding the text's value for the community of faitthe preacher may
even use the text as an impetus to speak about a conteynpmmaern.

But | believe it is unethical for a preacher to make thercthat what s/he is
saying is true, good or of God because it is based on his otégaretation
of a biblical text. In other words, a preacher cannotsiblical text to
prove a point. Anything a preacher says must stand on itgesws. This
ethic will free both the biblical text and the preach&he text will be freed
from the preacher’s misuse of it. The preacher wilirbed from the
constraints of needing to “preach from the Bible” ordwdreverything s/he
says to be backed by scripture.

Preaching can do a great deal of good in a community of fiittan
inspire, comfort, challenge, and inform for the betternodimumanity.
Preaching can also do a great deal of harm. The hauftsrast so much
on the content of the message or its style of deligsrgn the implied
authority of the preacher because s/he supposedly preaehdsrd of

God. | believe that Word of God is not only a meaningilessphor; it is



also a harmful metaphor for both the Bible and the preacung |
recommend that preachers discontinue its use and hawiivsrsation
with their congregations.

What approach, lens, angle of vision, or metaphor might we take
toward the Bible that will make it a helpful resourcehie Sunday morning
experience? | consider the Bible to be the family hystdrour spiritual
ancestors. Itis a collection of the record of human repees canonized by
various family historians. Our family history givesrasted-ness. We
have a story. We have a past. Our ancestors do hagemwi | believe that
they caught a glimpse of the fire. If we are wise, hleméind courageous,
we can see that fire as well. It is out of resfi@cbur ancestors, our need
for rooted-ness, and our need to listen to the wisdom cfribents that we
“open and read.”

The advantage of this metaphor is that it allows uppoexiate that
there are other families on this earth. They havelydmstories as well.
Telling our stories to one another (without the competidibout whose is
more objectively authoritative) will enable us to engageenpositively and
peacefully with those of other faith traditions.

Also, family histories are never complete. Like teagpnlogist who

discovers great Uncle Albert, who for some reason wameationed in the



family history, so too, scholars of Christian origins have fowminants of
communities whose stories were not told, or at least toldiyslyi in the
canon of accepted lore. These “Uncle Alberts” includarmanities
reflected in the&Sospel of Thomas, the Gospel of Mary and numerous others.
As we discover the great diversity of our Christian pastwho are charged
with adding to the family history for our descendantsl molv be obligated
to include these voices as well.

Careful thought must be employed regarding the use offtextsthe
Bible and other non-canonical literature during the Sunday Mgrni
experience. It would help level the playing field by eletvating the
canonical literature over any other reading. Also, preaahest come
clean with their congregants regarding the type efdiure the text they
have selected represents. Simply determining ifhtsory or fiction is a
good start. Particularly with Jesus material, thagher needs to be honest

as to whether the material is historical, legendary ibffits some other

typology.

Preaching and the “Son of God”
The second heart to heart that preachers should havéheiith

congregations is how the metaphor “Son of God” does or doegppigtta



Jesus and what value, if any, this metaphor might haM@s heart to heart
will have direct relevance to the Sunday morning experienicemy
tradition, the Revised Common Lectionary is all thge. While the
lectionary provides for rooted-ness and ecumenicity, it doeengage the
modern world-view. The entire scheme from Advent to Chinis King
Sunday reflects an ancient cosmology that is no longdildee | have my
doubts if it is even good for us ethically as it reinforce®therworldly view
of human hope, presents Jesus as a supernatural beingnéuges history
with legend.

It is certainly possible to preach the Christ of #ngtibnary as a myth
or an archetype (“Jesus is Son of God and so are youit)it B important
to be honest about what we are doing. | have endurgaehehing of even
seminary professors who know the difference between linst@f
mythology and the Jesus of history and yet do not come tldhair
preaching. | believe this is intellectually dishonest does a disservice to
Jesus himself. If there ever was a guy who actuaillyasad did some of the
things historical scholars think he might have said and doa@we it to
him not to turn him into a god, or at least to be honest abatneih we do.

| understand the reticence to give up on the Christ myttis hard to

give up something that we cherish. When | first readd®t Funk’sHonest

10



to Jesus, | found myself in agreement with the core of whatdid,dout
resistant to do anything about it. | felt that a “demotixEus was flat. |
needed the kerygma--the Christ myth. Within the lastyfears, | have
changed. | now find the myth flat and the human Jesus iratigg.
When that which one cherishes no longer nourishestimésto part ways.
What is the essential content of preaching regardiags? In my
tradition the content of preaching goes something like ths:preach God
reconciling the world to Godself through Jesus Christ dagénd risen.
The metaphors for Jesus follow: Son of God, safiistborn of all
creation, etc. In light of historical Jesus sclsiigy, one could preach this
as mythology or archetype and separate the Jesus of Historyhe Christ
of faith. This was the neo-orthodox solution and thenoekt was taught in
seminary. It didn't seem to work for me in practicehe Bubtleties of neo-
orthodoxy never caught on in the church. The distinctitwdsen history
and legend were not made clear. For many lay peoplgycknd some
seminary professors, the Christ myth morphed into a dustsirical reality.
For instance, many in mainline churches still regarde¢barrection as an
historical fact or think they should if they want to be Gfen. Under the
banner of neo-orthodoxy, clergy never had to come cleary Gould just

“tell the Story” and not bother the poor parishioners with gmgpdetails

11



like facts. Thanks to the Jesus Seminar, many of fhesehioners’
demands for honesty are being met.

Now, in light of the work of the Jesus Seminar, wkahe content of
preaching regarding Jesus? Certainly, the Christ-mythtab@ppings
cannot transfer to the historical Jesus. Jesus is na abjeorship and
none of the metaphors such as “Son of God” will fithe preacher could
preach the Christ-myth as a myth. For instance, t&cper could treat the
myth as an archetype for the authentic human being. AfaulLaughlin
explores a number of images of Jesus and Christ as ptssitbor a future
faith. If this option is chosen, | think the preacher has hicait
responsibility to be clear that s/he is not speaking abohiséwrical person.

The other option is to leave the Christ myth behind and focuke
historical Jesus. This is my personal preferenddiag the historical Jesus
much more interesting than any Christ myth. Howevezalize that this is
a preference and may relate to my spiritual or persgrigpe. Others may
respond positively to some form of the Christ of faiththimk that space
needs to be made for that option as well.

But does the historical Jesus preach? How is this ddvie@h of the
preaching regarding the historical Jesus will include a tagadement.

Being honest with the congregation from the pulpit reiggrdhodern
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scholarship is a must. This does not require a lectute #anday. A few
sentences to situate the text may be all that is deed®ut preaching is
more than teaching. Preaching also inspires. It motizeigsouches the
heart. The historical Jesus certainly does that. gdssyear | preached on
the 23 parables awarded either a red or pink vote by the $esninar.
This was my temporary canon. The discipline of domg with the
congregation has introduced us to a Jesus (and the daahme to which he
pointed) that is relevant to our modern experience. pétigbles invited us
to consider the most important aspects of our humanity.

| am currently in the process of creating a lectioramed and pink
sayings and deeds. On Sunday morning, | come clean abauiwelare
reading in the bulletin. | simply label the sayingAseaching from
Jesus” or “An Act of Jesus” and cite the sourcesl indlude a reading that
reflects the Post-Easter Jesus, to use Marcus Borgisehrtell the
congregation that. To do so is nothing more than to be haitesbneself

and with the congregation about the type of literatuaé ithin front of us.

Preaching and the “Kingdom of God”
So, then, what does the preacher say on Sunday? Wherg/lu®es

begin? What is the point of the Sunday morning experieheer?
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beginning to see where | do not want to go, but | am not quiteasuto
where | do want to go. Perhaps we do not need a definitiveeafsst yet.
Creating new orthodoxies and new canons is no more appéading
retreating into old ones. One place to begin is to telirtiib to our
congregations about our dilemma. This removes the biralerthe
preacher of being the know-it-all, for pretending thaess preaching the
“word of God”, or from behaving in other co-dependant ways wattiiis
congregation. People need and demand honesty. Aftenmd of the
church doing the thinking for the people, | have found that egagions
need “permission” to think for themselves and to make dewsabout what
they can and cannot believe. It is the responsibifith@® preacher to be
honest with the information that is available in m@gato scholarship,
Christian origins, Jesus, and the development of thexlsrand canons.
Freedom follows honesty. This freedom allows the comtydaibe an
active participant in determining what to do with this infation.

There is yet something more to the preaching experiencgan art.
It has power. It can be a positive means for transfoomatin defining a
new purpose for preaching, we may be able to reinterpreadsional
purpose in a new way. Soteriology has been the guiding betuad

preaching. Preachers preached so that people might bekegegpel and
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be saved. Through preaching people might enter the kingd@uodf
(basileia tou theou). A guiding metaphor for preachers and preaching still
may be théasileia tou theou (translate that as you wishYhanks to the
Jesus Seminar and its reconstruction of the voice gfitite historical Jesus,
we have a broader vision for this concept. We also havedz| in Jesus of
how to approach it. Jesus preached aboubdléeia tou theou. If it was
enough for him, might it be enough for us?

What is thisbasileia tou theou? If the historical Jesus is our guide, it
IS not an otherworldly home in the sky. Our modern a&pee is showing
us that human beings are earthlings born of the earthramclie earth. To
the earth we shall return. Heaven and hell as u@meward and
punishment must be buried with our superstitious past.n@dern
consciousness has brought the Bible, Jesus and the kirgfdéad down to
earth. What is thbasileia tou theou? It is a mustard seed. And it isn’t.
Exploring that mystery, that metaphor that | think poiatsamething very
real, should keep preachers and communities of faith buspiter some
time.

The content of Christian preaching, then, is not the rogti@hrist,
nor the historical Jesus, nor the Bible, nor even Gatthebasileia tou

theou. The art of preaching will ignite the imagination, sfraedom,
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inspire creation of meaning, and foster a spirit of takeng among those
who hear our words. Ultimately, the purpose of preaclsing €éncourage
people to awaken to and to participate in this mystery dbakéeia tou
theou. By participate | mean to be awed, disturbed, overjoyety|@d,
saddened, hungry, filled, shaken, comforted, transformed, assdal.
Jesus is a guide, a pointer, a teacher, a fellow seekksg preacher. Itis
pretty simple, really. | believe that in the churchiad future, that is now
breaking into the present, preachers, like Jesus befovalulsave but one
task: to consider with others the mystery oftthslela tou theou and in

considering find life

! Laughlin, Paul Alan, “The Once and Future Christ of Palitre Fourth R,
March-April 2005.
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