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ABSTRACT

This thesis argues that the arts (particularly film, theatre, literature and visual art) are
useful in both naming the human condition and as revelation of gospel truth and, as such,
are suitable for use as texts for preaching in conversation with scriptural and other texts.
A theological and hermeneutical case is made for the use ofa conversational homiletic
and then tested in a congregational setting. The author's ministry context is a moderately
large urban congregation with liberal theological and social attitudes. Over a two-year
period, sermons based on "texts" from the arts placed in conversation with biblical texts
were preached. Congregation members verified the validity of the project thesis through
feedback via group and individual discussion with the author and a congregational
survey. While adding a degree of delight to the sermons, it was also found that these

sermons helped deepen people's faith, inspired them to delve further into the Bible and
gave them greater tools for theological reflection by reframing their personal experience
in light of God's revelation to them through the arts.
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CHAPTER 1.
INTRODUCTION

I once walked into a small gallery in Holland, and there was
a tiny painting by Rembrandt. It was late in the day and the light
was falling across the floor in a certain way. It was a painting of
an elderly man bent over by himself at a table with his head in his
hands. It gripped me in such a way, that it reduced me to my knees.
I don't know exactly how to express what that process is. But when
you're in the presence of the material reality of art, you are lifted,
transported, shuttled, disclosed- and ojien what is disclosed is that
which has to do with the holy and the sacred.
Catherine Kapikian, in an interview with Laura Wyke (Kapikian and Wyke
2007)

Who knows why we go to the movies, and with such fascination and
relief? The theatre itself is a kind of easy ride: a dark, warm place, smelling
of self-indulgent popcorn, where people are close but anonymous. Riding
with Captain America and Billy, ] found myself rocking in a deep plush
chair, traveling a thousand miles away from Durham, and duty, and life so
daily and demanding. The medium and the message met: the movies, where
you can be entertained by the human situation, while escapingfrom it.for
about a dollar an hour; and the story of those easy riders who take to the
open road. Billy and Captain America do not know themselves what they are
looking for as they travel from Los Angeles to New Orleans. There are only
hints [. ..}. The Captain and Billy ride out of history and opt out of
communication, only to ride into greater alienation and finally to death ...
Our freedom is in history, absurd as that may seem, sticking with each
other, talking with each other ... Easy rider indeed, he comes riding quietly
on a donkey ... free to speak words that help, to stay with people
vulnerable in the face of threat, free to gives his life.
He rides free because he is pure in heart, a man for others.
From a sermon on Matthew 21: 1-11 and the f lm Easy Rider by Charles
Rice, an early proponent of the use arts in preaching (Rice 1970,145-152)

Four Quartets represents the culminating manifestation of
Eliot's genius. It is one of the most moving artistic creations of this
century ... [It] is eloquent testimony to thefact that in his work as a
poet the struggle never ceased. So heroic is his sincerity that to the
last there is readiness for further exploration, a willingness to
come back again to where he started, a recognition that every
poem is an epitaph, any action a step to the block, to the fire, or to

an illegible stone. At best we are concerned with hints, guesses,
moments of turning and silence and rebirth, intersections of the
timeless with time, the hardly, scarcely prayable prayer of the one
annunciation. At times the poet seems near despair, for life even
for the committed one often points in that direction. But the
challenge rings out: fare forward.
From a reflection on the theological importance of three artists by
F. W. Dillistone (Dillistone 1972, 288-289)

1 know from preaching about sin. 1also know from preaching about
my need for forgiveness, for grace. But in traditionally styled didactic
preaching that is aliI know. 1know about sin, but I have not yet been
convicted of my sin]. ..}. The meaning which has come through the
preaching speaks to my mind, but it has not yet spoken to my spirit. I still do
not know myself as I am. I do not know because only a part of me has been
touched. [. . .j I begin to discover the truth of myself as I am in and of
myself, as I turn to that which [. ..j articulates the human being - art. I am
tickled toward conviction by Robert Frost's Mending Wall. I am jolted
toward conviction by the rage pouring through Picasso's Guemica
Brueghel 's pleasant village scene in The Slaughter of the Innocents, with so
many going about their daily business unaware of the soldiers slaughtering
the children (soldiers who were Brueghel's contemporaries), captures me in
the eternal contemporaneousness of my own complicity and begins to
convict me. I begin to perceive the "wretch like me" which John Newton
perceived in his hymn, Amazing Grace. I begin to experience in mood and
emotion the need for the proffered hand of the Savior.
From the Doctor of Ministry thesis by Chris Petrak (petrak 1981.28)

Preachers have long drawn from the arts for illustrations and examples in
sermons. Poems, novels, short stories, plays, films, music, dance, stained glass windows,
paintings and sculptures have offered images and metaphors for illustrating ideas and
points of sermons that I have heard from my youth to the present day. As such, they
suggest ideas, evoke feelings and create reference points while creating and maintaining
interest. In recent years, however, there have been a number of preachers and
homileticians who have begun to push beyond the use of the arts as mere illustrative

material, mere supporting characters in a sermon that has been created largely apart from
them. Charles Rice, an early proponent of the use of arts in preaching, and now Professor
Emeritus of Homiletics at Drew University, expresses this desire most eloquently:
Successfully bringing art to the pulpit is not simply a matter of shaping an
artistic idiom to express a theology that we could just as well state in clear
propositions, as if theology were not itself dependent upon imagination.
Nor is it a matter of more thoroughly scrutinizing art in order to find better
sermon illustrations, although the pulpit seems always short at that point.
Rather, it is the genuine affinity between the church at worship and the
arts that makes for the effective appropriation of specific works of art to
liturgy and sermon. What the church does on Sunday morning is, at its
best, artful, and once we see it as such the doors swing wide to drama,
literature, and the visual arts (Rice 1991,94-95).
A work of art creates a world, a sphere of imaginative perception, into which a
community is invited to enter. Art has the ability to touch both the heart and mind. It can
provoke reactions, name despair, invite transformation, give hope, create meaning and
inspire new behaviours. The experience of art may he both individual and communal,
with power to shape communities as much as to give meaning to our personal lives.
Over the past several years, I have undertaken to explore the contribution that the
arts (including drama, fiction, visual art, film and music) can make to the preaching
ministry of a particular congregation, Eglinton St. George's United Church, in a
particular denomination of the church, The United Church of Canada. Starting with a
desire to add interest or connective reference points to gain or keep congregational
attention, I have more recently attempted to move beyond the use of art as illustrative
material in sermons, simply embellishing sermons with artistic examples or illustrations.
(Though those are also worthy ambitions especially in an age that is increasingly
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disconnected from traditional sermon forms and biblical narratives and loses interest
quickly.)
The context of my ministry is a large, urban, liberal congregation of The United
Church of Canada, in Canada's largest city, Toronto. The congregation is the result of the
amalgamation of two congregations a decade ago. In its first decade, the congregation
renovated both its building and its character, with a bold vision to become an open,
affirming, intentionally theologically liberal congregation. The congregation has 1100
members with an average Sunday attendance of about 450 people. By Canadian
standards, this is a large church. It is also a well-educated church, with most of its
members having post-secondary education. It is an affluent church. The federal electoral
district around the church has the second-highest average household income in Canada
($136,000 per annum).'

The average income of those closest to the church would be

significantly higher than this, since the electoral district includes several areas of lowincome housing, whose residents do not attend this church. The congregation includes a
number of retired people as well as working people who devote considerable amount of
time and other resources to the arts, and their enjoyment. This will be shown in the results
of the congregational

survey as outlined in Chapter 6 of this thesis. The survey results

will also reveal that the congregation values the arts greatly, particularly film, literature,
theatre, music and the visual arts. It is within this context that I have explored the use of
the arts in preaching.

I

http://www.cbc.ca/canadavotes/ridingl124/accessed

on February 4, 2008.
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Understanding art in two ways, both as an expression of the human condition and
as a revelation of the divine purpose for creation, I have attempted to continue its
traditional use, which is to establish a context for understanding the Word, but also to
push beyond that and test its use as a text that itself reveals the Word. The theological
foundation for this is my conviction that the closing of the canon did not, and has not,
silenced the divine voice. God continues to reveal God's self, has spoken and is still
speaking, especially through artists, including visual artists, novelists, poets, playwrights,
filmmakers, composers, choreographers and so on. My homiletic method is one of
placing the art in conversation with other expressions of the Word. This acknowledges art
(in its creation and in its appreciation) as both a human endeavour and as a locus of
God's continued communication with humankind.
Of course, this position may be somewhat controversial. Questions of canonicity,
authority, and homiletical method have been and should be raised. Richard Eslinger has
been particularly critical of the use of parallel narratives from literature or elsewhere in
preaching (Eslinger 1996, 57-59). But particular criticisms of the use of the arts as texts
for preaching go beyond the academic world, to the real world of local church politics
and relationships. I will argue that the use of arts in preaching attracts people to worship,
increases their interest in the faith, and, ultimately, helps them develop both deeper faith
and greater ability to engage in critical theological reflection. In the city of Toronto,
Eglinton 51. George's has a growing reputation as a church with creative worship and
innovative programming (see Appendix D), which we intentionally use to distinguish
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ourselves from neighbouring churches, some of which have expressed concern that we
are no longer biblical in our approach to worship and preaching.
In fact, I do not divorce the preaching enterprise from its foundation in the Bible.
Rather, I will be suggesting that the use of art, in conversation with the Bible, has
theological and hermeneutical integrity and will actually help to retrieve the Bible from
being "a matter of antiquarian interest or a matter of romantic reinvestment" (Scott
1994b, 155). In tbe homiletic that I develop it will be suggested that the relationship
between art and scripture is one of partnership, rather than subordination. Art will be
considered as a sibling of scripture, "another element in human life, like scripture, by
which we transcend (are enabled to transcend) the immediate dimensions of our
environment and tbat also cannot be understood objectively, by being considered apart
from the persons and groups involved, on tbe one hand, and apart from the higher levels
of the universe and oftbe self, on the other, between which it has served to mediate"
(Smith 1993, 227).
The relationship between biblical and non-biblical texts is part of a hermeneutical
spiral and a post-modern mindset. As Paul Scott Wilson, Professor of Homiletics at the
Toronto School ofTbeology

says, "In interpreting the biblical text, the text illuminates

our world, and our world critiques the text, in a continuing hermeneutical spiral until the
appropriate understanding is found" (Wilson 1995a, 160). But the endeavour at hand is
more than just an example ofan interesting benneneutical spiral, or a quest for an
appropriate theory of post-modem homiletics. It is my contention that sermons that place
artistic texts in conversation with biblical and other texts are implicitly post-modern and,
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as such, will attract and ignite faith in new members with post-modem sensibilities, will
deepen the faith of current members by helping them to refrarne their lives in light of the
world of the Gospel, and give all members new tools to help them reflect theologically on
both the arts and on their life experiences. My research includes empirical evidence of
this.
That preaching is an art form (Reierson 1988,2,7-40)

and that all true art is

deeply theological (Tillich 1951-1963; Tillich 1959; Van der Leeuw 1963,328; Dixon
1978; Petrak 1981,23-47; and Ryken, 2006) are both of great interest to me (and
comprise not just a little unused research on the editing floor, as well!) but they will not
be my concern here, As well, the many important contributions ofH. Richard Niebuhr in
his seminal Christ and Culture (Niebuhr, 1951), and those of his critics (Carter, 2006)
will only get passing reference. Rather, I will assume the artistic and aesthetic nature of
preaching, the theological depth inherentjn art and that there are a number of different
ways of interpreting the intersection of Christ (and faith) with culture. In this paper I will
use the word "art" and "the arts" as equivalents. While there are many artistic media, for
this enterprise I will reflect specifically on contemporary film, theatre, visual art and the
novel as works of art to be considered by the preacher. My focus will not be on explicitly
religious art, but rather on art that conveys religious meaning implicitly and building a
theological, hermeneutical and homiletical case for the use of such art in preaching.
To this end, Chapter 2 presents a theological framework for preaching in a postmodern, North American context. It sketches out the various forms and emphases of
differing post-modern theologies and concludes that a conversational theology that
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involves multiple partners in a pluralistic endeavour is the best theological basis for
contemporary preaching. Such a theology will lead to an appropriate homiletic for the
context in which I preach.
The third chapter examines the hermeneutical questions arising from such a
conversational theology, examining particularly the role of Scripture in interpreting the
various texts and other partners involved in the conversation. It will be asserted that the
role of scripture is ultimately twofold in the conversation: as a treasury of texts available
as conversation partners; and, in its canonical form, as the interpreter of appropriateness
for other texts and among all texts in the conversation.
The fourth chapter will develop a homiletic based on the conversational theology
posited and the hermeneutical guidelines suggested. It will survey the influences from the
''New Homiletic" (such as inductive reasoning, narrative and story sermon form,
imaginative and image-driven phenomenology),

and post-modem norms such as

pluralism, relativity and authority, all of which are driving new homiletical theories.
In the fifth chapter I will outline the methodology of my project, its context and
its activities, focusing on the context in which I preach and particular sermons that I used
to test my homiletic. In the sixth chapter I will present the results from this study by way
of comments received from a variety of sources, including my congregational

project

group, my ministerial colleagues, my project advisor, faculty members of the Association
of Chicago Theological Schools Doctor of Ministry Program, informal comments from
members of the congregation received in the narthex of the church following worship,
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interviews with new members of the congregation and a formal survey involving a
significant number of regularly worshipping members of the congregation.
In the seventh and final chapter I will attempt to evaluate the learning I have had
from this project and, in true post-modem, conversational fashion, its critique of my
professed theology, hermeneutic and homiletic. I will address a number of criticisms that
have been raised about the use of arts in preaching. I will close with an expression of the
significance of this research for colleagues in ministry who may want to establish or to
continue a conversational homiletic involving partners from the arts.
In book 4 of De doetrina, perhaps the earliest Christian homiletical textbook,
Augustine, somewhat misquoting Cicero, sets out to define the goals of preaching as:
docere, delectare, flee/ere,

- to teach, to delight and to persuade.

'To teach is a necessity, to delight is a beauty, to persuade is a triumph.'
Now of these three, the one first mentioned, the teaching, which is a
matter of necessity, depends on what we say; the other two on the way we
say it. He, then, who speaks with the purpose of teaching should not
suppose that he has said what he has to say as long as he is not understood;
for although what he has said be intelligible to himself, it is not said at all
to the man wbo does not understand it. If, however, he is understood, be
has said his say, whatever may have been his manner of saying it. But if
he wishes to delight or persuade his bearer as well, he will not accomplish
that end by putting his thought in any sbape no matter what, but for that
purpose the style of speaking is a matter of importance. And as the hearer
must be pleased in order to secure his attention, so he must be persuaded
in order to move him to action (Schaff 1979,583).
In Augustine's

view, only teaching was an absolute necessity. If people know the

truth they can they be beld accountable for it. Persuasion is a triumph because by it
members of the audience give consent and then may act out what tbey have been taught.
But it is not a necessity - something that must be explicitly present on every occasion of
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preaching - because sometimes simply learning the truth is enough to convince people to
accept and abide it. In a similar way, delight is also not a necessity because, in
Augustine's

mind, learning what is true should be pleasure enough (Cargal 2007, 155).

Perhaps this is why, over the years, delight has been of lesser importance than the
other two purposes of preaching. J. Barrie Shepherd, in his Lyman Beecher Lectures at
Yale in October of2002, published as Whatever Happened to Delightr, laments the lack
of delight in contemporary preaching, saying that "we relegate that third item, 'delight,'
to the category of trim, of decor, rather than of foundation" (Shepherd 2006, 3). He
understands this as a homiletical problem, which he calls a "dearth of delight" in
contemporary preaching, saying that preachers primarily see their calling as simply "to
instruct, to inform, to convict, to convert."
Timothy Cargal, in his recent book Hearing a Film, Seeing a Sermon, stresses
that, while delight alone can never be the sole purpose of preaching, it is necessary. If not
for the attention gained by and through delight, there would be no one to learn the truth
and to have their lives transformed by it (Cargal 2007, 155). The whole enterprise will be
in vain. The arts, in all their myriad forms, delight. They feed the soul and nourish the
heart and, as such, can add great delight to the preaching endeavour. But I intend to show
that by inviting the arts to become conversation partners in the homiletic enterprise, our
sermons will not only delight, they will also more faithfully teach and persuade.
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CHAPTER 2.
A THEOLOGY FOR PREACHING: A "REFRAMA TIONlST" APPROACH

"I'm worried about my teen-aged grandson. He's suddenly become religious. J think he
may be a fundamentalist. J have no idea where that came from - we're United Church!"
From a conversation with a member of the congregation who personally espouses a
rational, "modern" approach to scripture and faith, who admired, but moved away from,
her parents' literalist approach to scripture and simple piety,
and whose children were raised as baby-boomers in the United Church
but who have not attended church since they were confirmed.
They chose not to have their children baptized, or to expose them to church
but their son is now attending a Pentecostal church.

To preach in urban North America in the twenty-first century is to preach in the waning
world of modernity and, at the same time, in the emerging world of post-modernity.
While many observers of culture ofthe last four decades would have us believe that we
now live in a post-modem world (McClure 2007, 112-114; Sweet 2000, xiii-xxi) with its
constant insistence on the relativity of all human awareness and activity, in my
experience, most practicing preachers are aware of the persistence of modem thought
among many who gather with us on Sunday mornings (Allen et al. 1997, 10). Sitting next
to each other in most congregations, including my own, are those who claim citizenship
in the world oflogic and science, reason and rationality, empiricism and objectivity and
those who have come to recognize the limitations of science and reason, and the relativity
and subjectivity that shape the different understandings and meanings brought to both the
texts and contexts involved in preaching.
Even while the modern mindset persists, one is constantly aware that a new
mindset, one that is suspicious of, or at least uncomfortable with words like 'truth,'
'reality,' 'authority,'

'objectivity,'

and 'absoluteness,'

is emerging (Allen et al. 1997,10).
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It is not easy, however, to understand exactly what that means for preaching today.
Malachi Martin offered a vivid phrase in his book, The New Castle: Reachingfor

the

Ultimate that suggests an image of the dilemma we face in understanding the still early
years of the post-modern context in which we attempt to formulate a theology for
preaching. He says, ''No child can outline the face of its mother while lying in her womb"
(Martin 1974, 209). Nonetheless, the post-modern ethos has implications for theology,
and a post-modern theology has implications for today's preaching.

Tbe Tbree Ages: Pre-modern, Modern, and Post-modern

Three broadly cast ages have been identified in recent years in an attempt to understand
further the emerging post-modern age. Most accessibly, they have been understood as
pre-modern, modern and post-modem (Allen et al. 1997,15-17). They have also been
understood as pre-literate, literate and post-literate (Cargal 2007, 2 and Postman 1985,
part I).
In the western world, the pre-modern period extended to the Enlightenment. In
this period, tradition was the primary determiner of meaning. Suprahuman realities (e.g.
gods, angels, spirits, demons) were widely held to be real and to exercise power. The
cosmos was considered to be a living community in which all things were related to one
another. Person and community were inseparable and the natural world was understood
to be alive and responsive to the will of the transcendent realities and to human actions.
In the pre-modern church, the preacher did not question the completeness of the
Bible and Christian doctrine. The preacher interpreted the faith tradition for the life of the
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community. While there may have been disagreement on the interpretation of scripture or
tradition, its role was not questioned (Allen et a1.1997, 16).
The so-called modem period commenced with the Enlightenment and, as noted
above, continues into the present. The hallmark of modernism is respect for science and
logic. The empiricists (e.g. John Locke) looked upon empirical observation as the norm
for truth; a claim would be judged true when it was verified through one of the five
senses. The rationalists (e.g., Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz) "sought logically unchallenged
first truths" (placher 1989, 26). Although differing in methods, these two schools of
thought shared the idea that one could achieve objective knowledge that holds in every
time and place.
In the modem era, the emphasis is on the individual as the basic human identity.
The cosmos carne to be viewed as an object, a collection of resources whose purpose was
to provide for the comfort of humankind. Moderns increasingly disdained the past as
superstitious and primitive.
This opened the hermeneutical gap for the church. How could people trust archaic
sources (such as the Bible) as primary guides into the meaning oflife when they could
not be confirmed through empirical observation or logical deduction? Preachers were to
help the congregation understand how Christian belief could be credible, seeking to
bridge the gap between the pre-scientific Bible and the modern world (Allen et al.
1997, 17).
While there appear to be many currents of thought regarding what characterizes
post-modernism,

there are common threads. Post-modernists

recognize limitations in
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modernism's

reliance upon science and rationalism. Furthermore, philosophers and social

scientists notice that every perception is an act of interpretation (Allen 1998, 244).
Human beings cannot gather pure, uninterpreted data. Because individuals and
communities are different, all interpretations differ. People relate to the world through
their varying perspectives resulting from race, gender, education, economic and social
class, nationality, ethnicity, sexual orientation, political commitment, and religion (Jeter
and Allen, 2002, 2-3).
Some post-modem thinkers want to recover aspects of pre-modernity that were
lost in the transition to modernity such as myth and mystery. Pluralism, ambiguity,
community, collegiality, collaboration and conversation are all hallmarks of postmodernism.

Post-modern Philosophy and Theology

Two broad strands exist within post-modem philosophy and theology: deconstructive and
constructive. Deconstructive post-modernism, represented by Michel Foucault and
Jacques Derrida, rejects virtually all forms of certainty as posited by modernity.
Everything that we think we know is a function of our biased interpretive lenses. There
are no universal truths by which to interpret reality. Authority and privilege are under
constant challenge (Allen et a1.1997, 18).
A deconstructionist

philosophy appropriately demands that the preacher asks:

Who benefits from a particular understanding of reality or interpretation of a text or
context? Who is objectified, left out or hurt? But it also denies the possibility of certainty
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and leaves constant ambiguity regarding norms and values and has a persistent negativity
(Allen et al. 1997,18).
Perhaps this is why the constructive philosophical approaches have been more
attractive to most practicing theologians who have developed post-modern critiques that
articulate more positive visions of God and the world. Two theological streams within the
constructivist approach have been developed and are identified as post-liberal and
revisionary theologies (Allen et at. 1997,18) or as the Yale school and the Chicago
school (Placher 1989, 16-20).

The Yale School

The Yale school, broadly represented by theologians Hans Frei, George Lindbeck,
William Placher, Stanley Hauerwas, and preachers such as Barbara Brown Taylor,
Charles Campbell, and William Willirnon, stresses that the witness of the Christian
community is not to be measured against any external criteria, but rather defines a
language and a practice, shared by the community, and that it is that language that makes
possible new kinds of experience. The primary task of Christian !heology is therefore
Christian self-description,

not correlation with the universal human, or cultural quests for

ultimate meaning (placher 1989,18-19).

The church "is not to make the gospel credible

to the modern world, but to make the world credible to the gospel (Hauerwas and
Willirnon 1989,24).
The preacher's task then is to describe Christian claims as they are expressed in
the Bible and Christian tradition and !hus help the church draw out the implications for
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Christian faith, thought, and action. The preacher teaches the congregation the language
of the Bible and Christian tradition. Membership has its privileges and one of its
privileges is knowledge of the specific cultural-linguistic code of the church. Preaching
the biblical story creates Christian community when it tells a narrative that may not be
factually true, but is reliable because it tells the story of God's character and purpose
(Allen 1998, 232).

"The community of faith ought to read the Bible as it does a lifelike

narrative, recognizing !hat some of its details are not empirically accurate, but still
trusting its description of reality. The preacher does not justify the believability of
Christian faith, but explains how Christian faith shapes our view of the world" (Allen et
at. 1997, 19).
The Yale school obviously builds upon the work of Karl Barth, who wrote that:
[... ] preaching should be an explanation of Scripture; the preacher does
not have to speak "on" but "from" (ex), drawing from the Scriptures
whatever he says. He does not have to invent, but rather to repeat
something. No thesis, no purpose derived from his own resources, must be
allowed to intervene: God alone must speak [... ]. He must follow the
special trend of his text, and keep to it wherever it may lead him, not
raising questions about a subject which may, as it seems to him, arise from
the text (Barth 2002, 425).
He based this argument on his belief that all preaching must conform to
revelation, and revelation
"is set in the framework of the Old and New Testaments and is therefore a
particular, concrete event taking place at a specific period in history; it is
not an idea of general significance which could arise at any time or in any
place. Consequently, preaching is not concerned with aspects of human
existence in its natural state or with the progress of its history; it is not
inspired by any philosophy or conceptual view of life and the world; its
subject is solely that particular event, the gift of God in the context of
history (Barth 2002, 428).
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The post-liberal school has a thoroughgoing Christian orientation, warning the
preacher against accommodation to prevailing world views and contemporary culture. It,
however, offers few clear criteria to assess the truth of its claim. Its reasoning also seems
circular (a Christian claim is true because the Bible or doctrine says it is true; the Bible or
doctrines are true because Christians say they are). Indeed, it offers little guidance for
mediating between differing (even contradictory) perspectives in different biblical texts,
different doctrines, or different communities and its response to pluralism and diversity is
difficult to apprehend (Allen et al. 1997,20). It offers the church little help in
understanding texts, doctrines, and practices that raise theological or moral difficulties
(Allen 1998, 232).
David Buttrick, in commenting on Barth, has suggested that he (and, by
implication, the post-Liberal school) had lost touch with ongoing human life. Barth's
biblicist approach insisted that scripture, and only scripture, is Word of God, and thus the
only reliable basis for preaching. In fact, Buttrick asserts that, in all preaching, Barth
rejected any real conversation with the culture or concern for that which is relevant to the
human event. "The old shibboleth to the effect that Barth advised preachers to read the
Bible with one eye and the newspaper with the other is not quite true; on Sunday
mornings, Barth seemed to fold up his newspaper and toss it aside" (Buttrick 1994, 104).

The Chicago School

The Yale school has faced a strong challenge from a differing constructivist approach
that has become known as the Chicago school, or proponents of Revisionary theology.
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The key characteristic of this movement is an openness to revising one's understandings
of the contemporary world from the perspective of the gospel, while being open to
revising one's interpretation of the Christian tradition (and its contemporary significance)
from the perspective of the contemporary world (Allen 1998, 237). It is associated with
theologians such as David Tracy, David Griffin, Marjorie Suchocki, Henry Young, John
Cobb, and Clark Williamson and preacher-hornileticians

such as Ronald Allen, David

Buttrick, and Charles Rice. Despite its critics, like Charles Placher who thinks that the
Chicago school has failed to realize that the Enlightenment is over (Bartlett 2007), it does
seek to revise (but not entirely reject) major premises of modernity, noting that some of
the gains of modernity are irreversible (Allen et al. 1997,20).
The Chicago school, founded on the kerygmatic theology of Paul Tillich and
developed by Langdon Gilkey and David Tracy, seeks to bridge the gap between science
and religion, the secular and the religious, to persuade sceptics that religion matters
(Bartlett 2007). In this sense it is a public theology. For Tracy in particular, the key is
that theology must offer publicly available explanations and arguments for its beliefs; it
must "speak in a manner that can be disclosive and transformative for any intelligent
reasonable, responsible human being (Tracy 1981, 351-352). The Chicago school argues
that theologians should not speak to Christians alone but rather in a way that anyone can
understand, offering arguments that seek to persuade everyone (placher 1989, 18).
Revisionary theology is distinguished by its method of mutual critical correlation.
In the first instance it correlates the gospel with the contemporary world, to help the
church understand its current experience in terms of the gospel (Allen 1998,237).

At the
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same time, revisionary theologians also consider in what ways, and to what degree,
contemporary culture, and our experience of it, may cause the church to revise its
understanding of scripture and Christian tradition. This is recognition that God is always
present and at work in and for the good of the community.
Revisionary theology seeks to incorporate post-modem insights into a positive
vision of God and the cosmos. It does not simply carry the premises of modernity through
to their logical conclusion, but criticizes and revises those premises. In fact, through its
return to organicism and its acceptance of non-sensory perception, it opens itself to the
recovery of truths and values from various forms of pre-modem thought (Allen et at.
1997,20). At the same time, revisionists, in deeply Tillichian fashion, grasp the finitude
of humanity and acknowledge that the Christian community is never able to grasp fully
the totality of God's vision. All our interpretations of God fall short. New insights will
cause us, rather, to reframe our understanding of God, scripture and Christian morality.
This refrarning seeks to overcome the hermeneutical gap and allow for new
understandings

by correlating ancient and contemporary realities in a mutual and critical

manner. The process of correlation is mutual in that the gospel is correlated with the
contemporary world even while aspects of the contemporary situation are correlated with
Christian tradition and scripture. The correlation is critical in that it demands careful
evaluation of the community's

understandings of both poles (ancient and contemporary)

and to be open to revising both understandings (Allen 1998,238). They criticize the Bible
and Christian tradition from the standpoint of contemporary perceptions. And, they
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criticize contemporary Christian theology and practice from the standpoint of the
tradition (Allen et al. 1997,21).
In practical terms, the method of mutual critical correlation exacts itselfin what
has been termed "conversation." Hans-Georg Gadamer summarizes the character of
conversation:
To conduct a conversation means to allow oneself to be conducted by the
object [i.e., the subject ofthe conversation] to which the partners in the
dialogue are oriented. It requires that one does not try to out-argue the
other person, but that one really considers the weight of the other's
opinion. Hence it is an art of testing. But the art of testing is the art of
questioning. For we have seen that to question means to lay open, to place
in the open. As against the solidity of opinions, questioning makes the
object and all its possibilities fluid. A person who possesses the "art" of
questioning is a person who is able to prevent the suppression of questions
by the dominant opinion. A person who possesses this art will himself
seek for everything in favor of an opinion (Gadamer 1982, 330-331).
Bernard Brandon Scott has observed that "[t]he advantage of conversation is that
as a metaphor it suggests mutuality, a common seeking for truth while recognizing the
ambiguity and plurality of our common situation" (Scott 1994a, 14). Conversation is
open-ended and, at its best, is not driven by a desire for ultimate resolution. Scott was
building on David Tracy's development of the metaphor of conversation. For Tracy,
conversation "is not a confrontation. It is not a debate. It is not an exam. It is questioning
itself. It is a willingness to follow the question wherever it may go. It is dia-Iogue" (Tracy
1987,18).
This sort of dialogue may be especially valuable when people are unclear or
confused about issues. Conversation allows for the naming of the subject, the identifying
of points at which the people are certain and uncertain, the recognition of strengths and
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weaknesses in various ways of perceiving the subject and acting on it. The conversation
itself often adds authority to the conclusion, especially if the participants recognize that
the conversation has fairly represented all points of view. At its best, conversation is an
act of critical reflection (Allen et al. 1997,41). David Tracy notices that as a conversation
deepens, the freedom of those involved is enhanced as they "notice that to attend to the
other as other, the different as different, is also to understand the different as possible"
(Tracy 1987, 30).
Of course, there are also dangers and shortcomings that have been identified with
the Chicago school. Ron Allen suggests that it can easily fall prey to the Zeitgeist. "The
contemporary world occasionally changes its understanding of the true and reliable, thus
causing shifts in the revisionary vision of God and the world. These changes can erode
the congregation's

confidence, and can even call the possibility of belief into question.

The revisionists can easily take uncritical and functionally idolatrous perspectives into
their worldview. Indeed, they can easily recreate God in their own images" (Allen et al.
1997,21).

A Toronto School?

Despite his being rooted in the Yale school, William Placher has sought to offer middle
ground between these two theological perspectives by suggesting a pluralistic
conversation, a conversation that goes beyond dialogue to include a multiplicity of
partners, to bridge the gap (placher 1989, 154). He says, "no single 'conversation'
determines our culture but we live in a number of interrelated 'cultures' whose pluralism
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manifests itself in a plurality of conversations - overlapping and interrelated to be sure"
(placher 1989, 158-159). He applauds revisionist theologians for keeping Christian
theology in the public conversations of our time, but suggests that it, at times, risks
"cutting and trimming the gospel to fit it to the categories and assumptions of a particular
philosophical or cultural position" (placher 1989, 160). Failing to engage in a pluralistic
conversation risks the dominance of one particular conversation with a set of particular
perspectives over others.
David Bartlett, in a brilliant and helpful lecture during the ACTS D. Min. in
Preaching 2007 course Apologetic Preaching, recognized that the Chicago school, at its
extreme, focuses completely on the "who" of theology in an attempt to be appealing,
apprehensible and public and, as such, can become audience driven. The Yale school,
also at its extreme, focuses on the "what" of the gospel and can become completely
message driven (Bartlett 2007). For the gospel to be both relevant and applied it needs to
address both "what" and "who", but ultimately needs to focus on the "why" of the gospel,
which is to focus on the "purpose" of the gospel. If anything, the gospel is meant to
reframe the real lives of people and communities by bringing about healing, justice,
reconciliation and redemption in the real world through witnessing to the life, death and
resurrection of Jesus Christ. In other words, if there is no "who" there can never be a
"what", whereas the "what" can exist quite nicely in some laboratory fashion while
people (the "who" of the theological endeavour) perish. In this sense, then, a theology
for contemporary preaching must offer a full witness to Jesus Christ in a pluralistic and
conversational

manner that helps people reframe their lives and communities. It is for this
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reason that, ultimately, I find the Revisionist approach more appealing at theological,
pastoral and intuitive levels. The Revisionist approach, however, needs always to keep
the purpose of the Gospel in mind, not just the identity and contemporary experience of
its intended audience. Hence, while the "who" takes primacy over the "what," it is
constantly kept on track by a focus on the "why" of the endeavour: to help reframe
people's lives in light of the Gospel.
Putting aside the post-modem theoretical and philosophical categorizations of
deconstructionism

and constructionism for the moment, and, as well, the constructivist

schools of post-liberalism and revisionist, an empirical understanding of the mainstream
contemporary Christian community underscores broad characteristics that suggest a
pluralistic and conversational theology ofreframing
"reframationist

(or what I might call a

theology") is most suitable. In the last two and a half decades of ministry

I have found the dominant characteristics of the environment for doing theology and,
thus, the practice of preaching (all of which are to some degree "post-modernist")

to be:

I. an increasing suspicion towards authority and institutions;
2. a persistent respect for science and empiricism but a creeping understanding of
the new sciences, which appreciate the limits of knowledge and certainty;
3. the full spectrum of belief to unbelief represented in every gathering of the
contemporary, mainstream Christian community with constant fluidity and
movement between these poles;
4. a desire and willingness to seek knowledge, understanding and wisdom from
sources other than scripture, tradition, personal experience and wisdom;
5. a sometimes wilful lack of awareness and interest in the biblical story yet a
profession of its importance in moral and political decision-making;
6. a desire for and value of conversation, as venues for both offering strongly held
convictions and seeking understanding from others in areas of ambiguity or
perceived misunderstanding;
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7. a growing sense of privatism in religious expression, based more on a lack of
confidence and a loss oflanguage than on a content-based reluctance to "go
public";
8. an increasing awareness and appreciation for myth and mystery, especially among
the younger members of the community;
9. a growing shift away from a print culture to an image-driven, electronic culture
that echoes the pre-modem era;
10. a desire to have personal, individual experience recognized in community
expressions offaith;
I I. a reconnection with the planet and the natural world coupled with a desire for
wholeness and healing.

These recognitions, which describe both the "who" of preaching and the "why" of
the task (some of which will be borne out in the research undertaken in my congregation
and analyzed in Chapter 6) have both inspired and informed my desire for a
conversational,

refrarning theology and a homiletic based on this. Such a homiletic will

respect the contemporary nature and experience of people (the "who"), will also expose
them to and encourage them with the Good News of Jesus Christ (the "what") for the
purpose of redemption, healing, wholeness, reconciliation and justice of all creation (the
"why") through a pluralistic conversation involving the story of God found in scripture,
and the stories of God found in culture, and the experience of our own lives and the lives
of others (the "how"). But first, a matter of hermeneutics.

CHAPTER 3.
A HERMENEUTIC FOR THE REFRAMING CONVERSATION:
THE WORLD OF THE GOSPEL

"There are just too many things in the Bible that 1don't agree with
for me to take any of it seriously. It contradicts itself, repeats itself and is simply
irrelevant to me. I get tired of sifting through all the difficult parts to find the little bits
that help me. 1get much more out of a walk in nature, a visit to the Ballet or a good book.
Is there any way to make sense of it, or to decide which parts
to take seriously and which parts to let go?"
From a conversation with a member of Eglinton St. George's
following a sermon on The Da Vinci Code by Dan Brown.

As stated in the previous chapter, the search for a homiletic for the emerging post-modem
world begins with a theology based on a model of pluralistic conversation that causes
members of the faith community to reframe their lives in light of God's revelation in
Jesus Christ towards redemption, healing, wholeness, reconciliation and justice for them,
their community, the world and all creation.
What I mean by conversation here is one that involves a variety of partners, each
contributing to the ultimate goal of the sermon: the proclamation of good news. For
preachers, hermeneutics has traditionally been the art of placing the biblical text into
conversation with the contemporary world as partners in an attempt to create a sermon.
The idea of hermeneutics as conversation between ancient text and contemporary life
comes from the philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer, who said that the final result ofthis
conversation is a "fusion of horizons" between the partners (McClure 2007, 47). Another
word for these "partners" is "texts." By "text" I mean both literal (written) texts as well
as non-written or even living texts. As we shall see below, the interpreter of a text is,
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indeed, a text as well, thus texts may be inanimate or animate. Therefore, conversation
will necessarily involve multiple "texts" as partners including scripture, the historic faith
community and its traditions, the experience of the community members involved in the
conversation, the preacher's witness, contemporary arts and culture, sometimes other
faith traditions, and, of course, the Holy Spirit.
This raises two issues of hermeneutical concern. The first is the role of scripture.
The prevailing belief has been that the source text (some say exclusively) for both
Christian theology and preaching is Scripture and Scripture is the interpretive lens for
everything else. We are now supposing an egalitarian conversation among
complementary,

competing, or even conflicting, partners as the locus of theological

imagination and homiletical creativity. What role then does the Bible have?
The second relates to the multiplicity of conversation partners and the risk of
miscommunication

and misunderstandings between and among them. What principles

will guide the conversation towards understanding rather than endless conflict?
Ultimately, both of these questions revolve around the proper interpretive role of
scripture within the Christian community.

The Role of the Bible

To address the issue of the authority of scripture (especially in light of the Reformed
Protestant cry of sola scriptural perhaps we should first clarify what scripture in fact is.
While it is beyond the scope of this present discussion to go into this in depth, the late
Wilfred Cantwell Smith, once the esteemed Professor of World Religions at Harvard
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University, is extremely helpful with his comparative approach study in asserting what it
is not.
There is /10 ontology of scripture. The concept has no metaphysical, no
logical, reference; there is nothing that scripture finally "is". [... ] At issue
is not the texts of scripture that are to be understood and about which a
theory is to be sought, but the dynamic human involvement with them.
[... ] Scripture has been, as we have said from the start, a human activity; it
has been also a human propensity, and potentiality. There is no ontology
of scripture; just as, at a lower level, there is no ontology of art, nor of
language, nor of other things that we human beings do, and are. Rather
than existing independently of us, all are subsections of the ontology of
our being persons. (Smith 1993, 237)
Scripture is scripture because it is a reflection of the human condition. It is not,
however, the only reflection of the human condition (Smith 1993,221). To understand
scripture, Smith says, is really to understand ourselves, our neighbours as human beings,
and how to understand the world-the

cosmos-in

which we live. Scripture then in itself

is relational, an engagement among humans, the transcendent, and a text. Scripture is not
to be differentiated from other forms ofliterature, then, so much as distinguished from
other forms of our attempts at symbolizing the transcendent within and among and
around us (Smith 1993, 231-239).

Biblical Preaching

With this in mind, it is no surprise that there has been much discussion in recent years
about the possibility of preaching without the "benefit" of scripture. David Buttrick,
Professor Emeritus of Homiletics at Vanderbilt, first shapes the argument by suggesting
that not all preaching that claims to be biblical is actually biblical and that preaching that
does not "unravel from scriptural peri copes" can actually be highly biblical (Buttrick
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1994, 30). A good deal of so-called biblical preaching, he argues, is more truly preaching
about the Bible than from the Bible. Even more dangerously, many so-called biblical
preachers actually simply use texts from the Bible to support their non-biblical opinions,
prejudices and ideas (Buttrick 1994, 90).
Edward Farley, in his essay in honour of Buttrick, helps us understand that
Buttrick, in raising these issues, was actually elevating rather than diminishing the role of
the Bible, pushing us beyond the words of the Bible to the Word of the Bible. Rather than
preaching on an individual passage of scripture, it is more important to preach on the
"world of the gospel". He writes,
Ifwe say that what-is-preached is the world of the gospel, we refuse to
reduce or narrow gospel to a single text, set of texts or even theme. For
instance, the world of the gospel is not reducible simply to the event of
Jesus as attested in the four Gospels. Nor can we narrow gospel to what
we find in the books of the New Testament. For these writings presuppose
and draw on a whole world of symbols that come from the faith ofisrael
and are to be found in the Hebrew Bible. Creation, social evil, Torah,
justice, theodicy, future hope, and judgment are also part of the world of
the gospel. Nor can we say that the two-Testament canon exhausts the
world of the gospel. For innumerable postcanonical texts associated with
various times and places of the Christian movement engage, articulate,
illumine, and even develop the world of the gospel (Farley 1996.168).
Farley is seeking an alternative to the biblicist paradigm of preaching. He asserts
that the fundamentalist element in this paradigm contains "the assumption that any
passage of scripture necessarily contains true, authoritative, and, thus, preachable
content" (Farley 1996, 172). In his paradigm, the "what-is-preached"

shifts from the

Bible, or a passage of the Bible, to the gospel and elements of the world of the gospel that
may be found in any number of sources. He notes that this not only is a truer approach to
the gospel but also indicates that it is how "the church can expose, judge, and move
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beyond the xenophobias, homophobias, and sexisms of the ancient community and its
scripture" (Farley 1996,174). Indeed, preaching that counters texts of terror (Trible 1984)
could be, in fact, more biblical than preaching that supports some ideas contained in the
Bible.
Equally inspired by the work of Buttrick, Ronald Allen notes in his essay that the
earliest Christian preachers, in fact, did not preach texts; they preached Christ, though
they often used biblical texts (or allusions) to help clarify the significance of Christ.
Furthermore, for many people today, the Bible simply does not address the full range of
concems that face the contemporary Christian community (Allen 1996, 178-179).
The Bible's role then in the conversation is two-fold: texts from the Bible can be
considered equal conversation partners with other texts; and all texts (including both
biblical and non-biblical) must be examined in the light of the "world of the gospel"
largely, but not exclusively, known from scripture. In such a conversation, a number of
important questions, prompted by the world of the gospel, are asked: What is the witness
of a text, any text? Does this witness seem adequate to the gospel? If so, how can it help
the congregation reframe its perception and behaviour? What questions does the text put
to the preacher, to the Christian Community, to the larger world? If the text does not
seem to make an adequate witness (or, in fact, seems contrary to the gospel), further
questions may be asked: What, then, is an appropriate relationship between today's
Christian community and the text? And what can the congregation learn from the text that
is of value to the contemporary community? (Allen 1996, 181-2).
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Tbe World Between Texts

In a correlative, mutual and critical conversation that is guided by the world of the
gospel, partners in the conversation are necessarily distinct, usually different, and
sometimes completely discrete entities. As such, tbe partners in the conversation always
risk misunderstanding

each other and every conversational encounter involves multiple

acts of interpretation.
Hermeneutics,

in general terms, is the art (and, to a degree, science) of

understanding;

it refers to the method and techniques used to make a "text"

understandable

in a world different from the one in which the text originated or exists

(Sanders 1995, 175). Hermeneutics pertains to any world of communication seeking
understanding through decontextualizing

and recontextualizing - that is lifting something

out of its context as much as possible and placing it in a different context (Ricoeur 1981,
139). This world of communication exists between humans and the divine, between
humans and ancient or contemporary texts (literary or non-literary), between different
texts (literary and non-literary), and among humans from differing cultures, backgrounds,
generations, races and language groups.
The means of communication is speech. Speech is the act of formulating thoughts
coherently and expressing those thoughts in a way that communicates them to another or
others either orally or in writing. Hermeneutics, at the first level, is the art of
understanding such an expression in the world of the hearer or the reader. But
increasingly in the post-modem world we understand that the interpreter of a text is also a
text and the encounter between the two is an act of intertextua1ity. As well, since every
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written text is only the physical representation of a series of concepts (which in
themselves may be non-verbal), the written text is already an interpretation of that mental
representation and thus also involves intertextuality. Finally, every text, read or heard
may be an interpretation of earlier texts incorporated into it, exhibiting its own
bermeneutics of understanding those earlier texts (Sanders 1995,175-176).
The term intertextuality refers to three basic textual relationships: the interplay
between two bodies, small or large, of texts of differing place of origin, authorship
(synchronic); the function or interplay of an older text or tradition cited, alluded to, or
echoed in a new text (diachronic); and the interplay between a text and its reader(s).
(Sanders 1995, 178).
In any instance of intertextuality, Paul Ricoeur understands that a process that is
both science and art is required. His "hermeneutic of suspicion" represents his attempt to
retain both science and art, while refusing to grant either an absolute status;
"Hermeneutics

seems to me to be animated by this double motivation: willingness to

suspect, willingness to listen; vow to rigor, vow to obedience" (Ricoeur 1970,27).
Distilling the essence of Ricoeur's approach, Anthony Thisleton notes that:
The first addresses the task of 'doing away with idols,' namely, becoming
critically aware of when we project our own wishes and constructs into
texts, so that they no longer address us from beyond ourselves as 'other.'
The second concerns the need to listen in openness to symbol and to
narrative and thereby to allow creative events to occur 'in front of the
text, and to have their effect on us (Thisleton, 1992, 26).
It is this hermeneutic of "critical openness", of both "suspicion and hope" (White
1991, 311-321) that needs to be the basis for the post-modem hermeneutic. This implies
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that what is needed is both a hermeneutic of suspicion, and also a suspicion of that
suspicion, which will allow for the hope that true conversation is possible.
In Ricoeur's method, that conversation involves a process that moves towards
understanding in three phases: the first one of naivete, the second of critical
consciousness and the third of second naivete, or a post-critical appreciation of the
symbolic import of the text (peters 1982, 122-127).
Most preachers with seminary training are familiar with using such a model for
interpreting a biblical text, and understanding how the text illwninates our world. Paul
Scott Wilson reminds us that our world also "criticizes the text, in a continuing
hermeneutical spiral until the appropriate understanding is found. Even as exegesis of the
biblical text is necessary, exegesis of our situation is also necessary, or we cannot
adequately interpret the text" (Wilson 1995a, 160). Wilson refers to this as "polar
thought," which he differentiates from linear thinking, "which makes chains and reaches
beyond itself, while polar thought functions between two poles, reaching within as it
were" (Wilson 1995a, 240). An extension of this thinking into a pluralistic conversation
recognizes that all partners are involved in this activity sometimes in pairs, in triads or in
larger configurations.

Hermeneutical

Principles for Guiding the Conversation Among Texts

More than just existing as one text among many, as stated above, because we are the
Christian faith community, we give the Bible a distinct role in guiding through the maze
of interpretive questions when texts meet, collide and converse. The Bible itself can
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suggest a set of principles for guiding a conversation among texts and helping us answer
the questions: What takes precedence, biblical or non-biblical texts? Contemporary
experience or received tradition? Christian doctrine or wisdom received from other
traditions? The learned ministry or the inquisitive parishioner?
Our starting point for understanding this interpretive role of the scripture is
canonical criticism of the Bible, which offers considerable guidance in this post-modem
hermeneutical endeavour. Canonical criticism celebrates the pluralism of the Bible itself.
James A. Sanders, widely recognized as the founder of canonical criticism, suggests that
the Bible itself is a book of texts, an object of considerable intertextuality within itself
and, as such, is a textbook of biblical hermeneutics (Sanders 1995,175-176). "Not only
does the New Testament constantly cite and echo the Old, but within the latter are many
examples of alluding to and echoing earlier biblical thinking" (Sanders 1995, 176). In this
sense, then, the principles and means by which portions of the Bible relate to other
portions may give us an understanding of how it is that we should approach the
relationship between and among a variety of texts.
The two broad schools of thought with respect to canonical criticism echo two of
the questions ofintertextuality.

Brevard Childs focuses on the final form of the text and

its overall messages and themes (its synchronic intertextuality) and James Sanders
focuses on the development of the text and the ways in which older texts and outside texts
were used, repeated and adapted over time (its diachronic intertextuality.) Again, it is
outside the purpose ofthis paper to go into a large discussion of this complex issue, but
Sanders sheds light on these two schools.
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The synchronic focuses on the hermeneutic moves within a complex but
stable text, such as the Bible, that take place between various
contributions within it, such as different sources within a single book, or
the chemistry that takes place because disparate writings are bound
together in something called a canon; the focus is on the final form of the
text with minimal attention to historical contexts that gave rise to the parts
of the text.
The diachronic focuses on the hermeneutics of the canonical process that
takes place when older texts or traditions are called on to function in a new
text for a new historical context or situation; the focus is on the neverending process of repetition/recitation/reapplication,
which gave rise to the
formation of biblical texts in antiquity and continues in believing
communities today (Sanders 1995, 179 emphasis added).
Far from lamenting the pluralism of the Bible, Sanders celebrates it as primary to
the Bible's continuing value (Brenneman 1997,17). How the canon came into being, what
Sanders refers to as the "unrecorded hermeneutics which lie throughout its pages"
(Sanders 1984, 50) together with how we encounter the Bible as a canonical whole
suggest how we might come to terms with different, complementary and competing texts
placed in conversation with each other.

Appropriateness

to the World of the Gospel

Whenever we encounter the biblical community of faith we always find it inheriting and
reinterpreting its faith. When we ask how Israel reinterpreted its faith, by what standards,
we are led to Israel's hermeneutical principles, the axioms in the light of which it
reinterpreted its tradition. While Sanders suggests five axioms (Sanders 1984, 50-51),
Clark Williamson and Ronald Allen essentially synthesize these into three,
appropriateness

to the gospel, intelligibility and moral plausibility (Williamson and Allen

1991,76). I would suggest that two axioms that are derived from both the way the Bible

34

came into being (diachronic) and from the Bible's overall themes in its final form
(synchronic) may provide us a way of interpreting, that is understanding, any text in a
reframing conversation in a Christian context.
1. A gracious constitutive axiom that stresses that God is the particular redeemer of
Israel and the church, calling, claiming and unconditionally loving them and us;
and
2. An ethical prophetic axiom that stipulates that, the constitutive axiom
notwithstanding, God is the God of all creation, with a preference for the
marginalized and the disenfranchised.

In other words, the constitutive axiom states: God loves us. We are especially
cherished by God. The prophetic axiom says: God loves all, therefore love and do justice
to all. The constitutive axiom offers promise, the prophetic challenge. Each gives voice to
the grace of God, grace extended freely to all God's beloved, on the one hand, and on the
other even to us (Williamson and Allen 1991,76).
We can put these two hermeneutic emphases together into one statement of an
interpretive norm for understanding the "world of the gospel" and reframing priorities
within the homiletic conversation involving any biblical or non-biblical text. The gospel,
the good news, is that God is the God of a singular promise and a singular command: the
promise of God's love offered freely, graciously, to each and to all and the command that
we are to love God with all our selves and to love and do justice to our neighbour as
ourselves. Conversely, any claim, idea, text, value, practice, or situation that denies
God's love or will for justice is inappropriate to the world of the gospel.
While meant to be helpful, this criterion is not meant to reduce our image of
God's possibilities for the world to contemporary familiarities. God will always transcend
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any of our ways of speaking about God. Post-modern perception helps us realize that the
world is not a closed system in which all potentialities are circumscribed by natural law.
God's omnipresence and inexhaustibility, when brought into the human conversation,
will always reveal new and unimagined possibilities.

No matter what, God's actions will

only further reveal the divine intention for reframing love and justice in the world (see
also Allen 1995,69-73; Allen 2001,10-12).
This is not at all an impossible task. In the end, what becomes authoritative is the
conversation itself. Most specifically, authority comes from the degree to which the
breadth and depth of the conversation offer hope to the community. The conversation is
meant to help those who become part of it to experience possibilities that God would
present that may be old and familiar and new and frightening.
No text needs to be excluded, but those that present possibilities for the world of
the gospel will emerge, as they did through the canonical development and as revealed in
the light of the whole of the Bible, as revelatory and authoritative. Even as ambiguities
remain, conversation partners will continually frame and reframe God's intentions for
them and the world and be reframed as individuals in the process. Sanders closes his
canonical reflections with helpful advice that can be applied to our reframing
conversations. His hope is that our work of interpretation will continue with honesty,
humility and humour, recognizing that, no matter what, God can work with us to weave
truth-just

as we are (Sanders 1984,74). It is to that end that we must weave a new

homiletic.
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CHAPTER 4
A NEW[ER] HOMILETIC: THE ARTS AND SCRIPTURE IN CONVERSATION

"After going to church for almost seventy years, this is the first time that the Bible
has meant something to me. It is hard to believe that a sermon on a movie
(one that I didn't even see) called Hairspray, would make me want to read the Biblebut it did. I'm not sure if it is what you said or the way you said it
that made the difference, but that doesn't really matter. "
Comments from a senior parishioner
after my sermon based on the movie Hairspray (2007) by Adam Shankman

"The task of the preacher," writes Frederick Buechner, "is to hold up life to us; by
whatever gifts he or she has of imagination, eloquence, simple candor, to create images
of life through which we can somehow see into the wordless truth of our lives"
(Buechner 1977,16-17).

It is to this end tbat the field of homiletics has sought to renew

itself in the past half-century in a process of reformation known as the New Homiletic.
The first inkling of change in the field came with the only book offered to me in
seminary on preaching, H. Grady Davis' Design for Preaching published in 1958. What
Davis uniquely offered was his understanding that the sermon is an "organism." To
Davis, the structure of the sermon was not simply the organization of points and subpoints into a coherent argument, but it was a living unity, an organism with "parts or
members in structural and functional relation to one another and to the whole" (Davis
1958, 23). He did not think of the sermon as a central idea broken into component parts,
rather he stressed that the main idea of a sermon was a generative thought that grows into
a form much "like a tree," with "one sturdy thought like a single stem," "natural limbs
reaching up into the light," with "deep roots," and its "branches thrusting out by the force
of its inner life." It has "illustrations like blossoms opening from inside these very twigs,"
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not "brightly coloured kites pulled from the wind of somebody else's thought" having
something for "food for immediate nourishment" and "something for delight" (Davis
1958,15-16).
In such a way, Davis opened up the question of the form of the sermon,

attempting to persuade us that the substance of a sermon and its form need to be related.
Not all organic things look or are the same. There is no mould into which an idea must be
poured in order to make a sermon (Davis 1958, 8) but there "is a right form for each
sermon, namely the form that is right for this particular sermon [... ]. The right form
derives from the substance of the message itself, is inseparable from the content, becomes
one with the content and gives a feeling of finality to the sermon" (Davis 1958, 9).
While his emphasis was still on how sermons were created rather than received.
Davis' contribution was in opening the floodgates of discussion about classical preaching
with its deductive mould based in the rhetorical models of Augustine, which had
themselves been based on Greek forms of rhetoric derived from Aristotle's Rhetoric
(Long 1995, 144-148).

The New Homiletic

A major change occurred in the study and practice of preaching in the 1970s and 1980s
when the focus shifted from the creators of sermon to those who listen to and experience

them, in what has come to be labelled the New Homiletic. David James Randolph, who
coined the term in his important 1969 book The Renewal of Preaching, also first defined
it: "Preaching is the event in which the biblical text is interpreted in order that its

meaning will come to expression in the concrete situation of the hearers" (Randolph
1969, 1). The purpose of preaching in the New Homiletic focused less on persuasion and
more on transformation, less on asserting religious dogmas and more on offering an
experience of the gospel.
In his 1971 breakthrough book As One Without Authority, Fred Craddock
explicitly named the inductive nature of the New Homiletic (Craddock 2001) and is
widely acknowledged as the "dean" of the school (Wardlaw 1995,243). Instead of
viewing language as referential, its creative, evocative nature began to be emphasized.
Thus, homiletical strategies utilizing induction, story, celebration, narrative structures,
and phenomenological

moves replaced a deductive, propositional approach to preaching

(Campbell 1995, 93-95).
The New Homiletic is also sometimes referred to as "narrative preaching," not so
much because of the content of the sermon, but because of its style. Many narrative
sermons contain no stories per se, but rather take their form from the narrative tradition.
They are like stories in that they create an event through the typical techniques of
narrative: plot, situation, characterization, the use of time, imagination, conflict,
resolution, celebration and so on (Lowry 1995, 342-344). Eugene Lowry sees the sermon
as a five-phase homiletical plot (upsetting the equilibrium, analyzing the discrepancy,
disclosing the clue to resolution, experiencing the gospel, and anticipating the
consequences (Lowry 2001, 28-87). Henry Mitchell thinks of the sermon as an
experience of the gospel, similar to the narrating of a story, that culminates in celebration
(Mitchell 1990, Thomas 1997).
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Not all homileticians of the New Homiletic, however, shape their sermons on
classical narrative lines. Some think that the use of imagery is closer to the mark for the
post-modem world. Frederick Buechner, in his Beecher lectures in 1977, hinted at the
supremacy of imagery over story (Buechner 1977). Similarly, David Buttrick proposes
the sermon as a plot made up of a series of carefully designed and connected images or
"moves" (Buttrick 1987).
Charles Rice and Paul Scott Wilson both highlight the importance of imagination
in preaching while holding an important place for conceptual thought (Rice 1970; Wilson
1988), while Thomas Troeger sees the sermon as the movement of a series of images
(Troeger 1990) also highlighting the process of imagination.

A Homiletic for a Post-Modern World

In the almost four decades since this sbift first began, the rise of post-modernity, cultural
pluralism, growing biblical and theological illiteracy and the general decline of the
mainline church have caused the homiletical landscape to continue to evolve. It is my
contention that a conversational, reframing theology with a hermeneutic founded "in the
world of the Gospel" can be developed into a homiletic that will honour, but push beyond
the boundaries of the New Homiletic while still being faithful to its emphases on
inductive structure, narrative styles, imaginative constructs and image-driven movement.
The New[ er] Homiletic needs to respect the experience of people (the "who"),
while still exposing them to and encouraging them with the Good News of Jesus Christ
(the "what") for the purpose of redemption, healing, wholeness, reconciliation and justice
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of all creation (the "why"). The "how" of this is through a pluralistic conversation
involving the story of God found in scripture, and the stories of God found in the arts and
culture, and the experience of our own lives and the lives of others within the actual
sermonic experience.

While the conversation envisioned may share some of the same language used by
John S. McClure in his book The Round-Table Pulpit with his concept of "collaborative
preaching" (McClure 1995, 48-58) and Lucy Atkinson Rose in Sharing the Word with
her concept of "conversational preaching" (Rose 1997,4-10), its emphasis is quite
different. McClure suggests that preachers should host a conversational "sermon
roundtable." This is one of a number of models of "feed-forward" groups in which
members of the congregation are brought into the process of preparing the sermon (Allen
2003, 1-3). A group from the congregation is invited to gather to brainstorm ideas for an
upcoming sermon. It is understood that no voice is to dominate the discussion and the
sermon that results "must both describe and imitate in the pulpit the collaborating process
of sermon brainstorming that took place during the sermon roundtable"(McClure

1995,

57).
Rose suggests a similar model where "the preacher and the congregation are
colleagues, exploring together the mystery of the Word for their own lives, as well as the
life of the congregation, the larger church, and the world. The preacher and the
congregation gather symbolically at a round table without head or foot, where labels like
clergy and laity disappear and where believing or wanting to believe is all that matters"
(Rose 1997,4).

Rose concentrates on one aspect of conversation, personal testimony, as
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a way of including others. She is especially concerned about including the marginalized
in the homiletic conversation (McClure 2007, l8). While she acknowledges that the
conversation may also be extended, such that it becomes an interchange among the
preacher and "Others" including the Bible, figures from church history and theology,
members of the congregation and sources from the wider world, her emphasis seems
primarily on minimizing authoritarian repression while recognizing pluralism in all
aspects of interpretation (Allen 2003, 5; Long 2005, 35).
While such exercises are helpful in reminding preachers of the importance of
accessible and approachable sermons (and, in fact, were used in this research through a
Congregational Project Group as outlined in Chapter 5), the conversation between laity
and clergy is only one part of a pluralistic conversation. It is important, but not sufficient.
Tom Long, in fact, warns that such collaborative approaches may not even be preaching,
but are closer to exercises in congregational testimony, quite distinguishable from
preaching in content, context, genre, and method (Long 2005, 35 and 248).
The type of conversational preaching Isuggest is preaching that involves the
preacher "hosting" a conversation among a variety of partners in an endeavour that
becomes greater than the sum of its parts. It involves flesh-and-blood participants (both
preacher and congregation members), their stories, the biblical story as text and the arts
as text, all of which engage to reframe the attitudes and ethics ofthe sermon's listeners.
The arts, especially film, literature, visual art, the perfonming arts, poetry and theatre, are
essential partners in the homiletic conversation in that they have the ability to widen the
conversation not only because they can embody revelation, but because they can do so
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from a variety of cultures, perspectives and ideologies all of which will enrich the
conversation and make it more faithful.
Paul Scott Wilson offers some rubrics for contemporary preaching that lend
support to this idea:
[... ] [S]ermons must be less focused on information and lecturing and
more focused on communication, paying attention to classical categories
of pathos and ethos, in addition to logos, and to narrative and experience;
sermons need to be more sensory, in particular more visual, as
contemporary media affect ways of contemporary thought requiring that
preachers use more literary and sociological material allowing for visual
presentation of biblical texts within the richness of their lived settings; and
a refocusing on God, thus having God and humanity as their subject and
an awareness that the form of the sermon will shape biblical interpretation
(Wilson 1996, 146).
Why Particularly the Arts?

The arts, as texts, help to accomplish this goal by serving two purposes in the
conversation. First, they often present human existential questions (the situation or
context in which we live) in accessible forms, sometimes with a helpful distance for
increased personal understanding without guilt or fear. They allow people the ability to
name experiences such as sin, grace, hope, and despair. They often invite the responder
into a particular world for possible self-examination, personal growth and create a
window for transformation.
Paul Tillich asks: "How shall the message be focused for the people of our time?
In other words, we are concerned here with the question: How can the gospel be
communicated?"

(Tillich 1959,201) That leading question, growing out ofTillich's

life

and work on the frontier where faith meets culture, sets up dialogue between the preacher
and the artist and invites the work of the artist in as a text in the homiletical conversation.
For Paul Tillich, art, as an aspect of the human spirit and existence, has the task of
expressing meaning, and it has the capacity to do that more directly and immediately than
does science or philosophy because art is less concerned with objective data. To put it
succinctly: "Science is of greater importance in the rise of a spiritual situation but art is
the more important for its apprehension."

Further, "the arts seek to express,

communicate, interpret, indeed, to render ultimate reality transparent" (Tillich 1956,
132)
Tillich, in his Systematic Theology, says that arts are not simply emotional devices
pointing to the reality of things, but that they have their own rational structure. "Reason
in the artist grasps the meaning of things," (Tillich 1951, I 77) that is, it penetrates "into
the depth, into the essential nature of a thing or an event" (Tillich 1951, I 76). A work of
art is the result of an encounter between mind and world; it unites an otherwise hidden
quality of the universe with an otherwise hidden receptive power of the mind in an
ultimate way (Tillich 1963, III 64).
The arts, however, are more than just a human activity: something that expresses
the feeling and emotions generated by encounter with the world. They release a creative
impulse to reflect symbolically truth as it is encountered. However, viewing the arts
primarily as a human activity suggests passivity on the part of God and we in the church
assume, of course, that behind all truth is God. It suggests that the artist may discover
truth or fragments of truth, but that discovery remains a human discovery. Such a

posture, however, is antithetical to the Christian confession of a God who reveals God's
self, who is sovereign to act in the universe, and who has been and is constantly active in
human endeavours. We could say that, inasmuch as the Christian faith confesses all
meaning and all truth to have its origin in God, the truth probed at, discovered,
represented in art, even though it be but fragments, is part of the continuing activity and
revelation of God (petrak 1981, 39).

Arts as Revelatory Texts

In addition to naming human experience, then, the arts have the capacity to reveal, at
least in part, that which is ultimate: the nature and activity of God. God's activity is not
limited to the church, but is to be found in all creation. This implies the possibility that
God is revealed regularly in places other than the church (in other faiths, on the stage, in
the cinema, in the gallery, and so on) and by many who have formerly not been included
in the homiletic conversation. Charles Rice understands it in this way:
God did not stop speaking when his book went to press. Far from it; he
speaks to men today in unlikely burning bushes and in equally unlikely
books. The Bible itself, in its method and material, suggests that the divine
way of speaking is dynamic, historically oriented, and consistently
updated. The biblical preachers, including Jesus, intending to
communicate the experience of faith, spoke to their contemporaries in the
concrete images of the world at hand. The specific task of communicating
the gospel led them at once to the willingness to range through the world
and speak of God in terms of that world. There can be no question about
the meeting of Christianity and culture in the biblical witness to God's
work in Jesus Christ. [... J God does speak through his book, but that book
itself reveals that he also speaks elsewhere (Rice 1970, 2).
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Some Christian traditions have shown the high value placed on artistic
representations of the divine mystery and expressions of the relationship of the divine to
humankind. Other traditions (often the Reformed traditions) have expressed suspicion
and concern about art and its appropriateness or effectiveness in bearing witness to faith
(Reierson 1988,22-34). Regardless of the tradition, however, the power of art is
universally acknowledged in the Christian community.
More than mere decoration, art has been used to convey significantly the principal
truths of Christianity in the church, the gallery, the home and the public square.
Ironically, even in some of its attempts to deny it, the church acknowledges the power of
image, story, form, movement, colour, light, tonality, harmony, beauty, dissonance, story,
and poetry - all that makes up art in its tremendous variety. In fact, liturgy and the
sermon are art forms in and of themselves with undisputed importance for all those
wishing to celebrate God's presence and remember God's story. Those of us who preach,
therefore, have a particular interest and stake in the arts as we attempt weekly to embody
in word and sacrament the mystery of the incarnation and the promise of redemption for
those who gather in public worship.
Given this affinity for the arts, Charles Rice has suggested that the Church and the
arts community, as well as the preacher and the artist, are equally tasked with revealing
God's Word.
The church-as one can clearly see in liturgy and architecture-is
no
stranger to art, and those who preach have a particular stake in the arts.
Can we not assert that the Christ embodied in the sacramental community
continues to seek embodiment, and in unlikely forms? Can we doubt that
the arts might offer themselves, or be offered by a discerning interpreter,
as vehicles of God's Word revealed in Christ and present in the Holy
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Spirit? Is it not true that there are many artists who are unaware of their
roles as allies of the gospel? Aren't they our allies simply because what
we preach is the Word incarnate, a Word that is being interpreted to us in
every generation by the power of the Spirit? (Rice 1991,96)
For Rice, then, the unique contribution to religion that Christianity makes is that
of the Incarnation, God taking on human flesh. A principal task of the preacher is to
continue this incarnational activity by embodying that particular story through the use of
words, images and gestures such that hearts, minds and bodies will experience the
Incarnation over and over again. The artist's task is similar, attempting through the
creative process to embody truth, hope, despair, beauty, reconciliation, and
transformation in the medium that they have chosen, or have been chosen by God, to
work.
The vocations of the preacher and the artist are similar, R.E.C. Browne asserts,
both seeking to express the inexpressible and relying for this upon both discipline and
imagination. The church and its preachers live on the gifts of the imagination and for the
creative moment of illumination (Browne 1975, 15-18).

Principles of a New[er) Homiletic

The homiletic that derives from this is one that is based on the conversational paradigm
as outlined above, will seek involvement from a variety of conversation partners, most
specifically texts from scriptures, from the arts and from other expressions of human
activity, and will be a combination of narrative-driven and image-driven in an
imaginative, dynamic form. The principal dialogue within the conversation, which gives
the fonn and direction to the sermon, is that between the scriptural text and the arts text.
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Charles Rice sees this as an interplay of text and metaphor (Rice 1983, 10 1-109).
Rice suggests that there are a number of ways of doing this: setting up a dialogue
between scriptural text and metaphor, intentionally drawing parallels between them;
allowing text and metaphor to stand beside each other, interpreting each other without
explicit comment; simply reading the scriptural text and then allowing the metaphor to
stand alone in the sermon as an extended metaphor; and finally, in the African-American
tradition, using an extended metaphor from scripture alone.
Hoping to bridge the gap between the narrative approach and the image-driven
approach, Richard Eslinger recognizes the limits of story and the necessity of bringing
image into preaching, suggesting that images are necessary to effect human
transformation. He speaks of it as the interaction between logos (word or story) and icon
(picture or image) (Eslinger 1994b, 65-87). Story, he argues, is simply not able to
adequately encompass the wholeness of revelation. "Stories locate us within a
community, shaping us for better or worse as persons of virtue, but images are also
decisive for social and personal transformation: there can be no revelation unless the
imagination is converted" (Eslinger 1994b, 72).
What Ipropose is a homiletical method that involves a pluralistic conversation
beyond story that allows for the interplay of scriptural and non-scriptural texts,
sometimes text and metaphor, sometimes logos and icon, in a way that allows the two to
respect each other, test each other, and yield to each other within the "world of the
Gospel" when appropriate, such that the gospel may be proclaimed and lives may be
reframed. And now the testing of that.
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CHAPTERS
THE PROJECT: RATIONALE AND METHOD

"When I saw the camera set up in church, I knew something unusual was going on. When
you said that your sermon was being taped for your program in Chicago I got very
nervous for you. It wasn't your best sermon, you know. Too bad. "
A parishioner's "narthex comments "following a Sunday service during which the
sermon had been recorded for evaluation by faculty of the A CTS Doctor of Ministry
program my Advisor and my Congregational Project Group.

The Context

Eglinton 51. George's United Church, which I have served as the Preaching Minister for
almost nine years, is a large, comfortable congregation in mid-town Toronto. As stated in
the opening chapter, the congregation has 1100 members and is located in one of the
wealthiest parts of the country. By Canadian standards, it is a large congregation. While
larger and more affluent than most, it is representative of the ethos and theology of the
United Church of Canada. It is progressive with respect to social issues, liberal in
theology, and combines traditional and contemporary forms of worship on a regular
basis. The congregation is largely professional, well-educated and mostly of EuropeanCanadian descent. Only a few visible minorities are represented at this time. Members are
connected to community activities and are involved in leadership capacities in many civic
organizations. There is a high level of interest in the arts, literature, politics and current
affairs.
The congregation values the performing, visual and literary arts greatly. Its
members are sufficiently affluent and have enough leisure time to partake in the arts to a
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significant degree. Many of them are retired. Most in the congregation are well read,
attend concerts, theatre productions and the cinema regularly, appreciate the visual arts
and are conversant about contemporary culture and the entertainment arts. Many attend
symphony, ballet and opera as season's ticket holders. Some collect art while others
attend art shows frequently at private galleries and public institutions. They approach the
arts with intelligence and critical ability. In the main, they appreciate the arts with a high
degree of passion and commitment.'

They have not, however, exhibited a widely

developed ability to see the arts as an expression of their faith and rarely reflect
theologically, at least publicly, on the arts that they experience.
Nonetheless, members of the congregation have both a great appreciation for the
arts and are often passionate about them. In casual and formal conversations, I have come
to understand that this is beyond entertainment; their unspoken longings are often
expressed through the arts. When given an opportunity, their hopes and dreams are often
given voice when commenting on experiences in and with the arts. Reflection on the arts
has often been a way for me to engage in theological reflection with people. I have found
the arts to be an easy entry point that is often more comfortable than traditional
theological constructs and the Bible for discussions of both personal and social justice
issues. Their knowledge of the arts often gives them a higher sense of confidence and
competence in starting to express themselves theologically.

2 For a complete portrait of the congregation see Appendix A (preaching Questionnaire) and Appendix B
(Results of Preaching Questioonaire).
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The Arts in Preaching in Recent Years at Eglin ton St. George's

Over the last number of years, I have used the arts in a variety of ways in my preaching. I
have used the arts as illustrations and examples in sermons in a traditional manner. I
have, however, also used the arts as "texts" for sermon. In this regard, over the past three
years, I have preached a number of sermons based on popular books being read in the
congregation. These have included: Gilead: A Novel by Marilynne Robinson; The Kite
Runner by Khaled Hosseini; The Da Vinci Code by Dan Brown; A Complicated Kindness
by Miriam Toews; A Perfect Night to Go to China by David Gilmour; The No.1 Ladies'
Detective Agency by Alexander McCall Smith; Lovely Bones by Alice Sebold; and
Ironbound by Frank Parker Day.
In addition, I have developed a number of sermon series for Lent with sermons
based on current release films3 These sermons have been popular and well received and
have garnered some media attention from The Globe and Mail, Canada's national
newspaper:

and The United Church Observer (Sinclair 2005, 22-23). In addition, I have

used an opera (Richard Wagner's Die Walkiire), a stand-up comedian (Dame Edna: Back
With a Vengeance), episodes from television shows such as The Sopranos, Joan of
Arcadia and Six Feet Under, and an experience of a particular performance of an oratorio
(Messiah by G. F. Handel) as principal texts for sermons.
In each of the above cases, I chose scriptural passages to support and further
illustrate the main theological or ecclesiological points developed in the text from the arts

See Appendix C.
, See Appendix D.
3
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that I had chosen for a particular Sunday. At times, I placed the two texts in dialogue with
each other. More often I used scripture as a second source.

The Project Goal

Over the past two years, I have attempted to be more intentional about the theological
context, the hermeneutical principles and the conversational homiletical method used in
preaching sermons based on texts from the arts. My goal has been to place the arts texts
in conversation with texts from scriptures, stories from contemporary culture, the lived
experiences of members of the congregation, and my own personal faith and experience
in the hope that such would lead to deeper appreciation for the gospel and an increased
ability to engage in theological reflection both on the arts and in every day life by
members of the congregation. To test this, I chose five particular sermons to develop and
reflect on as case studies in the congregation with the help of a small group of
congregational members.

The Congregational Project Group

The method employed in this research involved a group from the congregation, the
Congregational Project Group (CPG), who were both consulted in the preparation of each
project sermon and who individually and collectively reflected on the sermon having
experienced it in worship. Over two years, this group consisted of six women and four
men, eight long-time members and two new members, 5 more "mature" members and

three younger members. This group fairly closely mirrored the demographic profile of
our worshipping congregation.'
The CPG was chosen with three factors in mind: the desire to be part of an ongoing study and reflection group; an expressed personal support for me in my Doctor of
Ministry Program; and an interest in and knowledge of the arts. The third was key to my
Learning Covenant as I explored using "texts" from the arts placed in dialogue with texts
from the Bible for preaching. The group's members included avid readers, a theatre
producer, a retired English teacher, a visual artist and her spouse, a significant patron of
the arts in Toronto. All appreciate contemporary cinema.
On five occasions between September 2006 and November 2007, the CPG met
ten days prior to the delivery of the sermon at hand to discuss the art text for the sermon,
to study biblical passages related to the themes in the text, to discuss the particular
pastoral and theological needs of the congregation and to explore possible sermon ideas.
They attended Sunday worship and then met after to review the videotape, reflecting on
the sermon as delivered. Each gathering began with a meal and general conversation. The
atmosphere was relaxed and congenial, often fun. The group regularly reviewed the
comments from my advisor, professors and my peer evaluators.
The Congregational Project Group served to be a good touchstone for the
congregation's

true experience of and participation in the arts. They helped with the

decisions regarding appropriateness of the choice of texts, both artistic and biblical, and
discussed the liturgical and secular calendar within which the church exists. We had both

s See Appendix B.
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generic discussions about our experience of the arts as it eitber reflects our faith, or
impacts upon it, and specific discussions about particular works of art. They sought out
the opinions of others in the congregation during the year about my sermons and reflected
on how people perceive botb art and sermons. I found them to be personally supportive,
theologically mature and belpful in tbe wbole process. I think that they too enjoyed the
process great! y.

The Sermons

For specific reflection and evaluation over the past two years, I cbose to use texts that
included: a piece of public sculpture in Chicago's Millennium Park (Anish Kapoor's
Cloud Gate); a new, prize-winning Canadian novel (The Wreckage by Micbael
Crummey); two popular, American, current-release films (Dreamgirls (2006) by director
Bill Condon and Hairspray (2007) directed by Adam Sbankman); and a piece of classic
theatre (Toronto's Soulpepper Theatre's production of Our Town by Tbornton Wilder)6
Interestingly, and somewhat accidentally, both of the films chosen as texts were musicals.
This was somewhat unfortunate, but had most to do witb tbe fact that the dates of the
sermons were prescribed by the ACTS program and the sermon texts were chosen to fit
the liturgical and secular calendar of the congregation. It sbould also be noted that these
five were not the only sermons that I preached during this period using an art form as
text, but were the ones that I chose to share with my Congregational Project Group, to
record and to reflect upon.

6

The five sermons are included in Appendix E.
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Methodology

The effectiveness of the sermons was principally evaluated by members of the
Congregational Project Group. That the CPG had been involved in the preparation of the
sermons no doubt influenced their opinions of them. I attempted to balance this by
recording comments received in the narthex following the particular worship services. In
addition to comments received from the CPG, I also received feedback from my thesis
advisor, The Rev. Dr. Lillian Daniel, various professors from the Association of Chicago
Theological Schools Doctor of Ministry in Preaching Program, and peer evaluators from
the program. It was my goal to measure the effectiveness of these sermons in conveying
the gospel message, their faithfulness in being informed by the "world of the gospel" and
their appreciation by and impact on members of the congregation through all of these
comments.
William Myers refers to this as the "Pro-Active Research Method," which is a
form of qualitative research engaged in by a researcher who is proactively working
toward some form oftransfonnation.

"In this method the researcher is passionately

involved with the practice being evaluated. In such research, narrative descriptions (case
studies) emerge in which researcher and participants are named as proactive participants
in the study [... I" (Myers 2000, 25).
I also wanted to test whether or not these sermons attract and hold new members
to the congregation through conversations with new members. To this end, I conducted
nine interviews with new members of the congregation and recorded their comments and
thoughts. Finally, I surveyed the congregation on my use of the arts in preaching to
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receive evaluative comments after almost nine years of increasingly using the arts as texts
for sermons. Myers acknowledges that such research done in the practice of ministry
primarily relies upon observation, interviewing, andjoumaling.

When the larger

community becomes engaged in such pro-active research, tools from the quantitative
research methods may be borrowed (Myers 2000,26). This was what I did by way of a
congregational survey with respect to their appreciation of the arts in preaching.
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CHAPTER 6.
PROJECT RESULTS

"I've been coming to church for years expecting 'something to happen. ' I've been
waiting for it to be relevant. I've been waiting for it to be meaningful. I've never given up
because I thought that, if J could hold on until J was elderly, J would simply catch up to
what church was like, and then, maybe then, it would be relevant to me. 1,frankly, am
still waiting, but I'm more hopeful recently. Something may be happening. But I'm not
sure. " A conversation with a 48-year old male member of the congregation who persists
in coming to worship, though it is not always meaningful to him.

The project results are indicated in three distinct areas: specific responses by the
Congregational Project Group and others to the five sermons selected for discussion;
interview comments from newcomers to the congregation regarding sermons based on
texts from the arts; and, the results of a congregational survey regarding the use of arts in
preaching.

Reflecting Glory: A Reflection on Cloud Gate

The first project sermon was preached September 17, 2006. Entitled "Reflecting Glory,"
the sermon used Anish Kapoor's large public sculpture Cloud Gate in Millennium Park
in downtown Chicago as a text. I experienced Kapoor's sculpture as aesthetically
pleasing, playful and challenging.

I was moved by my experience of seeing it and

interacting with it, and hoped tbat the congregation could have a similar experience. I was
sure that the art conveyed something that echoed my hopes and dreams for the church
and worship as the new church year began. With its polished stainless steel and
tremendous reflective capacity, it invited me into a sense of belonging and seemed
emblematic of God's claim on eacb of us and welcome of us (the constitutive axiom) and,
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at the same time, with its capturing of the cityscape and the clouds and sky, it was a
reminder that God's love extends well beyond us to the city, the world and all creation
(the prophetic axiom).
I found that the third chapter of II Corinthians 3, with its images of light, glory
and reflection, was a playful partner for textual dialogue. The CPG agreed that the
biblical text informed the artistic text and, likewise, was informed by it. They affirmed
my choice of both texts suggesting that the sculpture indeed revealed something of God
to them and also served to illuminate the scriptural text.
This was not an easy sermon to write. I suspect that this was largely because, in
the past, I have only used visual art as illustration, not as text. In addition, the arts that I
had previously employed as texts were narrative in nature. Films, plays and books are
narrative in nature; they use words. As such, they are similar to the biblical narrative and
to most of the texts that I normally preach on. The use of an image rather than a narrative
demanded a different approach, with different issues of intertextuality. A photograph of
the sculpture was printed on the front cover of the worship bulletin to help bridge that
gap.
The sermon met with only measured success; people were not sure how to
respond to it. The most frequent narthex comment was "interesting." I was personally
disappointed with it and felt that, despite the fact that it had the makings of a good
sermon, it fell short. Part of this sentiment may be due to the fact that very few in
attendance that morning had actually seen the sculpture. The picture of it on the Church
Bulletin may not have been enough to allow them to experience the art as I had
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experienced it. (This may account for the fact that the faculty member who evaluated the
sermon, Clare Nolan, a long-time resident of Chicago, and lover of the sculpture, very
much appreciated the sermon and had little difficulty in understanding its impact on me.)
A year and a half later, however, it is a sermon that is frequently referred to in the
congregation and perhaps had a more profound effect than I had at first realized. On
several occasions in the past year, people have told me of visual art that they have
experienced and suggested that it would make a good sermon, specifically reminding me
of my sermon on "the Chicago bean." Most notably, a group from the congregation saw a
ceramic exhibit in a local art museum and suggested that there was "sermon material
there". When I questioned them, I discovered that, as they toured the exhibit, they felt
their experience of life was being named, the presence of God was being felt and that a
"gap" between them and God was being bridged. That is good theological reflection.
One CPG member commented that the sermon, with its emphasis on belonging,
affirmed her greatly in her membership both in this particular congregation and in the
Christian faith. A member of the congregation brought up additional texts indicating that
the story of Moses at Sinai came to his mind during the sermon. That a sermon provokes
such thinking is important.

Remembering

Well: A Reflection on rite Wreckage

On the Sunday closest to Remembrance Day (formerly Armistice Day), which yearly
falls on November 11th, our congregation observes a memorial ritual remembering those
who have been killed in military service. The sermon for the day is usually topical and
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most often about the divine imperative towards peace. I often find it difficult to balance
the gospel imperative for peace and the need to honour the efforts during war to attain
peace. The demand of the day is both pastoral and prophetic.
I advised the CPG that I would be preaching on a book and let them know ahead
of time that the book would be The Wreckage by Canadian author Michael Crummy.
Published in 2005, this book was a Canadian bestseller and has been read by many book
clubs in Toronto. A member of the congregation had previously recommended it to me as
a potential book for Remembrance Day.
The Wreckage is an extremely well-written historical novel beginning in 1940 and
ending in 1994. It follows the lives of two characters that meet at the outset of the Second
World War, fall in love, are separated by the war, and are reunited a half-century later.
Each character sacrifices much due to the war. The biblical image that I began to work
with was that of sacrifice and gradually the story of Abraham and the sacrifice ofIsaac
(Genesis 22: 1-19) came into play. My exegetical research led me to understand that the
story most likely grew out of a transitional period in Israel's theology of sacrifice. From
that perspective, I be came more comfortable with the story being about Abraham's
misunderstanding

of duty and call and God's intervention to set him right. The arts text

and the scriptural text mutually critiqued each other, as they should in a correlative,
mutual conversation.
About half of the CPG had already read the book. Two others were in the process
of reading it. Some had not read it at all. This proved to be helpful since many in the
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congregation had not read the book prior to the worship service (although, I was
surprised at the number of people who told me afterwards that they had read it).
The sermon met with high acclaim, higher than I would have anticipated. Many
people indicated that they had liked the book greatly, but had not had a chance to reflect
on it theologically and appreciated my attempt. Several of them indicated that they
wanted to read the book again. Others indicated that they were pleased with my new
insights into the Genesis passage. One Jewish woman, who attends worship occasionally,
embraced me warmly, thanking me for the first interpretation of the biblical text that
made sense to her. She commented that the story from the novel revealed something for
her about the story in the Bible.
Many who had not read the book yet indicated that they would do so as soon as
possible. A common response from those close to me in the congregation was that I had
balanced well my desire to preach on peace and understanding while not diminishing the
memories of those who had died in war.
Three issues were raised with this sermon, particularly related to the interweaving
of two narratives. The first issue was the amount of time spent retelling the story from the
novel. Some felt it was too much, others felt just right. This is always a difficult decision
in choosing how much of the text to reveal and how much to be left unsaid. A second
issue raised was the decision to not reveal the end of the story in the sermon, both by
some members of the congregation and my project advisor. This is a dilemma that
happens regularly in preaching this genre of sermon. My CPG agreed with my decision,
feeling that my point had been successfully made and that those who would choose to
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read the novel following the sermon should be allowed to experience it fully for
themselves. I can imagine occasions where the end of the story is critical to the point of
the story as "text," and a "spoiler alert" may need to be given; I don't believe that this
was the case with respect to this sermon.
A third issue raised was the use of what grammarians refer to as the
literarylhistorical

present tense when re-telling the story chosen as "text." I chose (and do

so regularly) to follow the academic convention of using historical present tense rather
than the past tense, recognizing that the work of fiction exists in a timeless world. I think
that this honours the movement of the story and creates a certain amount of dramatic
tension. An opinion was expressed that this distanced the story from the listener, but
again, my CPG disagreed, feeling that it actually involved them in the story more than the
use of the past tense would have. This is obviously a point of individual taste, but
discussion of it was helpful and important in the use of fiction as text.

Failure vs, Success: A Reflection on Dreamgirls

Film represents a particularly effective medium for providing an experience of otherness,
transcendence and mystery (Martin and Ostwalt 1995, 155). The particular medium of
film is highly popular, accessible, and affordable in our culture (pungente and Williams
2004, 14). It is a medium that is particularly popular with a large proportion of the
congregation of Eglinton St. George's. Over the years, I have found that Reel Theology,
an annual series of five sermons on current release films, has both inspired people with
respect to their faith and begun to train members of the congregation in theological
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reflection. After six or seven years, the congregation's

comments have gained a much

higher degree of theological sophistication.
Dreamgirls by Bill Condon was chosen to be part of the 2007 series because of its
high entertainment value and my sheer pleasure in watching it, but also for both the
political and personal messages of the film. All but two in the CPG had already seen the
movie. By the time of the sermon, all of them had viewed it. Almost everyone in the
worshipping congregation had seen the film by the time of the sermon as well.
As I explored stories, images and ideas from the film, I began to reflect on life,
loss and success. The various moments when Jesus calls his followers to true discipleship
came to mind. Willie these passages most usually engender sermons on "the cost of
discipleship," the comments on forfeiting one's life for the sake of success in the world
became particularly relevant. They seemed to coincide with my understanding of the
filmmaker's intent and the stories that he conveyed. The film and its theme were both
personal and political in nature. They reflected God's love for individuals as well as
God's call for justice in the world, constitutive and prophetic claims on our faith.
In constructing the sermon, I followed my usual sermonic pattern of first naming
a contemporary situation that called for a gospel response; looking at the gospel response
(this time found in the movie); seeking an illustration for that gospel by way of a parallel
in the scriptures; and then issuing a gospel imperative for the Christian community. Of
course, it is more usually the case to use the film as either an expression of the
contemporary situation or as an illustration for the gospel response. I, however, continue
to suggest that the gospel is actually found within the art and that it finds parallel in the
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scriptures (rather than as illustration for the scripture). In the end, I was satisfied that the
gospel lived and lives in this particular film. The particular gospel in this film was both
personal (about personal growth and challenge encountered while dreams are pursued)
and political (about systemic racism limiting the aspirations of many, both in the era of
the film and today).
The sermon met with a very favourable response, perhaps higher than it deserved
and than I expected. Most in attendance had seen the film and indicated that they had
liked it (though some said that they would need to see it again, because they had not seen
the political background as clearly as I suggested). One person commented that I told the
story much the way Jesus told parables and "that those with ears will hear and others will
think it is just entertainment."

The group concluded its comments saying "we are learning

to appreciate that God is speaking to us through art."
Following these first three sermons, the CPG wrote,
"Rob has had considerable success in moving theological reflection to
everyday life. He [has] used the arts to demonstrate that God's love and
gospel messages can be all around us ... He also successfully moved the
work of art to a position of conversation/dialogue/equality with the Bible
passage. Interestingly, the question of whether the work ofart and the
scripture reading should have equal weight and attention, was met with the
answer that it would depend on the relative power of the bible text and the
artistic expression in each case."

Shake it Up: A Reflection on Hairspray

Adam Shankman's

remake of John Waters' 1988 film Hairspray was the text chosen for

the fourth sermon in this project. Shankman created a film version of the 2002 Broadway
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musical version of Waters' film. The particular theme of this film was racial integration
in a Baltimore television station in 1962. The Broadway musical version was extremely
successful and the film version is even more accessible, maintaining its humour and
general playfulness.
The movie is very much a feel-good film. I found myself smiling throughout it.
What caused me to pause about it was that it is a film about a serious social justice issue,
illustrating the possibility of social transformation, yet still made me feel positive,
hopeful and empowered to be about social transformation. Rarely do "issue" films (or
"issue" sermons) allow me to have that feeling without the feeling of guilt and the
implied burden of responsibility for personally ushering in the Reign of God. For this
reason, I thought it a good entree into a social justice topic.
I found it relatively easy to choose appropriate biblical texts. Several texts related
to inclusion of the outcast, of social reorganization and the divine injunction towards
inclusivity came to mind. I avoided narrative texts (I thought one story text to be
enough), and eventually settled on Ephesians 2:11-22 as my principal text as a dialogue
partner for the film and Deuteronomy

10:12-22 as a supportive text.

The Congregational Project Group had an interesting discussion about the
principalities and powers represented largely by parents, police, the television station
management and the fundamentalist mother of one of the characters in the film despite its
light and breezy character. This highlighted the prophetic nature of the text.
In constructing the sermon, I chose to name a current, local situation, introduce
the text (the film), illustrate it with parallel texts (this time from scripture) and then tried
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to return to the situation refreshed and enlightened by the text. This Tillichian method is
one that is comfortable for me. I chose not to explain what I was doing; I chose not to talk
about film in general, the nature of film, or film as a revelation of God's activity in the
world. Instead, I chose to simply use it as a text, to exegete it and to interpret it for the
gathered church in an inductive manner.
The sermon was very popular among congregation members, particularly the
youth, more of whom were in attendance than is usual. Their responses, and those of
many others, were very positive. People commented that they enjoyed the sermon,
finding it interesting, and agreeing with me that it was a "feel-good" film but now
thought it had more import and depth. It had a strong prophetic call while engendering a
sense of belonging and hopefulness.
The CPG, my project advisor, and a member of the ACTS D. Min. in Preaching
faculty, Professor Charles Campbell, however, all wanted it to go deeper and deal with
the tougher issues. This echoed my personal disappointment with the sermon. Despite the
fact that it had the makings of a good sermon, it fell short. This falling short had much to
do with a kind of "failure to launch" as it simply petered out rather than rose to a
crescendo with both a call to action and an affirmation of our faith. It raised the question
of how much finishing of a sermon the preacher should do and how much is
appropriately left for the hearers of the sermon.
The sermon was presented "in the round" with the congregation sitting essentially
in a circle around the altar. This interestingly highlighted the conversational nature of the
preaching endeavour and was commented on by many people. As indicated above,
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concerns were raised that the sermon did not "finish." Perhaps the conversational nature
of this method of preaching means that there is an increased capacity and requirement for
the conversation to continue following the sermon.

The Measure of our Days: A Reflection on Our Town

I have used portions of the third act of Our Town as illustrative material in previous
sermons, but I chose to preach on its entirety as a text, thus honouring Thornton Wilder's
own comments about the play. Of this play, Wilder said, "Our Town is not offered as a
picture of life in a New Hampshire village; or as a speculation about the conditions of life
after death (that element I merely took from Dante's Purgatory). It is an attempt to find a
value above all price for the smallest events in our daily life" (Wilder 1957 xii).
In choosing a scripture partner for the dialogue, I first looked at the book of
Revelation, particularly the 21st chapter. In the end, I felt that it did not honour the totality
of the play. From that, I moved to the closing verses of Ecclesiastes (Eccl. 12:1-8), with
its poetic look at the closing days of human life, much of it echoing the word pictures of
everyday life and death found in Wilder's script. While I did, in fact, use it as a first
reading, its cynicism did not make it an ideal dialogue partner. I moved from it to the
three short parables in Matthew, particularly that of the hidden treasures and the pearl of
great value (Mt 13:36-43) intending to reflect on the often unseen, or hidden nature of
God's grace and the call for us to be more aware in daily life.
The CPG affirmed me in my choice of play, but less so with respect to the biblical
texts. The discussion was helpful in moving me away from the parables as I could see
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that it did not seem to be equal in weight to the play itself. It was during the writing
process that I thought of searching for a domestic scene in the gospels and the Bethany
scene of Jesus' encounter with Mary and Martha (Lk 10:38-42) seemed highly
appropriate. Bethany and Grover's Comers seemed somehow equivalent.
In constructing the sermon, I chose to follow my usual pattern of naming a
situation, introducing the text (this time, a play), illustrating it with a parallel text (from
scripture) and then trying to return to the situation refreshed and enlightened by the text.
I normally look for a personal story, a current event or something in popular
culture to open my sermons as another "conversation partner" in the homiletic enterprise.
I rarely start explicitly with the text, rather I choose something that will point towards the
text and then demand an answering theology. I nonetheless debated for some time
whether to simply begin with a synopsis of Our Town, or my experience of it as a
production, or search for something else as an opening. In the end, I chose to open with
the segment from the daytime television show, Oprah, featuring Dr. Randy Pausch. Both
my thesis and faculty advisors, as well as several members of the CPG, thought that the
use of Oprah might have introduced one too many images. It, perhaps, did pique interest
and engaged some people who might not have otherwise been engaged.
The other large issue of debate for the CPG was the use of the hymn, Blest be the
tie that binds, during the sermon. It was an attempt to echo the form ofthe "text" in the
form of the sermon. As well, it brought music in as another "conversation partner." This
met with only mixed reviews. At least two members of the CPG felt it highly successful
and helped them appropriate the sermon (two others felt equally adamant that it didn't
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work, while the rest were neutral about it). My advisor felt that overall it added to the
sermon. My ACTS D. Min in preaching Professor, David Bartlett, felt that it was "a
masterpiece" which "brightened his day" and "caused him to reflect on his own mortality
and his own faith."
The sermon was extremely popular among congregation members. Many people
commented that they were moved by the sermon, found it interesting and some indicated
that it was personally very timely for them. Three people relayed personal stories to me
later in the week focussing particularly on the loss ofloved ones and the grieving process
that they had been through. One person called to ask for help with a vocational question,
saying that the sermon had provoked the call.
I undertook a congregational survey at the end of this particular service and
received comments on this sermon. Overall it was extremely well received.' It
overwhelmingly

maintained the interest of the congregation (91 %) and was considered

both inspirational and intelligible by the vast majority (81 % and 85% respectively). It
also gave people something new to think about (79%). While many people said that it
could lead them to a deeper faith and would cause them to want to learn and know more
about God than not (53% and 44%), these reactions were more mixed than I had hoped
for. Still, many people in the congregation said that the sermon would lead them to
wonder about the faith message in other plays (48%) and helped them think about faith in
a new way (52%), thus encouraging me in the pursuit of increased capacity for
theological reflection.

1 See

Appendix B, Questions 26-41.
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Interviews with New Members

Late in the fall of2007, I interviewed nine newcomers to the congregation. Four of these
have formally joined the congregation, while five are still adherents (regular attenders
who have not formally joined the church). All of them have been coming to worship at
Eglinton 51. George's for fewer than four years. They range in age from 22 to 61, with
four being male and five female. These were highly subjective conversations with the
respondents knowing of my keen interest in the arts and in sermons using the arts. The
interviews were informal and not scientific, more pastoral occasions than rigorous
research interviews. Nonetheless, the high degree of consistency among them both gave
me some insights into this form of preaching and indicated that sermons on the arts
attract at least some newcomers to the church.
The following five questions shaped the interviews:
Do you appreciate sermons on the arts, including sermons on films, books, plays, music
and the visual arts?
Have they attracted yOIl to this congregation and do they encourage you to affiliate with
the church and with the Christian faith?
What is it that you appreciate (or not) about them?
Which art forms are most appealing to you for use in sermons?
Do these sermons help you in your daily life?

Without exception, all nine respondents strongly affirmed sermons on the arts,
with most of them particularly expressing appreciation for sermons using films as texts.
Three of them indicated that they had come to this church hecause of the Reel Theology

series, one by invitation, one by word of mouth and one as a result ofa newspaper article
about the series. While none of them thought that they would quit coming to the church if
there were no sermons on the arts, five of them indicated that they would miss them
greatly. The other four were more neutral to them.
They had a variety of different reasons for appreciating arts sermons and what it
was that they appreciated about them. Most commonly, phrases like "they are relevant,
interesting" and "I can relate to them" were expressed. Comments were made about
particular sermons that had touched them or reminded them of some important value or
sentiment. They all expressed the feeling that God was speaking to them and others in a
variety of ways and that God's message was often clearer in films, plays and novels than
in "normal" sermons. They not only appreciated the idea that God speaks in other venues
than the Bible but hold it deeply as a belief.
Interestingly, however, five of them indicated that sermons on the arts actually
made them more interested rather than less interested in the Bible. They all, to varying
degrees, suggested that they were suspicious of church, preachers and religion, but found
that my conversational style and approach was helpful. They meant this quite literally,
with respect to the manner in which) speak, and the church often in the round, but I think
it also applies to my theology of conversation.
Three of them expressed that when they attend the cinema or a play now they
often wonder about it as a possible sermon text. Most specifically they ask themselves,
"What would Rob do with this?" I understand this as an initial question in the theological
reflection process. They still did not initiate discussion about the deeper issues of God,
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sin, forgiveness, grace, estrangement and so on that I had hoped might be expressed but,
when prompted, they engaged in such fairly easily, especially in the context of works of
art.
With respect to favourite art forms, film was consistently the first, with novels
coming second. The other art forms were mixed in response. Two people added
television programs while one suggested that I should "be able to get a sermon out of the
tabloids" if I wanted to. (Interestingly, Kevin Vanhoozer has suggested that a variety of
cultural phenomena, such as the music of Em inem, the application of the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, the Blogosphere and contemporary funerals, could be
considered cultural texts for doing theology (Vanhoozer et al. 2007, 15-60). I would
suggest that they may equally be interesting as texts for preaching.) Each conversation
ended with an affirmation for continuing such sermons.

Congregational Survey Results

On October 28, 2007, the congregation was invited to respond to a Preaching
Questionnaire regarding the arts and preaching.! The survey instrument was handed out
at the end of the service, just prior to the singing of the final hymn. Of the approximately
320 people in worship that morning, 262 submitted completed questionnaires. A number
of younger parents did not participate, opting instead to gather children from Church
School rather than waiting for the service to end. Nonetheless, the survey is largely
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See Appendix A.

representative of the regular worshipping congregation, though slightly older and with
women slightly over-represented.
The two-thirds of those who completed the survey were women, while one-third
were men. Ten percent of the sample were under 40 years of age, 29% between 40 and
60, and 61 % were over 60. Three-quarters of those who responded were members, 10%
were visitors and the rest were adherents of the congregation. Forty percent have come to
the congregation in the last 10 years (during my ministry) while 60% are long-term
members of the congregation. The length of membership co-relates very closely with the
age of the members: the older members tend to be the ones who have been in the
congregation longer, thus suggesting that most new members attracted in the last ten
years are younger."
Over 80% of those surveyed attend worship very regularly. Slightly over 60%
describe themselves as "liberal Christians," while 27% describe themselves as
"traditional Christians." Again, this closely correlates to both age and length of time in
the congregation. The older, more established members tend to describe themselves
somewhat more in terms of being "traditional Christians." The congregation believes that
God speaks to them mostly through Sunday morning worship and through nature, only
secondarily through personal prayer and the voices of other people. Scripture and the arts
are almost exactly equal and follow significantly behind worship, nature, prayer and other
people. Most in the congregation (59%) believe the Bible to be a "collection of
inspirational human-made writings." Only 3% believe them to be the "inerrant Word of
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See Appendix B, Questions

1-6.
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God." One-third of the congregation believe the Bible to be the "inspired Word of
God."'O
With respect to participation with the arts, 77% of the congregation frequently
watch films, with the same number avidly or occasionally reading fiction. About 75%
attend live theatre on a regular basis. Just over 68% attend the performing arts with some
regularity. Ninety-four percent appreciate or love the fine arts. Without a comparison
from the society at large, it is difficult to analyze these participation rates objectively, but
anecdotally it feels like, for an older congregation, they appreciate film more than one
might expect, given the amount of discretionary time they have as retired people, they
read a great deal, and given their relative affluence, they are able to participate in the
performing arts with more regularity than others."
Preaching is highly valued in this congregation, with 93% expressing strong
agreement with respect to its importance. Most people come to worship, and to this
church particularly, for the sermon. It is widely felt that sermons should employ
contemporary language, and do not necessarily have to be primarily about the Bible.
They need to help people think more deeply about life and know and understand God
better. They also hope that sermons will help them live better lives.'2
Regarding the use of arts in preaching, 83% believe that sermons on the arts
belong in worship. Seventy percent acknowledge that sermons on the arts lead them to
deeper understandings of faith as well as making the Bible more relevant. They are also

See Appendix B, Questions 7-10.
" See Appendix B, Questions 11-15.
11 See Appendix B, Questions 16-25.
10

helpful to 72% of the congregation in asking deeper questions about their experience of

Of the art forms suggested, the most popular medium for preaching in this
congregation is decidedly film, followed by theatre, then fiction. Television and the
performing arts virtually tie for fourth place with visual art and the performing arts
significantly farther behind. Interestingly, these do not follow directly from their
participation rates in these particular arts, but may follow from their experience of them
having been used in preaching.

I'

The written comments attached to the survey were overwhelmingly supportive
both of particular sermons and this homiletical concept. In narrative form, they echoed
the statistical sentiments and appreciation for sermons on the arts. While many of them
offered congratulations

and encouragement in this style of preaching and some were in

the realm of narthex comments such as "interesting" or "relevant," others moved more
deeply into issues of faith, meaning and God. These included remarks like:
The use of arts is a way of bridging our life and God. Contemporary
messaging and faith brings more of my senses into play and therefore
deepens my interpretation and the meaning inherent in your sermons.
Art can succeed in touching the universal, so can sermons. To the extent
that they come together, I salute your efforts. Unfortunately, the arts can
also be used in place of a good sermon. I am not here to be entertained.
You (Robert) understand what I mean.
The arts as a vehicle to deliver deeper messages about God and faith is
extremely effective. It is crucial that people are able to relate these
challenging concepts within the context of daily life.

Il
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See Appendix B, Questions 42-47.
See Appendix B, Question 48.

[The] arts seem like a modem/new way to connect me and others and our
current lives and issues to God. They are the new stories, relevant and
important in our lives.
Of course, there was also:
I chose this church based on the preaching of Dr. MacQueen [Senior
Minister at the former St. George's United Church from 1964 to 1980].
More sermons like his based on the Bible would be appreciated [!]
The results of the congregational survey, the interviews with new members and
the reflections by members of the Congregational Project Group are not unambiguous,
but suggest that preaching on texts from the arts is not only valid, but is helpful at both
inspiring and edifying the worshipping community. There are a number of other benefits,
however, that are extremely difficult to measure. On Sundays during the annual series of
films on current release movies, I regularly hear comments like "18 of20 people in the
cinema last night were from the church. I didn't know all of them but I recognized them
and it was great to talk about what you might be preaching on from this movie." It is
difficult to foster church community in a large, metropolitan area, especially outside the
traditional church programs and buildings. Sermons on the arts seem to help assist in this
task.
Equally, it is difficult to foster inter-generational relationships. I regularly hear
that my "movie sermons" build bridges among the generations and within families foster
conversation. The one year that I did not do an "Oscar series" the largest number of
complaints came from seniors as they expressed dismay that they would not know what
films to see and would not be able to engage their children and grand-children in
conversation about films that they, too, might be seeing.

Our film nights in the church have steadily grown, and double in size when the
congregation knows that a film will be preached on after it is shown in the church. A
diverse crowd gathers, and often includes members from other churches. It is a welcome
and easy opportunity for "gentle" evangelism. Equally, interest continues to grow in
contemporary Canadian fiction, fiction that is of particular interest to me. I have been
interviewed several times on local media about books, offering commentaries and
reviews and engaging in panel discussions. This highlights both our particular
congregation and brings a faith perspective to a largely secular world. Again, I think that
this is evangelism at its best.
And best of all, our neighbouring churches have begun to imitate our
programming, suggesting that something that we are doing is working. Of course, the
large, more conservative neighbouring church treats us with suspicion, and that is just
fine.

CHAPTER 7.
EV ALVA TION, CONCERNS AND SIGNFICANCE FOR PREACHING
"Who are you?" said the Caterpillar ....
"I - I hardly know, Sir.just at present, "Alice replied rather shyly,
"at least I know who I was when I got up this morning,
but J think I must have been changed several times since then. "
Lewis Carroll
Alice's Adventures in Wonderland, Chapter 5/5

Harry Emerson Fosdick, in his landmark 1928 essay, What Is the Matter with
Preaching?, decries mediocrity in preaching. Mediocre sermons are uninteresting and
"No one who has any business to preach at all need preach uninteresting sermons"
(Fosdick 2004, 8). Too many preachers, he says "[proceed] still upon the idea that folk
come to church desperately anxious to discover what happened to the Jebusites" (Fosdick
2004,10).
In what he calls his "project method," the ultimate goal in preaching is both to be
interesting and to be "constructively helpful" (Fosdick 2004, 14). Such a goal begins, but
does not stop in Scripture:
What all the great writers of Scripture, however, were interested in was
human living, and the modern preacher who honors them should star! with
that, should clearly visualize some real need, perplexity, sin or desire in
his auditors, and then should throw on the problem all the light he can find
in the Scripture or anywhere else. No matter what one's theory about the
Bible is, this is the effective approach to preaching. The Bible is a
searchlight, not so much intended to be looked at as to be thrown upon a
shadowed spot. [... ] A wise preacher can so build his sermon that it will
be, not a dogmatic monologue, but a cooperative dialogue in which all
sorts of things in the minds of the congregation - objections, questions,
doubts, and confirmations - will be brought to the front and fairly dealt
with [... and] a true preacher is creative. He does more than discuss a

" http://www. worldwideschool.org/librarylbooks/youth/alice/
accessed February 4,2008.

AlicesAdventuresin Wonderland/chapS .htrnl
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subject; he produces the thing itself in the people who hear it (Fosdick
2004, 10, 13,16).
In this thesis I have attempted to make a case for preaching that is interesting,
helpful and faithful. I have rooted this approach in a "reframing" theology largely based
on the Revisionist school of post-modem theology, with a hermeneutic derived from the
"world of the Gospel" (indicated by two axioms, that of God's love for us and God's love
for the world), and a homiletic based on a pluralistic conversation involving texts from
the arts, texts from scripture, experiences from the preacher's life, and from the life of the
world around us.
This approach, as Fosdick shows us, is not a new goal, nor is it a completely new
method. Fosdick's theology foreshadows the post-modem era with its suspicion of
scripture and the subjectivity of interpretation involved in the meeting of texts, and his
noting that both the Bible and other texts may "throw light" on the human condition. He
is suggesting "a cooperative dialogue," which could easily be developed into what I call
"a pluralistic conversation." This conversation will be guided by axioms derived from
scripture, "a searchlight" shining upon the questions of human existence. And such an
approach will be necessarily inductive and will produce a moment of meaning, an event
in the hearing of it.
I have argued that texts from the arts are helpful partners in such a conversation.
They, at their best, lift up questions of human existence and reveal God's hopes for all
creation. They honour the desire for truth and meaning that occupy all human beings
regardless of their citizenship in modernity or post-modernity.

They play well with

scripture, whether narrative in nature or not, as partners in creative dialogue.

Some concerns (beyond those who simply argue for the primacy, or even
exclusivity, of scripture) have been raised about the use of the arts in preaching. Most
notable may be Richard Eslinger, who has expressed caution regarding the interplay of
two narratives in the same sermon (Eslinger 1996, 57-59). He fears that the hearers will
be like "the homiletic equivalent of spectators at a tennis match. They all look this way,
and then that way, and then this way again. Tennis fans may be able to handle such a shift
of attention, but the average congregation cannot sustain frequent changes in point of
view" (Eslinger 1996, 58). In my experience, Eslinger is underestimating both the
intelligence and the experience of contemporary churchgoers. My research has indicated
that people probably spend more time in movies, in theatre and watching television than
they do listening to sermons and have developed abilities and sensitivities from the arts.
Parallel stories, eavesdropping on conversations, flashbacks and multiple stories moving
towards an ultimate conclusion are common in the arts and must become normal in
sermons.
Eslinger also raises concems about the use of arts, particularly film, suggesting
that the generational divides within congregation make it difficult to find what I would
call "texts" that are suitable to all (Eslinger 1996, 123). Again, my research indicates that
that is rarely the case and, in fact, older members of the congregation have frequently
expressed gratitude for such sermons "keeping them young and in touch with their
grandchildren. "
In addition, Eslinger expresses that cultural myths existing in film may be
inappropriately conveyed in sermons. Again, using "the world of the Gospel" as a test for
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any text, scriptural or non-scriptural invites any text into the conversation. The
searchlight of the Gospel may in fact reveal that myth and thus help the congregation in
its countering of it. This concern is echoed by Brian Godawa, a conservative Christian,
who is highly suspicious of the sermonic use offilm (and perhaps the other arts). His
concern is fundamentally to help viewers uncover what he considers the faulty worldviews present in most movies. He is largely of the "Christ against culture" viewpoint,
stressing that films are most often to be preached against (Godawa, Hollywood
Woridviews, 177-82). The same is true for Margaret Miles, even though both her
theological starting point and her methodological means are completely different from
Godawa's. Miles operates from a liberal theological perspective, and is concerned with
the values presented and reinforced by popular films related to race, gender, class, and a
tendency to view religious experience either sceptically or too much from a Christiancentric perspective. She also finds more to be concerned about than to embrace in the use
of film (Miles 1996,21-25).

Again, when placed in conversation and guided by "the

world of the Gospel" hermeneutic, I think she underestimates both preacher and
parishioner.
My research has shown that films, plays, novels, the visual arts, and just about
any other art form that is appreciated by members of a congregation, will be appreciated
as valuable texts for preaching by many people in a modem/post-modem

congregation. I

have learned, however, that that appreciation will not be universal and may be somewhat
dependent upon the particular appreciation a listener has with the art in question. The text
should be treated with integrity, much as we would treat a scriptural text, valuing its
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genesis, and honouring its intent. And in it, may be found the world of the gospel. And
from it may be great teaching, great persuading and certainly, much delighting.
Over the past three years I have had the tremendous opportunity to reflect on
preaching in general and my preaching in particular. I have recognized that while
sermons based in the arts are helpful, they are not sufficient. They need to be one of a
variety of styles of preaching that will attract and inspire church members. In these years
I have been challenged to renew the theoretical foundations of my preaching and to
recognize the evolution of preaching towards a post-modem homiletic. I have been
afforded the tremendous opportunity of studying the art of preaching with some of the
greatest homileticians working today, thanks to the ACTS program. Faculty and student
colleagues alike have rekindled in me the desire to keep the Word of God fresh and alive
and have allowed me to risk trying new methods. [ have had tremendous reflective
discussions with committed lay people and have a deeper appreciation of what feeds
them in a sermon, and what helps them in their quest for spiritual depth.
Equally, I have learned that the church needs and deserves a rich variety of
preaching, preaching that tells the story in traditional ways and with traditional language,
preaching that tells the story in new ways with unusual, even shocking language. I have
been reminded that, while important, the sermon is not the Word of God. The Word of
God will exist and persist regardless of the preacher's success or failure. And in that is
grace. Nonetheless, ours is to continue to teach, to persuade and to delight.

Barrie Shepherd offers a poem to teach, to persuade, but mostly to delight:

State of the Art

Docere, delectare, flectere,
to teach, delight persuade ...
the threefold task
of each and every preacheror so said Hippo's episcopos,
the magisterial Augustine.
Today we have our teachers,
making points to prove the ways of God
are not all that unreasonable after all.
The movers are still with us too,
battering Bibles, pulpits,
and their congregations' souls
with brutal bleak denunciations
of the wandering ways of humankind.
But where are those who can delight,
can wield the wide, wild, rainbow palette
of creation to portray those bright scenarios
may yet evoke a reborn glimpse of glory,
wonder, tears too, a sudden holy laughter,
yes and even - now and then some sheer astonishment?
(Shepherd 2006, 3-4)

ApPENDIX A - ANSWERS TO PREACmNG QUESTIONNAlRE

Robert Oliphant, Doctor of Ministry Candidate
Chicago Theological Seminary
Please do not sign your name.
About you:
Please supply the following information:
I.

What is your gender?
a) 86 Male b) 174 Female

2.

What is your age?
a)
b)
c)
d)

Under 20
20-29
30-39
40-49
e) 50-59
60-69
g) over 69

o

2
4
18
30
47
54
106

About you and the church:
Please check the most appropriate line:
3.

How would you describe your relationship with this congregation?
a) Member (officially joined)
b) Adherent (in regular attendance)
c) Visitor (very occasional attendance)

4.

186
47
27

How long have you been attending this congregation (or its predecessors)?
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

under I year
from 1-5 years
from 6-10 years
from II -20 years
over 20 years

25
50
27
44
III

5.

How often do you attend worship here?
a)
b)
c)
d)

6.

Most Sundays
About half the time
Once a month
Less than once a month

160
54
15
28

Do you often attend worship elsewhere?
a) Yes
b) No

40
220

Your theological thoughts:
7.

Theologically, I would describe myself as (even not knowing exactly what these
mean, check the one that sounds closest to the best description of you):
a) a liberal Christian
b) a traditional Christian
c) a conservative Christian
d) a fundamentalist Christian
e) an agnostic
f) an atheist
g) other

8.

155
68
19
0
6
2
6

I believe that God communicates to us (check as many as apply):
Yes/No/No Answer
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

through
through
through
through
through
f) through

9.

scripture
the voices of people
nature
the arts
personal prayer
Sunday morning worship

162/95/5
186/71/5

206149/5
142/114/6
185172/5
209148/5

I believe that the Bible is (check only one):
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

the inerrant Word of God
the inspired Word of God
a collection of inspirational human-made writings
an archaic set of fables and stories
N/A

9
87
151
6
9

10.

I come to worship primarily (check only one):
119

a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

to be inspired
to receive guidance
to learn
to celebrate
to see or make friends
f) topray
N/A

33
25
18

3
10
54

About you and the arts:
II.

How often do you watch films (on television, rented or in a (
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

More than once a week
About weekly
About monthly
A few times a year
Seldom
f) Never
N/A

12.

24

2
3

How often do you attend live theatre?
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)

f)

More than once a week
About weekly
About monthly
A few times a year
Seldom
Never

WA
13.

52
73
76
32

I
7

64
119
62
6
3

I would describe myself as:
a) an avid reader of fiction
b) an occasional reader of fiction
c) one who doesn't read much fiction
d) one who would read fiction ifI could find the time
N/A

14.

I attend anyone of the performing arts (Symphony, "classical" concerts, the
Ballet or the Opera):
a)
h)
c)
d)
e)
f)

More than once a week
About weekly
About monthly
A few times a year
Seldom
Never

~A
15.

6
10
49
III

66
17

3

Iwould describe myself as:
a) a lover of fine (visual) arts
b) appreciative of fine (visual) arts
c) ambivalent to [me (visual) art
d) disinterested in fine (visual) art
N/A

Your thoughts about preaching

75
172

9
4
2

in general:

Please indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements.
Indicate your answers according to the following scale:
Circle I Strongly Agree
2 Agree
3 Uncertain
4 Disagree
5 Strongly Disagree

16.
Hearing a good sermon within worship is
important to me.
The primary reason Icome to church is to hear
17.
the sermon.
18.
Ichose this church because of the quality of the
preaching.
19.
Preaching should be primarily about the Bible.
20.
Preaching should primarily address current
Issues.

I
208

2
36

3
3

4
3

5 N/A
10 2

61

118

39

35

8

I

100

88

20

30

13

II

II

46

71

95

32

6

41

97

62

47

6

9

87

21.

Sermons should use contemporary language and

103 103 28 15 5

8

208 38

2

3

9

2

144 84
113 98

20 5
32 9

7
9

2

129 51 18 4

2

images.

22. Sermons should make me think more deeply
about life.
23. A good sermon will help me to live a better life.
24. A good sermon will help me to know and
understand God better.
25. Preachers should share some personal faith in
most sermons.

58

I

Your thoughts about today's sermon:
Again, please indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements.
Indicate your answers according to the following scale:
Circle 1 Strongly Agree
2 Agree
3 Uncertain
4 Disagree
5 Strongly Disagree

2
174 63
120 91
154 69
81 110

3
9
29
8
45

4
3
7
10
10

5
7
6
9
6

N/A

137 91

12

5

7

10

I

26.
27.
28.
29.

Maintained my interest.
Inspired me.
Was intelligible.
Spoke to some of my personal questions or

6
9
12
10

needs.

30.

Allowed the preacher's personality to come
through.
31. Told me something about the personal faith of
the preacher.
32. Gave me something new to think about.
33. Could lead me to a deeper faith.
34. Caused me to want to learn and know more
about God.
35. Will encourage me to share my faith with
others.
36. Will encourage me to serve God in the world.
37. Helped me think in a new way about faith.

83

116 39

13

2

9

90
58
33

115 34
82 88
80 97

8
19
32

6
3
7

9
12
13

29

67

106 39

9

12

45
42

96
96

76
81

23
23

8
8

14
12

88

Made me wonder about the faith message in
38.
other plays.
Gave me a deeper understanding of God.
39.
Was more about the play "Our Town" than
40.
about faith or God.
Was interesting but not very meaningful.
41.

32

93

82

31

9

15

27
6

87
38

94
51

31
113

8
37

15
17

8

17

24

121 79

13

Using the arts in sermons in general
Over the past several years, Rob has preached a number of sermons on films, novels,
plays, opera, and visual arts.
Once again, please indicate to what extent you agree with the following statements.
Indicate your answers according to the following scale:
Circle 1 Strongly Agree
2 Agree
3 Uncertain
4 Disagree
5 Strongly Disagree

42.
Sermons on the arts (films, novels, plays,
etc) don't belong in worship.
43.
Sermons on the arts lead me to deeper
understandings of faith.
44.
A sermon on the arts is hard to follow ifI
haven't experienced the art.
The use of arts in sermons makes the Bible
45.
more relevant to me.
46.
Arts sermons help me ask deeper questions
about the art I experience.
47.
Rob preaches about 12 sermons a year on
art. This number is about right.

1 2
12 7
75

4
3
15 76

110 44

12 27

53

12

N/A
5
143 9
9

12

107 48

15

70

115 37

20

7

13

70

118

37

19

5

13

54

116

53

20

5

14

89

48. Please rank your favourite medium to be used as a sermon text from 1-7 (I being
your favourite and 7 being your least favourite):

Theatre
Film
Television
Visual Art
Fiction
Poetrv
Performing

Arts

I
49
122
24
17
41
15
29

2

3

61
53
22
16
40
12
14

43
19
44
24
43
II
28

4
32
13
26
30
30
12
40

5

6

15
9
35
43
26
27
36

6
5
21
46
12
48
45

7
3
I
37
28
18
75
18

N/A
53
40
53
58
52
62
52

Any final comments:

Thanks for your help with this survey.

90

ApPENDIX

B - RESULTS OF PREACHING QUESTIONNAIRE

Section A - Description of sample
1 - What is your gender?

2 - What is your age?

Under 20
1%

20-29
2%
30-39

7%

50-59
18%

60-69
21%

3 - How would you describe your relationship with this congregation?

Visitor
10%

Adherent
18%

4 - How long have you been attending this congregation?

Under 1 year
10%

1-5 years
19%

Over 20 years
43%

11-20 years
17%

5 - How often do you attend worship here?

Less than once a
month
11%
Once a month
6%

About half the time
21%

6 - Do you often attend worship elsewhere?

Section B - Theological Profile
7 - Theologically, I would describe myself as:
Atheist
Fundamentalist

Agnostic
2%

Christian
0%
Conservative Christia
7%

1%

Other
2%

Traditional Christian
27%

Liberal Christian
61%

8 -I believe that God communicates to us (check as many as apply):

9 - I believe that the Bible is:

The innerranl Word of
God

N/A
3%

3%
An archaic set of
fables and stories-c.
2%

_
The inspired Word of
God
33%

A collection of
inspirational humanmade writings
59%

10-I come to worship primarily:

To pray
4%
To see or make
friends
1%
To celebrate
7%

To receive guidance
13%

To be inspired
44%

Section C - Arts Involvement Profile
11 - How often do you watch films?
NIA
1%

More than once a
week
20%

Seldom
9%
A few times a year

12%

12 - How often do you attend live theatre?
NIA
1%

More than once a
week
0%

Aboutweekly
3%

About monthly
24%

A few times a year
46%

3 - I would describe myself as:

One who would read
fiction jf I could fine
the lime
9%

NIA
2%

One who doesn't read
much fiction
An avid reader of
fiction

12%

43%

An occasional reader
of fiction
34%

- I attend anyone of the performing arts:
More than once a
week
2%

About weekly

About monthly
19%

A few times a year
43%

4%

-I would describe myself as:
Disinterested in fine
(visual) art
2%
Ambivalent to fine
(visual) art
3%

Appreciative of fine
(visual) arts
65%

N/A
1%

A lover of fine (visual)

arts
29%

Section 0 - About the importance of sermons in worship
16 - Hearing a good sermon within worship is important to me.
Disagree
1%

Agree
14%

Strongly disagree
4%

NIA
1%

Uncertain
1%

17- The primary reason I come to church is to hear the sermon.
NIA
0%
Strongly disagree
3%
Strongly agree
23%

Uncertain
15%

Agree
46%

18 -I chose this church because of the quality of the preaching.

Strongly disagree
5%

N/A
4%

Strongly agree
38%
Uncertain
8%

Agree
34%

19 - Preaching should be primarily about the Bible.
,----------------strongty"a"grel!'---4%

Strongly disagree
12%

N/A
2%

20 - Preaching should primarily address current issues.

Strongly disagree NJA
2%
3%

Strongly agree
16%

21 - Sermons should use contemporary language and images.

Strongly disagree
2%

Uncertain
11%

N/A
3%

Strongly agree
39%

Agree
39%

22 - Sermons should make me think more deeply about life.

Disagree
Uncertain

1%

1%

Strongly disagree

NtA

3%

1%
Agree
15%

23 - A good sermon will help me to live a better life.
Strongly disagree

NlA

3%

1%

Uncertain
8%

Strongly agree
Agree

32%

54%

24 - A good sermon will help me to know and understand God better.
Strongly disagree

3%

f'.¥A
0%

Uncertain
12%
Strongly agree
44%

25 - Preachers should share some personal faith in most senmons.
1%

Strongly disagree
2%
Strongly agree
22%

Uncertain
19%

Agree
49%

Section E - About the sermon on the play Our Town
26 - Today's sermon maintained my interest
Strongly disagree
3%
Disagree
1%

Agree
24%

27 - Today's sermon inspired me.
Stronglydisagree
2%

N/A
3%

Disagree
3%
Uncertain
11%

Strongly agree
46%

28 - Today's sermon was intelligible.
Strongly disagree
3%

N/A

Disagree
4%

5%

Uncertain
3%

Agree
26%

Strongly agree

59%

29 - Today's sermon spoke to some of my personal questions or needs.

Strongly disagree
2%

lN/A
4%
Strongly agree
31%

Uncertain
17%

Agree
42%

30 - Today's sermon allowed the preachers personality to come through.

Disagree
2%

Strongly disagree
3%

N/A
4%

Uncertain
5%

Strongly agree
51%
Agree

35%

31 - Today's senmon told me something about the personal faith of the preacher.
N/A
Strongly disagree
1%

3%

Strongly agree
32%

Uncertain
15%

Agree
44%

32 - Today's sermon gave me something new to think about.

Strongly disagree
2%

Uncertain
13%

Strongly agree
34%

Agree
45%

33 - Today's sermon could lead me to a deeper faith.

Strongly disagree
1%

NfA
5%

Disagree
7%
-----.,.4!

Uncertain

34%

Strongly agree
22%

34 - Today's sermon caused me to want to leam and know more about God,

Strongly disagree
3%

N5~~
II!

Strongly agree
13%

Agree
31%

35 - Today's sermon will encourage me to share my faith with others,

Strongly disagree
3%

N/A
5%

Strongly agree
11%

Agree
26%

36 - Today's sermon will encourage me to serve God in the world.

Strongly disagree
3%

Strongly agree
17%

Uncertain
29%

37 - Today's semnon helped me think in a new way about faith.

Strongly disagree
3%

Strongly agree
16%

38 - Today's sermon made me wonder about the faith message in other plays.

N/A

Stronglydisagree

6%

Strongly agree
12%

3%
Disagree
12%

Agree
36%

39 - Today's senmon gave me a deeper understanding of God.

N/A

Strongly disagree

6%

Strongly agree
10%

3%

Agree

33%

40 - Today's sermon was more about the play OUf Town than about faith or God

Strongly disagree
14%

N/A Strongly agree
6%
2%
Agree
15%

Uncertain
19%

Disagree
44%

41 - Today's sermon was interesting but not very meaningful.

Strongly agree
3%

Agree
6%
Uncertain
9%

Strongly disagree
30%

47%

Section F - Arts Preaching
42 - Sermon on the arts don't belong in worship.

NJA

Strongly .ilBf~~
5% 3o/JJncertain
6%

Disagree
29%

Strongly disagree
54%

43 - Sermons on the arts lead me to a deeper understanding of faith.

Strongly disagree
3%
Strongly agree
29%
Uncertain
17%

Agree
41%

44 - A sermon on the arts is hard to follow if I haven't experienced the art.

Strongly agree
5%
Strongly disagree
18%

Uncertain
20%

Disagree
41%

45 - The use of arts in senmons makes the Bible more relevant to me.

Strongly disagree
3%
Strongly agree
27%

Uncertain
14%

Agree
43%

46 - Arts sermons help me ask deeper questions about the art I experience.

Strongly disagree
2%
Strongly agree
27%

Uncertain
14%

Agree
45%

47 - Rob preaches about 12 senmons a year on art. This number is about right.

Strongly disagree
2%

Strongly agree
21%

Uncertain
20%

48 - Rank your favourite medium to be used as sermon text from 1-7 (1 being your favourite and
7 being your least favourite).

N/A

7

6

• Theatre
• Film

5

o Television
OVisual art

4

• Fiction
• Poetry

3

.Perlorming
2

0%

20%

40%

60%
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ApPENDIX C - LENT REEL THEOLOGY
Sermon Series at Eglinton St. George's United Cburcb
Toronto, Ontario
2001

Reel Theology Series:
Lenten Reflections on Current Release Films

Choco/at:
Cast Away:
Traffic.
Billy Elliot:
Crouching Tiger,
Hidden Dragon:

2003

Reflections
Reflections
Reflections
Reflections
Reflections

on About Schmidt
on Far From Heaven
on The Hours
on The Pianist
on Chicago and Catch Me

Reel Theology: Lenten Questions in the Movies
How Then Shall ILive?

Big Fish
Lost in Translation
Mystic River
The Barbarian Invasions
In America
The Passion of The Christ

2005

On Being a Disciple

Reel Theology Lenten Series: Questions for God
Reflections on Lenten Themes in Today's Movies

Does my life count?
Does every Iife count?
Why does suffering persist?
What is evil?
What is redemption?

2004

His Yoke is Easy
Put to the Test
The Personal and the Political
A New Creation

By
By
By
By
By
By

Myth or Reality?
Losing or Finding?
Vengeance or Justice?
Life or Death?
Hope or Despair?
Passion or Compassion?

Reel Theology: ... on the Journey
Lenten Themes in the Movies

Motorcycle Diaries
Million Dollar Baby

Where are you going ... on the journey?
Who is with you ... on the journey?

if You Can

Finding Neverland
Hotel Rwanda
The Aviator

2006

Reel Theology: The Colours of Life
Lenten Themes in the Movies

Transamerica

Water
Capote
Brokeback Mountain
Crash

2007

Can joy find you ... on the journey?
Will good prevail. .. on the journey?
When is enough enough ... on the journey?

A Purple Border
A Blue Background
A Green Subject
A Yellow Tinge
An Orange Warning

Reel Theology: A Lenten Series

Little Miss Sunshine
Dreamgirls
The Queen
Volver
Babel

Winning vs. Losing
Failure vs. Success
Tradition vs. Change
Faith vs. Belief
Good vs. Evil

APPENDIX D - THE GLOBE AND MAIL ARTICLE

Finding Neverland at Church
"Rev. Rob Olipbant preaches movie sermons every
Oscar season, MICHAEL V ALPY writes. The Aviator is presenting a bit of a
challenge."
By MICHAEL V ALPY Saturday, February 26, 2005 Updated at 12:42 PM EST
The banner outside Eglinton St. George's United Church in comfortable North Toronto
does not read "Come in and hear God's word" or "Get saved through Jesus." It says the
Reel Theology sermon this Sunday -- Oscar Sunday -- will he on Finding Neverland.
Last Sunday, Rev. Rob Oliphant preached on Million Dollar Baby and its Christian
themes of redemption and renewal of life.
The previous Sunday, to kick off Lent, Christianity's 40-day period of reflection and
commitment leading up to Easter, he did Motorcycle Diaries. He liked its leitmotif of the
journey: a road movie in Hollywood jargon, but a pilgrimage theme in Christian exegesis.
Hotel Rwanda is on his list. The Christian Social Gospel message is pretty clear there:
You're black and the world doesn't care.
Oliphant will do The Aviator but acknowledges it presents him with a challenge: he's not
sure what the message is. "I wouldn't normally have picked Aviator hut there's a chance it
will win best film." And, of course, he's considering The Merchant of Venice for Good
Friday.
It's not gimmick evangelizing that Oliphant is doing -- bait the hook with whatever works
to lure folks through the doors. Although, as he says, his Lenten Reel Theology sermons,
now in their fourth year, have helped Sunday attendance. The one year he didn't do them,
he had complaints.
What Oliphant is doing -- very deliberately -- is bringing the aesthetic of spirituality
together with the aesthetic of art, evoking the transcendent elements of both: the idea of
lifting the self beyond the ego to see life's deeper meanings.
He describes himself as "sort of a failed musician" who grew up involved in musical
theatre. He talks about attending a recent performance of La Boheme and feeling deep in
his heart the three notes from the French horn at Mimi's death. He also describes
attending an exhibition of Picasso ceramics a year ago and being relatively unmoved by it
until he came across a vase and realized: "Somehow the hand of God is working here."
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Spirituality, he says, is the journey between the inner and outer selves. "And art helps."
Thus in his sermons he frequently uses illustrations from literature, theatre, opera, the
visual arts, film and television. "If a movie is really good," he says, "it's because it has
those classic stories the Bible is full of."
Indeed, he goes further and says: "I often wonder if God has abandoned the church as a
medium. I find [so many] churches have got caught up in defending the status quo of
some prolonged Christendom. I am astonished at how timid they are in proclaiming
[God's themes of] justice and love whereas when I go to the cinema, I hear huge
expressions of passion and care."
Although, not always. Oliphant found vulgar Mel Gibson's film on The Passion of The
Chris -- Jesus's suffering before death by crucifixion -- so he switched to another artistic
medium and brought in a classic ballet dancer to dance the Pie Jesu from Faure's

Requiem.
With art (and film particularly) as a medium for exegesis -- it comes from a Greek word
meaning to interpret holy scripture -- Oliphant has found himself able to broaden the path
of communication with his congregation, in some ways he didn't expect.
When he started Reel Theology in 2001 with a sermon on the French film Chaco/at,
which in fact is about Lent and the failings of the church, he expected some members of
his congregation would feel excluded, in particular older people who didn't go to movies.
The reverse happened. It was the older members of his congregation who complained
when he didn't preach on films during Lent the following year. Through cinema, many of
his elder parishioners had discovered a common medium of communication with younger
generations, enabling them to re-establish their "eldership" role in talking about the moral
and spiritual issues the films raised.
The medium of art in a 21 st-century church enabled Oliphant and his congregation to
make connections that were either fragile or nonexistent in the context of orthodox
religious scriptural teaching.
"This is a congregation that reads, that goes to movies, that thinks," Oliphant says. "So I
could mention Willy Loman and people would know exactly what I mean." But he could
mention any number of biblical characters and the references would have no meaning -- a
phenomenon many clergy refer to as religious illiteracy.
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But, as Oliphant points out, Jesus in his preaching didn't focus every day on the Torah,
the will of God revealed to the Jews through Mosaic law. "What Jesus did is take real-life
situations and tell stories about them. So we have to learn from him about teaching faith."
Jesus, he says, met people where they are and engaged them. Oliphant wants to do the
same thing. "The worst sin is being boring in a preacher."
The Oscar season being moved ahead a month "mucks me up a little bit" in terms of
fitting the Oscar nominations into Lent because the winners are announced before Lent is
over. But it's a small irritant.
And so each Sunday in Eglinton St. George's, Oliphant announces what movie he will
preach about on the following Sunday -- and the great majority of his congregation (there
are 1,100 on the rolls and about 400 turn up each Sunday) dutifully go off and see the
film, often on Sunday afternoons.
"They go to the movie asking, 'What will Rob say about it?' but what they're really asking
is, 'What is the theological message?' "
One Sunday of Lent is traditionally known as a "refreshment Sunday," when meditations
and reflections can be of a not-so-solemn nature. Thus, Finding Never/and has been
chosen for Eglinton St. George's Lenten refreshment Associate pastor Rev. Deborah Hart
will preach the concepts of belief and make-believe.
The congregation is growing and the average age has dropped by 15 years in the past six
years. That's what comes from meeting people where they are.

© Copyright 2005 Bell Globemedia Publishing Inc. All Rights Reserved.
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PROJECT SERMONS

Reflecting Glory
A Sermon Preacbed by
Tbe Rev. Robert Olipbant
at Eglin ton St. George's United Cburcb
September 17, 2006
JI Corinthians 3 (selected verses)
Matthew 5:13-16
It doesn't happen every September but it happens often enough for it to be a recurring
pattern in my life. It's a dream tbat I have. And I know from stories that I bave heard from
other people that I am not alone with this kind of a dream.
There are several versions of the dream. It is not always the same; but it is almost always
in a school setting. Sometimes I am in Sir James Dunn Collegiate and Vocational School
in Sault Ste Marie. I am walking down a hallway, quite pleased with myself for some
reason or another, only to discover I am wearing no pants. I look around. I hope that no
one else is noticing. They don't seem to be and I slowly make my way to a more private
place.
Just as often, the dream is set in a University of Toronto examination hall. I am sitting at
a small desk in a long row of desks. I open my examination booklet to discover that I am
completely unprepared for the exam at hand. I don't recognize a single question. I break
out into a sweat.
This year's dream had me
and lists of exams, times,
beside a subject that I am
subject. Again, panic sets

standing in front of a huge bulletin board. On the board are lists
rooms and students' names. I am looking for my name. But it is
certain I haven't taken. I can't even pronounce the name of the
in; I am totally unprepared and feel completely inadequate.

Psychologists say that these anxiety dreams are not that uncommon - particularly in
September, the season of new beginnings and particularly for people who have spent
years and years in school. We all carry echoes of going back to school long after we've
entered the work force. We all remember those new days, wondering whether we will fit
in, whether there will be a place for us. We hope for more than that as well. We hope that
something will happen, something important or significant will bappen to us in the year
ahead. It's no wonder that we carry this anxiety into our dreams.
September is the beginning of the New Year in our culture. We can pretend that it is
January I st, but it is more truly Labour Day that inaugurates a new year for most of us.
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The Jewish Calendar, with its celebration of Rosh Hashanah this coming week, probably
makes more sense than our cultural calendar. Even though most of us are not going back
to school this year, we all have a sense that something is different. Our children or
grandchildren are readying themselves. Clubs, groups, cultural or sporting activities that
have been put aside for the summer, start up again. We have a sense of newness. This
sense of newness can provoke certain anxieties in us.
I am wondering how you have felt coming back to church the last couple of weeks,
particularly if you have been away for much of the summer. It is a new church season. I
suspect that there are some folks here who are very new to this community today, and I
wonder what feelings you brought here with you. Are you wondering if you will fit in, if
there will be a place for you? And even more so, I am wondering how many of you,
newcomers or long-time members, have come here hoping that something will happen to
you, something important.
Maybe my "fall anxiety dream" this year was more profound for me because I am back at
school. As most of you know, I have retumed to school pursuing a Doctor of Ministry
degree in preaching. This summer I had my second stint of three weeks in Chicago taking
courses, meeting people, talking, sharing and leanning. I was also my second chance to
spend time in Chicago. I really am falling in love with that amazing city. The art,
architecture and general pulse of the city is something that is enviable for those of us
living in Toronto. In recent years, we have all been hearing about Chicago's waterfront as
our city planners and politicians speak endlessly about renewing our own waterfront. I
concur that theirs is one that we would do well to emulate. The Chicago waterfront is an
accessible string of miles and miles of beaches, parkJand, trails and public space. It is a
place for recreation, art and fun. On any given day thousands and thousands of people
flock to that shoreline.
Due largely to the vision and drive of its Mayor, Richard Daly, Jr., Chicago boasts a new
park adjacent to the waterfront. If you have been there in the past, you probably
remember Grant Park, which occupies a significant part of the southern part of
downtown. For years, however, there were railway tracks and a large tarmac adjacent to
it. Mayor Daly pushed to tum that 25-acre site into a modem destination park. They
engaged Frank Ghery, the Canadian architect, to design a huge outdoor amphitheater, the
Pritzker Pavilion. He also designed a serpentine pedestrian bridge linking one side of the
park to the other. Everyone there was talking about his brilliance - that is until the
principle sculpture on the west side of the park, the work of Anish Kapoor, was first
unveiled 2 years ago. Even though it was not completed when the park opened, and had
to be placed again under wraps for another year to be finished, it has caused a stir since
its first appearance.
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Anish Kapoor, the Indian-born British sculptor, was engaged to design the principle
sculpture for what is now called Millennium Park. You can see a picture of it on the front
cover of your bulletin. Take a look at it again. Kapoor designed this II O-ton elliptical
sculpture to capture both the city and the onlooker. He wanted it to reflect the wonder of
the city, its architecture and its people. But even he had been overwhelmed by the
tremendous response that it has had.
It is an amazing piece of art. It has classical proportions, being 66 feet long, (that is the
width of a Toronto city street and the classic length of a surveyor's chain) 33 feet high
and 44 feet wide. It captures you as soon as you catch it out of the comer of your eye. It
commands you to walk up to it. It inspires you to want to find your reflection in it, with
the reflection of the park or the city as your background. One feels invited, even
compelled to move toward it, to touch it, to play around it.
[fyou have been there, and [know that some of you have, you will know that you cannot
stay back from it. Children and adults alike are drawn to it. [noticed that, at first, some
small children are almost afraid of it. They seem to expect it to move, to surprise them.
To the adult eye it looks like a giant drop of mercury, so it is not surprising that children
expect it to move. In fact, the artist has acknowledged that mercury was in his mind as he
created it. But he wanted more from it than that. He didn't name it until it was almost
fully completed, and the name that he chose is Cloud Gate. He observed that over 80% of
it reflects the sky, bringing the sky down to earth, as it were. He also recognized that it
forms a gate, a gate that compels its admirers to go through.
Now of course, he called it Cloud Gate, but the average person in Chicago has called it
for what they see it as: the Electric Bean in Millennium Park or, simply, the Bean. Of
course, it does have a kidney bean shape and, while the artist was at first horrified that
people were calling his beautiful sculpture, his $23 million sculpture, the Bean in the
Park, even he has grown used to it saying, "if they love it, [ love it."
And love it they do. [ think that people love it because it is both public and personal. One
cannot stay apart from it. It pulls an onlooker towards it so that you can no longer remain
distant. You cannot be an observer of this piece of art; you need to become a part of it.
And you do. You are literally and figuratively installed right into this piece of art.
When you walk under the 9- foot high arch, you enter into a small cavern. At its center is
a 12-foot high cone-shaped indentation, a set of polished concave mirrors. It is playful,
almost like a fun-house mirror. Only one is never alone in it and the reflections are of the
multitude drawn into a shared experience. Children, adults, and seniors alike take delight
in finding their image, making faces, lying down on the ground, finding their place,
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watching something happen. Minute by minute new communities are formed as people
were drawn into it and then they disperse, moving on their way.
I visited it with a colleague from my programme and as we approached it he said "but
what does it do?" And 1 said, "It just is." But it actually does do something. When inside
it I felt a strange and wonderful presence. It made me feel like I belonged. It demanded
very little from me. I found my own face and those of the people around and felt like I
was part of something. 1 talked with complete strangers. Community was being formed.
Walking out of it I wondered if the church, or more specifically, a congregation, could be
like Cloud Gate. Could a congregation be a place that compelled people to come in, to
sense that they belonged, to see their best side reflected back along with others?
You are probably getting worried about me right about now, wondering why 1 can't just
enjoy a day in the park and look at sculpture without getting all theological about it. Well,
I am not the only one thinking theologically about this piece of art. Rabbi Michael
Sternfield, of Chicago Sinai Congregation ~reached about this same piece of art at their
services for Rosh Hashanah two years ago. He said that, though its artist calls it Cloud
Gate, and the public has named it "The Bean in Millennium Park," he thinks it should be
called "God's Mirror" because it reminds him of a great rabbinic legend. There is a
midrash, a rabbinic story, that goes as follows: The six hundred thousand Jews standing
at the foot of Mount Sinai heard only One Voice declaring, "I am the Eternal your God."
Remarkably, though the Voice addressed the entire people, each individual heard that
Voice as if it were addressed individually to him or to her. "How could that possibly be?"
the rabbis wondered. Rabbi Levi explained: "God appeared to them like a mirror in which
many faces can be reflected. A thousand may look at it and it reflects each of them. Thus
the text does not say: 'Ani Adonai Elohaychem,' 'I am the Eternal your God," with the
plural form of the word 'your.' Rather, when it says 'Ani Adonai Elohecha, 'your God,' the
text intentionally uses the singular form.'
Each one of us needs to have this kind of experience. We need to find places where our
reflection is joined with others, but we uniquely experience something: a place to
recognize that we are being transformed from glory into glory, in a better brightness and
reflection of God. This is about affirmation and about belonging. It is a basic human
need. Anish Kapoor has accomplished this with his art and challenged us to find ways in
the church to do the same.
But he is doing more than that - and we need to do more than that as well. Belonging is
never enough. Fitting in is not all we want. We also long for something important to
I Rabbi Michael P. Sternfield, Does God have a Future? A Sermon preached at Chicago Sinai
Congregation, Chicago, Illinois, Rosh Hashanah 2004.
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happen to us. We want to belong, but that to which we belong has to be something bigger
than us, something more excellent.
Cloud Gate is more than just a place for me to see my face reflected back, or the faces of
other. It is more than just a gathering place for people. It's symbolic of something greater.
Something sacred. Something holy.
In his book, The Sacred and the Profane, Mircea Eliade, the American philosopher and
writer, explored the human quest for the holy, particularly in place and time. He
repeatedly drew attention to the presence of religion in popular culture, claiming that the
sacred haunts novels, as well as films and much art, even contemporary art apparently
devoid of religious images and forces. Certain physical shapes take on a position of
privilege in the sacred world and one of them he speaks of often is the "omphalos" or
"Navel." It constitutes a center, around which a community can be built. It manifests a
kind of sacred centripetal force, bringing order to chaos, and is a place where earth and
heaven meet. Jacob's ladder, the Ka'aba of Mecca, a cosmic tree, the omphalos at Delphi,
the altar of a Christian church or a Hindu temple: each of these indicates a site where,
Eliade claims, divine power can come to earth, the point at which the transcendent might
enter the immanent.
Jeremy Biles, in reflecting on Cloud Gate, has pointed out that not only is Chicago
literally gathered, or centered, in the surface of this sculpture, the mirrors also bring the
sky down to earth - a fine symbol of the connection between the transcendent and the
immanent? If that is not religious enough, he reminds us that Kapoor has designated the
concave underbelly of his sculpture an omphalos. When passing beneath the gate, the
visitors can look up into the reflective vault of the chamber, and gaze upon their own
images. Seeing themselves in the curving space of this omphalos, they are part of a
celestial constellation - transformed, transcendent, often in giddy communion. This piece
of contemporary art gathers the city, centering visitors around it, with a magnetism that
verges on divine.
Humans hunger for belonging, yes, but we also thirst for holiness, for experiences that lie
beyond the everyday, for the moments of the sacred into profane life.
This fall as we build this church together, as we continue to live out our mission, as we
continue to find out vision is to be met by the priorities that we take we have to remember
both of these things, the things that Cloud Gate does so well. We need to welcome to the
point where anyone who enters this place feels that they belong. But even more than that,
we all need to feel that we are about something important, and that anyone can become
2

Jeremy Biles, Reflections on Cloud Gate, Sightings. The Martin Marty Centre, The Institute for the

Advanced tudy of Religion at The University of Chicago, April 20, 2006.
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part of that as well. Together we need to reflect the glory of God in this place so that
people may see their own glory and know they belong. They need to believe and to know
that there will be a place for everyone here.
But even more than that, we need to be about building sacred community. We need to be
about taking the time and making the space for the heavens to break into the earth, for
clouds to touch us, for life to change us, for something important to happen. And tben
together we will reflect God's graciousness to everyone we meet.

Remembering

Well

A Reflection on The Wreckage by Michael Crummey

Preached by The Rev. Robert Oliphant
at Eglinton St. George's United Church
November 12, 2006

Genesis 22: 1 - 19

I think the children in my neighbourhood on Florwin Drive in Sault Ste Marie knew that I
was going to be a minister long before I did. Since it was always a day off from school
for us we had a ritual practice every year for Remembrance Day. We felt it was important
to have an observance of Remembrance Day held in my family home, in our basement
recreation room. Each year, I was selected to be the minister. We took part very
seriously in a series of rituals including scripture readings, a hymn that we sang and we
always recited III Flanders' Fields by John McCrae, which we had already memorized at
school. We took it all very seriously as we held this momentous event for our
neighbourhood.
All the mothers, mostly not working outside the home in those days, came to our service.
The only crisis came the year Mrs. Farrell arrived in her rollers. We felt she was not
taking us nearly seriously enough. She excused herself and the next year, of course, did
not commit that sin again. I remember in those days that is was a fairly simple message
that we offered to each other. Of course, in those days, the war was not nearly as long ago
as it is now and we all had fathers who had been involved in the service. We each had a
sense of the dignity for those who had offered their lives. The message of remembrance
seemed simple in such a time of peace: we remembered those who had died; we gave
thanks for those who had offered themselves, putting their lives in harm's way; and we
allowed ourselves to take all time needed to do just that.
In 2006, I find myself much more conflicted about Remembrance Day observances. The

simple message of those earlier years and that age are not nearly as satisfying for me in
today's complex world. It seems that, as we take greater time to honour the veterans each
year, there is an increasing tendency to glorify war. At times, the suffering of those who
have been through war seems to be being co-opted, used to promote a remilitarization of
Canada. I have an increasing suspicion that there is a movement to glorify the past such
that we will then provide arms enough to continue towards becoming a national warmachine.
At the same time I hold these thoughts, I know very well of the freedom that was fought
for and that people gave their lives for. I have, as a minister of the congregation, a
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pastoral and human need to honour that. Concurrently, I know that I have to stand up for
justice and for what I personally believe to be right. I need to be clear about our calling to
do everything we can to avoid war and conflict. So I stand among you today wanting to
enter into a conversation about this time of year, about what it means, about where our
country has been in the past, is now and needs to go in the future.
Last year, June Laking in the congregation suggested I read Michael Crummey's recent
book The Wreckage. She felt then that it could be an appropriate reflection for a
Remembrance Day service. I want to thank June for that recommendation because I
enjoyed it thoroughly. Those of you who have read it will know that this is a marvelous
story and an incredibly well written book. It opens us up to the variety of thoughts and
feelings of those who have been through a war experience. For those of you who have
not yet read it, I need to give you a little warning right now. There are some explicit
sexual moments in this book. If that concerns you, I encourage you to talk to June about
it because, after all, it was her recommendation.
That being said there is nothing gratuitous in this book whatsoever. All through this
book, there is a sense that we are being woven into a story in which we, ourselves, can
participate. As we hear the stories of people experiencing war in different ways, told
across continents and across time we find room to place ourselves. It is an incredible
human story that invites us into the lives of Aloysious (Wish) Furey and Mercedes
(Sadie) Parsons, two Newfoundlanders who meet in 1940,long before Newfoundland
carne into Canada, as the war has begun. Wish Furey would sooner be operating his
moonshine still on the south coast, below St. John's or below town, as they say, but he
takes ajob with Hiram Keeping, a Protestant and who doesn't mind that Wish Furey is a
Roman Catholic. Together they take a projector and reels of film to show current release
movies in church basements (much like we do at this church).
To set the stage, Crummey tells the story of the first time Wish Furey showed a film in
one small outport village. Everyone has brought a chair or lobster pot and crate to sit on
to this church basement. Wish walks in only to find them all facing the projector at the
back of the room. Obviously it is the machine that is going to do something! It is the
first time that they have seen a movie. With great sincerity, he weaves stories about the
outports and Newfoundland life that resonated incredibly with me. This is no doubt
because of my time as a student minister in Wesleyville on Newfoundland's northeast
coast. Every word seems true. Every image is clear, and every person comes alive in a
prose that I hope will work for you as well when you read this book. The cadence of
every sentence is written beautifully to evoke a sense of the Newfoundland accent, the
Newfoundland spirit of life and also the fatalistic view that Newfoundlanders often carry
with them. Newfoundlanders have a strong sense of calling, a sense of destiny, but also a
sense of powerlessness against the gods with whom they wrestle.
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Wish meets Sadie in the Cove, a tiny village on Little Fogo Island. Despite the fact that
one of them is a Protestant and the other Roman Catholic, Wish and Sadie make their
way to each other. They find themselves in the gentle courtship of a 16 year old and an
18 year old. They know that they should be together so they ingeniously find ways and
moments when they can share time together. We see early on from this account that they
are sharing more than just a childhood romance. This is love that these two have for each
other. In their time together, though, they offer both caustic and loving words to each
other as their relationship comes together. Sadie, particularly, is full of fire, energy, and
wit. Many events transpire and, eventually, Sadie's family cannot cope with the
possibility that Wish may stay in this Protestant town and stay with her. It is almost
without question that Roman Catholic's are not welcome there. Late one night he
escapes, thinking he has killed her brother.
Wanting to get away, the military and the war are his most attractive options. He has
known for some time that that is what he wanted, or needed to do. The Newfoundland of
this time was, of course, not yet part of Canada so Wish signs up for the British Navy in
Halifax. As a new, young sailor he finds his destiny going across the Atlantic, eventually
underneath South Africa, making his way to the Pacific theatre of the war. All through
this time there is miscommunication between these two. They both feel that they are not
being heard - partly in very real terms due to wartime communications, but even more
because of reluctance to tell all. They are separate but want desperately to be together.
In the end, Wish actually doesn't see active combat because his ship is taken captive and
he spends four years as a prisoner of war in a Japanese POW camp. These are four
extremely painful years. Michael Crummey spares us no detail. He tells us what it is
like, his story based on personal accounts of prisoners of war in Japanese camps. In this
telling, a particularly sadistic interpreter makes their lives, particularly the lives of the
two Canadians and the Newfoundlander, especially miserable.
Nishino's is the third voice in this story. Our entry point into his life is given as we
discover that he had been raised in Canada. In Kitsilano, British Columbia, Nishino had
been tormented by European Canadians as a young person. As a Japanese Canadian he
had been excluded from everyday life. He had had to sit in the halcony at the movie
theatre, was excluded from swimming with others in public pools. We come to know him
as the victim of racial taunts, hazing, slurs and violence day after day. As a young man,
much like Wish, he makes his way to military service, only for him it is with Japan. This
is where he feels his destiny lies. It is there that he eventually encounters Wish Furey and
the two of them act out what they have learned through all their lives about relationships.
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All through Crummey's book we see divisions and dichotomies. We see a
Protestant/Catholic dichotomy, a Japanese-CanadianlEuropean Canadian dichotomy, and
finally an African-AmericanlEuropean-American
dichotomy. All through this novel we
see that it is conflicts not managed, people not understood, and difficulties not healed that
lead to war. Crummey invites us into a world where war becomes the inevitable
conclusion of people living outside their humanity, in a place he calls "somewhere
beyond human."
Wish Furey does survive the war, but barely. He survives it physically, but is so
emotionally, mentally and spiritually taken from himself that he feels unworthy to offer
himself back to Sadie who has spent the last four years waiting for him to return. She has
waited and waited and waited without a word. Finally she reluctantly gives up and
marries a man who is good and true, and she knows will take care of her. Her life goes
on and it is a relatively happy life. Despite tragedy she is able to fulfill her dreams. But
there has always been something haunting her.
Wish's life never comes together. I'm sure at time he wishes he had not survived the
Japanese prisoner of war camp. He's a drifter. A drinker. An exploiter. A lost soul.
But he is not so lost that he doesn't eventually find his way back to Newfoundland, where
he takes care of his elderly aunt. Now, if! have a complaint with Crummey's book it is
that the ending is about 100 pages long. But perhaps necessarily it takes him those 100
pages to reveal all the truths and feelings and all the miscommunications that have
happened. It takes that long to bring Wish and Sadie back into connection with each
other. I don't want to ruin any more of the story for you because it unfolds from there,
offering both humour and despair, both light and gloom. As the story unfolds we are left
with both tears and a sense of hopefulness. The tears come from the wasted lives that
have happened as people felt they were living out a destiny that God was calling them to
live. The hopefulness comes from the belief that, in fact, God's will for them has been
completely different.
The story that Alec read today is from the book of Genesis, and is one of those great
mythic stories of the Old Testament. It is one of those stories that make most people in
the United Church cringe when they hear it being read. They don't like the idea of
Abraham going with Isaac to sacrifice him. They have difficulty imagining God's voice
calling him to take his son to that altar. They rebel at the idea of Abraham's willingness
to offer his son as a human sacrifice. This story has troubled me as well, but I think I
have found a slightly different interpretation that you may never find in any theological
or biblical exposition of the text.
I don't think that text is principally about Abraham's faithfulness. Nor is it about the
rewarding of Abraham for taking his son to the edge of life and death. Instead. I think
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that this story is really about people misunderstanding God's call on them and on their
lives. It is really about God's working with them to reveal what it is that God really
wants for them and from them. It is unfathomable for me to believe that God would ever
have wanted Abraham to sacrifice Isaac. That is not the God I know. That is not the God
[ believe in. That is not the God I follow. I don't believe in a God that teases and tests
and tempts in such a way. What I do believe, is that the people of God may have heard
what they thought is a certain calling that they think is God's faithful calling on them,
only to discover later in life that God had something very different in mind for them.
God's plans for them were entirely other. God's plan for Abraham and Isaac is life. It is
hope. It is peace. It is nothing other than that. Ever. It may be, however, as Michael
Crummey says, that the truth that God wants for us is only revealed in stages.
What is our truth today then as we look back on stories like that of Michael Crummey
and our own stories of our own life and our own time and our own place? Is it God's will
that we should sacrifice our young people for war? I don't think so. I don't think that is
ever God's will. I think it is always God's will that we take the conflicts in our world and
do everything it is that we can do to have all live in peace. It is God's desire for us to
listen, to watch, to feel, to hold, to care, to understand and take the time. It has always
got to be God's will for us that we do not sacrifice our young on the alters of war, but
encourage them to live in peace.
I suspect that there is the ''but what about..." or "what if..." thing going on in people's
minds right now. I know you well enough to know just that. I also know that there is
much debate about "just war" or war that may serve a particular, noble purpose. I
hesitate, though, to go down that road. This in no way dishonours those who have fought
wars. [understand, of course, that wars have been fought with noble purpose. What I am
claiming is that it is never God's intention for us. Ours is a higher calling. For if we are
to stand here today to honour those who have given their lives then the highest honour we
can give them, the highest gift we can give them, the greatest sense of dignity that we can
give to them is that we will recommit ourselves as individuals, as communities, as
churches, as Canadians to working for peace. Young soldiders going off to war have
never fought for the continuance of war. What they have fought for is the establishment
of peace.
We live in a complex world now. We live in a time when we don't know how to make
sense out of the conflicts that we are having in our world. We see the Western world and
the Islamic world coming at each other in ways that are complex and unusual. And in that
we have lost the language of peace. We are unable to talk as equals. We have not found
ways to open ourselves up to other cultures and understandings of the world. Nor have
they. Nor have they. But ours is to work at that. Ours is to embrace. Ours is to listen.
Ours is to pray.

[31

A high calling. Yes. A difficult calling. Yes. But if we are going to honour those who
have offered their lives and even given their lives we can do nothing but work for that
which they worked for: for a loving and peaceful world.

Failure vs. Success
A Reflection on Dreamgirls
The second in the five-part 2007 Reel Theology Series
by Robert Oliphant at Eglinton St. George's United Church
January 21 2007

Philippians 3:4b-14
Matthew 16:21-28
For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake
willfind it. For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but forfeit their life?
Or what will they give in return for their life?
Matthew16:24-25

American newspapers and magazines like Newsweek were full of headlines last week all
similarly asking "Is America Ready?" Prompting this question was the announcement by
the Junior United States Senator from Illinois, Barak Obama that he indeed is going to
seek the Democratic Party's nomination for the United States Presidency. Of course,
Hillary Rodham Clinton's similar announcement yesterday doubles the stakes on the
question: Is America ready for a black or female president?
In an editorial this past week in the Boston Globe, reprinted in a number of papers
including the Toronto Star, we were reminded that this is not the first time that an
African-American or a woman has indicated that he or she wanted to fill that office. Jesse
Jackson, Shirley Chisholm and Margaret Chase Smith have already been down that road.
But they did acknowledge that this is perhaps the first time that either of them have a real
chance at the job. They go on to say that what the United States is ready for is a leader
who "knows that America's place in a shrinking world is pre-eminent but not allpowerful, who understands that unilateralism is bankrupt, who would protect Americans'
rights rather than maximizing his [or her!!] own, who demands integrity, who will move
toward energy independence without stripping the land of its natural treasure, who
believes in -- and can deliver -- economic opportunity for all."
In the end, the Boston Globe editorial writer concludes that "the great majority will
rightly focus, not on whether they are "ready" to support a black candidate, or a woman
candidate, but on which ofthe candidates has a vision of where the nation should be
going, and the strength to lead in that direction."
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Perhaps, this conclusion, these words and this dream struck me more significantly this
week as Americans observed their annual celebration of Martin Luther King, Jr. Day last
Monday. Perhaps, this conclusion, these words and this dream struck me more
emotionally because of my watching of Dreamgirls earlier this month. These two things
have more in common than not.
Let's talk Dreamgirls first. In the early 1980's, Michael Bennett brought Dreamgirls to
the New York stage. Audiences found it an intense human drama with amazing, showstopping songs that chronicled the rise to fame of a Motown trio of young women with
big talent, big ambitions and big dreams. Last year, Bill Condon took the stage
production and made it into a stunning film, that I think even outdoes his film production
of Chicago.
Instead of Chicago, the setting is Detroit, Motor City. The era is the 1960's and 70's - a
time of vast social and political change. The civil rights movement is a growing force.
Martin Luther King is preaching his dream of a different kind of United States of
America. Attitudes are shifting but the process is painful and slow. Attention was being
shifted from the large rural areas to cities - which were hotbeds of every type of culture
and art. And African-American music is on the verge of a breakthrough into the
mainstream American music scene. Everything is in transition.
The movie is backlit with the politics of race. In the wings is the persistent racism found
in the entertainment world and the music industry. But at centre stage are people, people
and their stories, people and their dreams.
Enter Curtis Taylor, Jr., played by Jamie Foxx, a hungry young Cadillac salesman who is
aching to get into the music business. He doesn't sing or play an instrument. He probably
wishes that he could write music for himself, but he can't. Instead, he decides to manage
talent and works every angle to make that happen. In the early part of the film we can't
help but like his enthusiasm, his passion and his audacious ability to get things to happen
for himself and for others.
Enter the Dreamettes, Three excited, anxious, somewhat naive young women with gospel
in their hearts and music in their souls. The Lead singer is Effie White, played by Jennifer
Hudson. One can only think that this woman was just too good to win American Idolshe can act, she can sing and really steals the show. There are not a lot of women that you
would describe as having a swagger, but Hudson's Effie has. Her dream is carried into
every scene with that swagger and it is there for all to see. Backing her up are Deena
Jones (Beyonce Knowles) and Lorrell Robinson (Anika Noni Rose). They are as slim and
shapely as Effie is, well fulsome. Their voices seem to have a different colour than hers
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as well, somehow paler, less curvaceous. But these three friends, each with one foot in
gospel and one foot in the dance hall, start to make a big splash.
Curtis teams them up with James "Thunder" Early. Who knew that Eddie Murphy could
sing and act and dance like that? I didn't. He knows what soul is about and loves to, well,
show his whenever he gets a chance. With the Dreamettes backing him up they take to
the road, and become a family. While the country was still segregated, they were bridging
the world with music, starting to bring 'black' sound to 'white' America. Think James
Brown, Chuck Berry or Little Richard.
Curtis wants to break out of the so-called "Chitlin'Circuit," and make them a more
marketable commodity. Curtis' dream is about selling and he knows where the buyers are
and what the buyers are looking for. And it is not soul. It is not gospel. It is not fulsome.
It is not "colourful." He starts by taking the lightning energy out of James Thunder Early,
making him into a velvety crooner. But that still isn't enough. He has to remake the
Dreamettes as well, finally dumping Effie in a huge act of betrayal and promoting the one
who would sell as the prettiest, the one with the softest voice, Deena to lead singer. Curtis
knows that she is the way into the living rooms of mainstream America.
The story is of course based on Diana Ross and The Supremes. When Jennifer Hudson
won her Golden Globe award last week, however, she dedicated it to Florence Ballard,
the ousted member of The Supremes whom her character was modeled on. In real life,
Ballard died in extreme poverty in a Detroit housing project in 1976 at the age of33 of
cardiac arrest, most likely a result of alcohol and drugs. We are spared the worst of that
in the film as the character of Effie fares much better in Condon's film and, despite being
ousted from the group, eventually manages to make her way back into musical life.
I loved this movie. I loved the music, the design, the writing and the acting. It has been a
long time since I've been in a crowded movie theatre and the audience applauded at the
end of the film and then sat through the credits as if wanting more. It is fully a musical,
almost operatic like. In the first half, music is usually coming from a stage, from some
sort of performance, but in the second half as the film deepens, as the characters
recognize that their dreams are fading the music comes in through the dialogue and we
are made to feel what it is that they are feeling through their music.
This movie is about more than a "girl group" suffering through a tragic and dramatic
break up. Among other things, this film is about the losing and the finding of soul, it is
about success, which is actually a failure, and failure that turns out to be success. It
confronts us with questions about success and failure in our own lives and demands that
we ask ourselves tough questions.
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Some people of faith take their cue from Jesus on this one. Jesus is waming his disciples
about this in the passage from Matthew today. As Jesus sets his eyes on Jerusalem, he
starts to talk to them about the cost of discipleship. This is another of those great reversal
passages, this one quite explicitly talking about a reversal of fortunes. Once again, Jesus
is asking the hard question, this time it is: what will it profit them ifthey gain the
whole world but forfeit their life?
That's the question for Curtis. He is not a bad person. He's simply a marketer responding
to the market that he knows, that he knows well. His instincts are right on target. That
market was not ready for the kind of soulful music that James Thunder Early and Effie
White had to offer. But it was coming. The tide was turning even then. America was
changing. Curtis wanted to break through the racial barriers to get black talent heard and
seen. That's heroic. But the more successful he becomes, the more brutal he is in his
disregard for the dreams of the people around him.
Deena and Lorrell aren't bad people either. They are the victims of a world that is not
ready for them to be fully whom they are meant to be. They have dreams that they think
are being fulfilled. And it isn't until they recognize the huge cost that they have paid that
they are able to recognize that they have almost forfeited their lives.
The characters of James Early and Effie White have what is called soul, and that soul was
fiightening to too many people. I suspect that if we have to ask what "soul" is than we
don't have it. It is more than a black experience for me, but it is that. It is something
about the true essence of who we are and what God has meant us to be. It is about being
true to self and not forfeiting our lives for the sake of gaining the whole world. It is about
standing tall, standing proud and singing loud in the voice that God has given us. It is
about refusing to submit to a culture that demeans, belittles, and refuses to recognize all
people as creatures of God - just-the-way-they-or-we-are.
Effie and Jimmy know something about that and can teach us something about that
because they refused to be changed into something that they weren't and paid a price. Or
seemed to pay a price. Jimmy may have lost his life in a literal sense and Effie may have
been living less than the dream that she thought she would be living, but, frankly, they
didn't forfeit their lives, did they? Those who forfeited their lives were the ones who lost
touch with what they really believed and who they really were.
And what of us? Most of us are pretty comfortable. We pick up the newspaper and see a
flyer this week promoting travel in the Caymen Islands. The headline says, "Money can
buy happiness." And we believe it more than not. But the Gospel, whether it comes to us
through the words of Jesus or a film from Bill Condon tells us that there is more to life
than that.
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This movie has a personal message about following the dreams that will give life and not
cost us to forfeit our Jives. But it also has a political message. It is a deeply political
movie that demands the attention of all people of faith to ask if, indeed, our world has
changed since then, and has it changed enough? What are the barriers in our society that
keep people from following their dreams; barriers of racial injustice, gender inequality,
intolerance and prejudice?
Certainly our world has changed since the early days of the civil rights movement in the
United States and the building of the Charter of Rights and Freedoms in Canada. It has
improved for African-Americans, women, gays and lesbians, for First Nations. It has
changed. But has it changed enough? You know the answer to that as well as I do. Is
America ready? Is Canada Ready?
Last night, just before I went to bed I listened to Martin Luther King, Jr.'s famous August
1963 speech at the March on Washington. Google it today. It isn't long, but it is still as
great today as it was then. It is a dream that we can and should all hold today.
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Sbake it Up
A Reflection on Hairspray (2007)
by Robert Olipbant
at Eglinton St. George's United Cburcb
September 16, 2007

Deuteronomy 10: 12-22
Ephesians 2: 11-22
It is great to have so many of you back after summer holidays. Between now and the
week after Thanksgiving, Eglinton SI. George's gradually reconfigures into a
worshipping congregation after having been apart for a couple of months and, given that
reality, the Worship Committee felt it appropriate for us to gather in the round, to
welcome all back into the circle, reminding us that we are all part of this circle, all
equally valuable and all equally sharing in the ministry that has been given to us.
I've been hearing summer stories from many of you, especially this year since I was
away for the whole summer as well. There have been adventures - good and bad, travel good and bad, wonderful times of recreation, renewal and reunion, as well as difficult
times of illness, loss, and sadness. And so we gather into this circle once again, bringing
all that we are, all that we have experienced, all that we hope to be, and all that we hope
to experience.
Our circle, though, is not a closed figure. It is very intentionally meant to be an open
circle, especially at this time of year - open to welcome newcomers, friends and strangers
- anyone who may come through our doors. As the circle fills in through this fall, the
stories that are brought here will necessarily be different, unique, as the people who enter
it represent all the diversity that our city has to offer.
Frankly, it hasn't been all bad being away from the circle this summer. In the time that I
have had off this summer, I was able not only to work slavishly on my thesis, but also to
enjoy the city in a way that I have not been able to for many years. Part of that was to
experience the variety of neighbourhood and cultural festivals that happen every year.
From Caribana to the Cabbagetown festival, from the Taste of the Danforth to Gay Pride,
our city loves to revel in the belief that, in this city, we are open, tolerant, and that we
celebrate our diversity. But I have been finding that one doesn't have to scratch very
deeply to find race relations strained at best, tolerance wearing thin and walls among
peoples and groups in this city often rising higher rather than being razed to the ground.
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While the city celebrates the richness of its neighbourhoods, I have been particularly
aware that the distinctiveness of our neighbourhoods is not always a sign of health. We
increasingly are made aware of the so-called high-risk neighbourhoods. The summer
began with the shooting death of IS-year old Jordan Manners in one of those areas. This
summer, Yvon Reid, a very talented young man coming from another one of those
neighbourhoods, was derogatorily referred to as a "ghetto dude" by a provincial
bureaucrat, necessitating a personal apology from our Premier. Vandalism and the threat
of violence continues to plague both mosques and synagogues in the city. There is the
ongoing debate about the appropriateness of veiled women Muslim voters, while tens of
thousands of other voters do not need to visually identify themselves. And Caledonia
continues as a source of conflict between native and non-native Canadians.
Just beneath the surface tensions run high. Sometimes it is the off-the cuff comments that
betray true feelings. From the side of the historically dominant culture in Toronto, old
time Upper Canadians who hold a particular picture of what they remember as ''Toronto
the Good," we hear a nostalgic wish for a simpler time. I know that, despite my best
thoughts, I can't exclude myself from that kind of thinking. But benign as it may sound, I
think we all know what it might mean. Equally, from the side of those who are newer to
Toronto, we are aware of an anger that is coming to a rolling boil, with too many guns on
the street, too much violence in homes and neighbourhoods. We know that much of the
violence is directed inwardly, into discrete communities, but it all marks a sense of
exclusion, of not making it, of not having a higher stake in making Toronto good.
I think that I can state with full conviction that all of us want a good Toronto. And all of
us know that a good Toronto is a Toronto that is fully inclusive, welcoming and will
blend together the very best of all the traditions, all the ethnicities and all the cultures that
daily bump up against each other in our streets, schools, parks, and businesses. But while
we know this to be a goal, none of us is exactly sure how to go about challenging the
structures that separate rather than seal, that divide rather than unite. It sometimes just
seems all too big, all too difficult, all too demanding. And so we hunker in, and despite
our rhetoric of openness, close our circles and keep our heads down. We don't know how
to change things that seem so entrenched, so oppressive.
I sometimes have to wonder how far we have come since the civil rights movements of
the 1960's. Adam Shankman invites us back to the dawning of that era into the window
of time between Elvis and the Beatles with his film Hairspray. Shankman has taken John
Waters' 1988 film of the same name and the 2002 Broadway musical version of it and
crafted what some have called the feel-good movie of the year. And feel good it does.
The film is thoroughly enjoyable, but it is far more than that. It is a film that surely and
steadily takes on the human and social issues that divide, that separate and that alienate,
but takes them on with humour, joy and even just plain old silliness. In the end it is a
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movie that not only feels good in the moment, but can actually transform the way we
look at things and lift us into a new way of being with each other.
Without sinking into sentimental nostalgia, Hairspray invites us into 1962 Baltimore with
its number one cheerleader Tracy Turnblad, wonderfully and energetically played by the
total newcomer to the screen 18-year old Nikki Blonsky, (whose job prior to auditioning
for this film was dishing out ice cream). Tracy is what my father used to call a husky girl,
amply proportioned, or pleasantly plump, who has a penchant for getting detentions
because her hairdo exceeds her school's height limit. School days pass slowly for Tracy
and her best friend Penny Pingleton as they can hardly wait to get home to watch the
local TV dance program The Corny Collins Show which features "the nicest kids in
town." The Corny Collins Show is Baltimore's cross between the Mickey Mouse Club and
Dick Clark's American Bandstand. Tracy's dream is to be on that show, which ultimately
means taking on the station manager Velma Von Tussle (Michelle Pfeiffer at her most
sinister best) who aims to keep the show all thin and all white. Of course, there is the
once-a-month Negro Day, hosted by Motonnouth Maybelle (Queen Latifa with blonde
hair) and features African-American teenagers carefully separated by a rope from their
white counterparts.
Thanks to her detention, Tracy gets to know the black kids in her school and begins to
wonder why every day can't be Negro Day, and begins to promote her idea of a
checkerboard world with black and white, African and European Americans shariog the
airwaves as well as the streets, the homes and the parks of Baltimore equally. Her social
convictions take her to the streets in protest putting her television career into jeopardy, to
say nothing of her chance to become Miss Hairspray 1962.
Mothers playa big part in this movie. Velma Von Tussle is feverishly working to not
only keep her TV station profitable and segregated, but to make sure that her slim and
pretty, but not terribly talented daughter, Amber, is the eventual winner of the Miss
Hairspray competition. Tracy's size-60 mother, played by John Travolta, yes I said
mother, and yes I said John Travolta, has confined herself to her house out of
embarrassment due to her supersized nature. All the energy that she would normally be
putting into everyday life, goes into worrying about her daughter and the possibility of
her not making it in a world that values size more than ability. Adding to the drama of it
all is Penny Pingleton's falling in love with the handsome and talented - and blackSeaweed, son of Motonnouth Maybelle. This is much to the chagrin of Penny's biblethumping, Christian mother who is worried about her daughter falling in with the wrong
crowd.
One can only try to imagine what part of the bible she is focusing on, because it surely
isn't either the book of Deuteronomy or Paul's letter to the Ephesians that we read from
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this morning. It is more than a little ironic that the textbook for the American civil rights
movement and every civil and human rights movement before and since could be used as
the sword and shield of those who would fend off human social progress. From its
beginning, Israel was constantly being reminded that, yes they were chosen, but chosen
for a purpose. The God who chose them and formed them into a people, is not partial, and
takes no bribe, executes justice and loves the stranger (Deuteronomy 10: 17-18) and
expects no less from anyone who would dare to call him Lord. Their dignity, their future,
their salvation were intimately tied to walking in the ways, the commandments of Gada God who welcomes all, cares for all and treats all with equal compassion.
Centuries later when Paul was writing to the church at Ephesus, he was pushing the same
basic point. Observing the huge tensions between those of this new faith, which was to be
called Christianity, who were Jewish and those who were Gentile, Paul reminds them,
and us, that Jesus has broken down the wall that divides these two peoples. He reminds
them that God is building a home. God is using all of us, irrespective of how we got here,
whom we are, the size of our waists, the height of our hair, the colour of our skin - in
what is being built. God has used the apostles and prophets for the foundation, but now is
using us, fitting each one of us, and others, in brick by brick, stone by stone until we
become a temple, withal of us built into it, a temple that God can call home. (Ephesians
2:20-22 The Message).
If Jesus Christ lived and died and lived again for anything it was to end hostility, to break
down the divisions that separate one from another. There are no more strangers. There are
no more outsiders, no more insiders. He preached peace to those on the outside and peace
to those on the inside. All are equal. Not the same - but equal.
Two millennia later, Hairspray is telling the same gospel story, preaching the same
gospel message. It is not size, or sex, or skin colour that is of importance to a God that
shows no partiality, nor to the people who purport to follow that God. This is the
Christian story. This is gospel truth. It echoes the words of Martin Luther King, Jr. who
had a dream that [his] four children [would] one day live in a nation where they [would]
not bejudged by the color of their skin but by the content of their character."
Hairspray not only tells us this gospel truth through its story, through its plot, through its
zany and over-the-top characters, but through its sheer energy and sense that anything is
possible, anything is doable, it pulls us to engage. It calls us to re-orient our lives in tasks
that at times seem too hard, too set, too difficult. By its sheer energy and its sheer joy we
are encouraged to take what we know to be true and find the strength to do something. It
makes us feel, if not even possibly believe, that love will triumph, people are good, and
the universe is a benevolent place and all that seems to indicate that that is not so, is not
ultimate, is not final.

141

They, those powers, that intransigence, the system, will not ultimately win. God will.
Hairspray has a particular message for the church as we set about the work of social
transformation, We know what we are to do; we've been told that for centuries through
the prophets, the apostles and the modem church. But Hairspray gives us a word on haw
to do it as well. Hairspray sings the message of social justice in the major key of love,
rather than the minor key of whining. There no pathetic lamenting for what could be or
what should be. There is no wringing of hands in defeat at what seems just too big to deal
with. Instead, it struts its stuff, and demands that we strut the stuff of God's love from
this place out into the streets and neighbourhoods of this city.

The Measure of our Days
A Reflection on Our Town by Thornton Wilder
by the Rev. Robert Oliphant
at Eglin ton St. George's United Churcb
October 28, 2007

Ecclesiastes 12: 1-8
Psalm 90
Luke 10:38-42
I

She's been called the most influential women in the United States. Her influence extends
to Canada, not only because her daytime television show is as popular here as it is south
of the border, but because she so often captures what is on the minds and in the hearts of
ordinary people. I'm talking about Oprah Winfrey. Now, lest you get worried that I sneak
out of the office to catch her program on a regular basis, I can assure you that I actually
only very rarely get a chance to watch it. One afternoon this past week, while chained to
the treadmill at the Dunfield Club, I saw an extraordinary segment on her show.
Randy Pausch is a brilliant young Professor of Computer Science at Carnegie Mellon
University. Still in his forties, he has been diagnosed with paocreatic cancer, with its
100% mortality rate. Everything known to modern medicine, and more, has been done to
stem the tide of his disease, but to no avail. On September 18 he gave his final lecture at
Carnegie Mellon and is now spending most of his time with his wife, children and friends
as he prepares to die. His death is expected in the next few months. It was that lecture,
however, entitled ''Really Achieving Your Childhood Dreams" that caught the attention
of the world. It has now been seen by over a million people on the Internet, and millions
more when he reprised it on Oprah.
Outing the lecture and in his interview with Winfrey, Pausch was aoimated and
humorous, alternating personal jokes with insights on computer science and the film
industry, on working in groups and interacting with people, on Star Trek and animation.
He talks about raising children, about loyalty and perseverance, about gratitude and living
with hope. In the interview, I was completely captivated by the fullness of life that
exuded from him. He, of course, can barely imagine leaving his three young children, and
is doing everything in his power so that they might both learn from him and remember
him. All through the interview, one could not help but be captivated by his zest for life
aod wonder if his imminent death isn't actually allowing him to be even more fully alive
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than when he was filled with health. No doubt as a result of his lmagineering work with
Disney, in the end he challenged us to choose between being a Tigger or an Eeyore. For
the Winnie-the-Pooh challenged among us, Tigger is the exuberant, full of life character
while dismal Eeyore finds something to complain about in every situation.
While a better communicator than most people that I have met, living or dying, Pausch is
not unique. Many who are dying teach us the most important lessons about life. Time and
time again, I find that, when faced with one's own mortality, the most important things in
life become clearer, and finally take priority. Of course, there are Eeyors among us
everywhere, but death, and perhaps even the thought of death, seems to bring out the
Tigger in most of us.

II

That truth of that is brought out simply, amazingly and touchingly in Thornton Wilder's
classic play Our Town. It is arguably one of the most produced and best loved Englishlanguage plays of the twentieth century. Soulpepper Theatre Company, Toronto's
classical repertory theatre group, remounted its 2006 production of the play this past
summer, and I loved every minute of it. It wasn't the first time I have seen the play and it
won't be the last, because the play is simply rich enough to keep me feeling and thinking
about life, about death, and then again about life, over and over again.
First performed in 1938, Our Town was groundbreaking theatre for which Wilder won
the Pulitzer Prize. Devoid of scenery, props and all the usual trappings of the stage, the
audience is invited into the play by the Stage Manager, who creates the play, is in the
play, and comments on the play. Albert Schultz, Soulpepper's Artistic Director, played
that character with both ease and a sort of impishness that made us care about what was
happening, and what would happen, to each of the characters. Set at the turn of the last
century, in the small town of Grover's Corners, New Hampshire, the play is nonetheless
timeless and completely transferable to any town or city where people live, move and
have their being.
Tbe story comes to us in three acts and focuses entirely on ordinary things: daily life,
love and marriage and finally, death. It's about the daily lives of ordinary people from
sunrise to sunset, week after week, month after month and year after year. Its art and its
beauty are found in the mundane but intimate goings on principally in two houses, those
of the Gibbs and the Webbs, in Protestant New England.
Tucked neatly into the beginning of the play is the birth of twins, delivered by Dr. Gibbs
and reported on in the newspaper of Mr. Webb. The life cycle begins. A 1930's audience
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might have expected a completely linear progression, but Wilder takes us instead in and
out of the history of both the lives of the characters and the life of the town. The plot,
where it exists, moves slowly. What keep us engaged are the characters and the
seemingly insignificant conversations that link them together. A professor's discourse on
the geological and cultural history of the town. Women maintaining families and
households, hoping their children will eat their breakfast. Children offto school.
Teenagers tentatively beginning courtship. Fathers worried about sons and daughters. We
learn about their fears, their worries and their dreams. We learn of how and when they
will die, long before it happens. And we find ourselves caring about all of them. Of
course, the town is not without its problems, wonderfully represented by the poor Simon
Stimson, the non-conforming, problemed, alcoholic organist at the Congregational
Church. Why is it in theatre that it is always the butler who did it and the Organist who is
getting into trouble - even while rehearsing Blest be the Tie that Binds? [The organist
plays the opening measures of the hymn.]
The second act tells the story of the growing love and then marriage of young George
Gibbs and Emily Webb. From the morning of the wedding, we're taken back in time to
the formalization of their courtship at a soda fountain. In what is modestly acknowledged
as an "important conversation" they recognize a lifetime of affection that they have had
for each other. The wedding happens despite the fear and trembling of both bride and
groom, with the Stage Manager dispensing sermonic wisdom, and not a little bit of
cynicism, as he plays the part of minister. He recalls the many couples he has married and
what typically happens afterwards: "the cottage, the go-cart, the Sunday-afternoon drives
in the Ford, the first rheumatism, the grandchildren, the second rheumatism, the
deathbed, the reading of the will - once in a thousand times it's interesting." And, as
Emily and George run up the aisle, the second act ends with the dream of much happiness
and a long life together. hopefully living out the minister's sermon.
But the real sermon comes in the third act. It's nine years later and the act opens on a
windy hilltop, the Grover's Comers cemetery. In the intervening years, George's mother
has died, as has Emily's young brother. So too, the ill-fated Mr. Stimson, who has taken
his own life There is a community among the dead; it is a place where "an awful lot of
sorrow has sort of quieted down" and where people "are waiting for the eternal part in
them" to be revealed. We soon learn that Emily is about to be buried, having died in
childbirth. As the funeral procession comes up the hill, they sing Blest be the Tie that
Binds and Emily is welcomed by those who are among dead. [The organist begins to play
the hymn, while a soprano soloist sings it softly.] Settling in, she tells her mother-in-law
what has happened in Grover's Comers since her death a few years earlier.
Emily seems to have a foot in both worlds, that of the living and of the dead. In this
transitional time, she finds out that she can go back to the living to observe and to relive a
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day in her life. Despite advice to the contrary, she chooses her twelfth birthday, some
fourteen years earlier. It is through this experience that her eyes are opened to what life is
all about (and what Thornton Wilder has as his goal in this play). Emily returns to her
family home and to all the ordinariness of that family life: a mother in the kitchen; a
father home from a business trip; preparations for a gracious, but restrained birthday
celebration. But Emily can hardly bear it. No one is looking at the other; no one is seeing
what is going on. Simple, hut ultimately glorious, birthday gifts are passed on without
fanfare or even notice. Emily cannot bear the "cloud of ignorance" as Simon Stimson will
call it that envelops tbem all. All the little, ordinary, beautiful things of lives interwoven
in relationship go unnoticed, unappreciated by those so accustomed to life that they take
it for granted. The finite, mortal nature of human life has not been able to make an impact
on any of them.
Emily asks the Stage Manager, who seems to be a stand-in for God, at least in this scene,
ifnot in many others: "Do any human beings ever realize life while they live it? every,
every minute?" And the Stage Manager responds: "No --- The saints and poets, maybethey do some."
Right there, right there is the core of what living fully, of what abundant life as Jesus
called it, is about. It is about being aware, being open, being fully alive to the fragility
and the sacredness of every moment oflife. Wilder, as evangelist, wants us to know that,
while it may take the acceptance of our mortality to grasp this, it should not take our
death. While it may take the acknowledgment of our finitude, it doesn't need to take our
last breath. If there is hope in this play it is that every one of us has enough of the saint
and the poet within us to make this fully who we are: life living, life giving, life receiving
children of God who can and do recognize the beauty of every part of life, every partgood and bad, painful and joyful, challenging and hope filled.
Wilder grew up steeped in the Protestant faith. His mother was a daughter of the
Presbyterian Manse, his father a Congregationalist lay leader and his brother a noted New
Testament scholar. He knew the Christian story at its best and let it play out in much of
his work. It is not, however, the grand scope, nor the great mytbs of the Christian faith
that captivated Wilder, but rather the sacredness of human relationship and of the humandivine relationship that caught him. His theology most explicitly comes out in his use of
the hymn, Blesi be the Tie that Binds, sung three times throughout the play. That tie in the
song's lyrics has to refer to both the tie between and among humans, that sense of
companionship and family that is so celebrated in this play, and the tie between God and
humanity. Both of those ties would have been the framework in which he constructed all
his work.

146

And isn't this the way by which most of us come to the Christian faith? Isn't it the
miracle of being wakened again each moming, of sunrises and sunsets, of the love of
parents and the joy of children, of the help of neighbours, of the resilience of the human
spirit, the experience of forgiveness and the possibility of rebirth, redemption and
renewal that lead us to a deeper quest for God and a deeper knowledge of God? I know
of no one who has been convinced to follow the way of Christ simply by great
theological dissertations or a rational explanation of the atonement or any other
theological construct. It is mindfulness, attentiveness, awareness and appreciation of the
goodness of life as we live it that will bring us to both a wider and a deeper faith. And
that faith is what gives us a lens, a helpful lens to see the world in which we live here in
the city of Toronto, the county of York, Ontario, Canada, "the continent of North
America, Western Hemisphere, the Earth, the Solar System, the Universe, the Mind of
God." But that lens starts in the most intimate of places. It starts with the people with
whom we live our days.
III

There is a little domestic scene described by Luke that highlights this. Luke does it in
significantly less than a three-act play. Jesus is in Bethany, the Grover's Corners of his
day. He is a guest at the home of his friends Mary and Martha. We don't know their last
names but they could be Gibbs or Webb for all we know. Martha is busy doing the things
that need to be done. She is cleaning the house, getting the meal ready, answering the
phone. Mary is with Jesus. Mary is present to Jesus, listening to Jesus. Jesus doesn't
denigrate Martha, but he challenges her. Mary, he knows is fully present, cognizant that
something important is going on, that someone is with her and his time, her time for that
matter, is limited. Perhaps she knew that Jesus was the anointed one, the Lord. Perhaps
she didn't. What she knew for sure, though, was that that moment would never be
repeated and she was saint and poet at that time. The tie that would bind her to Jesus was
to be noticed, to be seen, to be celebrated - a human and a divine tie.
Wilder presents for us both a story of the human condition and an implied exhortation to
live life in all its fullness. But we are left asking: How do we do that? Well, the best way
that! have found to appreciate all that life is and all that life can be is in the story of our
faith. [The organ softly begins to play BleSI be the Tie that Binds for a third time.] It
began somewhere near Bethany, found its way to Jerusalem and to a hill with a cross, It
centers on the one who stopped to eat with the outsider and take time with the lonely. It
grew into a community that has as one of its core foundations the sacredness of every
moment and of every relationship. For me, it is through the Christian faith. It is through
that lens that we can see the great possibility in every moment. It is through that lens that
we can understand the value of every relationship, every activity, every longing, every
dream. It is through that lens that we can see our own lives and the world in which we
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live have meaning, and hope and depth and creativity. In the life-giving and lifeaffirming ministry and person of Jesus we are offered all that is possible in the smallest of
details and in the least of people. It is this lens that will cause us to be a Tigger, not an
Eeyor. It is this lens that gives meaning to the lives we lead and the deaths we will
encounter. It is this lens that will give us strength to handle the challenges of most
difficult of days and the humility to simply appreciate the grandest of days. It will
demand that we pay attention to every part of creation and will edify each one of us as
integral to that creation. It will remind us to look both at each other and up to the stars
that keep us company. And it will allow us to finish every day knowing of the promise of
tomorrow. Thanks be to God who has made us a little less than the angels that we might
know all the joys of life.
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