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	“Well,	you	know	they’ve	found	fossils,	don’t	you?”	

“Fossils?”	

“Uh-huh.		In	the	Middle	East	they’ve	found	fossils,	right	where	the	Bible	says.		And	all	kinds	

of	other	evidence	too,	science.		Proves	the	flood	was	real.”	

“I…	uh…	Hmm.”	

“People	still	don’t	believe,	though,	these	days.		People	don’t	believe	in	the	Word	of	God.”	

	

	 What	I	couldn’t	believe	was	that	I	was	having	this	conversation!		The	setting	was	a	

midweek	Bible	study	at	the	First	Presbyterian	Church	of	Statesboro,	Georgia,	not	long	after	

I’d	been	called	here	as	pastor.		We	were	discussing	the	6th	chapter	of	Genesis	and	the	

chapters	that	follow,	the	story	of	Noah	and	the	flood.		I	was	shocked,	frankly,	to	hear	this	

comment	about	fossils.		I’d	assumed	that	in	a	mainline	church,	in	a	university	town,	we	

would	have	moved	beyond	such	literalistic	understandings	of	Biblical	truth.		I	worried	too	

about	what	such	attitudes	would	say	to	our	visitors	–	many	from	the	university	–	who	were	

seeking	a	more	modern,	intellectual	version	of	the	faith.		One	in	particular	came	to	mind	at	

the	time,	a	young	professor	who	had	just	started	visiting	the	week	before,	glad	to	find	(in	

her	words)	a	“progressive”	church.		What	would	she	say	if	she	found	out	we	had	members	

of	our	church	on	the	lookout	for	Noah’s	bones?	

	 It	was	just	a	few	days	later	when	my	thinking	on	this	changed.		In	talking	to	that	

young	professor,	I	learned	that	she	was	looking	for	a	church	that	“just	focused	on	love”	

rather	than	“all	that	Old	Testament	judgment.”		In	reflecting	on	this,	it	seemed	to	me	that	

what	she	really	wanted	was	a	church	to	speak	a	word	to	her	that	she	already	knew,	

something	she	could	pre-authorize	as	acceptable	and	un-offensive.		This	seemed	to	me	a	
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shallow	brand	of	faith,	almost	a	kind	of	narcissism.		By	comparison,	I	thought	back	to	the	

older	man	who’d	made	the	comment	about	fossils	and	it	seemed	to	me	now	that	he	didn’t	

deserve	anyone’s	scorn.		He	took	the	Bible	seriously,	albeit	simply.		He	was	ready	to	

recognize	God	as	an	authority	outside	himself,	which	is	in	many	ways	the	essence	of	biblical	

faith.		The	problem,	I	realized,	was	in	the	relationship	between	these	two	people.		How	

would	they	ever	come	to	know	and	respect	one	another?		How	could	one	Bible,	and	one	

preacher,	speak	to	both?	

In	thinking	about	these	things,	it	became	clear	to	me	that	what	was	needed	in	our	

church	was	a	kind	of	synthesis,	a	“third	way”	approach	to	the	gospel	of	Jesus	Christ,	which	

might	preserve	both	the	ardent	faith	of	the	conservative	and	the	honest	reason	of	the	

liberal.		To	put	it	another	way,	we	at	FPC	needed	to	find	a	way	to	speak	about	the	Bible	and	

our	faith	that	could	avoid	the	essentially	Godless	humanism	of	the	modern	secular	world,	

while	at	the	same	time	not	slipping	back,	or	retreating,	into	the	pre-modern,	pre-critical	

past.	

In	the	course	of	my	studies,	I	began	to	feel	as	though	the	secret	to	this	third	way	of	

reading	and	understanding	the	Bible	lies	in	its	fundamentally	literary	quality.		The	Bible	is	

literature,	plain	and	simple	–	a	fact	so	obvious	we	are	strangely	prone	to	forget	it.		And	

literature	by	its	very	nature	belongs	to	everyone	who	reads	it,	conservative	and	liberal	

alike,	young	and	old,	rich	and	poor.		Literature	at	its	very	best	resists	a	rigid	dogma;	it	begs	

to	be	read,	and	read	again,	but	not	explained.			

This	literary,	narrative	perspective	on	the	scriptures	and	the	faith	–	which	is	quite	

widely	shared,	even	among	otherwise	divergent	theological	streams	–	is	sometimes	

gathered	under	the	general	heading	of	“Narrative	Theology.”		That	heading	is,	however,	too	
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general	to	be	of	much	use.		A	more	specific	sub-group	of	narrative	thinkers	came	from	the	

Divinity	School	of	Yale	University,	beginning	in	the	1960’s.		Chief	among	these	“Yale	School”	

thinkers	were	Hans	Frei	and	George	Lindbeck,	the	latter	eventually	offering	the	term	

“Postliberal”	to	name	his	theological	perspective.		While	the	work	of	Frei	and	Lindbeck	goes	

far	beyond	a	mere	focus	on	the	Bible	as	narrative,	it	is	enough	for	now	to	say	this:	the	

postliberal	approach	to	theology,	because	it	regards	the	Holy	Scripture	first	and	foremost	

as	a	story	–	and	the	people	of	God,	past	and	present,	as	its	“storied	people”	–	may	represent	

a	kind	of	“third	way”	for	the	diverse	membership	of	First	Presbyterian	Church	to	hear	and	

understand	the	gospel	of	Jesus	Christ.		This	is	my	thesis.		The	Bible	as	literature	will	not	be	

possessed	–	neither	by	the	conservatives	nor	the	liberals	of	our	church,	neither	by	the	long-

tenured	members	nor	the	newcomers.		We	will	preach	the	story	of	our	faith	to	bridge	the	

gap	between	our	lives	and	our	perspectives,	and	to	see	a	way	forward	for	our	community.		

This	is	the	essence	of	my	project:	Can	a	postliberal	approach	to	preaching	really	accomplish	

these	things?	

	

CONTEXT	

	

	 Before	proceeding	to	the	project	itself,	we	must	say	a	little	about	the	history	of	

Statesboro	and	the	First	Presbyterian	Church.		How	did	we	come	to	be	the	diverse	people	

we	are	today?		And	what	relationship	does	our	local	history	bear	to	the	larger	cultural	

forces	that	have	shaped	the	recent	American	past?	

	 Statesboro	was	a	sparsely	populated	“pine	barrens”	until	around	the	turn	of	the	20th	

Century.		At	that	time,	Georgia’s	progressive	governor,	Joseph	M.	Terrell,	took	up	the	idea	of	
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a	statewide	system	of	agricultural	and	mechanical	(A&M)	schools	to	form	a	better-educated	

and	more	productive	citizenry.		With	the	help	of	local	leaders	like	Albert	Deal,	J.A.	

McDougald,	and	Dr.	R.J.	Kennedy	(all	Presbyterians),	Statesboro	won	the	bid	to	host	the	

A&M	school	for	the	First	District,	which	included	twelve	counties	and	stretched	all	the	way	

to	the	coast	and	Savannah.		It	was	a	highly	significant	victory,	and	a	monumental	turning	

point	for	our	town.	

	 A	close	look	at	the	history	of	these	early	years	shows	how	the	establishment	and	

building	up	of	the	college	was	an	expression	of	the	idealistic,	progressive	spirit	of	the	age.		

From	Terrell,	the	“education	governor,”	on	down	to	the	local	leaders	mentioned	above,	the	

prevailing	belief	in	human	possibility	and	progress	pervaded	public	life.		The	

newspaperman	J.R.	Miller,	for	example,	captured	the	spirit	of	the	times	with	his	passionate	

editorials	in	support	of	fundraising	efforts	for	the	school.		“To	the	man	who	gives	liberally	

to	this	good	cause,	the	blessings	of	posterity	will	be	his,”	Miller	promised.		On	the	other	

hand,	he	warned,	“[to	the	one	who]	refuses	to	give	anything,	the	curses	of	ignorant	country	

boys	who	are	eager	for	learning	will	be	his	only	reward”	(Statesboro	News,	Oct.	31,	1906.	

Presley	14).	

	 This	same	spirit	of	progressivism	animated	the	Presbyterian	Church	in	Statesboro	at	

the	time.		Having	begun	as	a	small	community	of	workers	in	the	turpentine	industry,	the	

church	had	grown	by	the	early	part	of	the	century	to	include	many	prominent	families	in	

the	Statesboro	community,	for	whom	education	and	human	progress	was	of	the	utmost	

importance.		There	is	a	certain	affinity	in	Presbyterian	history,	thought,	and	practice	for	the	

increase	of	education	and	other	progressive	ideals,	and	thus	it	is	unsurprising	that	these	

ideas	took	root	in	the	church	as	well.		As	church	historian	Virginia	Russell	shows,	primary	
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attention	at	the	church	was	given	to	the	“Sabbath	School”	for	all	ages.		A	letter	to	the	

congregation,	dated	1919	and	signed	by	Elders	A.M.	Deal	and	J.A.	McDougald,	urges	faithful	

attendance	at	Sunday	School	in	terms	reminiscent	of	Miller’s	editorials	about	the	college:	

	 The	Session	of	the	Statesboro	Presbyterian	Church	takes	this	opportunity	to	Commend	the	Sunday	
School	of	our	Church	to	the	Congregation.		We	believe	the	work	of	the	Sunday	School	is	essential	to	the	life	and	
progress	of	Our	Church.		It	is	the	only	agency	of	the	Church	for	teaching	the	Word	of	God	with	the	end	in	view	of	
increasing	Knowledge.		And	because	religious	Knowledge	lies	at	the	heart	of	the	very	foundation	of	religious	life	
and	progress.		We	Commend	its	work	as	exceedingly	important.			 	 	 	 (Russell	23-24)	
	

Thus	we	may	say	that	the	college	and	the	church	grew	alongside	one	another,	with	

similar	ideology	and	founding	principles	(even	many	of	the	same	leaders),	for	the	first	part	

of	the	20th	Century.		The	widespread	optimism	and	belief	in	the	power	of	“the	human	spirit”	

drove	progressives	all	across	the	country	to	push	for	the	improvement,	even	perfection,	of	

human	life.		The	underlying	principles	of	this	progressivism	were	founded,	essentially,	on	

the	Enlightenment-era	belief	in	human	reason	and	ingenuity.		There	were	no	problems	we	

could	not	solve	by	working	together,	it	was	assumed.		The	application	of	cooperation	and	

clear,	rational	thinking	held	the	promise	–	even	guarantee	–	of	a	brighter	and	more	

prosperous	tomorrow.	

But	this	synthesis	of	church	and	public	life	would	not	last	forever.		Occasioned	by	a	

complex	set	of	interrelated	histories,	cultures,	and	ideological	movements,	the	progressive	

spirit	of	the	early	20th	Century	began	to	show	signs	of	dissolving	as	early	as	the	1930’s.		The	

Scopes	Monkey	Trial	of	1925	had	famously	pitted	science	against	traditional	religion,	

resulting	in	the	growth	of	a	new	and	especially	strident	form	of	Christian	faith	–	

fundamentalism	–	which	was	adamantly	opposed	to	modern	science	and	progressive	

thinking,	seeing	these	things	as	antithetical	to	the	Bible’s	teachings.		As	Roosevelt’s	New	

Deal	policies	applied	progressive	solutions	to	the	problem	of	the	Great	Depression,	some	
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began	to	see	progressivism	itself	as	part	of	the	problem,	both	in	religious	and	political	

terms.		In	the	Southern	states	in	particular,	the	growing	dissatisfaction	with	liberal	

progressivism	became	entwined	with	issues	of	race	and	class.		The	demagogue	populist	

Eugene	Talmadge	was	elected	governor	of	Georgia	over	the	Roosevelt	ally	Richard	B.	

Russell1.		A	rift	began	to	develop	between	things	long	considered	correlates:	educational	

progress	and	progressivism	on	the	one	hand,	and	traditional	Christian	faith	on	the	other.	

In	Statesboro,	1941,	a	series	of	related	events	proved	pivotal	for	the	ideological	

divorce.		As	the	teacher’s	college	had	grown	and	prospered	under	the	leadership	of	

president	Marvin	S.	Pittman	(a	thoroughgoing	intellectual	and	progressive	with	a	Ph.D.	

from	Columbia	University),	the	Statesboro	church	too	had	thrived	in	similar	ways.		In	fact,	

some	of	the	same	young	professors	recruited	to	the	school	by	Pittman	had	become	leading	

members	of	First	Presbyterian	Church,	including	Dr.	C.M.	Destler,	a	promising	young	

historian,	and	Jane	Franseth,	a	specialist	in	school	supervision.		Not	every	citizen	was	

pleased	with	these	developments,	of	course.		One	local	professor,	R.J.H.	DeLoach,	openly	

criticized	President	Pittman	for	bringing	so	many	“outsiders”	to	the	college:	

One	of	the	great	difficulties	in	our	higher	educational	ranks	is	the	transfer	of	educators	from	one	
section	to	another	of	our	country	and	then	trying	to	impose	new	doctrines	in	sections	where	people	are	not	
ready	for	them	and	are	not	going	to	tolerate	them.	 	 	 	 	 	 (Presley	120)	
	

Initially	at	least,	nothing	much	came	of	these	criticisms.		However,	with	the	

introduction	by	Pittman	of	an	annual	program	called	Georgia	Progress	Days,	the	tension	

mounted.		Various	progressive	thinkers	were	invited	to	the	college	to	speak,	many	at	the	

invitation	of	Dr.	Destler,	who	played	a	leading	role	in	the	Pittman	administration	in	general	

and	this	program	in	particular.		The	goal	of	the	program	was,	like	the	rest	of	Pittman’s	

																																																								
1	A	Presbyterian	from	Winder,	Georgia,	and	brother-in-law	to	FPC	Statesboro	historian	Virginia	Russell.	
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work,	to	pursue	ways	to	improve	Georgians’	lives,	to	lift	them	out	of	the	mire	of	a	failed	

Reconstruction	and	counter	the	perception,	prevalent	in	the	rest	of	country,	that	the	South	

was	ignorant	and	backward.		In	a	March	1941	radio	interview,	Destler,	speaking	about	

Georgia	Progress	Days	answered	the	question,	“What	is	holding	back	progress?”:	

I	suppose	we	are	handicapped	more	than	in	any	other	way	by	the	conservatism	of	many	influential	citizens	
who	refuse	to	depart	from	their	traditional	way	of	doing	things	to	join	in	the	work	of	building	the	civilization	
and	prosperity	of	the	South.	 	 (Presley	119)	
	

Historian	Presley	imagines	DeLoach	at	home	by	his	radio,	seething.		He	must	have	

been	comforted	to	know,	however	–	from	the	highest	authority	in	the	state	(Governor	

Talmadge,	by	then	elected	to	a	third	term)	–	that	Pittman	and	his	friends	would	soon	get	

their	comeuppance.		At	the	Board	of	Regents	meeting	that	May,	the	governor	shared	with	

the	regents	a	number	of	trumped-up	charges	against	Pittman,	including	that	the	president	

had	removed	Talmadge	campaign	posters	around	town	in	an	attempt	to	sway	the	results	of	

the	election	(Talmadge	had	failed	to	carry	the	Statesboro	precinct).		The	real	charge	against	

Pittman,	however,	was	that	he	seemed	to	the	governor	to	be	promoting	“communism	and	

racial	equality.”2		He	was	denied	a	contract	for	the	coming	year.	

At	a	Board	of	Regents	“trial”	for	Pittman	later	that	summer,	the	sad	story	reached	its	

nadir.		Amid	a	host	of	accusations	involving,	for	example,	a	visit	to	the	college	by	a	

delegation	of	students	from	the	Tuskegee	Institute	(the	prosecution	charged	that	black	and	

white	teachers	had	shared	meals),	or,	another	example,	the	many	campus	improvements	

Pittman	had	funded	through	federal	WPA	grants	and	the	Rosenwald	Fund	(Talmadge:	“Jew	

																																																								
2	Cook,	James	F.	"Cocking	Affair."	New	Georgia	Encyclopedia.	08	November	2013.	Web.	06	June	2015.	
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money	for	niggers.”),	the	President	stood	not	a	chance.		His	firing	was	upheld	by	the	board	

by	a	vote	of	ten	to	five.			

Interestingly,	Virginia	Russell	says	very	little	about	this	era	and	its	effect	on	the	life	

and	future	of	the	church,	despite	the	fact	that	both	Destler	and	Franseth,	church	members	

and	leaders,	were	fired	along	with	Pittman	and	left	the	church.		The	historian	notes	only	

that	Pittman	was	fired	for	political	reasons	and	that	“many	Presbyterians	left	Statesboro	

because	of	the	firing.”		Before	listing	their	names	she	adds,	“Among	them	were	six	members	

in	all	and	some	of	the	finest	leaders”	(39).			

Though	it	may	seem	strange	to	devote	such	attention	to	these	events	of	1941,	they	

not	only	capture	a	crucial	moment	in	our	community’s	history	but	also	suggest	a	blueprint	

of	what	was	to	come.		After	the	very	brief	presidency	of	the	Pittman	protégé	Jake	Ward,	the	

Board	of	Regents	installed	Zach	S.	Henderson	as	the	new	president	of	the	college.		

Henderson,	who	would	become	the	longest-tenured	leader	in	the	school’s	history,	is	

wonderfully	described	by	Presley	as	“scrupulously	nonpolitical,”	a	label	that	could	apply	to	

the	First	Presbyterian	Church	of	the	era	as	well.		The	church	gradually	moved	away	from	

the	sprit	of	progressivism	that	had	been	so	much	a	part	of	its	early	years,	so	much	so	that	

by	the	time	the	issue	of	racial	segregation	was	finally	forced	upon	the	church	by	the	Civil	

Rights	Act	of	1964	(as	well	as	by	a	local	group	of	students	that	planned	to	try	to	integrate	

white	churches),	the	Session	in	particular,	and	likely	the	church	as	a	whole,	was	thoroughly	

committed	to	its	nonpolitical	ministry.		Russell	writes:	

At	this	particular	time	this	church	was	trying	to	build	a	new	church	building	and	some	members	could	not	
handle	the	possible	stress.		Some	said	that	the	visitors	would	be	welcome	if	their	motives	were	for	
worshipping	God.		Other	members	felt	that	one’s	motives	should	not	be	questioned.		They	thought	that	should	
be	left	to	God’s	judgment.		So	the	session	voted	to	tell	the	young	black	people	(should	they	come)	that	no	
provision	as	yet	had	been	made	for	seating	them.		Young	people	in	our	church	were	pitted	against	their	
parents.		In	the	end	the	black	youths	did	not	come.		They	chose	larger	churches	instead.	

(Russell	73)	
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THE	CHURCH	OF	TODAY	–	ENDURING	TRENDS	

	

When	asked	about	their	choosing	FPC,	today’s	members	cite	many	and	various	

reasons,	some	of	which	are	of	the	general	sort	that	could	apply	to	any	church	with	which	a	

person	is	happily	affiliated.		Yet,	there	are	also	a	number	of	much	more	specific	reasons	

cited,	particularly	among	the	church’s	newest	affiliates	and	members.		These	latter	will	

note	the	church’s	strong	program	of	traditional	church	music	(buoyed	by	professors	and	

students	of	the	university’s	music	department),	as	well	as	–	perhaps	most	significantly	–	

the	church’s	reputation	in	Statesboro	for	theological	and	political	moderation,	if	not	

outright	progressiveness.	

This	last	point	is	highly	important	for	the	way	it	exhibits	a	larger	shift	in	American	

culture.		In	their	book	American	Grace:	How	Religion	Divides	and	Unites	Us	sociologists	

Robert	Putnam	and	David	Campbell	describe	this	shift	as	being	rooted	in	the	cultural	

upheaval	of	the	1960s	and	its	accompanying	evangelical	backlash.		Political	turning	points	

like	the	war	in	Vietnam	and	the	Watergate	scandal,	as	well	as	cultural	changes	like	the	

sexual	revolution	and	the	recasting	of	women’s	roles	in	society,	exposed	deep	and	abiding	

fault	lines	in	the	American	cultural	landscape,	dividing	us	more	and	more	neatly	into	

groups	–	liberal	or	conservative,	mainline	or	evangelical.		And	as	these	fault	lines	have	

deepened	over	the	years,	this	section	of	southeast	Georgia	(with	its	preponderance	of	

Baptist	and	Methodist	churches)	has	found	itself	predominantly	on	one	side	of	that	divide	–	

that	is,	the	conservative,	evangelical	side	–	which	has	resulted	in	a	curious	contrast	for	a	

small	college	town	and	its	Presbyterian	church.		As	the	university	has	continued	to	grow	to	
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statewide	and	national	reputation,	drawing	students	from	all	over	the	country	and	even	the	

world,	they	have	arrived	in	Statesboro,	Georgia	to	find	it	sometimes	shockingly	

conservative,	and	the	majority	of	its	churches	rigidly	evangelical.		Thus,	when	visitors	to	

FPC	mention	“progressiveness”	as	a	reason	for	their	coming,	they	refer	actually	to	that	

which	much	of	the	rest	of	the	country	considers	moderate	thinking.	

The	challenge	of	this	unique	position	for	the	church	is	that	it	would	seem,	moving	

forward,	that	“the	center	cannot	hold.”		Moderation	in	theology	and	politics	is	being	

squeezed	out	of	public	life	and	worship	at	an	alarming	rate.		The	old	liberal	synthesis	

between	progressive	ideals	and	Protestant	faith,	upon	which	the	college	and	the	church	

had	been	built,	is	eroding	in	the	postmodern	age.		One	is	now	either	a	progressive	or	a	

person	of	faith,	it	is	thought,	but	never	both.		This	is	how	people	who	are	so	dramatically	

different	from	one	another	come	to	be	at	our	church	today:	they	are	all	attempting,	in	one	

way	or	another,	to	stand	in	the	middle	of	a	divide.	

	

A	LOOK	AT	POSTLIBERAL	THOUGHT	

	

As	the	preceding	historical	sketch	has	shown,	the	presenting	issue	of	diversity	at	

FPC	is	rooted	in	a	much	larger	story.		The	promise	of	a	better	world	in	the	20th	Century,	

achieved	through	liberal	“progress,”	has	been	complicated	at	best,	if	not	altogether	voided,	

by	the	enduring	complexities	of	the	21st	Century.		Faith	and	progress,	scripture	and	science,	

have	been	torn	asunder	in	ways	that	would	have	shocked	the	liberal	architects	of	the	

earlier	age.		Put	simply,	and	more	close	to	home,	the	point	of	FPC’s	long	history	is	not	only	

that	the	church	slowly	became	a	place	less	amenable	to	social	progress	(its	nonpolitical	
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ministry),	but	also	that	the	progressives	of	the	college	and	the	world	slowly	became	less	

interested	in	coming	to	any	church	at	all.		Faith,	scripture,	and	gospel	were	no	longer	seen	

as	the	foundations	of	their	progressivism.	

	 It	is	this	last	point	that	brings	us	to	the	theoretical	lens	of	postliberalism.		It	is	

neither	a	unique	phenomenon	of	the	Deep	South,	nor	even	of	America	as	a	whole	–	this	

perception	that	classic	liberalism	has	failed	us	in	some	way.		Rather,	it	is	part	and	parcel	of	

an	intellectual/cultural/theological	sea	change	that	has	encompassed	the	entire	Western	

world	over	the	span	of	a	few	short	generations.		In	fields	as	diverse	as	theology,	psychology,	

biology,	and	philosophy,	21st	Century	thinkers	are	reconsidering	some	of	the	most	

fundamental	premises	upon	which	Enlightenment	liberalism	was	based.		These	premises	

include	the	indisputable	sufficiency	of	human	reason	for	solving	every	problem	and	

explaining	every	issue,	the	inevitability	of	human	progress	in	the	world,	and	the	

universality	of	human	experience	that	makes	all	people	the	same.		As	all	these	ways	of	

understanding	the	world	are	challenged,	a	new	hodgepodge	of	approaches	and	theories	has	

arisen,	gathered	variously	under	the	heading	postmodern.			

In	theological	and	biblical	studies,	in	particular,	these	newer	approaches	have	been	

called	either	“neo-orthodoxy”	or	“dialectical	theology,”	or	occasionally	“theology	of	crisis.”		

If	there	is	one	figure	who	exemplifies	the	movement	more	clearly	than	any	other,	it	is	Karl	

Barth.		In	his	career-long	assault	on	the	assumptions	of	18th	and	19th	Century	Liberalism,	

Barth	introduced	to	the	world	what	may	be	called	a	“new	old-fashioned”	way	of	

understanding	Christian	faith.		Without	abandoning	the	legitimate	gains	of	higher	criticism	

and	historical	exegesis,	he	suggested	nevertheless	that	our	growing	preoccupation	with	

ourselves	–	with	all	things	human	–	was	leading	us	away	from	the	heart	of	the	gospel	and	of	
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reality,	which	is,	for	the	believer	at	least,	always	grounded	in	the	revelation	of	a	God	who	is	

other	than	us.		While	Barth	always	exemplified	in	his	work	a	close	reading	of	scripture	

consistent	with	his	theological	approach,	he	never	developed	a	theory	of	Biblical	

interpretation	as	such.		It	would	fall	to	those	who	came	after	him,	first	and	foremost	Hans	

Frei,	to	apply	Barthian	principles	of	theology	to	the	field	of	Biblical	Hermeneutics.	

	 After	completing	his	dissertation	on	Barth’s	break	with	liberalism,	Frei	embarked	on	

a	long	historical	study	of	the	changing	ways	the	Bible	has	been	read	and	interpreted	in	the	

Western	world	since	the	Protestant	Reformation	and	the	dawn	of	modernity.		This	work	

would	become	his	first	major	publication,	The	Eclipse	of	the	Biblical	Narrative.		The	

“eclipse”	of	his	title	is	the	slow,	steady	overshadowing	–	even	disappearance	–	of	a	long	

held	pre-critical,	or	“realistic,”	reading	of	the	Bible.		Codified	in	the	Scripture-centered	

theology	of	the	16th	Century	Protestant	Reformation,	this	pre-critical	reading	of	texts	took	

for	granted	a	number	of	things	that	would	soon	face	devastating	scrutiny,	among	them	the	

sense	that	the	stories	of	the	Bible	were	self-evidently	true	and	reliable	in	all	their	claims,	

completely	unified	in	their	meaning,	and	finally	depictive	of	one	world,	which	is	the	real	

world,	the	very	same	world	inhabited	by	its	readers.	

A	great	many	factors	contributed	to	the	collapse	of	this	way	of	reading	and	thinking,	

but	most	are	gathered	under	the	general	heading	of	the	coming	of	“modernity.”		Beginning	

with	the	Rationalism	and	Empiricism	of	the	17th	Century	and	continuing	in	the	Age	of	

Enlightenment,	the	belief	took	hold	that	all	truth	claims	were	subject	to	independent	

verification	(by	appeal	to	objective	standards,	pure	reason,	human	experience,	etc.).		

Furthermore,	the	rapidly	expanding	world	of	scientific	discovery	was	calling	into	question	

traditional	Biblical	ideas	about	human	origins	and	natural	processes.		The	effects	of	these	
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changes	on	the	reading	and	interpretation	of	the	Bible	were	often	as	subtle	as	they	were	

significant.		Frei	notes,	for	instance,	that	not	only	radical	thinkers	but	also	staunch	

conservatives	accepted	the	basic	terms	of	the	new	milieu,	such	that	even	Biblical	literalists	

and	proto-fundamentalists	became	apologists	for	the	historical	truth	of	the	Biblical	record,	

buttressing	their	claims	with	various	kinds	of	external	historical	“evidence.”		In	so	doing	

they	participated	and	furthered	–	unwittingly,	to	be	sure	–	the	collapse	of	traditional	

biblical	interpretation,	which	had	never	required	such	a	defense.	

The	basic	shape	and	development	of	the	“eclipse,”	then,	whether	seen	in	a	radical	or	

an	orthodox	light,	was	something	like	this:	the	Biblical	text,	particularly	its	“history-like”	

stories,	came	to	be	understood	as	referring	beyond	itself	to	something	else,	to	its	true	

meaning	or	subject	matter,	which	was	in	some	sense	separable	from	the	text	itself.		Thus,	

for	instance,	the	meaning	of	a	text	might	be	the	historical	events	depicted	in	it,	or	the	

intentions	of	the	author	who	wrote	it,	or	an	underlying	myth	or	social	consciousness	that	

gave	it	birth.		In	any	case,	the	text	itself	became	a	problem	to	be	solved	(or	in	the	case	of	the	

literalists,	a	set	of	facts	to	be	established,	truths	defended)	by	way	of	historical-critical	

research	or	some	other	“objective”	scientific	process.		The	problem	with	this	change,	

according	to	Frei,	was	that	the	text	itself	became	in	some	sense	dispensable,	the	story	no	

more	than	a	structure	upon	which	to	hang	some	other	content	–	doctrine,	myth,	or	history.		

What	was	overshadowed	in	this	process,	according	to	Frei,	was	the	character	of	the	texts	as	

narratives,	stories	that	convey	meaning	in	a	specifically	narrative	way,	a	way	that	

participates	in	history	but	is	not	subsumed	by	it.	

	 This	is	perhaps	a	good	moment	to	pause	and	consider:	are	such	apparently	abstruse	

topics	as	the	problem	of	historical	reference	in	the	Bible	–	and	its	relation	to	general	
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principles	of	hermeneutics	–	really	applicable	to	the	presenting	issues	of	this	project?		

Certainly	the	people	of	First	Presbyterian	Church	would	not	immediately	recognize	them	as	

such.		Yet,	when	we	recall,	for	instance,	the	bewildering	discussion	of	Noah’s	ark	and	the	

purported	fossil	record,	we	may	acknowledge	at	least	that	there	have	been,	and	continue	to	

be,	among	the	membership	of	our	church	and	community,	some	profound	differences	in	

basic	orientation	to	the	Bible.		Furthermore,	upon	closer	inspection,	it	seems	that	even	the	

wider	issues	of	our	church	in	all	its	diversity	–	our	partaking	in	the	larger	American	divorce	

of	Christian	faith	and	progressive	values,	and	claiming	members	on	both	sides	of	that	

divide	–	make	the	issues	and	observations	of	Frei’s	“eclipse”	eminently	relevant	to	our	

project.		We	need	a	way	to	read	and	interpret	the	scriptures	here	in	Statesboro	that	will	

save	us	from	digging	for	fossils,	on	the	one	hand,	and	more	importantly,	on	the	other	hand,	

from	dispensing	altogether	with	the	unique	and	authoritative	witness	of	the	Bible.	

	 In	the	midst	of	his	work	on	Eclipse,	Hans	Frei	attempted	a	demonstration	of	a	way	of	

reading	scripture	that	would	be	in	keeping	with	the	larger	work’s	premise	–	that	is,	that	the	

primary	genre	of	the	Bible	is	“realistic	narrative,”	a	category	closer	to	the	modern	English	

novel	than	to	any	other	kind	of	writing.		This	demonstration,	originally	published	in	an	

educational	magazine	of	the	Presbyterian	Church,	became	The	Identity	of	Jesus	Christ:	The	

Hermeneutical	Bases	of	Dogmatic	Theology.	

	 In	Identity,	Frei	applies	his	hermeneutical	theory	not	to	the	whole	of	the	Bible	

but	to	its	most	important	Christian	contents:	the	gospel	writers’	story	of	Jesus	Christ.		

Building	on	the	insights	of	Eclipse,	Frei	defines	the	gospels	as	realistic	narratives	insofar	as	

they	are	about	what	they	claim	to	be	about,	stories	that	mean	what	they	say,	rather	than	

conceal	that	meaning	or	refer	for	it	to	something	else.		Contrasting	the	gospels	with	stories	
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from	other	genres	–	for	instance,	the	“redeemer	myths”	of	the	early	Gnostics,	or	the	more	

modern	“Everyman”	tales	of	existentialism	–	Frei	shows	how	the	genre	of	“realistic	

narrative”	renders	the	character	of	Jesus	in	a	way	that	shows	him	to	be	a	unique	and	un-

substitutable	person	and	presence,	never	a	stand-in	for	something	else.	

	 Making	use,	somewhat	reluctantly,	of	a	number	of	different	interpretive	tools	

(among	them	Gilbert	Ryle’s	philosophy	of	mind	and	Erich	Auerbach’s	comparative	

literature),	Frei	attempts	to	show	how	the	identity	of	the	character	of	Jesus	in	the	gospels	is	

rendered	through	the	unity	of	his	“intentions	and	actions”,	or	his	“self-manifestation”	over	

the	whole	of	the	story.		Put	differently,	Jesus	is	best	understood,	according	to	Frei,	like	any	

other	character	in	a	story:	by	what	he	says	and	does,	and	by	the	things	that	happen	to	him.		

Frei	quotes	Henry	James:	“What	is	character	but	the	determination	of	incident?		What	is	

incident	but	the	illustration	of	character?”			

While	much	of	Identity	is	dense	and	confusing,	its	central	concern	is	crystal	clear,	as	

well	as	deeply	relevant	to	the	issues	at	hand.		To	claim	that	the	“narrative	quality”	of	the	

Bible	is	important	to	its	interpretation	is	one	thing;	to	demonstrate	how	this	works	in	

practice	is	quite	another.		What	Frei	accomplishes	in	Identity	is	a	crucial	narrowing	of	focus	

for	his	larger	hermeneutical	theory:	the	point	of	the	Bible,	he	says	–	at	least	for	Christians	–	

is	to	present	the	character	of	the	God	we	come	to	know	in	the	person	of	Jesus	Christ.		Thus	

it	is	incredibly	important	for	First	Presbyterian	Church,	as	we	experiment	with	a	ministry	

of	preaching	and	worship	that	embraces	Frei’s	basic	claim	(that	is,	that	one	way	to	move	

beyond	the	division	and	paralysis	wrought	by	modernity	is	to	re-engage	with	the	Bible	as	

story),	to	remember	always	that	the	Biblical	story	is	of	a	particular	kind	that	reveals	a	

particular	character.		Preaching	and	worship	must	focus	laser-like	on	this	character,	God	in	
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Christ,	or	the	uniquely	Christian	witness	of	the	Bible	–	and	quite	possibly	its	ability	to	move	

us	to	some	unity	in	the	midst	of	our	diversity	–	will	be	lost.	

	

THE	PROJECT	ITSELF	

	

Moving	to	the	question	of	how	exactly	to	study	postliberal	preaching	at	FPC	we	find	

that	a	narrowing	of	time	and	focus	is	necessary	to	keep	the	project	manageable.		Thus	the	

most	fitting	approach	is	the	case	study	method,	which	Sharan	Merriam,	in	her	textbook	

Qualitative	Research,	defines	as	“An	in-depth	description	and	analysis	of	a	bounded	system”	

(40).		The	carefully	defined	and	bounded	“case”	is	the	unit	of	study	for	this	approach,	which	

fits	well	with	our	recognition	that	the	best	way	to	study	the	effect	of	preaching	on	the	

congregation	of	FPC	is	by	limiting	our	focus	to	a	particular	group	of	people	(the	Focus	

Group)	during	a	particular	span	of	time	(The	fall	of	2014).		Thus,	our	study	becomes	the	

“The	Case	of	the	Postliberal	Fall,”	perhaps,	where	the	limiting	of	time	and	participants	

allows	a	depth	of	study	that	would	otherwise	not	be	possible.			

In	further	defining	the	project,	we	must	note	also	that	it	is	an	observational	case	

study.		This	type	of	study	relies	significantly	upon	the	researcher’s	own	observations	–	of	

participant	respondents,	of	course,	but	also	of	the	system	and	context	as	a	whole	–	to	

interpret	data	and	its	meanings.		As	Merriam	points	out,	this	approach	–	along	with	the	vast	

majority	of	current	qualitative	research	–	is	undergirded	by	certain	philosophical	

assumptions	that,	in	and	of	themselves,	question	long-held	liberal	understandings	of	

reality.		For	the	interpretive	orientation	to	research,	as	opposed	to	the	liberal	positivist,	
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reality	itself	is	understood	to	be	socially	constructed	and	variously	interpreted:	

“Researchers	do	not	‘find’	knowledge,	they	construct	it”	(Merriam	8-9).			

It	is	important	to	note	that	these	philosophical	underpinnings	are	by	no	means	

universally	understood	or	accepted.		I	recall	an	interesting	conversation	from	the	early	part	

of	the	study,	when	a	participant	asked	me	how	I	could	hope	to	know	or	prove	anything	from	

a	study	of	this	kind.		The	questioner	was	obviously	grounded	in	different	philosophical	

assumptions	–	scientific	positivism,	likely	–	that	would	call	into	question	the	very	validity	of	

this	type	of	research.		By	way	of	response	I	attempted	to	explain	the	idea	of	qualitative	

research	in	general,	and	the	case	study	approach	in	particular,	as	an	approach	that	was	

more	comfortable	with	ambiguity	and	less	inclined	to	scientific	“proofs.”		He	was	not	

convinced,	but	agreed	to	participate	and	help	in	any	way	he	could!	

After	gathering	a	diverse	and	representative	focus	group,	who	would	listen	carefully	

to	the	postliberal	sermons	for	a	three	month	period	and	participate	in	group	conversations	

about	them,	the	last	step	in	preparing	the	study	was	to	somehow	gauge	the	starting	point	of	

these	conversations,	to	get	a	sense	of	how	group	members	thought	about	key	issues	of	

scripture	and	faith	before	the	project	began.		This	was	also	a	way	of	finding	out	if	my	

thoughts	about	diversity	at	our	church	were	on	target	and	well	represented	in	the	focus	

group.		I	decided	to	address	this	through	an	introductory	survey,	a	very	simple	form	for	

participants	to	record	their	answers	to	basic	questions	about	the	Bible	and	its	relevance	to	

their	lives.		I	anticipated	widely	varying	and	thoughtful	responses,	and	I	was	not	

disappointed,	although	the	diversity	of	response	was	more	subtle	and	nuanced	than	I	

expected.				
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Primarily,	what	the	surveys	showed	was	the	way	in	which	respondents’	very	

different	thoughts	about	the	connections	between	the	Bible,	faith,	and	modern	life	were	all	

conditioned,	in	different	ways,	by	the	larger	issue	of	the	slowly	unraveling	liberal	synthesis	

described	above.		On	one	end,	there	were	those	I’ll	call	the	Contented	Rationalists,	who	

articulated	a	more	or	less	settled	understanding	of	the	Bible	as	a	kind	of	repository	of	

useful	religious	ideas	and	moral	principles:	

The	Bible	is	a	historical	and	instructional	manuscript	that	explains	the	reasons	for	living	a	Christian	life	and	
how	to	get	to	and	maintain	that	Christian	living…	Christ	leads	by	example,	showing	us	what	needs	to	be	done	
and	that	it	can	be	done.			
	

Notable	about	this	first	set	of	responses	is	the	lack	of	any	reference	to	a	living	and	

active	God	in	relation	to	the	scriptures,	the	focus	on	the	human/historical	origins	of	the	

Bible,	and	the	ease	with	which	the	central	“messages”	or	“themes”	of	the	Bible	are	

condensed	into	moral	virtues	or	“guidance	for	living.”		Even	Christ	himself	seems	to	be,	for	

this	first	group,	a	quite	reasonable	moral	example	of	how	a	person	ought	to	live.		There	is	

little	here	of	the	spiritual	or	supernatural.			

On	the	other	hand,	standing	in	sharp	contrast	to	these	Contented	Rationalists	are	

the	responses	of	those	I’ll	call	the	Personal	Pietists,	who	thought	about	the	Bible	almost	

exclusively	in	terms	of	a	personal	God	speaking	through	it:	

I	have	always	thought	that	the	Bible	was	the	divinely	inspired	word	of	God.		I	think	that	we	have	God’s	will	for	
us	maybe	as	a	unifying	theme	or	message	in	that	he	wants	us	to	love	each	other	and	he	wants	us	to	spread	the	
love	of	Christ	so	that	we	all	might	live	with	him	in	eternity…	The	Bible	is	a	part	of	my	daily	life.		Prayer,	talking	
with	God,	and	being	in	touch	through	scripture	helps	me	feel	like	I	can	better	hear	God	speaking	to	me.	
	

Here	we	note	not	a	word	concerning	the	human	authorship	of	the	Bible,	and	nothing	

about	its	historical	origins.		For	this	second	group	of	respondents,	the	Bible	is	God’s	word	in	

that	God	speaks	through	it	in	ways	that	draw	individuals	into	a	personal,	spiritual	
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relationship.		“[The	Bible]	is	God’s	letter	to	me	–	his	child,”	says	another	respondent.		What	

is	crucial	to	this	second	group	is	not	a	disavowal	of	historical	criticism	per	se.		Rather,	it	is	

as	if	the	question	is	never	addressed,	because	it	is	seen	as	unimportant.		This	non-

historical,	intensely	personal,	and	spiritual	relation	to	the	Bible	and	Christian	faith	is	yet	

another	reaction	to	modern,	rational	liberalism.		It	is	rooted	in	the	German	Pietism	and	

English	Revivalism	of	the	early	18th	Century,	which	came	to	America	in	the	form	of	The	

Great	Awakening.		Consciously	or	not,	respondents	in	this	second	group	have	avoided	the	

difficult	questions	of	historical	reference	and	meaning	in	the	Bible	by	focusing	on	its	

personal	spiritual	significance.		Relatedly,	difficult	questions	of	public	life	and	communal	

witness	(social	justice,	etc.)	are	much	less	in	view	here,	since	the	locus	of	the	Bible’s	

witness	is	primarily	internal	and	not	external.		Interestingly,	respondents	from	this	last	

group	are	every	bit	as	much	at	ease	with	the	Bible	as	the	Rationalists,	but	for	very	different	

reasons.	

	 Lastly,	there	was	a	group	of	respondents	–	by	far	the	largest	in	number	–	who	were,	

to	one	degree	or	another,	unsettled	by	the	question	of	the	relation	of	the	Bible	to	modern-

day	living.		Respondents	in	this	last	group	–	whom	we’ll	call	the	Struggling	Moderns	–	all	

recognized	the	inherent	difficulty	of	living	with	an	ancient	–	yet	authoritative	–	text	in	the	

modern	community	of	faith.		Characteristic	of	the	Struggling	Moderns	was	a	concerted	

effort	to	note	both	the	human/historical	origins	of	the	Bible	and	the	importance	of	the	text	

for	shaping	contemporary	lives.		These	Moderns	are	not	altogether	in	agreement	–	nor	

altogether	clear	–	about	how	the	Bible	makes	sense	in	the	modern	world.		They	seem	only	

to	agree	that	we	must	struggle	with	these	questions,	and	that	the	answers	are	not	as	simple	
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as	either	reducing	the	scriptures	to	moral	principles,	on	the	one	hand,	or	to	personal	piety,	

on	the	other.		A	sampling	from	the	last	group:	

The	Bible	when	taken	in	its	entirety	presents	man’s	view	of	our	God	and	God’s	relationship	to	the	world	and	
humanity.	It	was	written	by	humans	with	inspiration	from	God.	Humans	try	to	understand	the	Bible	and	its	
lessons	through	prayerful	study	and	sharing	of	thoughts	with	other	members	of	the	Christian	community.	
God	loves	us	and	understands	our	mortal	limitations	but	wants	us	to	“live	right	as	best	we	can”.	Jesus	is	our	
model	and	was	God’s	way	of	helping	us	better	understand	God.	The	understanding	is	often	difficult.	The	Bible	
includes	many	inconsistencies.	
	
The	Bible	is	the	book	that	Christians	use	as	a	guide	to	their	religious	beliefs	and	actions.		It	was	written	
between	2000	and	3000	years	ago	and	has	been	subject	to	great	interpretation.		Some	Christians	interpret	it	
literally	and	consider	it	to	be	the	words	of	God.		Others	understand	it	in	different	ways.		It	is	a	very	flawed	
book,	contradictory,	difficult	to	read	and	difficult	to	understand,	yet	it	is	the	best	tool	we	have	for	
understanding	God	and	our	religion.			
	
The	Bible	is	a	collection	of	divinely	inspired	texts	that	convey	the	word	of	God	to	those	who	read	it.	Some	
parts	of	it	read	like	a	story	about	events	involving	ancient	peoples,	other	parts	read	like	poetry	or	song,	and	
others	are	in	the	form	of	letters.	It	is	a	living	word,	meaning	that	the	ancient	texts	contain	messages	that	are	
applicable	to	modern	life	and	the	same	portions	of	text	can	speak	differently	to	each	person	and	to	the	same	
person	at	different	times…		Sometimes	people	say	they	wish	they	had	a	“how-to”	manual	for	life.	The	Bible	is	a	
form	of	“how-to”	manual,	although	it	may	not	always	be	as	clear	as	we	wish	it	would	be.	
	
The	Bible	is	the	authoritative	text	for	Christianity.		I	wouldn’t	say	that	it	is	infallible,	although	I	would	
characterize	it	as	the	inspired	word	of	God	(can	it	be	inspired	without	being	infallible?)	
	

Taken	together,	these	responses	of	the	Struggling	Modernists	illustrate	precisely	the	

challenges	faced	by	contemporary	mainline	churches,	which	have	been	reared	on	the	

liberal-progressive	synthesis	of	reason	and	religion.		We	have	rejected,	for	the	most	part,	

the	literalistic	and	fundamentalist	readings	of	the	more	conservative	churches,	but	we	have	

found	also	that	the	modern	liberal	alternatives	are	unsatisfying,	or	at	best,	incomplete.		The	

parenthetical	question	says	it	all:	Can	the	Bible	be	considered	inspired	without	being	

considered	infallible?		If	so,	how?	

	 		We	may	note	that	beneath	all	these	responses,	unspoken,	lies	the	heart	of	the	issue	

for	our	diversity	–	for	the	Rationalists,	the	Pietists,	and	the	Strugglers	alike.		That	is	this:	the	

Bible	and	its	story,	the	Church	and	its	gospel,	however	interpreted,	do	not	yet	fully	

encompass	the	many,	many	stories	of	our	lives.		We	are	formed	in	other	ways,	and	claimed	
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–	at	least	partially	–	by	other	narratives.		This	is	why	we	retreat,	unconsciously,	from	the	

difficult	question	of	the	relationship	between	the	Bible	and	our	lives	–	either	by	reducing	

our	faith	to	general	moral	lessons,	or	by	limiting	it	to	internal,	personal	feelings:	we	have	

not	been	told	The	Story	in	a	way	that	it	has	become	ours.		We	have	not	been	led	into	a	living	

engagement	with	a	living	Word	that	claims	us	fully	as	followers	of	Christ	–	as	individuals	

and	as	a	community,	in	our	private	souls	and	our	public	lives.		One	respondent,	in	fact,	

seems	to	have	intuited	this	in	some	sense,	even	before	the	research	began.		He	sounds	

almost	terrified	at	the	possibility	of	such	a	living	and	active	Word	and	its	scandalously	

public,	even	political	claims:	

God’s	wishes	and	Jesus’s	teachings	outlined	above	provide	believers	a	foundation	for	confronting	the	
challenges	faced	in	the	world	both	today	and	in	the	future,	as	believers	have	tried	to	do	in	the	past.	In	today’s	
world	“rules	for	behavior”	might	be	nice	but	given	the	dynamic	nature	of	the	challenges	and	the	belief	that	
God	does	expect	us	to	exercise	initiative	would	such	“rules”	be	reasonable?		e.g.	unilateral	disarming	by	the	
western	nations,	per	capita	income	equalization,	completely	open	borders?	
	

CONVERSATIONS	AND	INTERPRETATIONS	

	

Focus	Group	conversations	took	place	on	two	occasions,	October	4th	and	December	

6th,	2014,	in	the	sanctuary	of	the	First	Presbyterian	Church.		Participants	were	generally	

excited	to	be	a	part	of	the	project,	even	as	they	had	many	questions	about	how	best	to	

participate.		Some	had	taken	notes	for	each	sermon	during	worship,	while	others	had	

reviewed	the	sermon	recordings	from	the	church	website	over	and	over	again.		The	

conversations	were	free-ranging	and	long,	with	only	the	most	basic	questions	to	guide	us,	

such	as,	“What	did	you	understand	the	primary	message	of	the	sermon	to	be?”	and	“What	

significance,	if	any,	does	this	have	for	you	in	your	life	of	faith?”		The	most	interesting	

portions	of	the	conversations	certainly	were	those	in	which	participants	were	either	
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particularly	bothered	or	challenged	by	the	sermon	itself	or	by	the	reactions	of	one	or	more	

of	their	neighbors.		Overall,	the	focus	group	members	were	not	only	respectful	and	kind	to	

one	another	in	conversations,	but	also	engaged	and	engaging	in	dialogue.		I	was	immensely	

pleased	with	the	depth	and	quality	of	these	conversations,	especially	given	the	vast	

differences	in	experience	and	perspective	among	the	members.	

As	we	seek	to	summarize	the	project	and	draw	conclusions,	then,	it	is	appropriate	to	

begin	with	this	simple	fact:	it	is	abundantly	clear	to	me	that	the	First	Presbyterian	Church	

has	indeed	emerged	in	the	project	as	a	diverse	community,	particularly	in	terms	of	

ideology.		Over	and	over	again	in	our	focus	group	conversations,	we	found	that	one	

participant	heard	a	very	different	sermon	from	another,	reacted	to	it	in	a	different	way,	and	

drew	from	it	different	conclusions.		It	also	seems	clear	enough	that	our	diversity	is	related	

in	large	measure	to	the	history	of	our	small	college	town,	a	place	that	once	exemplified	the	

close	connection	between	Christian	faith	and	progressive	values,	only	to	see	that	

connection	strained	to	the	point	of	breaking	by	larger	cultural	divisions.	

The	most	interesting	part	of	the	project,	then,	is	the	question	of	whether	the	

ministry	of	preaching	(specifically	postliberal	preaching)	can	do	anything	to	unify	these	

factions	–	bridge	the	fault	lines	–	or	at	least	to	helpfully	complicate	and	enrich	the	settled	

patterns	of	interpretation	among	our	people.		Though	our	season	of	postliberal	preaching	

was	short,	and	our	focus	group	small,	I	believe	nevertheless	that	we	did	in	fact	see	some	

strikingly	enriching	moments	during	this	process.			

	

SUCCESSES	
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There	were	several	occasions	during	our	focus	group	discussions	when	the	

postliberal	“collapsing	of	worlds”	seemed	to	occur	to	great	effect.		As	the	Micah	sermon	

directed	God’s	anger	at	injustice,	for	example,	one	respondent	wondered,	“Is	that	the	way	

God	sees	me?”		Another	person	remarked,	in	relation	to	the	Joseph	sermon’s	use	of	the	

middle	voice	in	its	title	(“I	Will	Have	Myself	Carried”),	“I	feel	like	just	coming	to	church	is	

part	of	having	myself	be	carried.”		In	both	of	these	instances	–	and	others	like	them	–	group	

members	were	able	to	apply	the	“theo-logic”	of	an	ancient	text	to	their	own	lives	in	

seamless	and	unselfconscious	ways.		This	is	what	the	collapsing	of	worlds	is	intended	to	do.		

There	was	no	attempt	to	identify	an	“underlying	meaning”	or	“moral	lesson”	that	might	be	

extracted	from	the	text	and	then	“applied”	to	modern	life.		Rather,	the	world	depicted	in	the	

text	and	sermon	–	a	world	in	which	God	“gets	angry”	or	people	“have	themselves	carried”	

by	God	–	is	understood	to	be	the	same	world	in	which	the	hearers	live.		The	meanings	and	

truths	of	the	story,	the	possibilities	suggested	by	the	text,	didn’t	require	elaborate	

recasting,	only	simple	and	faithful	hearing.	

One	particularly	powerful	example	of	this	kind	of	hearing	occurred	as	two	group	

members	discussed	the	Abraham	sermon.		Noting	that	the	biblical	call	is	so	often	

“disruptive”	to	the	lives	of	those	who	receive	it,	the	first	person	wondered	about	himself:	“If	

I	feel	the	call	to	do	things	that	are	disruptive…	how	am	I	going	to	address	it?”		This	is,	again,	

a	poignant	collapsing	of	worlds.		This	person	seems	genuinely	ready	at	least	to	consider	the	

possibility	of	a	call	of	biblical	proportions	in	his	own	life.		In	seeking	to	answer	–	perhaps	

even	dismiss	–	this	question,	however,	a	second	person	responded	that	while	Abraham	and	

Sarah	had	made	“major	sacrifices,”	our	modern	callings	are	“not	going	to	be	as	significant.”		

This	was	clearly	an	attempt	to	alleviate	the	other’s	unsettling	concerns	about	the	text,	to	
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rationalize	the	Bible	and	transpose	its	meaning	into	a	more	familiar	and	modern	key.		To	

this	the	first	person	replied	with	the	pitch	perfect	“You	hope!”		He	repeated	this,	in	fact,	

several	times	as	the	other	tried	to	explain	the	distinction	he	saw	between	the	Bible’s	stories	

and	our	own.		What	this	second	person’s	point	seemed	to	amount	to,	really,	was	something	

like	that	was	then,	and	this	is	now.		Or	even…	that	was	a	story,	and	this	is	reality.	

The	conversation	between	these	two	can	be	understood	as	a	dialogue	between	the	

Struggling	Moderns	and	the	Contented	Rationalists.		The	latter	still	feel	the	distance	

between	the	Bible	and	our	lives	as	too	great	a	chasm	to	bridge	without	the	use	of	softening,	

rationalizing	readings.		Whatever	the	text	may	mean	for	us,	the	Rationalists	seem	to	say,	it	

must	comport	with	simple	good	sense,	common	wisdom,	prevailing	norms,	etc.		In	contrast	

to	this,	the	Struggling	Moderns	have	in	some	sense	encountered	the	audacious	claims	of	the	

scripture	(chief	among	them	the	claim	that	the	story	they	tell	is	real)	and	have	tried	to	

receive	them	on	their	own	terms	as	credible,	even	as	they	live	their	modern	lives.		For	the	

Moderns,	the	problem	is	not	that	the	text	is	too	distant	but	rather	that	it	has	come	so	close	

in	some	ways,	close	enough	to	call	into	question	a	great	many	things	about	our	lives	that	

we	had	thought	settled	long	ago.		I	count	this	“unsettling”	as	a	success	for	preaching	not	

because	we	have	returned	to	a	pre-critical	view	of	the	Bible,	of	course,	but	rather	because	

the	possibility	of	God’s	continued	activity	in	our	world	has	been	held	out	as	a	real	

possibility	beyond	our	full	knowledge	or	understanding.		The	text	has	been	heard	and	its	

claims	have	been	received,	at	least	by	this	one	listener.	

A	second	key	success	occurred	in	relation	to	the	difficult	“temporal	paradox”	of	

postliberal	preaching.		The	Biblical	story	into	which	we	seek	to	“absorb”	the	listening	

congregation	is	both	timely	(because	it	involves	recorded	history,	and	a	human	Jesus	who	
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once	walked	the	earth)	as	well	as	timeless	(because	it	discloses	a	God	whose	grace	in	Christ	

is	eternal).		Nowhere	was	this	challenge	more	evident	for	our	project	than	in	the	Isaiah	

sermon,	entitled	“Are	You	Willing	to	be	Wrong?”		Here	the	congregation	was	presented	

with	the	story	of	a	very	particular	moment	in	the	history	of	God’s	people3,	into	which	the	

words	of	a	prophet	came,	promising	deliverance	and	peace	for	the	future.		Continuing	in	

the	story,	we	see	how	the	prophet’s	words	seem	to	“come	true”	with	the	advent	of	a	new	

king	(Hezekiah)	and	a	series	of	fortunate	political	happenings	during	his	reign,	even	as	we	

acknowledge	that,	seen	from	the	perspective	of	later	history,	that	king	and	his	“salvation”	

must	be	viewed	as	ambiguous	at	best.		So	comes	this	question:	as	modern	hearers	seeking	

to	be	absorbed	into	the	story	of	this	text,	do	we	understand	the	prophet’s	words	as	reliable	

promises	for	us?		If	so,	do	they	“predict”	an	event	that	for	us	has	already	come	to	pass	–	that	

is,	the	advent	of	Jesus	Christ,	born	some	two	millennia	ago?		Or	can	these	words	be	

understood	to	direct	our	attention	even	to	our	own	future,	to	things	which	have	not	yet	

been	fulfilled	among	us,	such	as	the	second	coming	of	God	in	Christ?	

	 As	it	turns	out,	these	things	may	be	more	difficult	to	describe	by	way	of	doctrine	or	

theory	than	they	are	to	preach	by	way	of	a	story.		After	all,	it	belongs	to	the	nature	of	

literature	–	particularly	the	realistic	novel,	as	Frei	understood	it	–	to	be	at	once	timely	and	

timeless,	without	confusion.		I	count	this	Isaiah	sermon	as	a	success	for	the	way	it	

presented	–	first	by	way	of	an	interesting	title	–	the	essential	question	of	faith:	how	can	we,	

being	mortal	and	time-bound,	place	our	trust	in	One	who	stands	outside	time	and	history,	

and	nevertheless	deigns	to	become	incarnate	in	it?		The	answer	the	sermon	gives	is	that	we	

are	asked	to	be	willing	to	be	(or	to	appear)	“wrong”	in	the	eyes	of	the	world,	much	as	Jesus	

																																																								
3	the	siege	of	Jerusalem	in	701	BCE	
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himself	did	when	he	died	a	common	criminal.		At	least	one	of	our	group	members,	the	same	

who’d	spoken	so	powerfully	about	the	disruptive	call	of	God	(“You	hope!”),	seemed	to	intuit	

the	bedrock	meaning	of	this	sermon	as	well.		“That	is	a	really	strong	question,”	he	said,	

referring	to	the	title,	“Am	I	willing	to	stand	up	for	what	I	think	is	right,	even	if	it’s	wrong?”		

He	went	further,	even,	applying	that	same	logic	to	the	corporate	life	and	witness	of	the	

body	of	Christ:	“Is	the	Church	willing	to	be	wrong?		Are	they	willing	to	go	against	the	tide?”		

	 When	a	listener	is	led	to	ask	questions	like	these,	the	preaching	ministry	has	been	

successful	in	some	way.		This	sermon,	along	with	the	two	that	followed	it,	chose	to	present	

the	temporal	paradox	of	Christian	faith	without	apology:	our	faith	in	Christ’s	saving	work	is	

both	“already”	and	“not	yet.”		Given	the	proximity	to	Advent,	of	course,	the	major	emphasis	

of	these	sermons	was	on	the	forward-looking	themes	–	the	“not	yet”	as	opposed	to	the	

“already”	–	but	the	“accomplished	fact”	of	salvation	in	the	Risen	Christ	was	never	far	from	

the	proclamation	either.		A	second	group	member	seemed	also	to	sense	this	balancing	act	

when	he	reflected,	in	response	to	the	last	two	sermons	(which	were	both	from	prophetic	

books,	but	had	opposite	refrains:	Wait!	versus	Don’t	wait!)	that	perhaps	a	good	definition	of	

biblical	prophecy	was	“a	call	across	time.”		He	is	exactly	right,	I	think.		The	prophet’s	words,	

he	added,	“can	be	true	at	multiple	points.”		This	is	precisely	what	it	means	to	preach	the	

gospel	of	a	Christ	who	has	died,	is	risen,	and	will	come	again.	

	

A	BRIDGE	TOO	FAR?	

	

	 There	were	also	a	number	of	times	during	this	project	when	the	complex	

relationship	between	Christ,	story,	and	time	was	strained	nearly	to	the	point	of	breaking.		
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In	our	discussion	of	the	Noah	sermon,	it	was	the	idea	that	“the	heart	of	God	changed”	that	

proved	most	provocative	for	the	group.		While	some	group	members	were	intrigued	by	this	

idea,	others	were	quite	bothered	by	it,	chiefly	for	what	it	seemed	to	suggest	about	the	

nature	of	God	and	God’s	“omnipotence.”		In	one	sense,	their	interpretive	instincts	were	

good:	they	correctly	heard	the	story	of	God’s	“heart-change”	and	wondered	about	what	that	

might	imply	about	the	reliability	of	the	God	they	worship	today:	If	God	changed	once,	could	

God	change	again?		The	worlds	of	text	and	reader	have	thus	been,	in	some	sense,	combined.			

Yet,	in	another	sense,	these	listeners	missed	–	or	the	sermon	failed	to	convey	–	the	

crucially	temporal	aspect	of	the	story.		All	the	power	and	promise	of	the	Noah	story	–	all	the	

gospel	of	it,	we	may	say	–	lies	in	the	fact	that	the	story	is	told	from	the	perspective	of	a	

people	and	a	God	on	this	side	of	God’s	heart-change.		God	has	changed	for	good;	God	has	

changed	for	us	–	this	is	the	point	of	the	story.		Speculation	concerning	how	or	why	God	was	

the	way	God	was	before	the	Noah	incident	is	quite	beside	the	point	for	this	proclamation.		

Questions	about	the	“eternal	nature”	of	God	are	born	of	a	scientific	age	(or	in	theological	

terms,	a	doctrinal	age),	in	which,	again,	propositions	can	have	only	one	meaning	and	

therefore	the	self-consistency	of	“God”	as	a	rational	idea	is	of	the	utmost	importance.		Yet,	

in	the	literary	world	of	the	Bible	–	and,	from	a	postliberal	perspective,	the	rhetorical	world	

of	gospel	preaching	–	the	self-consistency	and	“reasonableness”	of	ideas	is	far	less	

important	than	the	affective	power	of	stories.		Listeners	who	insisted	on	locating	

themselves	outside	–	or	perhaps	above	–	the	story	itself,	so	as	to	evaluate	it	from	a	place	of	

supposed	objectivity,	were	unable	to	receive	the	good	news	of	God’s	gracious	change	of	

heart.	
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The	fault	is	not	with	the	listener,	of	course.		It	is	the	preacher’s	responsibility,	after	

all,	to	lead	the	people	into	the	peculiarly	storied	world	of	the	Bible.		If	the	listener	remains	

entrenched	in	his	super-rational	presuppositions,	unable	to	hear	and	enter	the	story,	it	may	

be	due	to	the	sermon’s	failure	to	convey	the	characters	and	incidents	of	the	text	with	

sufficient	power	and	grace.		The	problem	may	also	derive	from	the	unavoidable	paradox	of	

history	and	timelessness,	immanence	and	transcendence,	in	the	Christian	story	itself.		After	

all,	the	mere	recognition	–	crucial	to	postliberal	preaching	–	that	God	is	a	character	in	a	

story	in	addition	to	being	a	“real”	and	living	being	is	“a	bridge	too	far”	for	some	people.		One	

wonders	whether	all	this	might	be	easier	if	historical	fiction	were	a	genre	more	often	read	

and	appreciated	these	days.	

A	second	particularly	challenging	text	and	sermon,	the	conquest	of	Canaan	from	the	

book	of	Joshua,	seemed	to	raise	this	issue.		Here	again	there	was	considerable	discomfort	

with	the	sermon’s	portrayal	of	a	Biblical	character	–	in	this	case	Joshua	–	but	that	

discomfort	was	heightened	by	the	fact	that	the	story’s	setting	was	no	longer	the	ageless	and	

mythical	past	(the	prehistory	of	Noah’s	story)	but	rather	the	known	world	of	nations	and	

armies,	of	people	and	violence.		The	effect	of	this	setting	was	to	make	the	story	much	more	

accessible	and	therefore	much	more	frightening.			

If	Joshua	were	portrayed	merely	as	the	“bloodthirsty,	genocidal	maniac,”	then	the	

sermon	would	have	been	fairly	straightforward	and	acceptable,	at	least	to	the	Contented	

Rationalists,	who	generally	have	no	scruples	concerning	scriptural	authority	or	traditional	

interpretation.		These	listeners	would	have	accepted	a	sermon	that	simply	offered	up	

Joshua	as	an	example	of	human	greed	and	violence	run	amuck,	a	cautionary	tale	for	us	

moderns	who	have	known	far	too	much	of	this	behavior	in	our	own	time.		On	the	other	
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hand,	the	sermon	might	have	been	acceptable	in	a	very	different	way,	particularly	to	the	

Personal	Pietists,	if	it	had	portrayed	Joshua	as	a	prime	exemplar	of	spiritual	virtue,	of	

unconditional	trust	in	God	(“As	for	me	and	my	house…”	etc.).		This	rendering	of	the	story	

would	of	course	offend	against	any	modern	sense	of	decency	–	since	what	is	described	in	

the	text	as	Joshua’s	leadership	of	the	people	surely	qualifies	as	genocide	–	but	many	

listeners	(again,	particularly	the	Personal	Pietists)	would	have	been	quite	willing	to	

overlook	the	violence	as	an	unfortunate	but	mostly	unimportant	side	issue	next	to	the	

primary	themes	of	spiritual	trust	and	loyalty	to	God.	

The	challenge	of	this	sermon,	of	course,	is	that	it	refuses	to	take	either	of	these	two	

options	exclusively	and	ends	up	therefore	with	a	deeply	ambiguous	combination	of	the	two.		

Joshua	is	both	the	bloodthirsty	maniac	and	the	champion	of	purest	faith	in	God.		As	a	

character	in	this	story,	Joshua	is	everything	both	history	and	tradition	have	made	him	to	be.		

He	is	“true	at	multiple	points.”			

The	real	problem,	we	find,	lying	behind	this	complex	portrayal	of	Joshua	is	the	

complex	portrayal	of	God	in	Christ	that	it	suggests.		One	group	member	put	his	finger	on	

just	this	issue	when	he	noted	that	the	sermon	caused	him	to	think	about	the	Trinity	and	the	

“Christianizing”	of	the	Old	Testament.		For	this	hearer,	it	seemed	logically	impossible	(and	

theologically	dishonest)	for	Christians	to	employ	Jesus	as	the	interpretive	cure-all	for	the	

violence	of	the	Hebrew	scriptures,	as	if	he	–	Jesus,	being	co-eternal	with	God	as	some	

scriptures	clearly	imply	–	stood	by	during	Joshua’s	(and	God’s?)	genocide	and	said,	“Oh,	I	

don’t	approve	of	this!”		Facile	Trinitarian	theology	aside,	this	participant	raises	an	

important	point	for	the	entire	project:	if	we	regard	the	Biblical	witness	as	in	some	sense	a	

unified	story,	and	if	we	take	the	Christ	event	(his	life	and	ministry,	his	saving	death	and	
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resurrection)	as	the	interpretive	key	to	it	all,	then	we	must	acknowledge	that	we	have	

made	a	time-bound	historical	occurrence	(or	our	interpretation	of	it)	to	be	the	measure	of	a	

timeless	or	supra-historical	truth.	

	 To	be	sure,	no	sermon-listener,	nor	even	most	sermon-writers,	need	be	concerned	

with	untangling	this	web	of	paradoxical	doctrine	and	story.		In	fact,	this	is	precisely	why	we	

privilege	story	over	and	against	doctrine	in	the	postliberal	mindset:	because	stories	are	

able	to	illumine	–	and	when	necessary,	set	aside	–	doctrinal	issues	for	the	sake	of	the	gospel	

proclamation.		This	is	a	way	of	saying	simply	that	choices	must	be	made.		In	this	Joshua	

sermon,	I	chose	to	preserve	the	reputation	of	God	(as	I	understand	God	in	Christ	to	be)	at	

the	expense	of	the	reputation	of	Joshua.		Put	differently,	the	sermon	operated	under	the	

assumption	that	while	the	core	theological	truth	to	which	Joshua	and	his	contemporaries	

were	committed	(namely,	the	importance	of	unconditional	loyalty	to	God)	was	still	very	

much	true	and	binding	for	us	moderns,	still	their	application	of	that	theological	truth	to	

their	own	historical	lives	was	not	only	misguided,	but	deeply	and	tragically	wrong.4	

	 Yet	the	fact	remains	that	this	choice	on	the	part	of	the	preacher	was	not	well	

communicated	or	successful,	it	seems.		For	the	most	part,	listeners	were	either	scandalized	

by	the	revisionist	reading,	or,	alternately,	numb	to	the	possibility	of	any	good	news	coming	

out	of	such	a	violent	story.	

	

THE	STORY	IN	CHURCH	AND	PUBLIC	LIFE		

	

																																																								
4	This	is,	of	course,	assuming	the	“Conquest	of	Canaan”	actually	happened	in	something	like	the	way	the	text	
describes.		I	muddied	the	waters	in	this	regard	by	suggesting,	in	midweek	Bible	study,	that	we	might	also	read	
this	story	as	a	kind	of	“revenge	fantasy”	for	Jews	who	were	never	in	fact	very	powerful	in	the	land	and	spent	
most	of	their	history	under	the	rule	of	other	nations.	
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	 All	that	remains	is	to	say	a	word	or	two	about	how	this	experiment	in	postliberal	

preaching	affected	the	faith	and	witness	of	the	community	that	experienced	it.		Recall	that	

because	the	presenting	challenge	and	opportunity	of	First	Presbyterian	Church	is	its	

rapidly	growing	diversity	(especially	ideological	diversity),	this	season	of	postliberal	

preaching	was	intended	to	test	the	ability	of	a	deliberately	“storied”	proclamation	to	speak	

good	news	across	the	various	lines	that	divide	us.		Given	the	complex	history	of	this	church	

and	town	–	which	is	the	story,	in	microcosm,	of	the	gradual	splintering	into	factions	of	our	

modern	Liberal	society	–	the	goal	for	the	church	in	our	day	becomes	a	new	kind	of	unity,	a	

new	synthesis	of	faith	and	works,	heart	and	head,	of	the	personal	and	the	public	together.		

This	is	too	much	to	hope	for,	of	course,	being	just	one	church	and	just	one	preacher.		But	

inasmuch	as	we	are	taking	steps	along	the	way	toward	our	goal,	we	are	making	progress.		

We	are	laying	the	groundwork	for	those	who	will	come	after	us.	

	 Direct	evidence	of	the	kind	of	transformation	we	seek	is	of	course	scant	in	a	project	

of	this	duration.		Twelve	weeks	is	barely	enough	time	to	begin	to	acclimate	to	a	certain	kind	

of	preaching,	let	alone	to	allow	it	to	change	one’s	faith	and	witness.		Nevertheless,	there	

were	moments	in	our	focus	group	discussions	when	the	proclamation	of	the	Word	did	

seem	to	push	participants	out	of	their	settled	ways	of	knowing	the	world,	and	of	being	in	

the	world,	as	a	person	of	faith.		There	were	the	more	routine	–	though	by	no	means	less	

valuable	–	instances	where	group	members	who	were	already	predisposed	to	a	certain	way	

of	appropriating	the	Word	in	their	lives	did	so	honestly	and	faithfully	with	these	sermons	

as	well,	and	then	were	pushed	to	find	some	way	to	respond	to	that	Word	in	faith.		When	

disciples	of	Jesus	Christ	consider	the	justice	implications	of	the	tax	code,	for	example,	or	the	

effects	of	predatory	lending	in	their	community,	they	are	seeking	faithfully	to	enact	their	
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role	in	the	ongoing	story	of	the	gospel	in	God’s	world.		The	same	is	true	of	differently	

oriented	believers	who	are	led	to	offer	devotional	materials	to	a	friend	in	need.		These	are	

certainly	successes.		But	of	course	the	most	exciting	moments	are	those	very	rare	instances	

in	which	the	preaching	of	God’s	story	seemed	to	open	up	new	avenues	for	faithfulness,	

aspects	of	faith	and	discipleship	long	forgotten	or	ignored.		I	am	reminded	of	the	one	

staunch	liberal	who,	when	asked	what	he	needed	to	hear	in	sermons,	passed	over	his	own	

bias5,	and	moved	to	more	challenging	territory:	“God	also	said,	‘Come	in	worship	and	

praise,’	ok?		I	don’t	do	that	very	well.”		Recognizing	such	a	need	in	one’s	own	life	is	

doubtless	a	step	in	the	right	direction.	

	 Still,	the	project	as	a	whole	revealed	how	much	work	remains	to	be	done.		In	certain	

conversations,	the	vastly	different	worldviews	and	faith	types	represented	in	the	group	

were	revealed	in	sometimes	funny	–	sometimes	dispiriting	–	ways.		I	recall	the	

conversations	about	such	things	as	the	local	school	system,	for	example,	or	the	small-town	

way	we	speak	of	“blessing,”	as	honest	but	difficult	times	when	whatever	trust	and	cohesion	

we	had	in	the	group	threatened	to	unravel.		It	didn’t,	of	course.		But	the	challenge	of	being	

together	in	community	with	disciples	as	diverse	as	these	came	to	the	fore	time	and	again,	

and	would	not	be	dismissed	with	a	few	well-told	stories.			

In	thinking	about	this	work	that	remains	–	both	in	terms	of	drawing	our	church	

community	together	and	of	offering	a	gospel	witness	to	the	world	–	I	think	particularly	of	

the	problem	of	race.		Certainly	in	this	season	of	preaching	–	and	even	more	so	in	the	

months	and	years	that	have	followed	–	the	issue	of	race	and	the	problem	of	racism	in	the	

nation	and	the	church	have	only	intensified.		It’s	surprising,	then,	in	a	way,	to	note	that	the	

																																																								
5	“I	mean,	the	social	justice?		Yes,	ok...		I’m	right	there,	ok?”	



	 34	

topic	only	came	up	briefly	in	our	focus	group	discussions.		It	was	raised	timidly,	as	I	recall,	

by	a	reliably	progressive	group	member,	who	mentioned	that	the	line	in	the	Micah	sermon	

from	Abraham	Heschel6	made	her	think	of	“all	this	racial	tension	going	on	right	now.”		

Being	a	white	and	mostly	privileged	person,	she	said,	“I’m	not	guilty…	but	I’m	responsible.”		

She	is	correct,	of	course,	and	quite	perceptive.		We	could	have	used	more	of	this	sort	of	

reflection	and	discussion	in	the	group,	more	careful	thinking	about	how	the	ongoing	story	

of	a	boundary-breaking	God	in	Christ	puts	the	lie	to	our	modern	illusions	of	justice,	peace,	

and	racial	progress.		If	I	were	to	begin	the	project	again,	I	think	I	might	choose	to	focus	a	

season	of	postliberal	preaching	far	more	specifically	on	this	single	issue.		After	all,	the	

problem	of	race	is	certainly	large	and	complex	enough	to	find	myriad	points	of	contact	with	

the	scriptural	witness.		And	what’s	more,	it	was	the	issue	of	race,	we	recall,	that	played	such	

a	central	role	in	forming	the	First	Presbyterian	Church	into	the	community	it	is	today.		If	it	

was	–	as	the	historical	sketch	has	shown,	I	believe	–	our	inability	to	confront	the	problem	of	

race	with	the	gospel	of	Jesus	Christ	that	occasioned	our	long	season	of	“scrupulously	

nonpolitical”	ministry,	then	how	can	we	hope	to	move	forward	as	a	people	without	finally	

addressing	this	issue?	

	 		

TRANSFORMING	THE	CHURCH?	

	

	 We	will	naturally	want	to	know	in	the	end	whether	postliberal	preaching	can	be	

truly	transformative	for	the	church.		Can	it	finally	break	down	all	those	walls	that	divide	us?		

Can	it	truly	address	our	great	diversity	–	both	the	blessed,	God-given	kind	and	the	more	

																																																								
6	“Few	are	guilty,	but	all	are	responsible.”	
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handmade,	ambiguous	variety	–	with	a	new	and	universal	Word	of	unity,	of	hope,	of	peace?		

Perhaps	we	ought	to	aim	at	nothing	quite	so	grandiose.		The	truth	is	that	postliberal	

preaching	is	nothing	more	or	less	than	a	set	of	reminders	about	what	it	means	to	preach	

the	good	news,	to	put	before	the	community	the	faith,	the	hope,	the	love	that	comes	to	us	

from	God	in	Christ	by	way	of	the	Bible’s	particular	story.		Preachers	have	been	doing	this	

for	many	centuries,	of	course;	the	only	trick	is	to	find	a	way	to	do	it	again,	and	anew,	for	the	

communities	and	times	to	which	we’re	called.	

	 As	for	personal	transformation,	we	must	take	the	“long	view”	on	that	as	well.		

Stories	and	sermons	change	people	in	the	way	that	glaciers	and	rivers	change	landscapes,	I	

think.		We	see	the	twists	and	turns,	sense	the	slow	and	steady	movement	in	us,	and	one	day	

we	notice	that	we’ve	changed.		We	know	not	how.		We’ve	never	ceased	to	be	ourselves.			

	 I	will	always	remember	the	winding	down	of	our	last	focus	group	session.		When	

asked	what	the	project	had	meant	to	them	personally,	this	season	of	experimental	

preaching,	most	participants	answered	simply,	politely.		“It	kept	the	hard	issues	in	front	of	

me,”	said	one.		“It	reminded	me	why	I	come	to	church,”	said	others.		But	then	one	who	had	

been	remarkably	well	engaged	from	the	very	beginning,	who	had	wondered	with	such	

striking	honesty	about	the	“reasonableness”	of	applying	Biblical	principles	to	modern	life,	

who	had	questioned	the	very	idea	of	research	without	“proofs,”	who	had	listened	as	his	

beloved	Biblical	patriarchs	emerged	in	our	preaching	as	mostly	scoundrels	and	rogues,	

who	had	identified	with	the	foreign	“boss”	Naaman	in	his	honest	quest	for	redemption,	who	

had	wanted	to	reclaim	the	idea	of	blessing	in	his	own	life	from	the	cynicism	of	our	age,	who	

had	longed	for	some	amount	of	moderation	in	sermons	only	to	be	met	more	often	with	
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“stark	choices,”	and,	finally,	who	had	wondered	whether	we	might	allow	that	sometimes	

“some	people	in	power	do	some	good	things,”	said	of	the	project:	

It	made	me	wish	I	was	fat,	dumb,	and	happy	again…	The	commitment	to	try	to	go	through	and	take	notes	and	
analyze,	made	me	question	a	lot.		And	Dan,	at	this	point	I	confess,	I’m	not	sure	that	I’m	better	off	in	my	
relationship	with	God	than	I	would	have	been	if	I	hadn’t	been	on	this	focus	group.		But	time	will	tell.		In	the	
long	term,	it’s	probably	good.		Short	term…	I	don’t	know.			
	

To	my	clarifying	follow-up	–	“Because	this	project	has	raised	complex	issues	in	your	own	

life	of	faith?”	–	he	answered	in	a	word:	Yes.	
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