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ClassNotes#3

The Practice of Spirituality and Preaching
When preaching is concerned with the nurture and growth of the spirituality of the congregation, the preacher should first understand the diversity of spiritual types among the congregants and then think about how her preaching can help them grow spiritually in balance.    

  One of the ways to develop our preaching to help our listeners, who have different spiritual types,
 grow in spiritual balance is to learn various practices of spirituality in the tradition of the church and creatively apply them to the practice of preaching.  D. Bonhoeffer’s book, Life Together,
 is a good resource for us to learn about various practices of Christian spirituality. Bonhoeffer begins his book with the understanding of the nature of the Christian community.  For him, the church is the context for the growth of a spiritual life. That is, the Christian community is a congregation permitted to gather visibly in this world to share God’s Word and Sacraments by the grace of God, and the members of the church are a gift of grace, a gift of the kingdom of God” (19, 21).  Bonhoeffer emphasizes that the spiritual journey of the believers is not a lonely individual pilgrimage but a joyful way of “life together.”  This theological understanding helps us realize that preaching should function to guide the communal spiritual journey of the congregation.  When preaching helps the congregation experience the presence and work of the Spirit in their personal and communal lives, such preaching becomes spiritual.  Preaching as a weekly spiritual meal (Kim, 72)  should not be junk food produced by mass production but a homemade nutritious meal that is good for the particular congregation’s tastes and needs.  
In the second chapter of his book, Bonhoeffer introduces five spiritual practices for the community of faith, which can be creatively used in the ministry of preaching:


(1)  The prayers of the Psalms.  Bonhoeffer suggests using the psalms as prayers.  Not many preachers preach from psalms because they usually think that psalms are more for singing or praying.  Or, some preachers preach from psalms by analyzing and expounding each verse or word.  When a psalm is analyzed, however, its meaning and inspiration disappear because the literary genre of psalms is a poem.  When we respect this particular literary genre of psalms, the Book of Psalm is one of the richest sources for preachers to nurture their congregations’ spiritual lives through emotional (the spiritual type)and meditative (the mystic spiritual type) spiritual approaches, because psalms describe human agony and lament as well as the joyful experience of the presence of God and hope for the future with evocative and imaginative poetic words.  There are many different literary genres in the Bible such as narrative, letter, proverb, prophetic oracle, genealogy, apocalyptic statement, etc.  These diverse literary genres of the Bible give us insights into developing various forms of sermons appealing to the congregation’s spiritual types in balance.  


(2)  Reading the Scripture.  Bonhoeffer gives three instructions for reading the biblical text: First, read the whole paragraph rather than brief verses as a watchword regardless of its larger context.  In preaching, some preachers quote one or two verses from the Bible and use them as the keywords for their entire sermons. This is not a fair intellectual approach to the text, for such an approach is in danger of using the text as a proof-text supporting what the preacher wants to say, rather than interpreting the meaning in a creative way which sometimes results in challenging the preacher’s theological position.

The second instruction for reading the biblical text is that the reader should never identify himself with the person who is speaking in the Bible.  It is often found that some preachers identify themselves with God or Jesus Christ in the text and preach judgmental and coercive sermons in the name of Jesus Christ or God.  In the worst case, they direct the listeners’ attention to themselves, rather than to the Word, and aggrandize themselves.  Such an interpretation does not appeal to the listener’s intellect (the head spiritual type).  But the humility of the preacher by identifying himself with the people sitting in the pews is a more appropriate way to interpret the text.  
The last instruction is that the preacher should read the text with personal interest and concern.  Proper reading of Scripture does not mean a technical exercise or objective scholarly exegesis, since such methods cannot help the preacher gain “what the text means” for her particular listeners.  When the preacher approaches the text with a personal conversation when reading the text, the text is no longer the object that the preacher should analyze but her conversational partner with whom the preacher discerns what God wants the congregation to be (the head spiritual type).    


(3)  Singing.  Singing is one of the most important spiritual performances.  Bonhoeffer stresses the significance of singing in unison with members of the church, for singing in unison widens the spiritual horizon of the community of faith.  The emphasis of singing as a practice of spirituality reminds us that African American preaching has in many parts of the sermon its rhythms and repetitions of words like refrains in a song.  In African American Preaching, listeners freely respond to the preacher with rhythmic words and eventually make preaching not a solo song but a chorus between the preacher and the congregation, which moves their emotions to feel the presence of God.  It is a challenge, particularly, for European American preachers to emotionally appeal to their listeners (the heart spirituality).  Perhaps, thinking of preaching as singing may give some ideas to craft a more emotionally appealing sermon.         


(4)  Prayer Together.  Bonhoeffer introduces various types of prayers, such as the free prayer, the intercession, the formal prayer, and the special prayer of fellowships.  All of us know the significant role of prayers in our spiritual life.  How about thinking of preaching as praying?  Preaching is not simply delivering the knowledge of the Bible but mediating it to the congregation for its growth and transformation.  The preacher moves back and forth between the text and the congregation to reflect on what the congregation wants to say to God and what God wants to tell the congregation through the text.  In this sense, preaching is itself a prayer—an active conversation between God and the listeners.  It is a prayerful communication through which we can listen to the voice of God (the mystic spiritual type).  
(5) The fellowship of the Table.  According to Bonhoeffer, there are three types of the fellowship of the table:  Daily fellowship at the table, the table fellowship of the Lord’s Supper, and the final table fellowship in the Kingdom of God (66).  In the second chapter of my book, Preaching the Presence of God, I compared preaching to the table fellowship in the Kingdom of God.  Preaching is spiritual meal prepared for those who are invited to “foretaste” God’s reign on earth.  As God’s table is open to everyone, preaching should not exclude anyone.  By sharing the meal, the congregation extends its fellowship to the world.  Its members remember who they are in the presence of God and renew their commitment to God’s call to become the coworkers of fulfilling justice and peace on earth (the kingdom spiritual type).   


Likewise, thinking of preaching as praying, singing, meditating scripture, and sharing a spiritual meal gives us insights into crafting our sermons in creative ways.  I think you may have more creative ideas to craft a sermon as a spiritual practice, and I hope you continue to think about and practice preaching as a way to help your congregation grow spiritually in balance. 
� In order to learn about the diversity of spiritual types, refer to Corinne Ware’s book, Discover Your Spiritual Type, which is one of the required books.


� Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together, tr. by John W. Doberstein (New York: Harper, 1954).





