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ABSTRACT

An investigation of 50 Christian sermons from 5 denominations in Britain
preached between May 2002 and November 2004. Recordings of the sermons and
results of structural, semantic, and content analyses are presented. An
introductory chapter sketches salient features of contemporary religious, secular,
and academic contexts. Chapters on methodology and the data collection process
follow. Chapter 4 combines detailed quantitative findings with general conclusions
concerning two broad hypotheses about contemporary Christian preaching. The
Subject analysis maps topics on four different classificatory schemes and concludes
that the first hypothesis - that, for all its claims to be relevant to the whole of life,
the church is in practice concerned with only a narrow slice of it - is perhaps
stretched but not overturned. The Traditional language analysis finds that the
second hypothesis - that Christianity, certainly at the local level, refuses to address
the ‘credibility gap’ from which it suffers today - emerges much more patently
unscathed. Given the implied ‘literalism’ predominant in these sermons, it further
maps the applications of traditional Christian terminology to modern life. Chapter
5 reviews the findings in the light of the contemporary context as outlined in

chapter 1.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

Human communities, in their attempt to articulate religious experience
and to order social life by that shared experience, preach.

(Rice 1987, p.494)

A. Project outline

Within the universalising perspective of the quotation from Rice above, this dissertation
presents research into Christian preaching in contemporary Britain. It focusses on 50 sermons
from five mainstream denominations preached between May 2002 and November 2004. The

specific aim of the project was described in the initial letter to churches as

charting the range of topics discussed in sermons, and in particular the connections

made between traditional biblical or credal themes and the modern world.

50 churches and 49 preachers are represented. All of the sermons were in the English
language. 10 were broadcast, one from Cardiff, the rest from churches in England: the data
from the remaining 40 was obtained by personal visit, the services being recorded using
unobtrusive minidisc equipment. Brief interviews were conducted subsequently with 46 of

the preachers, either by phone, post, e-mail, or face to face.

The twin aims of the research as described above, analysis of topics discussed and analysis of
connections between the traditional and the modern, together represent a considerable
broadening of interest from the initial proposal submitted to the University. That proposal had

referred only to an intention
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to investigate the range of approaches to biblical themes and concepts which are

offered from the pulpit to local Christian congregations in the U.K. today.

Extension of this to include credal themes alongside biblical obviates the need for debate
about the precise origins of some of the key Christian doctrines and ideas chosen for attention.
But the more significant broadening of the terms of reference is the addition of the first aim
indicated above, the general analysis of sermon topics, whether based on biblical or credal
themes or not. This focusses the study on the sermon as a whole, rather than one very specific

aspect of it.

As a result, the dissertation offers, subject to the limitations of sample size, a contemporary
‘landscape’ of mainstream preaching in Christian churches in Great Britain (effectively
England) in the opening years of the 21% century of the Common Era. The ‘landscape’ is
mapped here using a number of different ‘projections’. Together they present (or such is my
hope) a broad but meaningful overview of what aspects of the world are, and by extension

which are not, discussed from these pulpits today.

Variations in this “landscape’ related to a number of factors are highlighted with a view to
suggesting questions for future research. The sample is too small for definitive conclusions to
be drawn from these findings alone. But denomination, geographical area, and community
setting, as well as type of service, preaching strategy, and other sermon characteristics, and
also preacher’s experience and training seem to have some influence on sermon themes. In
addition, the interviews afforded the chance to make comparisons between preachers’

expressed general strategies and their actual preaching as represented by the sermons studied.

Within the overall ‘landscape’ the connections made between certain central themes of the
Christian tradition and aspects of the modern world are separately charted. This specific

mapping is offered as an insight into how religious language functions in the church today.

Underlying the twin aims of the project are two broad hypotheses about contemporary
Christian preaching. The first arises from my impressionistic judgment that, for all its claims

to be relevant to the whole of life, the church is in practice concerned with only a very narrow
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slice of it. The second represents the strong personal perception, from which the project
chiefly originated, that Christianity suffers today, in Western societies at least, from a serious

‘credibility gap” which, certainly at the level of the local congregation, it refuses to address.

These are, if true, | believe, important factors for understanding the situation of contemporary
Christianity. Not everyone will agree with this assessment or with the assumptions underlying
it. But the hypotheses themselves are here subjected to empirical testing. The results are
presented in chapter 4 (sections C and D). There I claim that the first hypothesis, while
perhaps stretched, is not overturned, and that the second emerges much more patently

unscathed.

The rest of this chapter and chapter 2 present discussions of context and background,
assumptions, and research methods. The data collection phase is reported in chapter 3. The
primary data for the investigation, the sound recordings of the sermons themselves, are
included with the thesis in the form of two CD-Roms (CD-Rom A Sermons | and CD-Rom B
Sermons 1) inserted into pockets in the inside back cover. The ‘secondary’ or ‘processed’
data, the results of the first stage of the analyses described in chapter 2 are summarised in
Appendix E and accessible in full from a third CD-Rom (CD-Rom C Thesis workbench), also
inserted into the back cover. Appendices A to D contain details of churches, preachers, dates

of visits, interview questions, transcripts of two poorly recorded sermons, and other matters.

The main findings are set out in chapter 4, supplemented by a selection of more detailed
results in Appendix F: CD-Rom C contain some of the data and computing routines used to
produce the results. The final chapter of the dissertation offers some comments on the
significance of the findings in the light of the context and background highlighted in sections
1.B and 1.D below. A machine-navigable and searchable copy of this dissertation is also
included on CD-Rom C.
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B. The context of the Project

“Think globally, act locally’. Translated into the language of an essentially academic research
project, this popular motto of the world development movement may be seen as requiring that
a narrowly local investigation such as this study of Christian preaching maintain an

appropriately broad perspective on the issues with which it is concerned.

In 2006 C.E. a minimum demand would appear to be to take due account of

i the interfaith context
ii. the secular context
iii. the context of world Christianity

Iv. the spiritual revolution context

Many other candidates for the list may suggest themselves, e.g. economic and cultural
globalisation, ‘postcolonial’ concerns, issues relating to gender, race, and sexuality, liberation
and democratisation movements, and of course the environment. If Christianity is relevant to

the whole of life, it fails if it ignores any of these themes (and many more besides).

The four contexts selected for attention here are clearly germane to the aims and assumptions
of the project. The others are not, however, totally ignored. They are indirectly addressed in
as far as the general subject ‘mappings’ reveal their representation or otherwise in the sample

sermons.

A full perspective would of course require parallel analyses of sermons or some equivalent of
the sermon for each of the domains mentioned. That is not possible here. But salient factors
from these four areas are briefly explained in the following subsections. A final subsection
(1.B(v)) brings into topical focus the searching imperative under which theological research is

always undertaken.
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(i) The interfaith context
In late summer 2003 Aram I, Armenian Catholicos of Cilicia, presented his Moderator’s
report to the Central Committee of the World Council of Churches meeting in Geneva. In it

he spoke of the global interfaith context:

Religiously homogenous societies are being replaced by multi-religious societies. Now
that religions are living in permanent and close interaction with each other, religious
plurality is no longer a conceptual issue; it affects the very texture of societal life and
creates new paradigms, new ways of life, and a new self-understanding. It also shapes
multiple relationships and multiple belonging within our institutions, our families and

even within ourselves.

Later in his report he added:

By defining ourselves in isolation from the other, we reject the other. Living together
is to define our identity in relation to the other. Religious identity should not lead to
exclusive and absolutist self-understanding. This will isolate a religion, and isolation

breeds hate and violence.
And again:
Dialogue is no longer an academic activity involving only historians, scholars and

theologians. People from all walks of life are engaged in a living dialogue. We are

experiencing a dialogue of life, which embraces all aspects and spheres of human life.

This new feature of our world is well recognized in the Department of Theology and Religion
in the University of Birmingham. The principal interests of the academic staff of the

department, as detailed on the University’s website as | write this paragraph (12 January
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2006), demonstrate the degree of its commitment to interfaith studies. Of the 32 members

listed, their chief areas of current work may be classified as follows:

Interfaith 4 Christianity 14 Hinduism 1
Islam 10 Judaism 2 Sikhism 1

Although the research reported here concentrates exclusively on Christian preaching, a
consistent attempt has been made to avoid unduly privileging Christianity against other faiths
in the conceptual frameworks against which the results are presented. One early example of
this related to the choice of classification schemes to be used for the subject ‘mappings’. The
Dewey Decimal Classification System was the original candidate of first choice for this
function. For a fuller discussion of why it was quickly relegated to a minor role, see section
2.B and Appendix G below. One of the main reasons was the continued dominance, even in
the latest (22") edition (Dewey 2003), of Christianity over other faiths.

In terminology, too, throughout the dissertation | have tried to avoid the carelessness of
thought and expression that equates theology with Christian theology, worship with Christian
worship, devotion with Christian devotion, etc. Full consistency in this respect has no doubt

eluded me, and if so, | apologise..

Christian thoughtlessness is particularly endemic in respect of the sacred texts which it shares
with Judaism. Dewey 22 at least adds ‘Tanakh’ as a subtitle to the heading for classification
221 Old Testament. But this does not go very far to redress the balance. The further steps

taken in this dissertation are outlined in subsection 2.B below (see especially p.54).

(if) The secular context
The Church seems to find it easier to enter into meaningful relations with other faiths today
than it has in the past, and easier than with the contemporary Western secular humanism

which is in a significant sense Christianity’s direct heir. Indeed, as was demonstrated in the
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University of Birmingham, for instance, in a lecture in May 2004 given by the Archbishop of
Canterbury, Most Rev. Dr. Rowan Williams, the case for better relations with other religions

is often based on a call to unite against the common secularist enemy.

This is unfortunate. Dialogue is vital in the secular arena too. If a conflict of religions could
seriously damage world peace, this is equally true of a conflict of philosophies between
religion and secularism (as of course it is true of a conflict between parties within a religion,

whether Catholic against Protestant, Sunni against Shi’ite, or any other groupings).

A major impetus to undertake this research came from conversations with a number of non-
churchgoing friends. Their rejection of Christianity is at heart, | believe, a rejection of a
‘literalist’ faith, and they find it difficult to acknowledge that the church might hold and
propound any more tenable variety of belief. Well aware as they are of a few well-publicised
clerics who challenge orthodoxy in one degree or another, they sympathise with their reasons
but see their continued adherence to the church as fundamentally inconsistent. Such figures
do not in any way modify my friends’ view of Christianity or the Church as a whole as

intellectually unacceptable.

Such friends and the millions of others like them who would be embraced by the secular-
humanist label, at least as widely and loosely understood, are one of the “reference groups’ |
attempt to keep in mind in writing this thesis. Very much of academic theology over the last
200 years must of course be seen as a response to the problems of credibility which
rationalism and secularism have raised for religious faith. But there are widespread
disagreements about the success of the enterprise as a whole and about the relative merits of
the approaches adopted by different scholars. Many are couched in such intricate language as
to substitute (or add) incomprehensibility to incredibility. Perhaps as a result of this, the
‘credibility gap’ remains largely unbridged as far as the general perception extends in the

‘secularist’ direction.

An encouraging development came with the publication in 1975 of Understanding Religious

Convictions. This was a book jointly written by a practising Christian theologian, James
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McClendon, and a secular atheist, James Smith. They explain (McClendon and Smith 1975,
p.vii):

we are, in apparent disregard of the Apostle’s warning, ‘unequally yoked together’ (2
Corinthians 6:14) as writing partners and hence are in better position than some to

know the conflicts and paradoxes of a pluralistic world.

Nevertheless, the book that has grown from our discussion and trial drafting is not a
debate or a dialog; we have composed it together and are alike responsible for every

paragraph, every word.

They go on to suggest that such collaboration between atheist and theologian is

itself a reason for hope regarding wider convictional conflicts . . . which the worlds
of religion, of race, of politics need even more desperately than does the academic

world in which we both live.

If so, the promise has unfortunately yet to be fulfilled.

Even if secularism is more a Western than a global phenomenon, and even if its representation
in the West amongst the general populace is small or in dispute, it looms large in my
experience and represents to my mind the outlook of the future. What is sometimes termed
‘postmodernism’ does not, it seems to me, provide any sort of refuge against the secularising
tendency of its correlative ‘modernism’. Terrence Tilley refers in the introduction to his 1995

symposium to ‘the postmodernism of completion’, and continues (p.vii):
This postmodernism finds the contemporary problematic not how to reject or repudiate

the intellectual categories and social practices of the modern world, but how to extend

and complete the modern project (Tilley’s emphasis).
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From my point of view, certainly, secular humanism is not just an inescapable feature of the
milieu in which | find myself here in early 21* century Britain. The ‘credibility gap’ to which
I refer is not simply a division between the religious and the non-religious. It represents an
internal divide between modes of thought well formulated within the minds of many, perhaps
all, believers themselves. It may be impossible, it may be explosive, to bridge that divide.

But it would seem like ‘living in denial’ not to attempt to.

(iii) The context of world Christianity

At the other end, perhaps, of the spectrum of belief from secularism lies the vast majority of
the world’s Christians. However, as | indicated in the previous subsection, they share with my
‘secularist’ friends what may be termed a ‘literalist’ understanding of the faith. This
commonality of thinking is a salutary challenge to theology. Increasingly involved

hermeneutic ingenuity will make little impact on either group.

But there is a dilemma here. Academic theology and biblical studies must not sell out to
popular prejudice and ignorance on the highest common factor principle: but equally it must
never lose sight of its grass roots clientéle. The dual requirement has been forcefully stressed
recently in a collection of essays by African biblical scholars edited by West and Dube.
Moiserale Prince Dibeela, for instance, and Justin Ukpong are two contributors who give clear
expression to the tension between academic and what they term ‘experiential” methods of
reading the Bible (Dibeela, p.384; Ukpong 2001, p.593). But this is of course by no means
exclusively an African concern. The same tension is evidenced time and again, | am certain,
up and down the United Kingdom, probably most often as churchgoers discuss the sermon

over the Sunday lunch table.

Nor is it an exclusively theological problem. The underlying issue of communication between
expert and lay person affects many disciplines. In the ecclesiastical situation, the ideal could
perhaps be expressed in terms of never asking academic questions that church members aren’t

asking except as a means of answering the questions they are asking. And if that challenges
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cherished values of academic freedom too radically, hermeneutic theory can legitimately
demand of academics, theologians included, continual vigilance in ensuring that their
theorising retains a clear grip on meaningfulness. It is not hard to take a step too far in the
direction of ‘the bewitchment of intelligence by the means of language’ (Wittgenstein and
Anscombe 1967, p.47).

This dissertation focusses extensively on the traditional language and concepts of Christianity.
These are in an important sense Christianity’s distinguishing marks. They are certainly the
pivotal features around which its life and worship are organised. To ‘literalists’ and
‘secularists’ alike the issue seems clear-cut. Here are the doctrines: you believe them or you

don’t.

By contrast, those who would describe themselves as ‘radical’ or ‘liberal’ Christians are a
minority group within world Christianity but an important presence in the Western church.
They are very much part of the context of this thesis. As I have indicated, their ‘non-
literalism’ marks them off from both ‘literalists’ and ‘secularists’. In these terms they appear
as jokers in the pack, spin-doctors, word-jugglers. They thus have an urgent need to establish
their credentials as honest brokers. In as far as this thesis shares their viewpoint, it shares the

problem too.

The Traditional language analysis outlined in section 2.C below attempts to establish a
measure of common ground between the parties by asking some very basic hermeneutic
questions about how this terminology is, and by extension therefore is not, employed in its
specific contexts in the sample sermons. This is certainly to take seriously the ‘literalists’’
language, and it does not of itself make judgments about their ‘literalist’ faith in it. But it
would be naive to suggest that the selection of traditional themes for such analysis is not

motivated by doubts about their ‘face value’ credibility.
In defence of my claim to be taking the ‘literalists’ seriously in spite of such inbuilt

scepticism, | can only enter two pleas. In the first place, | suspect that they are themselves

conscious that the articles of their creed are indeed articles of faith and not conclusions of
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everyday commonsense. They are, from this point of view, challenges to faith. And secondly,
| accept the need — though I certainly do not go far to meet it — for an accessible hermeneutic
that accounts generously and constructively for the impressively life-enhancing vigour of

much ‘literalist’ Christianity.

The world Christian scene is best represented by the plethora of churches where a vibrant and
close-knit fellowship draws in adherents of all ages and provides a stimulating, supportive,
and stable environment which fosters balanced and principled living. Fierce and loyal
commitments are engendered, but in the majority of cases this is a far cry, even among so-
called “fundamentalist’ churches, from political extremism or violence. There may be a
downside to such fellowships, and on the whole, I recognise, the world would be a poorer

place without them.

Another important aspect of world Christianity is the Christianity of the non-churchgoer.
Forming a deep and strong undercurrent to many people’s lives, particularly in the West, it
surfaces powerfully at moments of especial personal or communal significance. Birth,
funerals, marriage, national disasters, the death of a young princess are such moments. It
comes perhaps closer than more self-conscious versions of Christianity to the anthropological

roots of religion. ‘The heart of a heartless world’? Maybe, but it too must not be ignored.

(iv) The ‘spiritual revolution’ context

Attention has been focussed in recent years on the emergence in Western culture of a sector
outside organised religion to which the label ‘spiritual’ has come to be widely applied. Ina
book based on research in Kendal, Cumbria Heelas, Woodhead, Seel, Szerszynski, and
Tusting show (Heelas and Woodhead 2005, p.41ff.), for the period since the 1960s, a decline
in the numbers participating in Christian congregational activities from 11.8% to 7.9% of the
population (matching national figures), while participation in “holistic milieu’ activities, seen
as having a non-religious but “spiritual’ dimension, has grown from virtually nil to include

1.6% of the population.
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Taken together these figures allow the tentative prediction that ‘subjective-life spirituality’
will overtake “life-as religion’ in “the next 40 or 50 years’ (Heelas and Woodhead 2005,
p.150), but that this will happen within an ever-advancing secularisation, i.e. as much by the
further decline of the churches as by growth in the *holistic milieu’. Explaining all these
trends on the hypothesis of the increasing subjectivisation of society, the authors examine
evidence from within the churches of more subjective styles of association, and find any such

tendency very limited (e.g. p.60ff.) and always subordinated to ‘a life-as frame of reference’
(p.75).

The current research was planned and largely completed before the results of this Kendal-
based project were fully known, although | was aware through earlier contacts with the team
at the University of Lancaster of the broad outlines of their data-gathering strategies and had
assisted briefly with some peripheral comparative surveys undertaken in particular
communities around Kendal. The analysis of the themes and language of sermons presented
here has very different assumptions and aims from the Kendal project. Most importantly, it
does not cover the ‘holistic milieu” at all, and it is not concerned with diachronic analysis.
Where it does impinge, positively or negatively, on the Kendal project and its hypotheses
about subjectivisation within the churches, this is pointed out in the relevant sections below
(p.59, 109, 130, 167).

(v) The ever topical imperative

The real world context against which this section is being written includes the earthquake-
induced tsunami of 26 December 2004 and its harrowing aftermath. Links between traditional
Christian themes and the contemporary situation are a central concern of this research. The
tsunami was one of those events which compel such links to be made and which at the same
time test and expose the quality of those links. And by extension any attempted assessment of

such linkage must also answer to the searching scrutiny of overwhelming human tragedy.
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‘It is the question of questions for religious belief,” declared the opening sentence of Chief
Rabbi Jonathan Sacks’ article in The Times on New Year’s Day 2005. Loose logic, flimsy
flannel, and wishful thinking will stand up no better to public impatience than did the seaside

villages to the weight of water that descended on them.

A discussion group convened at my local parish church to talk over these issues illustrated
very effectively the challenge for theology which such tragedies pose. Talk centred at first
and very rightly on the realities of the situation in East Asia and on immediate practical
responses to the manifest human suffering involved. We discussed what had been done,
locally and internationally, and what was still needed in the way of aid. But we also
pinpointed in a wide-ranging critique errors of judgment, lingering Western paternalism, the
inevitable inefficiencies and corruption of a massive operation. Turning to causes, we
wondered to what extent the disaster was man-made and not entirely due to natural forces
beyond human control. But eventually questions were asked about Christian explanations and
the role of God.

A variety of views were expressed by clergy and laity alike. Can we believe in a God of love
who could cause such tragedies? But you’ve got to say God allowed it. ‘Allow’ / “‘cause’,
what’s the difference in the realm of omnipotence? God in the event, suffering alongside the
victims. The New Year’s Day article in The Independent by Rt. Rev. Tom Wright, Bishop of
Durham, which was introduced into the debate by the Vicar, focussed the Christian answer on

Christ’s crucifixion: the Bishop wrote,

In this death God has taken upon Himself the full force of the world’s evil ... and
thereby encourages us to embrace the same sense of helpless involvement in the

sorrow of the world, as the means by which the world is to be healed.
Whatever theological approach we adopted, we were fully agreed that the myth promulgated

by post-enlightenment humanism that humanity is master of its own destiny had once again

been exploded.
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But what of Godtalk in this situation? The claim that evil is irrational and that therefore the
quest for explanation is pointless rightly emphasizes the ‘givenness’ of the forces of nature:
this is how the world is, and no theology can change that. It also seems a fair summary of the
maelstrom of theological nuggets which we had tossed around in our talk but never
satisfactorily integrated. The one clear impression | came away with that evening (perhaps |
had taken it with me to the meeting) was that, far from helping us come to terms with such
tragedies and disasters, our theology was itself left reeling and impotent by them. The reading
of Psalm 46 with which the evening closed tellingly underlined the difference between today’s

theology and the Bible’s.

That evening’s discussion functioned for me as a healthy corrective to the analysis in this
dissertation of the links made by preachers between traditional and contemporary. The
preacher is in a privileged position. The links to be made in a sermon are in his or her gift and
as such are selected for their relevance and usefulness. Our discussion started from the given
topical situation. The movement was therefore essentially not from traditional theme to

modern world but vice versa.

We were searching, as it were, for traditional themes which could be linked meaningfully to
what had happened. It is relevant to record the discussion here, not simply in tribute to the
million and more people affected by the tsunami, but also as a reminder that a full perspective
on contemporary preaching needs to take account not only of the actual links made, as
analysed in this dissertation, but also of that greater throng of links which preachers did not
feel able or inclined to make. That too is signposted, but perfunctorily and in crude and

unarticulated mode, by the glaringly obvious gaps in the subject charts of chapter 4.
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C. General hermeneutic presuppositions

Hermeneutics is integral to this dissertation. 50 sermons are here analysed for subject-matter
and contemporary links. Such analysis involves interpretation. And ‘hermeneutics’ is defined

in the Shorter Oxford Dictionary (Little, Onions et al. 1973, s.v.) as

the art or science of interpretation, esp. of Scripture. Commonly distinguished from

exegesis or practical exposition.

This section sets out some basic assumptions about interpretation underlying the research.
Assumptions relevant to specific sections of the thesis will be discussed later (see subsections
2.B(i) & 2.C(i)).

Introducing hermeneutics, however, while essential academically, does not square well with
the intention to take seriously the multiple project contexts outlined above. The term
‘hermeneutics’ is hardly part of everyday vocabulary. In the context of world Christianity the
‘liberals’ may be the least suspicious of it, if they have seen hermeneutic theory as offering
support for their reinterpretation of traditional Christian doctrine. But by the same token,
‘literalists’, and ‘secularists’, the “holistic milieu’, and adherents of other faiths will probably
all be sceptical of what may seem a devious device to avoid the plain meaning of Scripture

and the Creeds.

However, hermeneutics cannot be avoided. It is today, pace the dictionary definition, not

particularly concerned with biblical interpretation. Its central claim is, | suppose, that in any
act of interpretation the interpreter brings his own attitudes, conceptions, and awarenesses to
bear on the material being interpreted. There is an element of subjectivity in all listening or

reading. This research claims no exemption.
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(i) Hermeneutic subjectivity: separating the threads

Multiple threads intertwine to create the hermeneutic tapestry which is the sermon - as
prepared, constructed, heard, applied, and now analysed. Seven threads seem to me
particularly relevant to this investigation. But each is complex, and the selection is to a great

extent arbitrary and certainly not exhaustive. The list comprises:

1. Authorial hermeneutic: the process of interpretation by the biblical writer
through which he writes what he writes.

2. Exegetical hermeneutic (I am aware that, on the definition quoted above
from the Shorter Oxford Dictionary, this phrase is an oxymoron): the process
of interpretation of the text by the preacher.

3. Pulpit hermeneutic: the further process of interpretation by the preacher
from which the sermon emerges.

4. Auditor’s hermeneutic: the process of interpretation by which each
individual member of the preacher’s congregation understands the sermon.

5. Practical hermeneutic: any further process of interpretation by which the
sermon is incorporated into individual practice.

6. Dissertational hermeneutic: a special case of the practical hermeneutic, differing
from it in two particular respects.

a. lts input is the combined output of my own version of auditor’s
hermeneutic for all 50 sermons in the study, together of course with the
specific assumptions and objectives of the research.

b. Its output is this thesis, including, it should be noted, this section on
hermeneutic presuppositions.

7. Examiner’s hermeneutic: a reminder that a dissertation is essentially text, and like
all text therefore, a set of inherently meaningless symbols hazarded by the researcher

on some degree of community of understanding with the “significant others’.
Although in the present case the research process, strictly understood as the study of a clearly

defined set of sermons, directly instantiates only the fourth, fifth, and sixth of these threads (in

as far as the fifth and sixth can be meaningfully distinguished), indirectly it involves the
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remaining four as well. The Subject analysis may be seen as an attempt to reconstruct an
important element of the pulpit hermeneutic. And in as far as the Traditional language
analysis aims to illuminate the use of biblical material, it involves, if at second and third
removes, the exegetical and authorial hermeneutics which underlie, but are mediated through,

the pulpit hermeneutic.

The seventh thread is different. It is beyond the researcher’s ken or control. Also, the degree
of community of understanding between, in this case, classically trained researcher and
theologically trained examiners is both a determinant of the hermeneutic process and also
itself an essential object of the evaluation. Examiners in theology are charged, among other
things, with ensuring that the candidate is sufficiently fluent in the language and assumptions
of that discipline. In that cause, it must be admitted, the hermeneutic of suspicion is a more

effective tool than the hermeneutic of charity — unless there is a middle way.

Of the threads directly instantiated in the current research, it has already been indicated that
the practical-dissertational hermeneutic contains a significant element of self-reference. This
is evidenced not only by the current discussion but by all the methodological sections. A
more precise analysis would classify these elements of the thesis separately from the
dissertational hermeneutic. But whether that is done or not, the whole thesis without

exception functions as input to the examiner’s hermeneutic.

(it) The layers of subjectivity

Much has been written on hermeneutic theory over the last three or so decades. In identifying
the seven threads above, | base my discussion on a recent book by O’Leary, Religious
Pluralism and Christian Truth (1996), which highlights the essential fragility of meaning.
Owing much to the work of Derrida, O’Leary nevertheless refines it at various critical points.
He stresses the contextual constraints on language and the further scope for confusion that

inevitably arises when language is committed to the permanence of writing
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Each of the seven threads listed above identifies one source of the subjectivity inherent in a
hermeneutic process like the present research. At each stage, in O’Leary’s terms, that
subjectivity may be understood as a complex of different layers. As such these layers
constitute the major hermeneutic presuppositions underlying this thesis. The layers are not
always clearly differentiated in O’Leary’s work. But I list four here, as | have found it

possible to disentangle them.

1. The signs used in language are essentially arbitrary. Scratches on a page or
vibration patterns in air, they have no natural or inherent significance independent of
what those who wield them understand by them. Witness the experience of trying to
read a text or understand a speaker in an unknown language. O’Leary is at times well
aware of this essential meaninglessness of language “in its brute materiality as a
collection of letters’ (p.44 — cf. also Searle 1995, p.73), but as the book progresses and
his concern strengthens to justify retaining traditional Christian formulations, he

becomes readier to turn a blind eye to it (see e.g. p.179f., 248f.).

2. The system of signs available even to fluent speakers of a language is inevitably
finite. Language is not static, of course, and vocabulary is for ever being extended,
refined, and in technical subjects certainly, made more precise: but even so,
everywhere, it seems, there are enormous gaps in the coverage. Speaker and hearer
alike have to proceed in makeshift mode, making heavy use of contextual clues, or
their tasks would often be insurmountable. Many of the newest and most exciting
developments involve for this reason frequent resort to metaphor: computers have
‘memories’, ‘programs’, ‘ports’, etc., motor cars have ‘wings’, ‘boots’, and *hoods’ or
‘bonnets’. Know the context, and such metaphors can aid understanding: but if
context is not apparent, the scope for confusion is obvious. O’Leary takes over

Derrida’s term “dissemination’ for this aspect of language (p.41).
3. The problem is compounded in the case of written material - or any other

permanent medium. Not all the contextual clues disappear in such circumstances, but

many do. Particularly serious is the progressive loss of the shared situation between
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writer and reader the further the text travels, chronologically or otherwise. The reader
comes to the text from his own situation and may therefore be actively misled in

attempting to interpret it by a significantly different set of clues.

4. There is a particular problem with religious language. This ‘fourth’ factor about
religious language is that by definition it deals largely with the big issues, big,
immaterial, abstract - God, for instance, time and eternity, ultimate value, the meaning
of the universe itself. It is difficult, though even more essential, to ‘earth’ statements

of this kind fully in the broad context which alone can give them defined meaning.

Layers 1 to 3 above apply as much to, let us say, the language of shopping as to theology. But
a question which tends to be ignored in contemporary theological writing, including
O’Leary’s, is whether the difference between everyday speech and religious language is one of
kind or merely degree. It would be wrong to conclude, for instance, on the basis of the above
features of language that theological statements do not refer to real entities or cannot be true:
we manage well enough in buying, selling, and returning goods despite the very same
limitations of language. But the invalid negative conclusion does not automatically validate a
positive judgment that truth is equally available to religious language. A lot of effort has gone
into developing a commercial language that is sufficiently unambiguous to be viable (and
where a party appears to be introducing ambiguities beyond the accepted usages, we take our
custom elsewhere): theology so far has come nowhere near a similar, generally accepted

precision.

The first three layers, applying, as | have indicated, to language in general, not just to religious
language, make a vital point about the essential arbitrariness of language’s raw materials.
Wherever hermeneutics goes thereafter is really only variation and ornament on this theme.
Text does not of itself possess meaning. Meaning has, as it were, to be thrust upon it (pace

Stringer, quoted below, p.21: but the context of his comment is significantly different).
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(iii) Signs and meanings in language

As O’Leary seems to weaken in his insistence on this fundamental meaninglessness of the
signs used in language, the point needs elaboration. If I don’t know Japanese, | won’t
understand the notices in that language on Oxenholme the Lake District railway station.

Substitute ‘English’ for ‘Japanese’ in the previous sentence, and it is equally true.

At another level, however, the fact that words and phrases, in and of themselves meaningless,
can, when employed as tools of communication within a shared language system, bear
meaning for users schooled in that language, is nicely illustrated by a situation envisaged by
Hirsch and reported by VVanhoozer. Hirsch imagined a number of pebbles on a beach washed
by the waves “into a pattern that resembles the phrase, “to be or not to be”” (Hirsch Eric
1967).

Vanhoozer’s comment tells part of the story:

It would be a mistake to try and interpret the pebbles, for strictly speaking, they have

no message (Vanhoozer 1998, p.75).

He adds, ‘For there to be meaning, there must be intention.” Clearly, if there is no author, no
message can be intended. It is therefore wrong - and to this extent VVanhoozer is right - to
interpret the pebbles as a message. But equally, like every other unusual situation, they cry
out for interpretation: what natural forces can have produced this phenomenon? And of
greater relevance in this context, they cry out, at least from the viewpoint of any observer with
a working knowledge of English, to be read. To such a person they certainly ‘mean

something’.

The example highlights a sense in which letter shapes formed into words have no meaning,
but also a sense in which they do carry meaning. And it makes clear that meaning is located
not in the letter shapes themselves but in the mind of a human being. The pattern of the
pebbles is what it is whether there is an author or a reader or not. There is no meaning in this

text. But come a reader, and once they are perceived by that reader as having meaning, the
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meaning is inevitably thought of as located in the words on the sand. It is, we may say,
projected on to the pebbles — but by virtue of the subjective linguistic skills which the reader

brings to the text.

Stringer (1991) came to a similarly ambiguous conclusion in an article on liturgical text. He
asked (p.181) whether meaning is located ‘entirely within the texts of the liturgy, and in the
way in which those texts were used within the actual performance of the rite” or *primarily in
the minds of those who attended it and . .. different for each one of them’. Stringer
comments: ‘Obviously the “answer”, if there can be an answer, must lie somewhere between
these two extreme points’. He attempts to resolve the paradox thus highlighted by stressing
the importance of the non-verbal symbolism in the liturgy, both symbolic objects and
symbolic actions. But even these, he has in the end to admit, are characterised by a similar

ambiguity. He concludes (p.194):

Symbols do not, of their nature, possess ‘meaning’, nor, as has been shown, can they

easily have ‘meaning’ thrust on them; rather, they appear to accumulate ‘meaning’.

As a rider to Hirsch’s example we may envisage a situation where an observer arrives whose
knowledge of English is defective. He confuses the words ‘be’ and ‘me’, so reads the pebbles
differently. But he too projects meaning on to them. The wrong meaning? No doubt. But
just as authentic a hermeneutic process as in the case of a more competent English speaker —
and it must also be stressed that there is nothing in the pebbles themselves to confirm or
correct either reading. The difference in meaning, in interpretation, lies solely in what the

interpreter brings to the text. Meaning is subjective

(iv) Beyond language: context and other factors

Linguistic knowledge is, as O’Leary’s discussion makes clear, only one aspect of the
subjectivity which the interpreter brings to the act of interpretation. But it is the most basic,
and also perhaps the one most taken for granted. There are reasons for this. So much time

and effort is invested in language, which has by and large been developed into an extremely
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effective tool of communication. Like a well-tuned car, it does not require attention — until

something goes wrong.

The other subjective elements which hermeneutics reminds us the interpreter brings to the text
are many and varied, and therefore hard to catalogue or assess. They include values,
commitments, interests, knowledge, experience, prejudices, and sensitivities, in short virtually
anything or everything which goes to explain how the interpreter’s brain works, and which
therefore cannot help but affect, to a greater or lesser degree, the understanding of whatever

text is being handled. They include the centuries old tradition of Christianity.

From one point of view that tradition is objective and supraindividual, and as such gives an
established meaning to the signs and symbols of the religion, verbal or otherwise. But the
tradition is only carried in the minds of its adherents. It is therefore subject to individual
variations. The cut and thrust of community living may ‘normalise’ the variations to some
extent, though rarely to the complete eclipse of individuality (see Searle 1995, p.98 on the
primacy of the ‘microlevel’ in ‘“institutional facts’). Further, the resulting ‘normality” itself
can and does change significantly over time. There is nothing in the signs themselves to

underwrite orthodoxy.

(v) Author to interpreter: bridging the gap

Given this situation, the closer author and interpreter are in time, space, training, experience,
commitments, etc., the more likely they are to share a common linguistic framework. But
there is in many situations no direct link between author and interpreter except the text. And

therefore there is no direct check on linguistic compatibility.

The present research benefits, in respect of the sample sermons, from working within
restricted timescale, geography, churchmanship, etc., factors which greatly assist
understanding. For 40 of the sermons | had the advantage of being present when they were
delivered, and for the other 10 of at least hearing and / or viewing them as they were designed

to be broadcast and received. Broadcasting gives a partial awareness of context and some
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access to non-verbal means of communication such as gesture and facial expression
(television only) and tone of voice. The sermon recordings included with this dissertation are

the equivalent of sound broadcasts, but with loss of contemporaneity.

But in any case the circumstances of a single visit to each church, even when supplemented by
such things as a church magazine and the Preacher’s questionnaire (see Appendix C), did not
make possible anything like a full understanding of the background of church life which the

sermon was presumably addressing.

Largely, perhaps, because the specific analyses undertaken here exempted me from providing
complete interpretations of the sermons, | am not aware of any cases where the results are
seriously affected by deficiencies in contextual awareness. This may, however, be an idle
claim. A few cases of potential difficulty are discussed in the notes to individual sermons (see

Appendix D): the possibility remains that many more have gone undetected.

Because there is a much wider time gap in relation to biblical material and other traditional
Christian terminology, there is ample room for misunderstanding. The differences in the
linguistic framework between origin and interpretation are obvious. They include, of course,
the major discontinuity represented by the need for translation from the ancient languages of

the Hebrew Scriptures and of early Christianity.

The Traditional language analysis is intended specifically to elucidate some aspects of this
problem, and the particular hermeneutic presuppositions relevant to it are discussed in
subsection 2.C(i). But hermeneutics is involved at every stage of the Subject analysis too (see
subsection 2.B(i)). The more general points made so far, in as far as they describe how all
language works, may serve as a warning against setting too much store by particular verbal
formulations in any sphere of life. This is certainly a major plank in O’Leary’s attempt to

weaken the attraction of biblical fundamentalism: he writes, for instance,

If all particular truths as well as truth in general - divine revelation - are inscribed in
and exceeded by the textual play which stages them, then it becomes very difficult to

say in what sense the Bible communicates truth (O'Leary 1996, p.120).
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The principle of contextuality is a general theory of language with wide application. The
imperative which it establishes of examining texts in their complex individual detail rather
than simply assuming that words are always used in straightforward modern senses, and of
bringing every possible exegetical tool to bear on the process, is very much what historical
literary criticism has been practising for 200 years in the fields of biblical and of classical
studies. The theoretical formulation of the problem in hermeneutics is new, the problem itself
and a provisional methodology to deal with it is not. Hermeneutics clarifies such matters, and
in doing so throws a new light on particularly difficult cases. It does not overthrow everything

just for the sake of it.

(vi) Religious language: the complicating factor

The most serious hazards arise when O’Leary’s fourth factor, specifically religious language,
comes into play. Recognising that the problem with religious claims is not so much what
McClendon and Smith (1975, p.29) term their “‘convictional’ status and the consequent
difficulty of establishing their truth, but rather the difficulty of adequately fixing their meaning
in the first place, O’Leary (1996, 9.211f.) responds by drawing a clear distinction between
phenomenological and dogmatic instances of religious language and playing down the latter.
His comment has a broader relevance than the specific, interfaith context which gives rise to
it:

This lesser emphasis on dogma comes from the fact that the religions present
themselves as vital forces, whose impact is a concrete, historical matter, whereas their

dogmatic claims concern invisible realities, scarcely verifiable.

But as O’Leary admits, the problem remains that ‘dogmatic claims and questions are implicit’

even in what he calls the “first-order language’. His hope, interestingly, is (p.212):
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Perhaps the concrete aspects that come to the fore on the interreligious plane will react
on the internal debate of each religion, reducing their insistence on what they take to
be their pillars and allowing them to become more aware of the problematic character

of these ancient claims.

It is an enormous mountain to climb, and to judge from the current research, there is no
concerted effort yet from the Christian side to surmount it, at least as far as makes any impact

on the ordinary churchgoer, let alone the ordinary member of the public.

The “credibility gap’ central to the formulation of this research project is located precisely
here, at the point where, in O’Leary’s terminology, the phenomenal and the dogmatic abut.
There is a long tradition of academic investigation around this area: the philosophy of
religious language antedates hermeneutics. | pinpoint some of the chief theories in subsection
2.C(i) below. Here it may not be unfair to say that such investigation is, for a start, not geared
to dealing with “invisible realities” and tends either to stop short at this point or alternatively
to beg questions by assuming that anything on the ‘dogmatic’ side of the divide is either

analytical, symbolic (or at least in some sense non-cognitive), or simply meaningless.

An exception to this is perhaps the distinction drawn between analogical and metaphorical
instances of religious language by, for example, McCabe (58) and Barrett (65f.) in Warner
(ed., 1992). In as far as the distinction can be substantiated, analogy, most at home in the
apophatic area of theology, seems to state the problem rather than provide a solution, but | say

more about this in section 2.C (p.71).

There are strong arguments for these academic reactions to religious language. Wittgenstein’s
wenn die Sprache feiert, translated by Anscombe as ‘when language goes on holiday’
(Wittgenstein and Anscombe 1967, 838), the ‘grammatical’ interpretations of e.g. the Yale
school (Lindbeck 1984, p.???), and the symbolic tradition which can be traced back to
Schleiermacher at the end of the 18™ century but still flourishes today (e.g. in the ‘narrative
theology’ movement) all, however, have this one failing that they do scant justice to the faith
of the bulk of the world’s Christians. Religious belief instinctively glories in the dogmatic:

this is the stuff of faith, meaningful in the highest degree, and mostly seen by believers as
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cognitively and ontologically and certainly literally true. Alternative approaches must offer an
adequate explanation, on their respective theories, of its compelling and life-changing hold on

its adherents.

Ukpong (2001) highlights the problem from the African perspective, adopting the approach of
what he terms “inculturation hermeneutics’. Of the historical-critical method of biblical

interpretation, he writes (p.24):

In its positivistic form, it involves bracketing out the presence of the supernatural in the
Bible. Inculturation hermeneutics is informed by the ideals of African culture. It seeks to
make the message of the Bible come alive in contemporary contexts, and is strongly

affirmative of the presence of the supernatural in the Bible.

While my project relates only to preaching in Britain, it must take account of the worldwide
background of contemporary theology. But in any case there are many sections of the British

church where Ukpong’s comments would be warmly welcomed.

In terms of the Project context outlined in section 1.B above, only the ‘liberals’ are likely to be
sympathetic to non-cognitive interpretations of religious language. The others, from atheists
to fundamentalists, probably all have reasons for insisting on cognitive and literal readings,
whether to affirm the claims, or to deny them. The challenge is to bridge these divides. The
small steps in this direction attempted here are introduced in the methodological sections

below on Subject analysis (2.B) and Traditional language analysis (2.C).

(vii) A hermeneutic anomaly?

Here, though, some general remarks about the treatment of such language relevant to both
analyses. The method which I have adopted for the initial identification of traditional
Christian themes and concepts in the sermon texts may be questioned on two counts. In the
first place, apart from the inadequate grip on context inherent in my method of ‘sermon

tasting’, the selection of references to traditional themes is made after only the most
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perfunctory process of hermeneutic filtering and at a largely verbal level. The methodology
was adopted to avoid loading the scales against the ‘literalists’ and their partners in “face
value’ hermeneutics. But it carries the opposite danger of biasing them too strongly in their

favour.

Certainly all interpretation begins with the words, because the words are the main tangible
link between preacher and recipient. But in the normal scenario interpretation proceeds apace
from that point onwards. Here on the other hand, at this very early stage the hermeneutic
process is interrupted, and the terminology in question is separated out and marked for special

treatment on the basis of little more than verbal form.

In the second place, although I may claim justification on the grounds of the controversies
triggered by these and similar words in the wider context of the contemporary Western
intellectual world, this only marks my procedure as a ‘counterfeit’ auditor’s hermeneutic
(p.26). Itis counterfeit or unreal in that | am attempting to listen with the ear of the average
‘literalist’, but more particularly of the average ‘secularist’, rather than with my own personal

assumptions and predilections.

This approach arises from the project’s concern with the “credibility gap’ outlined above. But
there are serious limits to how far one can ever listen with the ear of another. Whether it is
acceptable at all in this case depends on how far the intellectualist assumption is allowed to
run that all groups except, perhaps, the “liberals’ and some academic hermeneuts do in fact
take a preacher’s words and the words of the Christian scriptures “at face value’. It is certainly
true that the polarisation between “liberals’ and *secularists’ does seem to rest very much on
the latter’s “face value’ readings of the language of Christianity. But hermeneutics casts doubt
on “face value’ readings. And of course neither the “literalists’ nor I handle this language in
totally mechanical fashion. What I referred to above as ‘the most perfunctory process of

hermeneutic filtering’ is not trivial, and cannot be sidestepped in any serious use of language.

Given the ambiguity and richness of language, the “surplus of meaning’ or ‘dissemination’ of

words that goes beyond any one-to-one relationship between terms and concepts, it is always
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necessary to separate out irrelevant instances of a term and to include instances of other terms
which cry out to be treated as synonyms or near-synonyms. That is done here, at a surface,
commonsense level, by all parties. Variant expressions like, for instance, ‘the Easter story’,
‘Christ’s victory over death’, and ‘God raised Jesus from the dead’ are quickly grouped

together under the heading of ‘the resurrection of Christ’.

‘Literalists’ and “secularists’ will be quite happy with such a first stage hermeneutic, and will
want to remind us that this terminology asserts or implies as facts, among other things, the
existence of God, the existence of Jesus Christ, and the historical miracle of resurrection. If
academic hermeneuts and the “liberal’ reference group prefer some more complex approach,
these ‘face value’ supporters will claim, they will have to prove its worth, and they must at

least start with the literal meaning of the terms.

Clear, plain, straightforward speaking is certainly a virtue, especially in the realm of a
religious faith which preaches a universal gospel: if it doesn’t mean what it seems to say,
many will conclude that it is not worthy of the attention of anybody but a historian of religion.
From this point of view, ‘literalism’ possesses the semantic high ground. But there is another
side to the question. So many of the ‘face value’ meanings which the ‘literalists’ claim are by
their own admissions paradoxical, and from any other standpoint illogical and therefore

meaningless, that the ‘liberals’ need not feel their own position to be necessarily inferior.

This is not the place to detail the hermeneutic problems with ‘literalist” understandings.
Instead, a reference may suffice to the theological impasse described in section 1.B(v) in
connection with the Boxing Day tsunami of 2004. ‘Face value’ understandings of the old

traditional language were felt in that context quite simply not to work.

And if hermeneutics is given free rein here, it holds out the hope of recovering a deeper, more
satisfactory meaning for the terms in their original context. And such meanings, if
established, for ‘God’, *Christ’, ‘resurrection’, etc. would rank as the new ‘literal” meanings of
the terms. Or, more precisely, they would rank as the contemporary formulation of what the

biblical and early church authors thought it appropriate to express in the terminology we are
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familiar with. And so such new interpretations would represent not disrespect for the

traditional texts but rather the only way of doing them full justice.

From this point of view, the so-called ‘face value’ meanings represent an interrupted
hermeneutic, frozen at the level of verbal forms, largely ignoring historical context, and
therefore not running its full course. And an interrupted hermeneutic, all can agree, is not

likely to yield any valid interpretation.

However, because concentration on ‘face-value’ interpretations of traditional terminology is
an escapable factor in the controversy over religion today, this suspect strategy seems to be
forced upon me. But to avoid Wittgenstein’s charge that this is ‘language gone on holiday’
(see p.25), a close investigation into how the wielders of such language use it in practice may
be seen as a reasonable interim substitute for the fully-fledged hermeneutic envisaged above.
Within its obvious limits as a narrow study of 50 sermons, this is one objective of the

Traditional language analysis of section 2.C.
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D. Survey of earlier work

In the voluminous literature on Christian preaching, histories and other descriptive studies
occupy a small but significant place alongside a plethora of textbooks and the cascade of
published sermons. But while the preacher’s subject-matter and use of biblical and credal
language and concepts have figured frequently enough in this material, discussion has more
often been conducted in broad and general terms, and has not involved detailed quantitative
research. Exceptions to this rule of which | am aware are mentioned in subsection (iii) below.

But first a few remarks on more general treatments relevant to the present project.

The literature surveyed here mixed the descriptive with the more or less strongly evaluative,
often no doubt with an eye to influencing future practitioners of the art. But in as far as these
writers detail both trends they approve and those they disapprove, they contribute to the
overall ‘landscape’ of Christian preaching. | am concerned in this brief survey of earlier
work, quantitative or not, both with the range of sermon subjects identified and with any steps
taken towards the king of subject typology on which the present project is based (see

subsection 2.B(i)).

(i) General studies

Ker and MacEwen (1888) survey the range of approaches adopted by preachers from the early
centuries of Christianity up to their own day. They see the distinction between text-based and
topic-based sermons as fundamental and write (p.390) that ‘preaching has constantly varied
between these two’. But as the later coalescence into the ‘textual-topical’ and the “topical-
textual’ modes indicates, the distinction is by no means absolute. It is a matter of form as
much as content. As far as this project is concerned, the salient point is that the most firmly

text-based sermon is open to subject analysis.

In this vein Ker and MacEwen find within the textual category many ‘different ways of

drawing the substance of the sermon from Scripture’ (Ker and MacEwen 1888, p.392ff.).
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They criticise (p.9) the narrowness shown in this respect by some of the Evangelical school
‘of the last century’, and contrast it with the recommendation to aim at ‘the widest application
to the lives and ways of men’. But when they turn to the topical sermon they are much less
expansive, commenting very unfavourably on the broader range of subjects which its
practitioners have sometimes embraced. The so-called ‘llluminists’ or ‘Rationalists’ of the
18"™ century, for instance, whom they discuss on p.241-287 dealt with economic, social, and
scientific matters, including practical themes like agriculture, vaccination, making wills,
animal anatomy, and “trivial events of domestic or municipal affairs’. Ker and MacEwen
describe such things as ‘subjects of passing interest’, which ‘only attract the curious, and do

not keep them for long’ (p.11).

Dargan (1905, 1912) takes a wider view of the preacher’s remit, but still within strict limits.
He describes Robert Hall’s Baptist sermons of the early 19th century, for instance, as a ‘fine
combination of philosophical thought with Biblical truth’, citing as two of his most famous
the sermons on the French Revolution and on the death of Princess Charlotte. Much of the
abstract reasoning of Scholastic Age preachers, on the other hand, Dargan finds “dry,

sophistical, and unsatisfactory’ (vol.l, p.287f.).

While insisting on the “often full and cordial mutual recognition’ between science and
religion, Dargan laments the fact that that has by no means always been the case, and urges
that

the herald of God’s saving grace in Christ should not be the enemy of the searcher

after God’s wondrous thought in creation (Vol.l, p.8-13).

But he classes it as one of the ‘affectations’ of 17" century Italian preaching when Giuglaris
immerses his hearers too deeply in Averroes’ anatomical dissections in a sermon entitled ‘The
Anatomy of Nothingness’, or when Orchi spends too much time elaborating an analogy of the
preening peacock to the same end (Dargan 1912, Vol.ll, p.36ff.). He also echoes (Vol.ll,

p.205ff.) Ker’s criticism of the Rationalists mentioned above.
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The type of sermon which Dargan prefers has a firm biblical or doctrinal content but draws
from it moral conclusions relevant to life. And even better, he implies, if those conclusions
connect, as they often did from both Catholic and Protestant preachers in 19" century France,
with the political and social movements of the day. Sprinkled with philosophical insights,
they are further enhanced. The last preacher discussed in Dargan’s work, Alexander

MacLaren of Union Chapel, Manchester, seems amply to satisfy this prescription.

At vol.ll p.292ff. Dargan discusses 18th century British preaching, finding a heavy stress on
moral teaching but too little on Christian doctrine. To illustrate the point he introduces an
informal ‘research project’” which in some respects (but not in its findings) reads like an early

forerunner to the project described in this thesis. Dargan quotes Ryle’s description of it:

The celebrated lawyer, Blackstone, had the curiosity, early in the reign of George I,
to go from church to church and hear every clergyman of note in London. He says he
did not hear a single discourse which had more Christianity in it than the writings of
Cicero, and that it would have been impossible for him to discover, from what he
heard, whether the preacher were a follower of Mahomet, or of Christ (Ryle 1902,
p15).

The majority of writers on preaching in fact express a clear disapproval of the ‘topical’
sermon as opposed to the ‘textual’. Greidanus, for instance, has recently summoned Smart as

witness in this cause (Greidanus 1988, p.15). Smart writes:

It inhibits the function of the sermon as a channel between the Scriptures and the church
of today (Smart 1970, p.22).

Questionable as both assumption and conclusion here may be, they are certainly typical of the

literature on Christian homiletics.

The major studies published respectively in 1926 and 1940 by Owst and Smyth are no

exceptions to the general rule. Smyth’s work covers English preaching from 747 to 1939
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C.E., Owst’s preaching in England in the medieval period. But whatever their judgments on
the practice, both give ample testimony to the fact that wide-ranging preaching beyond the

confines of the narrowly biblical is no new phenomenon in the Christian pulpit.

Owst comments that “certain types of popular sermon might almost be described as the
forerunners of the modern University Extension Lecture’ (Owst 1926, p.188). This remark is

part of his assessment of

the medieval preacher’s contribution to the beginnings of the demand for intellectual
enlightenment on the part of the people, which is another and yet more important mark

of the new era.

His criticism centres on the self-defeating nature of a strategy “originally designed to steer a
safe middle course in the moral and mental instruction of lay-folk’ (p.189), those same lay
people ‘be they highly educated laymen or more rustic boors’, as he had described them a few
lines earlier, ‘for whom initiation into theological mysteries was considered so palpably

dangerous’.

Smyth mentions many types of sermon subject in his comprehensive survey (Smyth 1940).
He does not attempt a systematic classification of sermons by subject. Nonetheless from
various references to sermon theme dotted through his work, we can glean the following

collection of topics:

a. Creation, Roman history, hagiography, literature (p.14f.), quoting Owst on the
Preaching Friars of the fourteenth century (Owst 1926, p.81f.).

b. Vain and frivolous things (Smyth p.39), quoting from Waleys’ censure of
‘preachers who have studies to please’ (Waleys ¢.1340).

c. Natural science (Smyth, p.69f., 78, 118, 240ff.).

d. ‘A moral essay ... rather than a proclamation of the Gospel of the Kingdom of

God “ (Smyth’s criticism of Tillotson (p.160), and passim).
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e. Theology contrasted with grammar, textual criticism, philosophy, history, and
parallels ‘from Profane Authors, or Rabbies (sic), or Fathers, with which they think
they enrich their sermons’ (Smyth, p.187f. , quoting from Claude in Charles Simeon’s
republication of Robinson’s translation (Claude and Simeon 1827)).

f. Psychological study of character and motive (Smyth, p.229).

g. Human judgment, war, nature, duty to equals (Smyth, p.230f. : these are the
subjects of four of James Mozley’s University Sermons, published in 1876 (Mozley
1876).

h. Social and political themes (Smyth, p.232).

This is in addition to Smyth’s preferred Bible-based type of sermon where theme is dependent
on the passage being expounded. With the exception of item b above, there are obvious

connections here with the main outlines of the categorical schemes adopted in section 2.B
(p.53).

Sangster offers a classification of the subject-matter of sermons (see Table 1. 1 below). But it
is not comprehensive, its categories overlap, and it is heavily biassed - not unreasonably for its
own purposes - in favour of the religious. Although intended as a textbook for would-be
preachers widely used textbook, The Craft of the Sermon owes its place here to the author’s
prominence in the field and to his claim that his typology ‘can almost be called “classical”’
(Sangster 1954).

Biblical interpretation.

Ethical & devotional.

Doctrinal.

Philosophical & Apologetic.

Social.

oAM=

Evangelistic.

Table 1. 1. Sangster’s typology of sermon subjects.
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This amounts to a division of sermons by function, and no doubt affords maximum assistance
to the practising preacher. But Sangster in effect admits its deficiencies as a classification of

subject-matter, when he claims for the first category here, biblical interpretation, that

by preaching through the Bible, and applying it to modern life, the preacher could

cover (either directly or by implication) nearly every human need (p.26).

With more rigorous logic, perhaps, Edwards offers the preacher attempting to mediate
between biblical text and contemporary situation a typology of ‘areas of application’ (see

Table 1. 2 below). He comments:

Implicit to this has been a claim that all of these areas are not only legitimate areas for
preaching but are in fact areas to which the homily must extend on occasion to be an

adequate response to the gospel (Edwards 1990, p.53).

How far the sermons in this sample practice this principle is revealed by the results set out in

chapter 4 and Appendix G below.

Personal

Litugical

Parochial

Theological
Ethical

ol Alw|IN |

Social

Table 1. 2. Edwards’ typology of ‘areas of application’

(if) The Lectionary question
The Lectionary has an interesting role in the interplay between textual and topical preaching.
The issue is explored further in section 4.C below (see p.104). Apart from arguments about

the value of worship following the same themes throughout a larger or smaller section of the
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Christian church (but never in any likely scenario the whole church throughout the world), the
Lectionary principle is often justified (see, for example, Allen (1980), p.39) as broadening the

scope of preaching beyond the individual preacher’s predilections.

Paul Scott Wilson, however, puts a couple of question marks against the system. He suggests
that it runs counter to the nature of biblical preaching as practised over history because it tends
to narrow attention down to individual passages rather than opening the hearers’ minds to the

perspective of the whole canon of Scripture. And he makes the further point that

More focus on the Lectionary also implies less opportunity for thematic or doctrinal

preaching, at least as we have come to know these (Wilson 1995).

It seems to be true that existing Lectionaries have been compiled more with an eye to
achieving a comprehensive coverage of Scripture than of topics as such (Allen 1980, p.3),

although of course that need not always be the case.

(iii) Studies from overseas churches

In recent years groundbreaking studies of Christian preaching have emerged from many
different parts of the world. A comprehensive survey of this literature would be out of place
here. Where specific comparisons with the results reported in this thesis can usefully be
drawn, they will be discussed at the appropriate places below (see p.91, 165). At this point it
may be useful to mention a few pieces of work which have a broader methodological or

thematic relevance to the concerns raised here.

1) Studies of women preachers
From the U.S.A. Smith and Brown stress the undoubted importance of the contribution which
women are increasingly making in a still nonetheless male-dominated milieu. Smith talks of

‘the feminist vision and its impact on preaching’ (Smith 1989), demanding:
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This raging against injustice must be incorporated into feminist images of God, for it is

one of many appropriate responses to the realities in the world (p.74).

Brown’s study of 116 Black women preachers in the U.S.A. has some methodological
affinities, in its use of personal visits, recorded material, and preacher’s questionnaires, to the
present project, although her main goals and objectives are very different (Brown 2003). On
p.17 Brown promises ‘an analysis of the particularities of contemporary black women’s call,
models, sermon preparation, content, delivery, and personhood’. She claims on p.219 that her

work is ‘one of the first homiletical research projects using a large number of “live” cohorts’.

Brown’s respondents were drawn from 18 denominations, though the largest group by far,
almost 40% of the total, belonged to the African Methodist Episcopal Church (p.20). For the
most part her book presents the data in respondents’ own words, but she does make some
limited use of statistical methods of presentation, including bar charts (see especially her
Appendix, p.238f.). She comes closest to an overall conspectus in a subsection of chapter 3
headed ‘Text Selection’ (p.91-98) and in a paragraph about ‘the role of the black preacher’
(p.122).

The former of these two passages begins by detailing the particular biblical stories, texts, and
subjects ‘that are known in black congregations regardless of theology, denomination, size, or

location’. They are listed in Table 1. 3 below.

In chapter 4 Brown writes:
The role of the black preacher is to assist the listeners in the identification of spiritual,
social, cultural, psychological, and economical issues that affect their daily life. The

sense of disenfranchisement stagnates personal pursuit of relationships, goals, and

objectives (Brown 2003).
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a. Stories
(1) Daniel in the lions’ den
(2) “These are they” (Revelation 7.14: cf. Brown p.92)
(3) Woman with the issue of blood
(4) Crossing of the Jordan
b. Texts:
(1) Hebrews 11.1-2
(2) Luke 4.18-19
(3) Micah 6.6-8
(4) Psalm 23
(5) Ezekiel 37
c. Subjects:
(1) The Son
(2) Salvation
(3) Favour
(4) Liberation
(5) Resurrection

Table 1. 3. Themes familiar in black congregations (Brown 2003).

All or most of the items on these lists are mentioned elsewhere in her book in connection with
individual preachers, but without any indication of the relative frequency of each. Two things,
however, emerge. One is the predominance of biblical sermons. The other is the equally
striking emphasis on social and political liberation. Not surprisingly issues of racial and
gender discrimination and the resulting need for empowerment run through the study as
continuo (see the author’s own comments from introduction (p.15) to conclusion (p.217)).

The Tanakh (Old Testament) is extensively used because it ‘resonates with themes of justice,
fairness, mercy, and God’s redemption and love of a people, despite sin’ (p.93, quoting a reply
from Kimberley Detherage). In her concluding chapter Brown challenges ‘black women

proclaimers everywhere’ to emulate

‘the freedom of the black pulpit that enabled cries for justice and civil rights to ring

throughout this country and around the world” (p.217f.).
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Economic issues were mentioned more rarely by the preachers Brown reviews. But on p.35
she lists economic empowerment as one of the foci of the sermons of a preacher licensed in
the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church before 1900 C.E. And Dallesteen Yates includes
‘socioeconomic phenomena’ within her very wide-ranging purview in sermon preparation
(Brown 2003, p.103). If each subject area on her list finds its way into the finished sermon
even only once or twice a year, say, her preaching covers an exemplary breadth of themes
from the conspectus of human knowledge. Apart from the tools of biblical study, her interests
include the following (in addition to “specialist interests’ on the one hand and ‘everyday life

experiences’ on the other):

a. Media.

b. The arts.

c. Academic subjects, e.g. sciences, maths, civics, languages.
d. Current events.

e. Sociopolitical, sociocultural, socioeconomic phenomena.

A largely biographical work by Larson, Daughters of Light (Larson 1999), charts the
prominence of women preachers in the Quaker community in both America and the United
Kingdom (in Appendix 3 (p.334) Larson cites a 1908 memoir by Doncaster on J.S. Rowntree
for figures from Hoyland’s Yearly Meeting Statistics showing that deaths of Quaker women
ministers in London during the period 1700-1819 were running as high as 40% of the total
(Doncaster 1908, p.252). However, Larson does not discuss the subjects of their sermons in
any detail. But for one preacher, Elizabeth Wilkinson, whose travel journal for 1761-1763
survives, she lists themes Wilkinson preached about in different places (Larson 1999,
p.189ff.). They range over commercial ethics, the lure of materialism, respect of persons, and

child-rearing as well as exhortation to greater spiritual awareness and humility before God.
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2) Large-scale studies from Africa

Research carried out over recent decades in Africa is also instructive. Turner reports a study
covering 8,000 sermons preached in the Church of the Lord in Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Liberia,
and Ghana, undertaken as a World Council of Churches assessment of that body’s Christian
credentials (Turner Harold and Bible 1965). It also refers for comparative purposes to studies
of a further 6,000 sermons, mostly from Anglican pulpits in E. Nigeria. Turner presents some
analyses of subject-matter. But his data consists not of the sermons themselves but solely of
records of the biblical texts on which they were based. | have not attempted to extract
comparative figures for the sermons studied here. My sample size is too small for
significance, and in any case the results would no doubt say more about the Revised Common

Lectionary than about preachers’ personal choices.

Ross uses student observers’ reports and questionnaire-based interviews to analyse ‘the
message being preached and its effects in the life of the people’ (Ross and Moyo 1995) in
mainstream Christian churches in Malawi between 1990 and 1992. 500 sermons were
analysed and some 470 interviews conducted (almost equally divided between preachers and
members of their congregations). Ross’s focus is chiefly on the interface between Christianity
and traditional African beliefs and on *‘community-strengthening’ and “nation-building’
emphases in the sermons. In this latter respect he documents an important shift, following a
bishop’s pastoral letter, from issues of personal life and faith to attempts ‘to relate biblical

teaching directly to social and political affairs in Malawi’ (p.28).

Mijoga reports a parallel study of preaching in the African-instituted churches in Malawi in
1996-1997 (Mijoga 2001). The study covers 229 sermons, which were recorded and
transcribed. It found a strong emphasis on personal morality, which had also figured

prominently as an underlying theme in Turner’s results from Nigeria reported above.

3) African perspectives on biblical hermeneutics
West and Dube also reprint a number of other articles which offer a new perspective on

preaching in the African context (West and Dube Shomanah 2001). Lemarquand stresses the
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prominence of suffering as a theme of African sermons (Lemarquand 2001), quoting a sermon
by Gitari entitled ‘The Good Shepherd: Ezekiel 34, John 10° (Gitari 1996, p.128ff.).

McEntire offers a study from Ethiopia in ‘competing hermeneutics’ applied to the story of
Cain and Abel. Confirming my comments above (p.15) on the suspicion of hermeneutics,
McEntire’s point is to stress that historico-political readings of the story (in terms of
liberation, class struggle, and invasion) are all dismissed by Protestant Bible students in

Ethiopia in favour of spiritualizing interpretations (McEntire 2001).

Several of the authors represented in West and Dube offer an African critique of missionary
preaching. Nkomazana, for instance, writes about the reception of the Bible by the Bakololo

people of Botswana in the time of David Livingstone (Nkomazana 2001):

Unfortunately the biblical interpretation of the missionaries did not seem to relate to
the pertinent questions which directly face the people. Nevertheless, Sekeletu

eventually granted Livingstone permission to teach his people (to read) the Bible

As Livingstone continued to teach the Bakololo to read the Bible for themselves, they
began to interpret it in their own language and within their own cultural context. This
made their experience of the Bible meaningful and real. They turned the Bible into a

kind of medicine for acquiring clothes, rifles, and beads, etc.

Two contributors highlight the impression left by even the earliest missionary preaching of
having moved a long way in the direction of rationalism when compared to the Bible itself, as
it became available to African readers. Lemarquand refers to ‘the deist world view which
pervaded even the most pious of missionaries’ (Lemarquand 2001), quoting the description of
it by Abogunrin as ‘quasi-scientific’ and retaining ‘only a veneer of Biblical world-view’
(Abogunrin 1988).
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Mafu, in an article entitled ‘The Bible and rain-making institutions in Zimbabwe’, gives a
telling example of the ‘dichotomous state of affairs on the part of Christian missionaries’. He
writes (Mafu 2001):

Their duty called for the Christianisation of communities in Africa and this involved
teaching them to trust and pray to God for the supply of their needs. Yet they
themselves were constrained by the mechanical philosophy imbibed by Protestantism.
. A'large number of phenomena which used to be explained in religious terms
were now explained in terms of scientific cosmology. The weather especially was

now explained in theoretical terms, from which the supernatural was totally removed.

The credibility gap for the early missionaries’ African hearers was not the distance between
the Bible and their everyday life but the distance between the missionaries’ interpretations of
the Bible and what the Bible and everyday African life had in common. It is salutary to realise
that the distance between Bible and preacher can only have widened in the case of the
contemporary, 21% century sermons analysed in this research. But just as the 19™ century
missionaries themselves were no doubt unaware in their day of the gap between their message
and the Bible, and were therefore able genuinely and sincerely to insist on the authority of the
Bible, so the Church today continues, for whatever reasons, to present those same Scriptures

to the world as the ultimate foundation for its faith and worship.

4) The postcolonial world

The challenge of freeing the biblical material from 2,000 years of ecclesiastically conditioned
interpretation and rediscovering the original thrust of the story it tells in fully rounded
historical and political perspective is being met most determinedly today by what is termed
‘postcolonial theology’. Shaking off the Westernised blinkers with which biblical criticism
was inevitably born in the age of the Enlightenment, postcolonial theology is a global
phenomenon and very much a movement of the turn of the century. Drawing on the
experiences of the victims rather than the perpetrators of imperialism to achieve its aims, it

subsumes under its wing the largely South American project known as ‘liberation theology’.
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Liberation theology was perhaps the most practically effective theological movement of the
later 20" century. Its hermeneutic achievement was to give voice to the political thrust of the
biblical message of liberation, and its genius was to inspire action on this message in the
social and political spheres. How far its approach to biblical material finds an echo in the
sermons studied in this project is indicated where relevant in the analysis of links (see section

4.D and especially the comments on p.165).

Liberation theology bases itself on the biblical story: it does not criticise it in the way that
postcolonial theology insists is necessary. In ‘going global’, therefore, it has also been
significantly transformed. Sugitharajah writes in Postcolonial Criticism and Biblical

Interpetation

It is important to be mindful that this same Bible contains elements of bondage and
disenfranchisement. What postcolonial biblical criticism does is to make this

ambivalence and paradox clear and visible (Sugirtharajah 2002).

This is one tine of the postcolonial fork, whose desired outcome is, in Sugirtharajah’s words
that ‘the Bible will not be seen as a rampaging and intruding text but as a chastened and
ambivalent text’ (p.101). The other prong of the attack is seen earlier (p.98f.) where
Sugirtharajah has offered a postcolonial reading of the biblical passages which present Christ
as the ‘one mediator’ between God and man. By applying a thoroughly contextualised

hermeneutic he seeks to remove the exclusivist, missionary implications of these texts.

Later in his book he refers to a Palestinian reading of Genesis 13.15, where the promise of the
law is said to be “for ever’. His claim is that in context this phrase means no more than “for
all your life’. If this reading can be substantiated, well and good: if not, the verse is further

proof of Sugirtharajah’s point that the Bible itself is part of the conundrum (p.100).
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(iv) The interfaith: a disclaimer

It would be inappropriate here to attempt a survey of studies of preaching in other religions.
Neither space nor knowledge suffices to do justice to a field that is as extensive as it is
important. The quotation from Rice with which this chapter is headed must stand as my
recognition at this point of the interfaith context. Preaching is, to use his phrase, ‘virtually
universal in human societies’ (Rice 1987, p.496). The ‘snapshot’ of Christian preaching
presented in this thesis cries out to be understood, with all due academic rigour, against a fully

global perspective. It is a challenge I fear | must leave with the reader.
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Chapter 2
METHODOLOGY

"What does it mean 'I'll pray for you'?" She hesitated for a second.
"Should I feel bad? Am I not a good person?™ . . . .

"Translate it into 'have a nice day.” I'm thinking wittgenstein(sic).
Language gone on holiday. "And if you really don't like it, just say, 'l
love you too. And I'll pray for you also.’

(Wilkins 2005, Sep 09, 2005)

The methodology governing the collection of the ‘primary data’ for this research, the 50
recorded sermons, is set out in this chapter. How Subject and Traditional language analyses
proceed is also explained: each analysis involves its own hermeneutic presuppositions,
described in subsections 2.B(i) and 2.C(i).

As indicated above (p.2), no claim is made to statistical significance for the findings. But a
clear methodological explanation will, it is hoped, allow the results to be replicated and, more
important, comparable figures obtained from a larger sample on any points which merit

further investigation.

A. Collecting the data

(i) Selection of churches

Rather than operate a process of purely random selection, it seemed desirable to organise the
project around specific categories of church. The image of the church as a body that espouses
an incredible and irrelevant set of beliefs may or may not be something to worry Christians. It

is one of the working hypotheses behind this research (see above p.63 ) that this image is at
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least justified by the church’s failure, with one or two notable but controversial exceptions, to

modify it in its public pronouncements from the pulpit.

The selection strategy adopted was intended to maximise the chance of finding evidence
against the hypothesis. 30 of the 50 churches would be drawn from categories most likely to

provide it. So, 10 sermons were drawn from each of the following three categories:

1. Broadcast services (national or regional radio or TV, but not local radio).
2. University or college chapels and churches connected with educational institutions
or known to serve students.

3. Cathedral or 'central' denominational churches.

The remaining 20 churches are drawn equally from, on the one hand, urban or large town and,
on the other, rural or small town settings. It was unfortunately impractical to include a further
group of 'occasional services’, viz. weddings and funerals, although these events probably still

attract the most genuinely broad-based congregations found today.

Denominational spread within each category was also important. Each main group of 10
churches mentioned above was to include 4 Anglican churches, 3 Roman Catholic,

1 Methodist, 1 U.R.C., and 1 Baptist. This distribution reflects, in very crudely rounded
figures, the relative size of each denomination in England. It was decided in advance, in
recognition of progress achieved in the direction of church unity, to accept as a suitable
substitute for a church of a particular denomination a Local Ecumenical Project church or an
ecumenical occasion involving the target denomination. This happened on 5 occasions
(sermons 2, 4, 5, 18, 39).

Geographically, the project needed a clear West Midlands dimension, based on Birmingham,
where | was studying, and Worcester, where | had decided to live. 20 churches were,
therefore, drawn from the area of the Anglican diocese of Birmingham and 10 from the area
covered by the Diocese of Worcester. This is broadly in proportion to the respective
populations (1,010,400 in 2000 C.E. for the Birmingham local authority area and 541,400 for
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the County of Worcestershire - both dioceses in fact extend some way beyond these local
government boundaries). The remaining 20 churches would, for comparative purposes, be
drawn from elsewhere in England, dictated by broadcasting schedules (one broadcast service

in fact came from a Cardiff church) and my personal movements.

Categories and denominations were allocated to particular weeks on a random basis. The
initial allocation was made by throws of the dice at my then home in Dent, Cumbria on

21 November 2001 with the kind assistance of a friend, George Brown, J.P. of Sunderland.
Already the intended starting date of Advent Sunday 2001 looked unduly optimistic, so for
this and other reasons clear provision was made for dealing with delays to the schedule of

visits which might occur from time to time.

The simple expedient to be adopted where this happened was to transfer the category /
denomination combination for the relevant Sunday to the next available week at the end of the
schedule. This would extend the visiting period beyond the intended 50 weeks, but it would

take pressure off a tight programme.

Geographical allocation was left to be made as plans clarified from week to week. But once it
had become possible to establish a category / denomination / area combination for a particular
Sunday, the final selection of church would be made by random selection - from as complete a
list as possible of churches that satisfied the relevant criteria. In the case of the Birmingham
and Worcester areas, selection for the urban and rural categories would be from the complete
listings published in denominational handbooks or websites. In other cases a list of nearby
churches would be drawn up, in some cases very short (in the ‘central’ and ‘educational’
categories there might be only one candidate), in others longer but never containing more than
10 or 12 possibilities. Selections at this stage were made, again by throws of the dice, by the

researcher himself.

Details of further adaptations incorporated into this plan as the project progressed are given in

chapter 3.
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(it) Initial approaches to churches

1) Personal visits

To prepare the way for visiting the 40 churches in the four ‘non-broadcast’ categories an
introductory letter was sent seeking permission to include the church in the project. Enclosed
were a covering letter from Dr. Martin Stringer, my supervisor, and a pro forma reply sheet

and stamped addressed envelope. The text is included at Appendix B below.

The letter outlined the purpose of the research. It also asked for permission to record the

service for the limited purposes of the research only, and to

check one or two other details with you, relating chiefly to the preacher’s

qualifications and experience both theological and secular.

It promised qualified anonymity to church and preacher in the following terms:

An appendix of churches and preachers will need to be included in my
dissertation, but no person or church will be individually identified (unless by

permission) in any detailed discussion or publication.

No date was specified for the visit. The intention was to minimise the chances of influencing
the preaching on the day. In many cases months elapsed before | attended the church, my
minidisc recording equipment was extremely unobtrusive, and my age is well above that of
the typical postgraduate student. In the event, from conversations | had with the preachers
after the services, the strategy was apparently entirely successful in this respect: none had been

aware during the service of who I was or why | was there.

The letter also gave an undertaking that
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If someone other than yourself is preaching on the day I visit, | will seek

further permission before using the recording.

The majority of letters met with ready, and in many cases speedy, agreement. A number of
refusals were encountered. Concerns about participation felt by some churches were
sometimes satisfied by subsequent contact, sometimes not. In a few cases, | was unable to
take advantage of permission given, either because of difficulties travelling, technical

problems with the recording, or changes necessitated by broadcasting schedules.

In the final outcome, to organise the 40 personal visits 69 churches were approached. 13 did
not reply, 4 refused permission, 6 permissions could not be taken up, and 6 churches had to be
dropped for a variety of other reasons. On the 18 occasions where | had to seek further

permission of a preacher after the service | was never refused.

With the pro forma reply slip giving permission for my visit several churches included further
details of their programme, together sometimes with a schedule of preachers. The information
about location and times of services was useful, as it would have had to be obtained by one
means or another. However, in order not to compromise the element of randomness in the
selection of sermons, | did not allow details of services and preachers to influence the final

choice of date for my visit.

2) Broadcast services

As few details of the broadcasting schedules are available very long in advance, a different
procedure was devised in respect of the 10 services recorded from radio or television.
Permission would be sought ex post facto - from the Executive Producer of the programme,

the preacher, and if appropriate the church itself.
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Approaches were made in this way in 12 cases. Agreement was forthcoming in 11 of these,
no reply was received in the twelfth. One service for which permission had been received was
not included in the final selection, because an alternative had appeared in the programme
schedules which better fitted the pattern of denomination and area combinations as it took

shape.

(iii) Preachers’ information

The questionnaire devised to collect relevant details from the preachers relating to training,
qualifications, experience, preaching strategies, and (where relevant) supporting church
activities is explained in section 3.D below and included in full in Appendix C. The
information was to be requested from preachers after listening to the sermons. In the case of
the broadcast sermons, a considerable lapse of time was often involved before this could be

done.
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B. Subject analysis

As described in the opening paragraph of chapter 1, the first aim of the project is to ‘chart the

range of topics discussed in sermons’. Associated with this was the hypothesis that

for all its claims to be relevant to the whole of life, the Christian church is in practice

concerned with only a very narrow slice of it (p.2).

To test this hypothesis a two-stage process was devised (see p.3). This section sets out in
more detail the methodology which leads from “primary data’ via the relevant ‘secondary

data’ to the analytic results.

Classification is never straightforward. But it is essential to the aims of the Subject analysis
that the classificatory strategy is independent of the data, as far as that is ever possible. The
specific hermeneutic presuppositions explained in subsection (i), therefore, consist largely of
the details of the multiple typologies devised for the purpose (and adapted as the research
proceeded in only very minor aspects). The reasons for adopting multiple schemata are also
set out in subsection (i). These frameworks are not the results of the analysis. As a
substantial part of the subjective input brought by the researcher to the dissertational

hermeneutic (see p.16), they are rather — for better or for worse - determinants of the findings.

Subsection (ii) then explains the methodology devised to prepare the raw data, the sermons as
recorded, for classification under the defined schemata. This preparatory procedure aims to
identify the logical ‘skeleton’ of the sermon by analysing it into a meaningful series of
constituent parts. The “secondary data’ that result, consisting of longer or shorter sections
depending on the flow of the preacher’s argument, are the material for classification. The

lengths of each section will then form the basis to the calculations presented in section 4.C.
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(i) Specific hermeneutic presuppositions

The Subject analysis, as also the Traditional language analysis (see section 2.C below),
proceeds under the general hermeneutic presuppositions discussed in section 1.C above. In
particular, the diagnosis in subsection 1.C(vii) of the interrupted hermeneutic applied to the
traditional Christian language in the sermons must not be forgotten. The Subject analysis
does not break free of its constraints (see subsection 2.C(i) below for discussion of attempts to

resolve the problem in the Traditional language analysis).

With these provisos, the Subject analysis may be seen as a special case of interpretation
whereby the material is classified on the basis of a number of different conceptual schemata.
This process has its own supplementary presuppositions. These consist chiefly of the explicit
classificatory frameworks on which the analysis is based and the working rules governing

their application.

It is of the essence of the research that the analytic frameworks are independent of the data
being analysed. Their function is to reveal in clear perspective not only what subjects are
discussed in the sermons but also what subjects are not. In as far as the schemata and the rules
for applying them were modified in the course of the research, something of a hermeneutic
spiral is in operation. But the aim of the resulting adjustments was never to narrow the
perspective so that the data, as it were, filled the screen, but rather to preserve a broad canvas

and specifically prevent any unwarranted encroachment on ‘unoccupied’ territory.

Quite apart from the long-standing Christian bias of the Dewey Decimal Classification
Scheme referred to in subsection 1.B(i) above (see also p.250 below), a number of reasons
suggested the need for more than a single classificatory framework. The essential subjectivity
of hermeneutics was one. There are often many possible ways both of analysing sermon
structure and of classifying the subjects of the structural units thus determined. Rules were
devised to maximise consistency of treatment: they are set out in the following subsection (see
p.60) and indicated in the full analyses contained on CD-Rom C Thesis workbench (see
Appendix E(v) for access instructions). It is hoped that by this means it may be possible for

others to replicate, or at least understand, my procedures and results.
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The multiple classificatory methodology has other advantages. It enables comparisons to be
made between the sermons as preached and the normal preaching strategies revealed by the
responses to the Preacher’s questionnaire. It also allows the broad perspective integral to the
overall context and aims of the research to be counterbalanced by a finer-scale investigation
which does more obvious justice to the professional theological and homiletic concerns of the
pulpit practitioner. This latter, more peripheral purpose is served by applying the Dewey
Decimal schema, but within the area of Dewey range 200s Religion only: the relevant

presuppositions and the Dewey results are set out in Appendix G (p.).

The schemata are outlined in the immediately following subsections. Hermeneutically, it
must be emphasised that all (except the Dewey schema, which is only partially used: see
Appendix G) are intended to be comprehensive typologies, although all admittedly suffer from

some conceptual overlap.

1) Survey schema
To begin with the simplest of the frameworks, the Survey schema (so called because it is
taken from the Preacher’s questionnaire — see section 3.B and Appendix C) consists of 11

categories, as shown in Table 2. 1 below.

| |Survey category Short name
1 Personal life & growth Personal
2 [Family Family
3 |Economic Economic
4 'Community Community
5 |State and nation Nation
6 Global Global
7 The arts The arts
8 Science Science
9 |ldeas and communication | Ideas & media
10 Religion: Christian Christianity
11 Religion: Other Other religions

Table 2. 1. Survey schema
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As presented in the questionnaire, and therefore as applied here, the Survey schema has the
perhaps unexpected characteristic that category 10 Christianity functions chiefly as a
classification of last resort for material — material with Christian content, of course - that

could not realistically be placed under any of the other headings.

As applied here, this includes Tanakh (Old Testament) content. Because the Old Testament is
so pervasively regarded in Christian churches as Christian scripture, sermons preached from
Christian pulpits on themes taken from it would not normally be regarded — by preacher or
congregation — as sermons about Judaism. Hence in their replies to the questionnaire
preachers were clearly including such discussions under the heading Christianity. For
comparability, therefore, the Survey schema analysis followed suit, unless the context
explicitly indicated otherwise. However, the strategy was reversed under the ‘Faith-aware’
analysis (see subsection (2) below). There, without any implication that these are not still
Christian sermons, discussions in them of Tanakh passages and themes are classified as

Jewish in subject-matter.

Comprehensiveness under the Survey schema is achieved by making use of category 6 for the

most general themes (except abstract, metaphysical, or religious subjects). This is in line with
the pervasive emphasis in categories 1 to 6 on the scope of reference. Categories 7 to 11 suffer
from possible conceptual overlap with the earlier categories: in such cases categories 7 to 9

and category 11 normally take precedence (the role of category 10 has already been indicated).

As this is a survey of Christian preaching, default category 10 is still of paramount
importance. It covers discussions of Christian doctrine, Church practice, and Bible
knowledge that are not explicitly linked by the preacher to everyday life outside the doors of
the church. What is not implied, of course, is any suggestion that sections classified under

other headings (even what is said about other religions) do not have a Christian orientation.
The suspect ‘secondary data’ in the realm of traditional Christian terminology resulting from

the incomplete hermeneutic described in subsection 1.B(vii) receive limited further analysis

here, where such material can be accommodated in categories 1 to 9. Where this happens, it
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suggests a possible completion, admittedly with extremely broad brush, to the hermeneutic
process. But where the ‘face value’ emphasis is too clearly on invisible realities and eternal

truths for this to be appropriate, this schema does nothing to resolve the hermeneutic anomaly.

The topics on the list distilled from Smyth’s review of English preaching (see p.33 above) can
all be accommodated fairly straightforwardly under the Survey schema - with the exception,
perhaps, of (b) Vain and frivolous things. Dallesteen Yates’ concerns (see p.39) also all find
their places readily enough in the Survey scheme. There are not many obvious gaps either in
Smyth and Yates — Smyth perhaps neglects Survey categories 2 Family and 3 Economics, and

Yates categories 6 Global and 11 Other religions.

2) Faith-aware schema

The second classificatory framework employed, what | term the ‘Faith-aware schema’, may be
seen as in counterpoint to the Survey schema. Its distinctive feature is that religion is here
very much the genus of first choice. Categories in the 20s gather together all material that

assumes commitment to one or other faith community.

The Faith-aware schema also allows a more detailed analysis to be undertaken, as its 10 top
level categories each contain up to 10 second level classes. Table 2.3 below indicates the full
two-level structure. It borrows from Dewey the convention by which categories ending in
zero normally function as hold-all categories for themes covering more than one lower-level

subject.

Comprehensiveness rests on the availability of category 0 for the highest degree of generality.
Conceptual overlap causes some problems here too. Table 2.4 shows how the top level
categories of this and the previous schema relate. Overlap is solved by following clear orders
of precedence, which are different, as indicated, from the policy adopted for the Survey

schema. Here categories in the 20s Religion have first claim and the 30s Society come last.
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Faith-aware category

Faith-aware category

Faith-aware category

0 General subjects
1 Bibliography

2 Information science
3 Encyclopedic

4 Language

5 Mathematics

6 Not assigned

7 Media, publishing

8 Not assigned
9 Other general subjects

10 Philosophy
11 Metaphysics

Epistemology &
12 :
causation

13 Mind
14 Philosophical schools
15 Not assigned

16 Logic

17 Ethics

18 Not assigned

19 Oth_er philosophical
topics

20 Religion

21 Hinduism

22 Judaism

23 Buddhism

24 Christianity

25 Islam

26 Sikhism

27 Paganism, etc.

28 Humanism

29 Other religions

30 Social themes

31 Global

32 Supranational

33 National, regional

Work & leisure
34 g
associations

35 Local community
36 Interest groups

37 Groups & networks
38 Friends

39 Other social groups

Table 2. 2. Faith-aware schema

40 Personal themes
41 Physical

42 Mental

43 Spiritual

44 Emotional

45 Psychological

46 Interpersonal relations

47 Individual in society

48 Biographical
49 Other personal topics

50 Science & technology
51/ Physics & cosmology

52 Chemistry

53 Human sciences
54| Other life sciences

55 Electricity & electronics
Construction &
engineering

57 Environmental sciences

58 Not assigned

59 Other scientific topics

60 Economics

61 Work

62 Money

63 Property

64 Standard of living
65 Trade & industry
66 Communications
67 Transport

68 Charities

69 Other economic topics
70 The arts

71 Music

72 Theatre & cinema
73 Dance

74 Sculpture

75 Architecture & design
76 Painting & drawing
77 Photography

78 Literature

79 Other arts
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80 Family themes

Physical environment &
81 L
standard of living

82 Family education

83 Rites & celebrations
84 Quality time

85 Dynamics and loyalties

86 Rules, relationships, values

87 Relations with wider
community

88 History and achievements
89 Other family themes

Sport, Leisure &
90 other subjects
91 Athletics

92 Physical sports

93 Power sports
94 Games
95 Holidays & trips

96 Not assigned

97 Creative hobbies
98 Collecting hobbies

99 Other subject areas



The Smythian typology (see p.33 above) fits equally well here, as does the list from Dallesteen
Yates (p.39).

This schema offers no help at all with the incomplete hermeneutic applying to traditional

Christian terminology. All such subjects are gathered together in category 24 Christianity and

must look to other schemata for more careful interpretation.

Faith- Faith-

Survey aware aware Survey
code [Survey category range range [Faith-aware category| codes
1 Personal life & growth | 40s 0s General 6,9
2 Family 80s 10s Philosophy 9

3 |Economic 60s 20s Religion 10,11
4  Community 34-37 30s Social themes 4-6

5 |State and nation 33 40s Personal themes 1

6 Global 30-32 50s Science & technology @8

7 |The arts 70s 60s Economic 3

8 Science 50s 70s The arts 7

9 ldeas an(_:i . Os, 80s Family themes 2

communication 10s

10 'Religion: Christian 24 90s ?Sl;)jret;:tl_selsure&Other 1,4-6
i 20-23,

11 Religion: Other 55 99

Table 2. 3. Survey schema & Faith-aware schema: comparison of categories

3) Neutral schema

By contrast again, religion is excluded as a specific category from the third typology. In the

face of the ambiguity of the term ‘religion’ the Neutral schema takes as its starting-point the

plethora of “totalising’ definitions of ‘religion’, and the views of the world which underlie

them, according to which no particular sphere of life or aspect of the world can be marked off

from the rest as ‘religious’.
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In practice the Neutral schema may be seen as similar to the Survey schema but (a) without
the default category Religion and (b) with a second level of analysis. The categories available

are shown in Table 2. 4 below. Codes 14 and 23 are kept as categories of last resort.

Comprehensiveness is again achieved through the presence of category 0. Conceptual overlap
is less of a problem with categories for Religion removed from the field. The 30s Social

themes is divided here by function rather than scope.

Material that is classified in the ‘Religion’ categories of the first two schemata is variously
treated, but is chiefly classified under the headings shown in Table 2. 5 below. The Neutral
schema therefore makes some impact on the incomplete hermeneutic of subsection 1.C(vii).
Its two-level structure gives it a significant advantage here over the Survey schema. However,
classification in terms of ‘real-world’ relevance is by no means always possible, and where it

is not, instances have reluctantly been labelled 14 Philosophies & systems.

Neutral category Neutral category Neutral category
0|General subjects 40|Economics 80(Friends & family
1|Bibliography 41|Work 81|Relationships
2|Information sciences 42|Money 82(Decisions & discipline
3|Encyclopedic 43|Property 83[Rtes & celebrations
4|Not assigned 44|Standard of living 84(Quality time
5|Not assigned 45|Trade 85|Conflict & cooperation
6|Not assigned 46|Communication 86(Welfare & support
7|[Media, publishing 47| Transport 87|Education & training
8|Not assigned 48|Charities 88[Environment & events
9|Other general subjects 49|0Other economic subjects | 89 t(?gi;fsnends & family
10|Philosophy 50|Science 90 ?Sl())jre';:![?sure & other
11|Metaphysics 51|Mathematics 91|Athletics
12|Epistemology & causation| 52|Astronomy & cosmology | 92|Physical sports
13|Mind 53|Physics 93|Power sports
14|Philosophies & systems 54| Chemistry 94(Games
15|Language 55|Environmental sciences 95(Holidays & trips
16|Logic 56| Computer science 96(Not assigned
17|Ethics 57|Human sciences 97|Creative hobbies
18|Not assigned 58| Other life sciences 98(Collecting hobbies
19|Other philosophical topics | 59|Other sciences 99(Other subject areas
20(Personal themes 60(Technology
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Neutral category

Neutral category

Neutral category

21|Character & values

61(Medicine

22 |Personal decision-making

62 [Building & construction

23| Spiritual

63 |Agriculture

24|Emotional

64|Domestic science

25(Conflict & cooperation

65|Electronics & computers

26|Action & achievements

66 [Biotechnology

27|Mind

67| Transport

28(Physical themes

68 |Other manufacturing

29(Other personal themes

69 [Other technologies

30(Social themes 70|The arts
31|Social: culture & values 71|Music
32 22;::?13& decision- 72|Drama
33|Ceremonies & practices 73|Film

34 |Law & administration 74|Dance

Social conflict &

35 .
cooperation

75|Architecture & design

36|Welfare & support

Painting, drawing &

76
sculpture

37|Education & training

77 |Photography

Social environment &
38
events

78|Literature

39|Other social themes

79|Other arts

Table 2. 4. Neutral schema

Subject

Neutral category

Doctrines 14

Category 23 Spiritual is also used with reluctance, in spite of the “spiritual revolution’ context
(see subsection 1.B(iv) above), because the absence of any clear and accepted definition of

‘spirituality’ makes it somewhat problematic. For many the term “spiritual’ seems to be set

Philosophies & systems

Ethics & morality

17

Ethics

Personal values

21

Character & values

Spiritual commitments

23

Spiritual

Church, etc. principles

31

Social: culture & values

Church, etc. government

32

Politics & decision-making

Sacraments and ceremonies

33

Ceremonies & practices

Church, etc. officers and rules

34

Law & administration

Welfare activities

36

Welfare & support

Teaching and evangelism

37

Education & training

Church, etc. history

38

Social environment & events

Bible & other sacred books

78

Literature

Table 2. 5. Treatment of religious themes under Neutral schema
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today in opposition to ‘religion’: such people will no doubt be unhappy that the category is
used here for material explicitly classified elsewhere under Religion. | can only agree that a
large question mark hangs over such use: for meaningful debate to continue over these terms,

serious efforts must be made to resolve the ambiguities.

(i) Subject analysis procedure

The two-stage process mentioned above (p.51) attempts first to produce an outline ‘skeleton’
of each sermon which distills its logic and scope into brief compass for subsequent analysis.
The aim is to be true to any structure signposted by the preacher, supplemented as necessary
by the researcher’s own reconstructions of the argument. The resulting ‘skeleton’ should not
only clarify the logical flow of the sermon: its individual units should amount to an inventory
of subjects that is amenable to reasonably unambiguous classification (subject to the
provisions for multiple tagging inherent in the parallel schemata discussed above). Together
the 50 ‘skeletons’ so produced comprise what I term the ‘secondary’ or “processed’ data for

this part of the project.

In preparing the “‘skeletons’ brief summaries of each section are produced, and notes on
timing, function, and procedural rule followed are added, together with a ‘normalised’ version
of the theme to facilitate classification. Function and procedural rule serve different purposes
in the analysis. The function tag enables certain useful distinctions to be drawn in the ensuing
calculations according to the logical function of the section in the sermon. The procedural

rules, on the other hand, aim to maximise consistency in classification (see p.52 above).

Table 2. 6 below groups the available functions into the three major types which will be used
in the presentation of the results (see p.106ff., also Table 4. 25). Given the Christian
commitment of the preachers, as well as the difficulty of separating fact from value in any

sphere, the most commonly identified function is ‘Desc./Eval.” Some preachers illustrate their
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points more generously than others. Frequency of ‘structural’ signposting also varies

considerably.

Function

group Function tag Explanation

Core functions
Descriptive Factual assertion
Evaluative Value judgment
Desc./Eval. Value-laden assertion
Normative Pattern for consideration
Prescriptive Imperative to be obeyed

Parenthetic Significant aside
Illustrative function

lllustrative Example or analogy
Structural functions

Preview of sermon or other
Introductory L
preliminaries
Summary review of
Summary
sermon

Table 2. 6. List of function tags available.

Table 2. 7 lists the analytic rules developed as the project proceeded. Rule ASIS implies no
particularly difficulty in classifying a section: it has a clearly identifiable subject, and
classification under all three or four schemata is relatively straightforward. This is the most
common classification. CRIT (never used) and BIBL (infrequent) are virtual equivalents of
the ASIS rule, but intended specifically for artistic (including literary) and biblical material
where the emphasis is on the ‘medium’ rather than the ‘message’. By contrast XART and
XBIB indicate that the Faith-aware schema (and Dewey, where relevant) classifies the
‘medium’ (viz., in the case of XBIB, its biblical provenance) , while the ‘message’ is handled
under the Survey and Neutral schemata. XREL indicates a similar split for more general
religious material, which is given the appropriate religious Faith-aware and Dewey codes, but
classified under the Survey and Neutral schemata by the aspect of life to which the section
relates. These rules seem to give apt effect to the principles underlying the multiple

classificatory approach.

p.61



Norm Rule

ASIS Analyse normally — ‘as is’

CRIT Analyse as media criticism

BIBL Analyse as biblical criticism

XREL | Dual analysis Religion / life

XBIB Dual analysis Bible / subject-matter
XART | Dual analysis Media / subject-matter

Table 2. 7. List of procedural rules for Subject analysis.

The aim is that once the “skeletons’ are produced, the second stage of the analysis can
proceed. The ‘secondary’ data consist, in effect, of a series of labelled sections. The labels
can then be classified on the basis of the schemata set out in subsection 2.B(i) above (and the
Dewey schema where relevant), and calculations made of the time devoted to different
categories of subject under various circumstances. For the results see chapter 4 (and for the

Dewey schema Appendix G).
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C. Traditional language analysis

The second aim of the project was described in the opening paragraph of the Project outline
(section 1.A) as to chart “the connections made between traditional biblical or credal themes
and the modern world’. This aim takes its motivation, as described there, from a desire to test
the hypothesis that Christianity refuses by and large to address the “credibility gap’ associated
with such terminology today, in Western societies at least. The research proposal submitted to
the University of Birmingham in autumn 2001 referred to this refusal in terms of a ‘conspiracy

of silence” and continued:

The project aims to examine, at the level of the worship of the local congregation, how
far . . . . thesilence is in fact breached by preaching which assists congregations to
face up to the issues of credibility inevitably surrounding a faith whose foundational

texts are around 2,000 years old and more.

This subsection sets out the specific hermeneutic presuppositions underlying the Traditional
language analysis and the methodology by which in this case the road from ‘primary data’ via

the relevant ‘secondary data’ to analytic results is traversed.

(i) Specific hermeneutic presuppositions

The best chance of resolving the interrupted hermeneutic discussed in subsection 1.C(vii)
above lies in the Traditional language analysis. The Subject analysis can make only limited
progress in that direction (see p.54, 58). The Traditional language analysis operates with a
dissertational hermeneutic (see subsection 1.C(i.6) above) that should offer benefits to all
parties. The Analysis of hermeneutic strategies (see 2.D(ii.1) below) focusses on the pulpit
hermeneutic and the exegetical hermeneutic behind it (see subsection 1.C(i) above), in as far

as they are made explicit in the sermon. And the Analysis of contextual indicators (2.D(ii.2)
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below) charts the evidence that can be gleaned from how the preacher relates occurrences of

the traditional terminology to other themes and concepts.

This strategy certainly progresses the aborted hermeneutic. But this is not necessarily to
‘rewind the tape’ and run the process to completion as though without interruption. The
identification and labelling of certain verbal formulations as “traditional language’ obtrudes on
the natural flow of the hermeneutic movement. It is not always possible to undo the

interruption.

50 Christian sermons, some 50,000 words in total, and packed by and large with traditional
Christian terminology. To keep the investigation within manageable limits while at the same
time maintaining consistency, it seemed important to define clearly the target terminology to
be analysed. | therefore adopted the following principles of selection - still working, it will be

seen, with the suspect hermeneutic discussed above.

1. Themes from the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds chosen as most likely to be
discussed in sermons and to avoid unnecessary overlap.
2. Certain other central themes from the Bible and Christian doctrine and experience.

3. Biblical ‘miracle stories’ mentioned in the sermons.

The biblical “‘miracle stories’ earned their place alongside doctrinal themes because of their
frequent occurrence in the sermons, and because attitudes to them expressed or implied from
the pulpit are likely to have an important influence in determining the general perception of

what a Christian is required to believe.

These principles of selection were treated as open-ended during the course of the study. Items
were added, amended, or regrouped to accommodate themes and episodes encountered in the
sample. Table 2.8 below shows the final amalgamated and hierarchical list on which the
Traditional language analysis operates. The two stages of this analysis are explained in the

subsections below.

p.64



| God

A Trinity

1 Father

Il Angels good & evil

2 Son

a Eternal Word

b Christology

Il Biblical 'miracle' stories

¢ Saviour A Pentateuch narratives
d Lordship of Christ 1 Garden of Eden
3 Holy Spirit 2 Israel out of Egypt
B Power & authority of God 3 Other Pentateuch narratives
1 Creation B Other Tanakh (O.T.) narratives
2 Providence & intervention C Life of Christ
a Historical 1 Annunciation
b Individual 2 Birth narratives
3 Law of God 3 Signs & wonders
a Sin & the fall 4 Transfiguration
b Reward & punishment by God 5 Resurrection
¢ Final judgment 6 Ascension

4 Word of God

D Pentecost

5 Kingdom of God

E Other New Testament narratives

C Love of God

1 God's chosen people

a Israel & the Promised Land

b Holy catholic church

2 Salvation

Forgiveness of God

New birth and life

Christ within us

Christ beside us

Vocation & guidance

0|0 |T|D

Eternal life

Table 2. 8. Selected themes for Traditional language analysis.

1) Analysis of hermeneutic strategies

The research faces its biggest challenge at this stage. The attempt to balance an academic
approach with “face value’ interpretation, keeping in sight the fivefold project context of
section 1.B, stands or falls here. What | have called the “credibility gap’ is the focus of
concern. Opinions differ, as | have indicated above (see p.3f.), as to how wide the gap is in

each case, whether it can be bridged, and indeed whether it exists at all.
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It exists, | think | may at least claim, for some people, myself obviously included, as the select
list of terminology implies. I hope I may also claim, as common ground between the
‘literalists’ and the other parties to the debate, the recognition mentioned earlier (see p.10) that
the themes and doctrines of Christian tradition are “articles of faith’, and somehow different
from the data of everyday experience. Those for whom that difference amounts to a serious
problem of credibility see it as not simply a question of what may be termed “evidential
credibility’, i.e. are there reasons for believing that x happened in situation y? For them it is
rather a matter of ‘conceptual credibility’: is event x or entity z something we can conceive of
as possible or meaningful at all? To the literalists, however, how could the all-consuming

faith by which they live fail to have meaning?

The Analysis of hermeneutic strategies aims to gather data relevant to the debate by
classifying the strategy of interpretation adopted in each sermon for each of the selected

traditional themes. Table 2. 9 below sets out the list of strategies drawn up for this purpose.

Stance|Code | Strategy

'Confirmed ‘literalist’

| LE |‘Literalist’ interpretation endorsed

CC |Credibility problem as challenge to faith

‘Implied ‘literalist
LI |‘Literalist’ interpretation implied (‘conspiracy of
silence’ category)

‘Non- literalist’
| DE |La différance emphasised

CQ | Credibility questioned

RP | Regulative interpretation propounded

SP | Symbolic interpretation propounded

FP |Functional interpretation propounded

NP | Narrative interpretation presented
TP | Translation proposed
AP | Amendment proposed

‘Rejected
‘ RJ ‘Rejected on any interpretation

Table 2. 9. List of hermeneutic strategies by stance.

(N.b. Strategies shown in italics were not found in the sermons.)
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They range from the explicitly “literalist’ to complete rejection, and are grouped in the Table
under four broad ‘stances’ to aid presentation of the results in subsection 4.D(ii) and in

descending order of ‘literalism’.

The list combines what may be called ‘commonsense possibilities’ (LE, CC, LI, CQ, AP, RJ)
with some of more technical pedigree derived, as indicated in the relevant subsections below,
from approaches current in philosophical theology (DE, RP, SP, FP, NP, TP). As will emerge
in chapter 4, several of the available strategies (indicated in italics in the Table) turned out not

to be represented in the sermons as analysed. That in itself is noteworthy.

Identifying particular instances in the sermons of strategies derived from theories in
philosophical theology is a very selective application of what are intended as general theories
of religious language. As such, of course, their exponents would claim that they apply to
Christian doctrine, the Bible, and the traditional language of these sermons in toto. These
theories all assume, as | understand them, a “credibility gap’. Their reinterpretations of
traditional Christian language aim, for the most part, to bridge the gap and so extend the
currency of that language, with or without significant modification. It may well, therefore, be
that instances classified here as LI “Literalist’ interpretation implied stem not so much from
any ‘conspiracy of silence’ as from the licence given under one or other of these theories to
continue using such traditional language as newly understood. My concern in this research,
however, as | have indicated earlier, is only with such strategies as are made explicit by the

preacher beyond misunderstanding.

a) ‘Literalist’ strategies of interpretation

Subject to the caveat in the last paragraph strategy LI ‘Literalist’ interpretation implied is the
‘conspiracy of silence’ strategy par excellence. And under the ‘face value’ approach of the
project it is the default category. LE ‘Literalist’ interpretation endorsed is only used where the
preacher has put a ‘literalist” interpretation beyond dispute by an explicit comment.

Apparently emphatic adverbial expressions like ‘really’, ‘actually’, or “in fact’ are not
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normally sufficient, since they may be part of the web of dramatic illusion spun under some

variety of narrative interpretation.

As wielded here, therefore, strategy LI is a broad receptable accepting the committed
‘literalism’ of preachers who might be proud to call themselves ‘fundamentalist” and the
incidental “literalism’ occasioned simply by the lack of explicit alternative explanation. If this
seems like academically unacceptable woolliness, it stems directly from the deliberately
‘secondhand’ hermeneutic of the project. What would be unacceptable in terms of my second
hypothesis would be to import greater clarity and precision into the sermons than might be

recognised by an average member of the congregation.

Methodologically, the criterion for LI is simple. It applies when traditional Christian
terminology is used naturally and without hermeneutic commentary. To this extent it needs

no further definition. But in terms of the project rationale it is more problematic.

Questions about credibility centre around ‘literalism’ in interpretation. And that implicates
not only the three strategies of ‘literalist” stance in Table 2. 9 above, but also, in its own way,
CQ Credibility questioned. | discuss DE La difference emphasised separately in subsection

(c) below.

| print the words ‘literalist” and “literalism’ in inverted commas for two reasons. The first is
because of the ambiguity of these and cognate terms. The second relates to the interrupted

hermeneutic.

The definition of what counts as ‘literal’ interpretation of Scripture and what does not is
discussed by Vanhoozer (1998) . He settles for a very broad use of the term which appears to
give blanket shelter to interpretations like the metaphorical, which would in everyday speech
be strongly contrasted with the literal. He contrasts ‘literal” with ‘literalistic’. He writes
(p.312), ‘The literal sense is the sense of a literary act’. He is anxious to avoid an overwooden

verbalism which might seem to require even the most anthropomorphic talk about God to be
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understood as true in every last precise detail (his example here is “The eyes of the Lord are on

the righteous’ from Psalm 34.15) before qualifying for the description “literal’.

| share Vanhoozer’s concern, but want a label here for an intermediate position between
Vanhoozer’s ‘literal” and his ‘literalistic’. If the ‘literalistic’ interpretation understands God
as having an optic system like our own, the adjective ‘literalist’, as | use it here, is intended to
refer to a position that certainly emphasises, in Lindbeck’s terms, ‘the cognitive aspects of
religion’ and the function of doctrine as ‘informative propositions or truth claims about
objective realities’ (1984, p.16): but more than that, the issue is rather whether God takes
concerned cognisance of the actions and experiences of human beings, of whether, in fact, the
deity is personal and a player alongside us in the universe or whether such language is
metaphorical symbolism enshrining something different. An interpretation which chooses the
first option in answer to that theological question is classified here as ‘literalist’: others would

count as ‘non-literalist” and require further explanation.

The second reason for the quotation marks round the word ‘literalist’ in Table 2. 9, the
interrupted hermeneutic, is not so easily resolved. The Traditional language usages classified
under these ‘literalist’ or ‘literalist-related’ strategies do not, unlike most of the ‘non-literalist’
strategies, advance the hermeneutic, but remain at the verbal level. 1 have struggled for this
reason to find the right words in the preceding paragraph for the description of the “literalist’
position, aware of the danger, in Wittgenstein’s terms, of being taken in by ‘language gone on

holiday’ (see p.60 above).

I hope that those within the context of world Christianity whom 1 label ‘literalist’ will accept
both label and description. They are unlikely, perhaps, to raise any difficulty. Traditional
Christology, for instance, seems to me to attribute to Jesus so many contradictory opposites —
finite / infinite, physical / spiritual, vulnerable / omnipotent, fallible / omniscient, and so on —
as to defy logic front on. A genuinely “‘charitable hermeneutic’ would surely assume a ‘non-
literalist” interpretation and proceed to explore precisely what that might be. But the rationale

of my research forbids me to rule out the ‘literalist’ interpretation tout court. And for those
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who hold it, the logical problem is as nothing when set against what they see as the surpassing

grandeur of the divine condescension demonstrated in the incarnation.

I also hope that those of an opposite persuasion will allow me to continue with the interrupted
hermeneutic, at least as far as the ‘literalist’ or ‘literalist-related’ strategies are concerned.
Progress in these cases must await the Analysis of contextual indicators (see subsection

2.C(ii) below) and concluding comments in chapter 5.

Strategy CC Credibility problem as challenge to faith counts as one of the ‘literalist’ strategies
of interpretation while CQ Credibility questioned does not. Each is related to LE and LI, but
in crucially different ways. Both may be seen as recognising difficulties in ‘“literalist’
understandings, and neither offers an alternative. But CC takes the harder line of leaving the
matter as a challenge to faith. CQ’s approach is more sympathetic and leaves the door ajar for

‘non-literalist’ interpretations.

b) Symbolic strategies of interpretation

The label SP Symbolic interpretation propounded requires particular comment for two
reasons. (1) Language is a system of symbols, and therefore any reading of a text could be
described as ‘symbolic interpretation’. The sense in which | use the phrase here is much more
restricted. (2) SP might be thought to cover any non-literal interpretation and so render many
of the other alternatives redundant. Again I understand the category in a more restricted
sense. It is intended primarily to identify what Lindbeck calls the ‘experiential-expressive’
approach to religious language(Lindbeck 1984, p.16), stemming from Schleiermacher and his
often varied followers, but beyond that, admittedly, also for instances of non-literal

interpretation which do not fall clearly under any other alternatives.

Pace Lindbeck, however, | do not regard symbolic language as ‘noninformative and
nondiscursive’ just because it refers to “inner feelings, attitudes, or existential orientations’
rather than to ‘objective realities’. Symbols themselves, like any term or concept, have no

truth value, and some of the sentences they feature in may be analytic or express value-
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judgments. But some will be substantive claims about one aspect of life or another. The
crucial hermeneutic significance of SP, though, is that by definition a symbol symbolises

something: defined with greater or less precision, that is its meaning in context.

¢) Hermeneutic of différance

DE has a recent provenance in the work of Barth but an intellectual pedigree going back via
Aquinas’ ‘analogical language’, to the Fathers, famously Augustine. 1 distinguish the rare and
valiant affirmation of the principles of negative theology, stressing the limits of language even
as it uses it to make statements about God, from cases of ordinary metaphorical description,
which here fall under SP above. Green uses the phrase ‘hermeneutical space’ (1999, p.183)
for Barth’s différance, linking it too with Frei’s ‘breathing space’ and Derrida’s ‘uninterpreted
remainder’. O’Leary credits Derrida with “a series of apophatic techniques worthy of negative
theology’ (1996, p.66).

Commonly advocated hermeneutic strategy though it is, DE is nevertheless something of a
logical enigma. A balancing act between assertion and denial, it sets warning flags rather than
providing answers. Support is supposedly given by similar indeterminacies in physics, but the

comparison is, I suspect, misleading.

DE is perhaps close enough to the “literalist’ strategies of interpretation for many ‘literalists’
to welcome it as giving acceptable expression to the split they already recognise between
religious and everyday language (see p.10, 66). But by the same token, DE does not go far
towards resolving the underlying problems of ‘literalism’. It is virtually identical with CQ,
but with a particular linguistic angle on the problematic credibility. In this it may be seen as

some justification of the defective hermeneutic in operation here (see subsection I1.C(vii)).

d) Wittgensteinian strategies
Two strategies, FP Functional interpretation propounded and RP Regulative interpretation

propounded, which | expected to find employed in the sermons but which were conspicuously
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absent, reflect Wittgenstein’s much-quoted but also much-debated dictum that meaning is
located in the use of an expression. In the full Wittgensteinian application this is a theory
describing all language. It enshrines the important principle that meaning cannot always be
put together from dictionary definitions of the individual words in an expression. Meaning is
dependent on the expression’s role in a language ‘game’ specific to a particular “form of life’.

And religion is one such ‘game’.

The rules of meaning have to be learnt by playing the ‘game’: one ‘game’ is not easily
commensurable with another and has to be learnt separately. Lindbeck attempts on these
grounds (1984, p.86) to ‘immunise’ religious language from rational criticism. But the
incommensurability of ‘games’ is a crucial matter of current dispute. O’Leary rejects
Lindbeck’s position and calls for a “logic of relativity’ (O'Leary Joseph 1996, p.12) to
overcome the problem. The language metaphor in the Wittgensteinian theory seems to me to
imply that incommensurability is not insuperable: translation between languages may never be

exact, but is never hopeless either.

A bold version of FP was applied to the religious language of the Homeric Greek epics by
Dodds writing in 1951. He explained it by means of a theory.of ‘overdetermination’ (Dodds
1951, p.7, 16, 30f.). Events in Homer are frequently attributed to intervention by one god or
another. Dodds’ argument was that this was not seen as detracting from human responsibility
for heroic or for shameful deeds, but rather as a way of marking their superhuman or
subhuman extraordinariness. The strategy has, it seems to me, a wider than classical

relevance.

To Wittgenstein and Lindbeck, doctrines are the rules of the ‘game’, the grammar of
Christianity, or rather, as Lindbeck describes them later, ’exemplary instantiations or
paradigms of the application of rules” (Lindbeck George 1984, p.81). This is a central plank
in the “cultural-linguistic” argument that all Christian doctrine should be understood as
‘regulative’ in intent and not as itself making concrete ‘truth-claims’. It is uncertain, however,

both how doctrine so understood relates to other instances of religious language, and also
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whether the thrust of this approach is to support faith or to undermine it. It was perhaps

therefore unlikely that preachers would make much use of so two-edged a sword.

e) The strategy of translation

TP Translation proposed is reserved for cases where a preacher explicitly claims to be
translating the traditional terminology into the language of today. It may be seen as an
extension of FP. It accepts the cultural-linguistic stress on religious talk as a self-contained
language interpretable only in its own terms, but doesn’t hesitate to take the further step of
translation. This seems to justify treating it as a separate strategy, on the grounds that it
demonstrates a possible path from religious language to everyday talk which seems to offer

significant hope for the future of religion.

f) Narrative strategy

NP Narrative interpretation presented relates to the movement in theology which appears to be
widely favoured at the present time by both “literalist” and “liberal” preachers. It includes
cases of what Le Poidevin (Le Poidevin 1996, p.118ff.), would term ‘make-believe’, following
Walton’s analysis of the emotional impact of fiction (Walton 1978) and quoted extensively by
Boulton (Boulton 2002). But it can adopt a fully biblical, almost fundamentalist, dress.
However, as identification here has to be explicit, the criterion for NP would be a story clearly

described by the preacher as non-factual or whose historicity is emphasised as irrelevant.

As narrative theology is widely espoused at the present time, | had expected to find frequent
instances of this strategy in the sample sermons. | suspect it was represented, but if so, it was

never acknowledged.

g) Radical alternatives
AP Amendment proposed and RJ Rejected on any interpretation give up the task of
interpreting the traditional material as it stands. AP salvages something from the remains of

the terminology in question, RJ nothing. They count as hermeneutic strategies in their own
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right only where the interpreter identifies a case of ‘language gone on holiday’ (see p.25
above), a purely verbal play ungrounded in reality. Normally, however, AP and RJ will be

responses to a reading emerging under some other, probably ‘literalist’, strategy.

‘Chastening’ the text as envisaged by postcolonial theology (Sugirtharajah 2002, p.101: see
p.??? above), discussed in section 1.D above (p.43), would be an example of one or other of

these radical alternative strategies, depending on the severity of the ‘punishment’.

Classification under AP or RJ in respect of one particular item on the list of target themes
above does not, tt must be stressed, necessarily imply anything about the preacher’s attitude to

other traditional terminology.

2) Analysis of contextual indicators

As the Analysis of hermeneutic strategies has only limited potential to advance the interrupted
hermeneutic (see subsection 1.C(vii)), the main burden of that assignment must fall on the
Analysis of contextual indicators. Contextuality of meaning is, along with subjectivity, one of
the twin legs which hermeneutics requires to rise above the mire of meaninglessness of the
physical symbol. So this analysis attempts to map the contextual clues to the meaning of the

traditional themes given in the sermons.

Since mapping links in this way complements - and may on occasion overlap - the general
Subject analysis, it seems appropriate to proceed on a similar basis to that discussed in the
preceding section (2.B). Clearly, aspects of the world invoked in this connection are in some
sense themes of the sermon, maybe only themes raised in passing, but sometimes forming an
independent section which features in the Subject analysis. For present purposes the Faith-

aware and Neutral schemata developed for the Subject analysis are employed.
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A general map of all contextual indicators will still not fully chart every passing reference to a
subject in every sermon, because it relates only to items linked to the selected themes. But it
will, it is hoped, usefully signal the aspects of life which preachers see or do not see as
relevant to the traditional language of Christianity. For the hermeneutic objective, however,
of clarifying the meaning in context of the terms in question, a detailed exegesis 