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~+ From the Editor

ast year | attempted to procure a digital photograph of a stained glass win-

dow at Oxford for our cover. After making the request several times there
was no response. So | literally took matters into my own hands—I shot pictures
with my Nikon digital single lens reflex camera of our historic church building
here in Manchester, New Hampshire. As | contemplated future pictures, I re-
alized that there is something important about local, recognizable places. Even
if you have never seen Amoskeag Presbyterian Church in person, you may have read about the pur-
chase of the old PCUSA building by a tiny mission work in 1998. Or perhaps your only connection is
knowing that the building is now being used by an Orthodox Preshyterian Church for its worship and
ministry. These connections are a celebration of the local and the historically concrete. The places
we inhabit and are located in—in space and time—are significant because God has providentially
planned our connection with them in his world.

Mobility is not all it’s cracked up to be. The automobile has changed our relationship to space,
and to the built environment—and the society that populates that environment. And so | have de-
cided to use both digital technology and the printed page to promote the local over the coming years.
This will largely be undertaken through my New England home, especially New Hampshire. 1 will
use historic churches as concrete symbols of the heavenly reality to which they point. As actual places
of worship and community they represent the church as an embassy of Christ, which—despite the
quest of the Puritans who first settled this land to establish a holy commonwealth—were a testimony
of their heavenly hope and to the celestial center of ecclesiastical authority and power of the risen
Lord Jesus Christ to whom they owed their ultimate allegiance.

Early in 2006, as | began my tenure as editor, | realized that my chief challenge was to attract
quality writers. In 2007, | was able to publish almost 125,000 words at opc.org, almost 150% more
than what was published in 2006. Due to publishing costs we have had to limit the annual printed
edition to 150 pages. This has required making some difficult choices. Thus, articles that were re-
printed from previous editions of Ordained Servant will not be reprinted. Articles and reviews that are
ephemeral, and may lose their importance in the coming years, will not be printed.

I would like to thank general secretary Danny Olinger, the subcommittee of Darryl Hart, Sid
Dyer, and Paul MacDonald, for their continued support, encouragement, and counsel; and the many
people who help in various ways with the publishing of the online edition: Diane Olinger, Linda
Foh, Stephen Pribble, Andrew Moody; the many fine writers without whom there would be no jour-
nal; and finally Ann Hart for her meticulous editorial work, and Stephen Pribble and Jim Scott for
their final proofing of the printed volume itself.

I hope you will continue to benefit from the articles and reviews that we are publishing on the
Web and in print.

—Gregory Edward Reynolds
Amoskeag Presbyterian Church
Manchester, New Hampshire
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Thoughts

Meredith George Kline:
Artist-Exegete!

Originally published electronically in Ordained Servant
August-September 20072

by Gregory Edward Reynolds

As | write | am preparing a sermon on the sec-
ond Servant Song in Isaiah 49. In my files on the
prophets | found a paper on lIsaiah 49:6-7 pre-
sented to Dr. Kline on November 22, 1978, for his
class on the “Prophetical Books” at Westminster
Theological Seminary—there was only one in
those days. It reminded me that Kline’s biblical
theology was influencing me despite some resis-
tance. Having fortified myself against the fragment-
ing tendency of dispensationalism with the unity of
the covenants discovered in the covenant theology
of O. T. Allis and John Murray, | was in no mood
to consider the discontinuity between old and new
covenants. In reviewing my paper | find that nine
of fifty-five endnotes refer to Kline’s class notes or
writings. The Vos-Kline influence was operating
below my intellectual radar. Later, after years of
Scripture study and weekly sermon preparation,
it began to sink in that continuity and discontinu-
ity were not mutually exclusive but necessarily
complementary concepts—and essential for both
biblical theology and its systematic brother.

Just after the covenant theology of our Confes-

1 1 owe many of the insights and ideas in this editorial to those
who spoke at Dr. Kline’s memorial service, held at First Preshyte-
rian Church, North Shore on April 18, 2007: Meredith M. Kline,
David O’Leary, David VanDrunen, Gordon Hugenberger, and
Russell Copeland.

2 http://opc.org/os.html?article_id=53.

sion began to become clear to me, a remarkable
offer came my way. Meredith George Kline and
his son Meredith M. had heard of the modest
school that pastor Allen Tomlinson and | had
started in the late 1990s. The Klines offered

to teach. | was amazed. Thus began a four-year
stretch of their selfless efforts to teach a small
number of hungry students. M. G. Kline taught a
full ten-week course, based on Kingdom Prologue,
titled “Covenant-Kingdom Foundations” in the
fall of 1999; another staple of his teaching career,
“Old Testament Prophets” in the fall of 2000; and
then “Old Testament Exegesis,” which focused on
the night visions of Zechariah, based on Glory in
Our Midst, in the fall of 2001.* Finally in the fall
of 2002 Meredith taught his last class—he ended
where he had begun (in good eschatological
fashion) with “Covenant-Kingdom Foundations,”
a fitting conclusion to a brilliant career. And like
one of his theological heroes, J. Gresham Machen,
he finished happy to serve in humble circum-
stances. Even his and Grace’s decision to move to
New England in 1965 was rooted in a sense of the
spiritual need of the region. A continual presence
as a helper at the Deerwander summer camp dem-
onstrated his dedication to serve his Lord above all
else.

I still marvel that one of the finest living
Hebraists taught in our little church for forty eve-
nings. | chuckle as I remember how he resisted my
clipping a microphone to his lapel. But soon he
forgot that he was being recorded. He taught with
all the energy of a man half his age, and as if we
were in a room full of hopeful seminary students.
He was a scholar of the top rank, a fine writer, and
a very creative and insightful biblical theologian;
but he was above all a teacher, with a passion for
his subject.

Kline was a gentle and gracious man, especial-
ly in disagreement, but not one to back down from
controversy when it came to cardinal doctrines of

3 The Granite State School of Theology and Missions held its
first classes in 1997.

4 Meredith M. Kline taught “Basic Biblical Hebrew” in the
spring of 2000 and “Psalms and Wisdom Literature” in the spring
of 2001.



the faith. Also, as a good professor, he knew how to
keep students on the alert by teaching insights on
the text of Scripture that sometimes went against
the grain of conventional evangelical wisdom.
Sadly, his view that Genesis 1 is a literary frame-
work has sometimes prevented those who disagree
from exploring and appreciating the riches of
his exegesis both of that passage and the rest of
his extensive work. Often
overlooked is his brilliant
exegetical defense of both
the historicity of the Old
Testament narrative and the
mid-second millennium BC
date of the Exodus. No one
has helped me understand
and preach the Old Testa-
ment like Kline. | don’t
need to agree with every-
thing he taught to do so.

Further, Kline’s writ-
ing style has prevented
some from benefiting from
the profound insight and
“breath-taking vistas” he
presents in his writings. Just
as he often went against the
grain of conventional evan-
gelical wisdom, so he devel-
oped a rich vocabulary to express his insights, in
place of more conventional Christian vocabulary.
Far from using such creativity as a ploy for theo-
logical innovations, this vocabulary was rooted in
the Bible’s vocabulary, often hyphenating translit-
erations of the original languages, such as in God,
Heaven, and Har Magedon. Such linguistic artistry
was a pedagogical technique to awaken students to
the depth and breadth of Scripture’s meaning. Let
me suggest that it was the artist in Kline that, hu-
manly speaking, enabled him to see what he saw in
the text and express it as he did, both in the details
of exegesis and in his larger redemptive-historical
program. Allow me to elaborate.

Several things about Dr. Kline’s character and
gifts stand out as | came to know him since 1978.
He looked like a combination of Frank Lloyd

Dr. Kline playing the violin (with Howard
Porter at the piano) in 1957.

Wright—though thankfully not imitating his arro-
gant character—and the famous German violinist
Fritz Kreisler: the artist and the musician. It was
not until his memorial service that I learned that
Kline was a violinist and a member, with his artist
wife Grace, of the Guild of Beverly Artists. God,
Heaven, and Har Magedon is dedicated to Kline’s
three sons: Meredith M., littérateur-theologian;
Sterling, architect; and Cal-
vin, musician-maestro. The
painting featured on the cover
is by Muriel Grace Kline of
the White Mountains of New
Hampshire (an apt depic-
tion of the heaven land, in
my view). Artistic sensibili-
ties clearly run in the Kline
family.

Kline's literary artistry
was manifested in his ability
to discern patterns, especially
literary structures, and to see
the beauty of both aural and
visual imagery in the bibli-
cal narrative. In seminary
I wondered if he wasn’t
finding chiasms where there
were none. More recently,
however, my media studies
have helped me understand the literary structure
of oral cultures, especially those predating the
printing press. Communication in memorable oral
and visual patterns was mnemonically essential.
Renewed appreciation of the presence of literary
artistry in ancient documents has revolutionized
Old Testament and New Testament studies. Kline
was on the vanguard of this movement, as one of
the few in his day who was solidly committed to
the inspiration of Scripture.

The word “artist” in the title of this tribute is
first, but as a modifier, not as the most important
thing. It is meant to give perspective to Kline’s
work as an exegete and biblical theologian. His
first commitment was to accurately unpack the
meaning of the inspired text of God’s Word. His
artistic sensibilities did not lead the way in his

s1y3noy I 1UBAIOg
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exegesis—that would lead to eisegesis. In this
regard, the New Oxford American Dictionary gives
us a helpful definition of “sensibility”: “The ability
to appreciate and respond to complex emotional
or aesthetic influences; sensitivity: the study of
literature leads to a growth of intelligence and
sensibility.” Kline had the uncanny ability to see
the literary structure of the Old Testament text as
a formative influence on his interpretation of the
details of his linguistic analysis.

Furthermore, Kline’s observation of patterns
in the textual fabric of Scripture served to fortify
the traditional covenant or federal theology of
the Reformed tradition. He drank deeply of the
covenantal structure propounded by the West-
minster Confession and Catechisms. The three
essential kinds of biblical covenants were staples of
his teaching and writing vocabulary: the covenant
of redemption (or peace between Father and Son);
the covenant of works (between God and his rep-
resentatives, the first and second Adams); and the
covenant of grace (between the Son and the elect).
He understood the importance of this system to
the various doctrines of the systematic enterprise—
especially the doctrine of justification. He saw the
foundational importance of the covenant of works
to the nature of justification and the imputation
of Christ’s righteousness. In the true Vosian spirit,
he believed that 2 Corinthians 5:21 teaches that
Jesus advanced our nature. In other words, the
eschatological hope given to Adam in the garden
was realized, not in a return to Adam’s prelapsarian
nature, but in the crucified and resurrected Christ.
Appropriately, Kline dedicated his biblical-theolog-
ical reading of Zechariah’s night visions, Glory in
Our Midst, to Geerhardus Vos.

Kline’s giant intellect was also used to make
significant exegetical and theological contributions
in the areas of canon; the relationship of the Bible
to culture and science, as he explored the biblical
doctrine of common grace. For all of his linguistic
expertise, Kline never got lost in the details, but
rather marshaled them in the service of the grand
unified narrative of redemption.

In the great Princeton tradition Kline believed
in using the intellect to serve the Lord and his

church. Perhaps this is why his grandchildren
called him “Grampa Hodge.” In the great Hebrew
tradition, he was like a Torah scholar, poring over
his Hebrew text for hours in his study (his maternal
grandfather was Jewish). An assiduous worker, he
wrote all of his books and articles with pen and
paper. But, like the apostle John, he preferred
personal conversation, as the many hours he

spent with me in recent years attest. Although he
was not a gifted preacher, he had a fine pastoral
sensitivity. When a student sought comfort upon
the miscarriage of his young wife, Professor Kline
did not offer an elaborate theodicy, but rather the
counsel of a simple and humble piety: “God is a
good heavenly Father.” In imitation of his faith-
ful covenant God, Dr. Kline was loyal to friends,
family, wife, and church. My last communication
from Dr. Kline was April 10, 2006. | was deeply
impressed that he took the time to handwrite a let-
ter while experiencing the side effects of radiation
treatments. He impressed me with the importance
of continuing in the “Machen legacy.” He also
summed up the purpose of God, Heaven, and Har
Magedon as “an urgently needed defense of vital,
essential elements of traditional covenant theology
... and at the same time a probing of some fron-
tiers in biblical theology.” Truly this is the Machen
legacy.

He always had a book to read and wrote a few
of his own. On April 14, 2007, Professor Mer-
edith George Kline went to be with his Lord. The
opening and closing lines of his last book, God,
Heaven, and Har Magedon, reveal his hope: “The
Bible tells us of the existence of a realm our mortal
eyes cannot see.”® The last sentence reads, “The
predestined pleroma of Christ will be assembled in
fullness of joy before his Parousia-Presence on con-
summated Har Magedon, Mount of Gathering.”®
His prayers before each class convinced his
students that he believed what he taught. For over
half a century he taught students to exegete and
preach the Christ of Scripture whom he loved.

5 Meredith G. Kline, God, Heaven, and Har Magedon: A Cov-
enantal Tale of Cosmos and Telos (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock,
2006), 3.

6 Ilbid, 222.



Meredith George Kline was truly one of our great
professors of biblical theology and one of our great
professors of Christ.

We end where we began, because, as in bibli-
cal theology, so in the life of the Christian, the end
is in the beginning. The hope of the heaven land
was the inspiration for the scholarship and teach-
ing of MGK. His life ended with this hope—the
reality he taught us all to hunger and thirst after in
Christ—the hope rooted in the suffering and glory
of the second and last Adam, the coming consum-
mate glory in which the triune God will reign
supreme in Christ. ;

Ordained Servants:

The Ruling Elder

Originally published electronically in Ordained Servant
January 2007*

by Gregory Edward Reynolds

A friend and colleague in the ministry recently
told me that he resigns every Monday morning—
mentally, that is. | believe this conveys a true
sense of both the intensity and the difficulty of our
calling—that is the nature of the ministry itself—
but especially the unique difficulty of the ministry
in our times. Luther said, “If anyone had told me
about what the ministry was really like, ten wild
horses could not have dragged me into it.” Some
things never change. But in the early 1980s, a
retired Reformed minister named John Piersma
told Bill Shishko and me that he did not envy us
entering the ministry in the late twentieth century,
because, he maintained, there is little respect for
the ministerial office in the modern world. | would
add to this that alongside, and partly responsible
for spawning egalitarianism is the dramatic rear-
rangement of social space and consciousness by
the electronic environment. This combination of
influences has made our world an extraordinarily

1 http://opc.org/os.html?article_id=31.

challenging place in which to minister.

But this is the world in which we, as servants
of the risen Lord, have been ordained to serve. In
essence it is the same sinful, confused, rebellious
world in which Paul ministered. Above all, it is
the world in which the risen Lord Jesus Christ is
gathering his elect from among the nations, to join
him in inheriting the glorious kingdom over which
our Lord is presently the monarch.

The Importance of the Eldership?

One of the great causes of the contemporary
church’s weakness is its failure to understand, ac-
cept, and implement the biblical form of church
government. An essential element of that form is
found in the scriptural office of the ruling elder.
While it has often been thought that the word
“Presbyterian” in the name of a denomination or
local church obscures the biblical witness of that
church, it should be remembered that the word it-
self is preeminently biblical. “Presbyterian” comes
from the Greek word presbuteroj (presbyteros),
which means “elder.” (In various forms, the word
presbuteroj occurs seventy times in the New
Testament.) Since good ordering of the church
was important to the New Testament church, we
must take church government seriously. It is an
important means of spiritual formation. To lament
the low state of doctrine and morals in the church
today, while simultaneously neglecting and,
perhaps, disdaining one of the chief means which
God has appointed to correct these problems, is
reprehensible and foolish.

Not only does Christ, as the head of the
church, have the right to institute an office such as
the ruling elder, but, as the Good Shepherd who
laid down his life for the flock, he has done so for
the spiritual health and welfare of his people both
now and forever (Heb. 13:17).

Why, then, has this good office been largely

2 Based on the Foreword to The Ruling Elder by Samuel
Miller. Dallas TX: Presbyterian Heritage Publications, 1987
(reprint of 1832 edition), iii-vii. © Copyright 1987 by Gregory E.
Reynolds. The text of this edition was taken from the second edi-
tion of Samuel Miller's An Essay, on Warrant, Nature and Duties
of the Office of the Ruling Elder, in the Presbyterian Church (New
York: Jonathan Leavitt; Boston: Crocker & Brewster, 1832).
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abandoned by the church in our day? | believe that
there are two major reasons.

First, in battling the theological liberalism
over the past century, orthodox Christians have
minimized doctrinal differences and theological
precision in favor of a broad coalition based on cer-
tain “fundamentals.” It thus becomes convenient
to dismiss biblical doctrines which are not under
attack as unimportant or even “divisive.” This re-
duction of the church’s confession of its beliefs has
been aided and abetted by the anti-intellectualism
of modern America, leading to an emphasis on
emotion at the expense of clear thinking.

Pragmatism has never been a friend of care-
ful thought, and the modern church often seems
more interested in getting things done than in
considering the biblical warrant or theological
foundation for a given activity. Why waste precious
time discussing church doctrine when souls are
going to hell? Besides, assuming that evangelism is
the central task of the church, more than careful
oversight and feeding of the flock, might get the
church off track. Hence, it has become generally
accepted by religious leaders and laity alike that
church government is not only secondary to but
outside the scope of biblical concern.

Second, the minimizing of doctrine has com-
bined with another unbiblical ingredient—radical
individualism—to thwart the exercise of biblical
church government. The spirit of the Enlighten-
ment has blossomed in the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries. Each man is his own master,
accountable to no one but himself. In the church
this individualism translates to: “All | need is my
Bible and my God. Anything and anyone else is
a threat to my freedom.” Pastors may preach, but
they had better not meddle. The idea of a body of
ruling elders overseeing and shepherding the flock
of God has fallen on hard times.

It is incumbent on elders and ministers of the
Word to identify this autonomous instinct for what
it is: rebellion, not an inborn right. It is perhaps
somewhat understandable that secular man in
Western democracies should overreact to the
spread of totalitarianism in our century. What is
sad, though, is that Christians often fail to real-
ize that both totalitarianism and individualistic

egalitarianism are children of the same diabolical
parent: autonomous freedom. To live in absolute
independence from God has been the agenda of
fallen man ever since his rebellion in Eden. This
autonomous freedom is the essence of secularism.
In fact, pure democracy and the resultant chaos of
everyman rule have often paved the way for totali-
tarian control. The “one-man show” syndrome in
most baptistic churches offers a case in point. At
its worst this instinct, fueled by modern technolo-
gies, levels all of reality to the horizontal—the
human—eviscerating human experience of all
transcendence.

The other side of this secular cycle is revo-
lution against the dictator or ruling class. Strict
Plymouth Brethrenism, in which there are no
officers, along with the general disdain for official
authority in the church at large, are cases of this
reaction. Resisting the concept of church member-
ship and walking away from problems and conflicts
are both symptomatic of this pernicious spirit.

Both the abuse of God-ordained authority and
the failure to respect that authority are, or course,
equally unbiblical. Only a biblical view of elder-
ship will enable the church to avoid this Scylla of
dictatorship and Charybdis of radical individual-
ism. The church will steer a safe course in this
and every area only if she consciously charts that
course according to the inspired map and compass
of Scripture.

Positively speaking, when delegated authority
in the church is respected by the people and exer-
cised faithfully by the officers, it will bring glory to
God and good to his flock (Eph. 4:11-16). In the
church, unlike the world, authority is exercised in
service, not to self, but to God and his people. The
ruling elder is called to be an undershepherd of
his self-sacrificing Lord (Acts 20:28). His regard is
chiefly for the glory of his Lord and the welfare of
his blood-bought flock.

In the present climate of the tyranny of cults,
the impersonal manipulation of the mega-church-
es and mass-media ministries, the therapeutic indi-
vidualism of the emergent church, and the general
malaise of the average church’s leadership, a re-
turn to biblical church government is desperately
needed. The doctrine of the ruling elder must be a



keystone in any reform.

Today, the church must remember her true
identity. In returning to her biblical roots, she will
do well to consult the men who have best guided
her in the past. In the area of church government,
Samuel Miller should be among the first on the
list, though his book, The Ruling Elder, is regret-
tably out of print once again. Thankfully, there are
many other useful sources in our tradition.® ;

The Necessity of a
Doctrinal Road Map

Originally published electronically in Ordained Servant
February 2007*

by Gregory Edward Reynolds

In my first pastorate in New Rochelle, New
York, | was thrilled to discover a series of maps
produced and published by Hagstroms. These
maps of the five boroughs of New York City and of
Westchester County saved countless hours of driv-
ing over the years. They also prevented me from

3 Presently, we need to reach back into our Presbyterian heri-
tage. A good place to start is Samuel Miller's The Ruling Elder.

It was originally published in 1831 and proved seminal to all
subsequent debate on biblical eldership. Though Miller’s work
was an American first, he saw himself building on a rich tradition
of teaching on church office. For example, Miller demonstrates
that the essential idea of the office of ruling eldership is not a
New Testament innovation, but harkens back to Mosaic times.
Neither is eldership the ecclesiastical invention of John Calvin.
It was recognized by the earliest sixteenth-century reformers; and,
in turn they simply rediscovered and amplified what the ancient
church had once known. It should also be pointed out that some
of Miller’s exegesis tends toward a two-office view. For example,
he understands 1 Timothy 3 to apply to both elders and minis-
ters, despite the fact that he along with most of his colleagues
held a three-office position. As a man of his age, Miller was not
entirely free of a few unbiblical customs then current. The most
glaring example of this fault concerns his approval of the practice
of allowing non-communing, unbaptized tithers to vote in the
election of elders. He believed this was a practical necessity,

the abuse of which would be safeguarded by the jurisdiction of
presbytery. Fortunately, due to the lack of salary, the election of
ruling elders was not subject to the same corruption of patron-
age as was the salaried teaching eldership. The book, however, is
remarkably free of this sort of anachronism.

1 http://opc.org/os.html?article_id=32. If you are interested

in a sermonic treatment of this important subject, go to Pilgrim
Crossings http://www.pilgrimcrossings.org/ and click on “Sermon
Audio,” then “Topical Messages” for two sermons on catechizing.

ending up lost in one of the many dangerous parts
of the New York metropolitan area. Best of all, they
helped me to become increasingly familiar with
the fascinating place in which we lived.

Discovering the Westminster Confession and
Catechisms was even more thrilling. With this
accurate Bible map | became familiar with the ter-
rain, avoided getting lost in dangerous places, and
became at home with the complex and wonderful
world we call the Bible.

As Darryl Hart points out in “The Religion
of the Catechism,” our radically individualistic
culture has little patience with being formed by
someone else’s ideas. Thus, the thought of using
the words of a group of dead men is simply not
plausible. I often hear this expressed by Christians:
“l want to listen to what God says, not the words of
men.” This is tantamount to saying, “I don’t need
a map. | can find my own way.” But, while this
stance may first appear to be humble, it is actu-
ally supremely arrogant. The Reformed Baptist
preacher C. H. Spurgeon, who retained many
of the Presbyterian instincts with which he was
raised, had a sharp answer to people of this ilk:

Of course, you are not such wiseacres

as to think or say that you can expound
Scriptures without assistance from the
works of divines and learned men who
have labored before you in the field of
exposition. If you are of that opinion,
pray remain so, for you are not worth the
trouble of conversion, and like a little
coterie who think with you, would resent
the attempt as an insult to your infallibil-
ity. It seems odd that certain men who
talk so much about what the Holy Spirit
reveals to themselves should think so little
of what He has revealed to others. My
chat this afternoon is not for these great
originals, but for you who are content to
learn from holy men, taught of God, and
mighty in Scriptures.?

When Washington’s troops built their fortifica-

s1y3noy I 1UBAIOg
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(reprint, London: Banner of Truth Trust, 1969), 1.
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tions in Brooklyn, he insisted that they explore the
terrain before battle to be surefooted during the
rapid movements often required in the fight. In the
same way, catechizing should be a chief concern
of the church militant.

The concept of catechizing is found in many
places in Scripture, even where the word itself is
not used. From the beginning, the leaders of God’s
people have been given the task of forming both
the thinking and living of the church. Therefore,
the religion of the covenant of grace has always
been a religion of the catechism. In Genesis 18:19
the LORD said of Abraham, “I have chosen him,
that he may command his children and his house-
hold after him to keep the way of the LORD by
doing righteousness and justice, so that the LORD
may bring to Abraham what he has promised him.”
Catechizing is the way of guarding and keeping
the church in the way. In the Shema® we have an
Old Covenant command to catechize:

Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the
LORD is one. You shall love the LORD
your God with all your heart and with all
your soul and with all your might. And
these words that | command you today
shall be on your heart. You shall teach
them diligently to your children, and shall
talk of them when you sit in your house,
and when you walk by the way, and when
you lie down, and when you rise. (Deut.
6:4-7)

An example of this kind of Old Testament
catechizing is found in Psalm 119. This psalm is
structured catechetically as an alphabet acrostic
based on the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew
alphabet to aid in memorizing. In New Testament
times catechizing continues. Paul describes his fel-
low Jews as those who “know his will and approve
what is excellent, because you are instructed from
the law” (Rom. 2:18; cf. 1 Cor. 14:19; Gal. 6:6).

3 A Hebrew text consisting of three passages from the Pen-
tateuch (Deut. 6:4, 11:13-21; Num. 15:37-41) and beginning
“Hear, O lsrael, the LORD is our God, the LORD is one.” It
forms an important part of Jewish evening and morning prayer
and is used as a Jewish confession of faith.

And, in this issue of OS, Mark Garcia demon-
strates that Peter’s first letter has a catechetical con-
cern (“Pilgrimage in the Mode of Hope: Thoughts
on the Usefulness of Catechism”).

In our congregation we teach our young
people that when it comes to biblical truth, dogs
and cats get along. The certainties of historic
Christian faith, known as dogmas, are formed
in us by the process of catechizing. Of course,
memorizing is only the beginning of that spiritual
formation, but it is an essential ingredient. As Paul
tells Timothy: “Follow the pattern of the sound
words that you have heard from me, in the faith
and love that are in Christ Jesus” (2 Tim. 1:13).
We could translate the phrase “pattern of sound
words” (upotupwsin eugiainontwn logwn,
hypotypésin heugiaivovton logon) as “standard
of healthy doctrines.” The specific form, as well as
the systematic relationship, of sound teaching is
crucial to biblical discipleship.

Many people are surprised to discover that
the actual word “catechize”—as well as the idea
of catechism—is found in Scripture. Luke told
Theophilus that he wrote the gospel in order
to catechize Theophilus: “that you may have
certainty concerning the things you have been
taught” (Luke 1:4). The Greek verb for “taught”
is kathcew (karécheo), from which we derive our
English word “catechize,” which means literally
“to sound a thing in one’s ears, impressing it upon
one by word of mouth.” “[T]hose things” are
literally “the words” (wv. 2, 4), i.e. the doctrines,
the truths. The question-and-answer format has
become a time-tested way of achieving this end.
So one of the central tasks of the New Testament
church was to inculcate the truth through oral
instruction. “Inculcate” means “to impress upon
the mind by frequent repetition or persistent
urging.” The passive voice in the verb “taught”
indicates that Theophilus did not seclude himself
to privately study the Bible but humbled himself
and sought out the teaching of the church. The

4 Henry Liddell and Robert Scott, A Greek-English Lexicon
(New York: Harper and Bros., 1853), s.v. “kathcew.”

5  Webster's New World Dictionary of the American Language,
College Edition (1964), s.v. “inculcate.”



ancient church continued this apostolic tradition
in preparing new converts to publicly profess their
faith in Christ through catechizing them. They
were appropriately referred to as “catechumens.”

An odd usage of the word “catechize” is “to
charm or fascinate.” This is precisely what the
church seeks to do with what is memorized: to
show how utterly charming and delightful is the
truth of God’s Word as start-to-finish it reveals his
amazing grace. In other words, to teach God’s ac-
complishment and application of our redemption
in Jesus Christ is to captivate and, thus, mold the
hearts and lives of God’s people with God’s truth.
This became the all-consuming task and passion of
Apollos as Luke describes him in Acts 18:25. “This
man had been instructed [catechized] in the way
of the Lord; and being fervent in spirit, he spoke
and taught accurately the things of the Lord.”

The doctrinal map helps us find our way.
Many are justly concerned that an extensive
written statement of faith like the Confession,
and its teaching instruments the Catechisms, will
undermine the authority of the Bible. Properly
understood, however, confessions and catechisms
help us appreciate the Bible more. Without them,
the Bible often becomes either a closed book or a
seriously misunderstood one.

Just as no one confuses a map with the reality
of the terrain it depicts, so we understand that the
Catechism helps us understand the Bible’s terrain.
It is not a stand-alone source of truth. So reading
the Bible confirms the terrain, just as traveling
confirms the map’s accuracy. A map teaches us
what to look for and keeps us from getting lost.
“Desire without knowledge is not good, and
whoever makes haste with his feet misses his way”
(Prov. 19:2). Learn the map and you will find your
way. Forsake it and you will soon be lost.

One of the reasons the church is filled with
so much error today is that she has forgotten her
past. She has lost the map and is floundering in
the dark and often in dangerous places. We are
fortified with true doctrine “that we may no longer
be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and

6 Henry Thayer, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament
(1889), s.v. “kathcew.”

carried about by every wind of doctrine, by hu-
man cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes”
(Eph. 4:14). The ancient church struggled with
much doctrinal error. It took centuries to develop
sound theology after the New Testament record
was completed. Eventually the church fleshed out
a very important segment of the doctrinal map by
defining the Trinity and Christ’s two natures. The
authors of our Confession and Catechisms relied
heavily on these formulations in stating these doc-
trines. It is dangerous to travel as pilgrims without
the map our forefathers have labored so arduously
to provide. It is positively foolhardy.

The doctrinal map helps us to make spiritual
progress individually and corporately. Without a
good map we make our own way very slowly, if at
all. Imagine moving into a new area and refusing
to buy a map; while insisting on making your own.
Each time you went out to explore you would add
to and revise your map. Your progress would be
painfully slow.

But with a good map the wisdom of others
helps us make quicker, and more importantly
better, progress. Confession writers throughout
church history are like biblical cartographers.
Their collective wisdom, tested and verified over
the centuries, is an accurate systematic guide to
the teaching of the Bible. “No creed but Christ,
no book but the Bible” is a half-truth. Everyone
has a system of doctrine which answers the basic
question: What does the Bible teach about God,
sin, salvation, Christ, etc.? The real question is: Is
your system—nhowever informally constructed—
what the Bible teaches? American Christians often
sound like Thomas Paine, who once proclaimed
that his only church was his own mind.” But, as
Presbyterians, the catechisms should be ringing in
our ears.

So, to insure safe and profitable travel through
the terrain of Scripture, ministers and elders
should be fostering the time-honored practice of
catechizing in our congregations. ;

7 Thomas Paine, The Age of Reason: Being an Investigation
of True and Fabulous Theology (New York: The Truth Seeker
Company, 1898), 6.
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Preaching and Fiction:
Developing the Oral
Imagination

Originally published electronically in Ordained Servant
March 2007*

by Gregory Edward Reynolds

No one among us would doubt the importance of
reading for pulpit preparation. By all accounts we
are a bookish lot. We love to pore over tomes of
theology and volumes of commentaries. We have
been well-trained to seek the collective theological
and homiletical wisdom of the past. But how many
works of fiction do Reformed preachers read? If
the answer is “not many” or “none,” we should

ask why. My guess is that many Reformed preach-
ers do not think fiction is worth their time. They
may claim that it doesn’t deal with reality the way
non-fiction does. Thus history or biography may
be considered excellent extra-biblical fare. But,

as the logic goes, fiction is fluff; non-fiction alone
is valuable. From the Latin fictio the word may
mean either creating or counterfeiting. | hope to
prove that the notion that fiction is unreal is itself
a fiction, in the pejorative sense. The best fiction
probes reality—especially human reality—in a way
that no other medium does. Its consideration of
the meaning of the human is incomparable. Our
Reformed doctrine of common grace provides a
theological rationale for appreciating good fiction.
As Calvin taught, God gifts unbelievers in various
arts and sciences.?

1 http://opc.org/os.html?article_id=36.

2 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion (1559;
reprint, Library of Christian Classics, 20; ed. John T. McNeill;
trans. Ford Lewis Battles; Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1960),
11.2.15. “Whenever we come upon these matters in secular writ-
ers, let that admirable light of truth shining in them teach us that

the mind of man, though fallen and perverted from its wholeness,

is nevertheless clothed and ornamented with God’s excellent
gifts. If we regard the Spirit of God as the sole fountain of truth,
we shall neither reject the truth itself, nor despise it wherever it
shall appear, unless we wish to dishonor the Spirit of God.”

I am—along with my fellow writers in this
issue—an amateur reader of fiction. That means
| read fiction for the sheer pleasure or love of it
(“amateur” from the Latin “to love”), but | have
not studied it academically and, therefore, do not
analyze it in the way that an English literature
major might. As an encouragement to amateur
readers, C. S. Lewis suggests a fast from the surfeit
of literary criticism.® Thus, not having studied
English literature formally may be, in Lewis’s view,
at least partly, a good thing. We amateurs could
probably use a little of what Lewis had had his fill
of. | do not—because | cannot—pay attention to
the technical nature of the structure of fiction.
And there is value in understanding such things.
But beyond the simple enjoyment (or perhaps at
the heart of my pleasure), | have discovered three
homiletical benefits from good fiction, which |
think are of inestimable value to preachers. First,
good fiction presents a picture of humanity that
squares with reality, and thus with the biblical
account—horribly fallen and yet made in God’s
image. Good fiction, whether by a believer or an
unbeliever, explores this complex tension. Second,
good fiction helps us become better storytellers.
The Bible is, after all, the story of redemption.
Thus, since God is the divine storyteller, we should
imitate his essential means of communicating
truth to his people. Third, good fiction expands the
color and cadence of the preacher in the preach-
ing moment. Together these form what I call the
“oral imagination” of the preacher.

Good Fiction and the Meaning of the Human

As Harold Bloom suggests in the title of
his monumental commentary on the Bard—
Shakespeare: The Invention of the Human—good
fiction expands our understanding of the human
condition and, thus, our sympathy with our fellow
mortals. We might say that Shakespeare was the
inventor of good fiction. Some may object that
the Bible tells us all we need to know about the
human condition. It is true that the Bible gives
us the only authoritative theological grid through

3 C.S. Lewis, An Experiment in Criticism (Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press, 1961), 129.



which we can accurately assess the human situa-
tion. But good fiction helps us to see that condition
in its particularity in various places and situations
in history, especially our history. It confirms what
the Bible says in fallible but insightful portraits.

As preachers we need the expansion such reading
affords.

We tend to read works that mirror our own at-
titudes, ideas, and opinions. This approach inhibits
intellectual and spiritual growth; we fail to develop
the skill of seeing through the eyes of another.

In order to do this we must give ourselves to the
author’s view. C. S. Lewis instructs us along these
lines:

We are so busy doing things with the work
that we give it too little chance to work

on us. Thus increasingly we meet only
ourselves.

But one of the chief operations of art
is to remove our gaze from that mirrored
face, to deliver us from that solitude. When
we read the ‘literature of knowledge’ we
hope, as a result, to think more correctly
and clearly. In reading imaginative work, |
suggest, we should be much less concerned
with altering our own opinions—though
this of course is sometimes their effect—
than with entering fully into the opinions,
and therefore the attitudes, feelings, and
total experience, of other men.*

A good piece of fiction is a good piece of art—
a good piece of art gives us unique insight into
reality, which we should not wish to live without.
Shakespeare has taught us that there is a world in
every human soul; it is this world that great fiction
both explores and expands in us. Our theology
itself compels us to cultivate wider interests than
theology proper because we are called to minister
to the people—the world—around us. Understand-
ing them, sympathizing, and empathizing with
them are not optional.

Painting is similar to fiction: to truly appreci-
ate a work we must submit to the artist’s vision or

4 Ibid., 85.

narrative. In late Medieval and Renaissance times
painting was a visual narrative—one that need not
be idolatrous when appreciated outside of pub-

lic worship. Christian painter Makoto Fujimura
makes an eloquent plea for this sort of engage-
ment with art in his recent article “Come and
See.”s It is amazing what he learned as he went
and “stood under” in order to “under-stand” da
Vinci’s “The Last Supper” in the St. Maria delle
Grazie in Milan. So standing under good fiction
can be an illuminating and expanding experience.
As Fujimura indicates, good art offers both relief
and perspective in the midst of a surfeit of vacuous
images and sound bites.

By contrast Thomas Kinkaid, the self-styled
“painter of light,” depicts an unreal world. Light
emanates confusingly from everything. In da
Vinci’s painting there is a many-layered interplay
between light and darkness. But the source is clear:
God incarnate at the center.

Good fiction deals honestly with good and
evil in the world. Good fiction does not revel in
evil, for the sake of evil; but depicts evil as evil—
for what it is in its ugliness and deformity; the
very best fiction depicts evil in light of hope and
redemptive grace and glory. In twentieth-century
fiction, such as the novels of Graham Greene,
character development is often profound in its
depiction of the human predicament. The land-
scapes of human life are like the paintings of
Edward Hopper, desolate and even desperate, yet
in Greene’s case not without a glimmer of light
and hope. In his work the hope of redemption
comes in subtle rays of light penetrating darkness,
only occasionally entering the horizontal world of
hopeless and bleak fallen humanity.

Good Fiction Teaches Us How to Be Better
Storytellers

The temptation to preach with too much
doctrinal density can be resisted by helping people
enter the sermon through good storytelling, espe-
cially in connecting the pericope with the story of

5 Makoto Fujimura, “Come and See: Leonardo da Vinci’s
Philip in the Last Supper,” Books and Culture, 12:6 (November—
December 2006): 10-13.
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redemption. But, of course, many texts are them-
selves stories. Novelist Larry Woiwode suggested
to me that the use of narrative, or storytelling in
preaching, slows us down so that we can better
engage people with the divine message.®

When truth is embedded in narrative it is
more memorable, not only because of the pace,
but also because of the concreteness of human de-
tail. Stories deal with the specific realities of life in
space and time—in the history with which we are
familiar. Truth is more believable when presented
as history, since it is in history, not mythology, that
God has dealt with his people—most pointedly
in the Incarnation. Truth resides in the created
order—in the world in which we live and move
and have our being. All of Scripture is embedded
in history—in space and time. When not situated
in the narrative, doctrine alone may appear to the
hearer to be the construct of the preacher’s mind. |
believe this is one reason why people have enjoyed
the Joseph story more than any series of sermons
| have preached in twenty-eight years. It is story-
telling at its best. The truths of providence and
salvation are never made more memorable, woven
as they are throughout into the rich drama of the
Jacob cycle.

Storytelling’s importance in the ancient, bibli-
cal world has been largely overlooked by Reformed
preachers. Perhaps in reaction to Evangelical
anecdotal preaching, we have left a void which
needs to be filled. In the more orally-aurally ori-
ented culture of the ancient world, where personal
possession of “books” was rare, storytelling was the
primary means of propagating and transmitting
tradition. The increase of oral-aural sensibilities in
the electronic age is a providential prod calling us
to return to the power of the story of redemption to
shape the souls of his people. Unlike the “metalan-
guages” of structuralism, post structuralism, decon-
struction, and all earth-bound attempts to describe
the world, the narrative of redemption functions
as the metanarrative by which all others, including
good fiction, are to be interpreted and judged.

Our Lord often used stories, such as the good
Samaritan tale, making his point stick by telling it

6 From an email exchange in 2003.

in an unforgettable way. Such stories are set in the
context of the larger story of the history of redemp-
tion. This is the way God himself has chosen to
impress us with his truth. From Jesus’ example we
preachers should take our cue. Reading well writ-
ten fiction will help us become better storytellers.”

Good Fiction Helps Cultivate the Color and
Cadence of Pulpit Speech

Perhaps some Reformed preaching is dull be-
cause of a lack of imagination—what we might call
“oral imagination.” Well-written fiction teaches us
how to speak in colorful, euphonic ways. Rich and
well-sounding language is the fabric of Scripture
and the gift of human speech. As good fiction
describes the world and its inhabitants in detail, it
also inculcates patterns of speech that are concrete
and down to earth—for contemporary fiction is
up-to-date, giving us the best formed sounds of
our world. Such patterns invite people into our
sermons and help purge us of the Christian clichés
to which we are all too accustomed.

Developing healthy oral imaginations also
helps us to maintain a cadence of speech more
reflective of the everyday world as we experience it.
Electronic media, unfortunately, tend to make us
impatient with the slower paces of space and time.
This is one reason that | favor reading slowly, and
often stopping to read a well-written passage aloud.
If God took time to create, we preachers ought
to take more time to communicate our thoughts
to God’s people. The meaning of the human,
the art of storytelling, the expansion of the oral
imagination—these are all good reasons to read
good fiction. I hope these reflections and this issue
of Ordained Servant will whet your appetite for fic-
tion and help you find your “voice” in proclaiming
God’s Word. ;

7  Gregory E. Reynolds, “Preachers: Tell the Story of Re-
demption!” Kerux, 15:3 (December 2000): 2630 [link www.
pilgrimcrossings.org/ “Literature” “Cross-examination — exploring
biblical doctrine / preaching”].



Preaching and Poetry:
Learning the Power

of Speech

Originally published electronically in Ordained Servant
April 2007*

by Gregory Edward Reynolds

I still remember my internal gasp when, to my
auditory horror—as | presided over my daughter’s
wedding, one of her well-educated friends recited
the poem of her choice: Shakespeare’s Sonnet 116,
“Let me not to the marriage of true minds admit
impediments...” He read it in a near monotone,
expecting | think that mere spontaneity—it was
obvious that he had never read it before, even
silently—would see him through, perhaps even
making it a great reading. | secretly vowed never to
allow this to happen again and promptly memo-
rized that lovely poem myself to insure it—"“If this
be error and upon me proved, I never writ, nor

no man ever loved.” But what does this have to

do with preaching? Everything. Not one word the
hapless chap recited ever stuck in my mind. He did
not serve the Bard’s word well. It was written to be
read memorably. Shakespeare’s Elizabethan world
represents a pinnacle of the written—printed—and
oral word’s triumph in English culture. Our wed-
ding reader represents the antithesis of the world of
the sonnet he read so poorly.

Several years later | experienced the polar
opposite. New Hampshire hosted the first national
gathering of the poets laureate from each of the
states (around forty, as not all states have one) in
2003. A literate neighbor alerted me to the fact that
novelist and poet Larry Woiwode, whom my friend
remembered reading with great delight in the New
Yorker in the sixties, would be giving a reading at
the New Hampshire State Library that Friday as
the poet laureate of North Dakota. | worked extra
hard at completing my sermon preparation and

1 http://opc.org/os.html?article_id=39.

headed for Concord, half an hour north. Larry’s
recitation was by far the most polished and pas-
sionate of the four poets who read. It was arresting,
a kind of presence all too rare, invoked by speech.
I introduced myself and recalled our meeting at
an OPC general assembly at Beaver Falls in the
1980s—I had gotten him to sign a paperback copy
of Beyond the Bedroom Wall (1975). Now in New
Hampshire Larry was still wearing his cowboy
boots and looking very much the western North
Dakotan. It was obvious the way he walked that
he was used to wearing these boots at home on

his ranch and not just for readings. The urban air
had not poisoned his love of home. His years in
New York learning his craft had only deepened his
affinities.

Larry worshipped with us that Sunday and
stayed in our home. On Saturday evening he had
been present to hear Dana Gioia, the then newly
inaugurated chairman for the National Endow-
ment for the Arts, give the keynote speech to the
gathered poets. Gioia, himself a very imposing
poetic presence, is one of the founders of the New
Formalism, a movement to restore metrical struc-
ture and rhyme to poetry. Larry and | spoke late
into the night about the place of fiction and poetry
in the church and in the pulpit.

On the following day | invited Larry to the

annual Shakespeare Festival at Saint Anselm’s Col-

lege at which all 154 sonnets are read by alumni
and friends in the open air. The readings were var-
ied in quality, until Larry volunteered, during an
open mike intermission, to do a reading. Decades
ago in New York City he had acted in King Rich-
ard the Second with the then unknown Robert
Duval. Now he recited—acted—a soliloquy of the
king (Act V, Scene V) in which the Bard reflects
on his own place in the world as the many-faced
writer-player on the stage of life.

I have been studying how | may compare
This prison where | live unto the world:
And for because the world is populous,
And here is not a creature but myself,

I cannot do it; yet I'll hammer it out.
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The crowd of students and professors—
meandering inattentively toward the refreshment
table—was stunned. The presence of the word—
not the divine Word, the human word as one of
God's best gifts—was like a strange voice, remem-
bered from the distant past of primary orality,
when words counted and made their mark. No
one drank coffee until Larry had finished. This
made me long for the church to know more of this
oral power in the preaching moment. By his own
speech God called the cosmos into being. By it he
is calling his people into his kingdom. Preaching
is, after all, God’s chosen medium. The spoken
word changes the world. The Word of God pro-
duces a new creation.

Our neighbor, though a sonnet reader—and
one of the best—was not present for King Rich-
ard’s epiphany. But, when we arrived home, he
was there next door reading under the maple trees.
I asked Larry if he would recite something for Jim.
So there on our deck against the hue and scent of
spring he read Sonnet 116 in a way | shall never
forget. And that is the point of poetry. No wonder it
is in such eclipse—we so infrequently read aloud.
We miss the immediacy of the spoken word—a
God-given power to cultivate and form his world.
Scientific rationalism—analyzing the world to
death—has evacuated the spoken word of poetry
and disenchanted us all.

April is National Poetry month. How many
ministers of the word are celebrating? We word-
smiths should care. Many in our circles may
believe that reading poetry is a superfluous pursuit.
I should like to convince you that the poetic sensi-
bility lies at the heart of our task as interpreters and
communicators of God’s Word.

I ended last month’s editorial encouraging
preachers to find their “voice” in the pulpit. “Find-
ing one’s voice” is usually meant and taken as a
metaphor for the way one writes—one’s writing
style. Let me suggest that we preachers also need
to think about the way our voices literally sound in
the ears—the original meaning of “catechize”—
of those we are addressing with the Word of God.
How does what we preach sound, not How does it
look on the page?

An Interest in Poetry Is Biblical

Poetry’s place in the Bible should inspire us
to give it prominence in both the preparation and
practice of preaching. Would a prophet write a
poem to communicate God’s truth? Jacob, David,
and countless other biblical writers did. More
germane for you, my readers, is the question, As a
preacher would you read a poem—would you read
it aloud?

We must admit that our tendency—were we
writing Scripture—would be to write a journal
article or a lecture. Perhaps we even secretly
wonder if the literary forms in which the Bible
was written are the best modes of communicat-
ing. This is because we are mostly “silent” read-
ers. But the original audience of both testaments
would not even have had the luxury of owning
manuscripts unless they were very wealthy. The
average cost of a book would have been equivalent
to a working man’s annual income. The Bereans
in Acts 17 would have had to go to the synagogue
to search the Scriptures. Ordinarily through all of
the millennia of Bible history, the primary access
to God’s Word among God'’s people was through
hearing the Scriptures read and preached.? Thus
the patterns of sound in the structure of the text
would need to be memorable—and so they are. A
large portion of the Bible is written in poetry and
poetic structures like the chiasm. But how often do
we take advantage of this in the preparation and
delivery of sermons?

In Ephesians 2:10 Paul says that “we are his
workmanship [poetry, literally poiéma poihma,
emphasis mine], created in Christ Jesus for good
works, which God prepared beforehand that
we should walk in them.” In Romans 1:20 Paul
uses the verb form: “For his invisible attributes,
namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have
been clearly perceived, ever since the creation
of the world, in the things that have been made

2 This point is made repeatedly by Hughes Oliphant Old in
his monumental multi-volume series The Reading and Preach-
ing of the Scriptures in the Worship of the Christian Church in 6
volumes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998-2007). This is a rich
historical resource with excellent commentary and extensive bib-
liography and indexes, more than a history of preaching, loaded
with biblical and historical wisdom for the preacher.



[poiémasin poihmasin, emphasis mine]. So they
are without excuse.” This word comes from the
Greek verb “to make,” poiew (poieo). So we are
God’s poetry, especially as remade in the image of
his incarnate Son. | quote this verse, not to suggest
that what we call poetry is what Paul had in mind.
Rather, poetry as a spoken art is a species of this
general idea of God’s craftsmanship in creating
and recreating. There is a world in every soul, and
a poem is a tiny universe of meaning reflecting
the reality that we are made in God’s image. As
new creatures in Christ—new poemas—we say
the world through his words, the incarnation of
thinking God’s thoughts after him. A poem, like
a person, is a carefully crafted creation, in which
every part serves to form the beauty and mean-
ing of the whole. Because poetry is so intimately
connected with our humanity, | believe that our
hearers are hungry for the beauty, healing, and
recreative power of the word in every arena of life,
especially in worship.

As Paul Engle puts it:

Poetry is ordinary language

raised to the Nth power.

Poetry is boned with ideas,

nerved and blooded with emotions,
all held together by the delicate,
tough skin of words.

A poem is words patterned to impress. This is
the genius of hymnody. Poetry and song—the mu-
sic of the human voice—are very closely related.

Developing the Poetic Sensibility in the
Service of Preaching

Preachers must learn to distinguish between
oral and written speech. The written is for the eye,
while the oral is for the ear. The greatest problem
for the seminary trained preacher—and we all
need such training—is that our training has been
rigorously literary. We are book, text, and lecture
oriented. Lectures are content heavy, designed
primarily to inform, not so much to move or
persuade. Nineteenth-century English bishop J.
C. Ryle expressed this well: “English composition

for speaking to hearers and English composition
for private reading are almost like two different
languages, so that sermons that ‘preach’ well ‘read’
badly.”® Perhaps there is some truth to the provoca-
tive statement that “people today are not tired of
preaching, but tired of our preaching.” Thielicke
observes that “the man who bores others must also
be boring himself.”®

| think that the kind of notes we bring into the
pulpit bears directly on the quality of our oral pre-
sentation. Try putting the results of your study in a
more oral format. Homiletics is the art of translat-
ing the text’'s meaning, in the context of systematic
and biblical theology, into a form designed to
transform God’s people in the preaching moment.
Theology—and the academy—serve homiletics
not vice versa. Think of your preparation as soil
for the sermon, not the sermon itself. Don't bring
your study into the pulpit. Bring the results; and
bring them in oral form—~bring them to be spoken.
Extemporaneous preaching is live preaching, fully
prepared for, but exclusively oral, not directly
rooted in the manuscript itself. “The written text of
the New Testament is ordered to ... oral activity.”
The structure of persuasive speech is essential
to its effect on the memory and, thus, the heart
of the hearer. Consequently, your sermon notes
should be structured more as a set of cues than
a manuscript to be read or memorized. Use two
manuscripts, if necessary: one is a written summary
of your exegesis and application put in the order of
your sermon; the other is a one page abbreviated

form for the pulpit.
Poetry is invaluable in teaching us the rhythms

and cadences of the spoken word. One of the best

3 lain Murray, D. Martyn Lloyd-Jones: The Fight of Faith
(Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1990), 345.

4 John W. Doberstein, Introduction to Thielicke, The Trouble
with the Church (New York: Harper and Row, 1965), viii, refer-
ring to a statement by Paul Althaus, emphasis added.

5 Helmut Thielicke, The Trouble with the Church (New York:
Harper and Row, 1965), 9.

6 Walter Ong, Review: Beyond the Written Word: Oral Aspects
of Scripture in the History of Religion (William A. Graham) in
America (March 4, 1989), 204.
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ways to develop oral skill is to pay attention to how
others read—to the best oral presentation. John
Gielgud’s recitation of Shakespeare’s sonnets is
incomparable.

Baseball radio announcers are excellent
examples of offering vivid speech which engages
the listener. In our visual, high resolution age their
skills are tested to the limit. They are well paid
to hold attention, with words that stimulate the
imagination so that the hearer visualizes the game.
The best of these announcers were often English
majors in college and former English teachers,
as is Red Sox announcer Joe Castiglione. “That
hard grounder to the shortstop ate him up. ... He
roped one over the head of the second baseman
into right field. ... He crushed that one and sent it
into the stands in center field. ... He had a notion,
but checked his swing. ... A one-two-three inning-
ending double play.”

Poetry teaches us to love words—their sounds
and their meanings. The preacher must cultivate
a love for the English language, especially the spo-
ken word. Ransack the best dictionaries. Above all,
read aloud. Choose the best poetry and prose and
read it aloud. Read the Psalms, George Herbert,
Dylan Thomas, Shakespeare, the essays and stories
of G. K. Chesterton, Hillaire Belloc, Stephen
Leacock, Christopher Morley, aloud!

How poorly we ministers often are at reading
of Scripture in public. Many seek to overcome the
monotone by over-reading. The proper expres-
sion should be a heightened form of our ordinary
speech—each word weighted according to its posi-
tion and meaning. The King James Version is best
suited to the practice of reading Scripture aloud,
not because it is a perfect or even the best transla-
tion. I am not recommending it for public wor-
ship, only for practice—because it was produced
in a golden age of orality. One thing is certain: the
Authorized Version was translated to be read aloud
in churches. The authorized title says: “appointed
to be read in churches.” This certainly did not
mean silent, private reading. Reading aloud—even
to yourself—impresses the beauty and power of the
richest language in history into your oral memory.
Words are your tools. Labor to be a wordsmith. As

Marshall McLuhan said, “Language itself is the
principal channel and view-maker of experience
for men everywhere.”” “The spoken word involves
all the senses dramatically.” The preached Word
is the most powerful “view-maker” of all, as it
corrects the idolatrous “view-making” propagated
by our fallen world, especially by the electronic
media. The preached Word inculcates the redemp-
tive “view-making” of the heavenly reality of the
incarnate Logos.

As we learn both the rhythms and cadences of
the spoken word in reading, so the entire sermon
should be varied in intensity, rich in linguistic
diversity and acoustic texture. Poetry can teach us
this.

An Example of the Use of Extra-Biblical
Poetry in Preaching

The verbal economy of poetry makes every
word count. Poetry can help us curb the verbosity
to which we preachers are prone. In preaching on
Ecclesiastes, | have noticed that my sermons are
ten minutes shorter than normal (45 minutes). |
believe that this is related to the economy of lan-
guage that poetry tends to cultivate in our speech
patterns. These sermons not only involve interpret-
ing the poetry in the text itself, but also the quoting
of extra-biblical poetry, which I have reproduced
below.

The best hymns are poetry heightened by mu-
sic. Or, because both poetry and song are musical
in nature, we may say that hymnody is poetry in
its highest form. Great hymns have retained or re-
gained favor among those who have some measure
of poetic sensibility. But properly sung and read,
they may also teach preachers and worshippers
alike to be better stewards of the spoken word.

The poems below were used in a sermon titled
“Trust God amidst Life’s Uncertainties” on Eccle-
siastes 7:13-18. God is sovereign over the crooked

7 Marshall McLuhan, “Catholic Humanism and Modern
Letters,” in The Medium and the Light: Reflections on Religion,
edited by Eric McLuhan and Jacek Szlarek (Toronto: Stoddart,
1999), 2-3.

8 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions
of Man (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964), 77-78.



things in life and uses them to teach us the limits
of our wisdom and the boundlessness of his. He
alone can make the crooked straight.

William Cowper (1731-1800)
New Trinity Hymnal, #128

God moves in a mysterious way
His wonders to perform;

He plants his footsteps in the sea,
And rides upon the storm.

Deep in unfathomable mines

Of never-failing skill

He treasures up his bright designs,
And works his sovereign will.

Ye fearful saints, fresh courage take;
The clouds ye so much dread

Are big with mercy, and shall break
In blessings on your head.

Judge not the Lord by feeble sense,
But trust him for his grace;

Behind a frowning providence

He hides a smiling face.

His purposes will ripen fast,
Unfolding every hour;

The bud may have a bitter taste,
But sweet will be the flow'r.

Blind unbelief is sure to err,
And scan his work in vain.
God is his own interpreter,
And he will make it plain.

“The Pulley” by George Herbert
(1593-1633)

When God at first made man,

Having a glasse of blessings standing by,
‘Let us, said He, ‘poure on him all we can;
Let the world’s riches, which dispersed lie,
Contract into a span.

So strength first made a way;

The beautie flow'd, then wisdome, honour,
pleasure;

When almost all was out, God made a stay,

Perceiving that alone of all his treasure,

Rest in the bottome lay.

‘For if I should, said He,

‘Bestow this jewell also on my creature,
He would adore My gifts instead of Me,
And rest in Nature, not the God of Nature:
So both should losers be.

‘Yet let him keep the rest,

But keep them with repining restlessnesse;
Let him be rich and wearie, that at least,
If goodnesse leade him not, yet wearinesse
May tosse him to My breast.’

May every month be poetry month for
preachers. ;

Some Resources

Adams, Jay. Studies in Preaching: Sense Appeal
in the Sermons of Charles Haddon Spurgeon, vol.
1. Nutley, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed, 1976.
Provides an excellent study of the importance of
the “sensual” element in effective preaching.

Dombeck, David. “Reading the Word of God
Aloud.” In The Preacher and Preaching, ed. Samuel
T. Logan, Jr. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R, 1986. Pages
419-44.

Gielgud, John. The Sonnets of William Shake-
speare. 1963. 2 cassettes, Caedmon Audio. New
York: HarperCollins, 1996. Incomparable perfor-
mances given by one of the finest Shakespearean
actors of all time.

Ong, Walter. The Presence of the Word. New
Haven: Yale, 1967; reprint, Minneapolis, MN:
University of Minnesota, 1981. This is a founda-
tional study of the primacy of the oral/aural and
the radical nature of the change in the human
sensorium which printing and the electronic
media have initiated. Some of the best insights into
the power, immediacy, and effect/affect of the oral
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in divine and human life, by a Jesuit who interacts
with Scripture. Ong is somewhat neo-orthodox and
takes his cue from Teilhard de Chardin’s evolu-
tionary perspective on redemptive history.

. Orality and Literacy: The Technolo-
gizing of the Word. New York: Methuen, 1982.
Ong’s magnum opus, not in size, but in substance.
A seminal study of the comparison of orality and
literacy. Stimulates us to think especially of the dif-
ference printing has made in the way we use and
think about words. A must-read for anyone inter-
ested in media ecology.

Osgood, Charles Grosvenor. Poetry as a Means
of Grace. Princeton, 1941. These five chapters
were originally delivered at Princeton Theological
Seminary as the Stone Lectures in 1940. The book
is an engaging apologia for a lifetime appreciation
of poetry and for poetry’s value to the minister and
the Christian “to meet the increasing materialism
of the modern world.”

Spurgeon, Charles Haddon. “On the Voice.”
In Lectures to My Students. Reprint, Grand Rap-
ids: Zondervan, 1972. Pages 110-26.

Storrs, Richard S. Preaching without Notes.
New York: Hodder and Stoughton, 1875. Offers an
excellent treatment of the art of extemporaneous
preaching.

What Is the State For?

Originally published electronically in Ordained Servant
May 2007*

by Gregory Edward Reynolds

Seeking to define the purpose of government has
been a quest of American Christians since the set-
tling and founding eras of our nation. Even though
the initial pursuit of religious freedom was still
tainted by the Medieval notion of Christendom,
the establishment clause in the First Amendment
made the disestablishment of state-supported
Christianity inevitable. By the fourth decade of the
nineteenth century it became an institutional fact
according to the laws of every state. But ever since,
American Christians have been uneasy with their
position as an embassy of the heavenly kingdom.
Whether it is reviving Christian America or recon-
structing government and society after a Christian
pattern, the culture wars continue. So | ask the
question, what is the state for?

There are probably few more controversial
subjects in Christendom than the relationship
between the church and the state. Since Constan-
tine, the debate has raged. The editorial opinions
expressed below are merely a small part of that
debate among the Reformed. While we must
labor especially hard not to enshrine our own
convictions on this subject, | hope that those who
may strenuously disagree with me will be patient
enough—as | have attempted to be with the ideas
of others over recent years—to carefully consider a
minority view—one which I, too, once opposed.

I once believed that the British—or original—
version of the Westminster Confession of Faith
(WCF) was the best. | was convinced that the
separation of church and state enshrined in the
Constitution—although | used to think that people
beginning with Jefferson misinterpreted the estab-
lishment clause of the first amendment>—and the

1 http://opc.org/os.html?article_id=47.

2 “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof...”



1788 American revision of the Confession, were
responsible for the decline of American culture.

So what is the state for? We must remember
that the state in the Old Testament had the same
purpose as the state in the New Testament: God’s
providential arrangement to protect life and prop-
erty in the fallen situation. The nation of Israel was
unique—sui generis. It was a stand-alone institu-
tion in redemption history. It prepared the way for
the Messianic Age, a prototype of eschatological
glory, and a witness of the uniqueness of God’s
grace and holy ways to the nations. God’s moral
standard for his image bearers never changes, but
the organization of his people as a nation does.
Israel as a nation had a typological function, now
fulfilled in Christ.

Even the Puritans, who believed in a Chris-
tian commonwealth, understood that the civil
administration of Israel was so inextricably tied to
the ceremonial or cultic that it was all done away
with, as a single entity, in Christ. This doctrine is
explicit in WCF 19.4, “To them [lsrael] also, as a
body politic, he gave sundry judicial laws, which
expired together with the state of that people, not
obliging any other now, further than the general
equity thereof may require.” Significantly, this
paragraph was not revised in the American revision
of 1788, because it comports well with the distinc-
tion between the church and state accentuated by
the American revisers. The seeds of the separation
of church and state were already sown in the two
kingdom distinction rediscovered during the Refor-
mation. So emphatically both the judicial, or civil,
laws and the state of Israel itself, have expired, with
no obligation to obey either, except as “the general
equity thereof may require.” Note that even this is
tentatively stated as “may” require. Theonomists
and reconstructionists often ignore this radical
reduction of obligation, and make the “general
equity” clause require more than it was meant
to—a mandate for the civil magistrate to enforce
Mosaic laws or the true religion—as well as ignore
what it clearly says about the expiration of the laws
and state of Israel. But did the Confession writers
have the state principally in view regarding general
equity?

The proof text of the Assembly is insightful:
“Do | say these things on human authority? Does
not the Law say the same? For it is written in the
Law of Moses, ‘You shall not muzzle an ox when it
treads out the grain.’ Is it for oxen that God is con-
cerned? Does he not speak entirely for our sake?

It was written for our sake, because the plowman
should plow in hope and the thresher thresh in
hope of sharing in the crop” (1 Cor. 9:8-10). The
equity referred to is a general principle of Mosaic
law applied by Paul to ministers of the New Cov-
enant, i.e., to the people of God under a different
administration of the Covenant of Grace. The
limited obligation commanded by this law is not
for the civil magistrate but rather for the church.
Certainly the concept of general equity in seven-
teenth-century jurisprudence refers to principles
of justice common to all people. But Paul’s focus
in applying the general equity of this particular
Levitical law is the church, not the general popula-
tion, however applicable it may be to the latter.

After the initial extended proof text for this pas-
sage in the WCF is referred to (Exod. 21:1-23:19),
Jacob’s prophetic blessing on Judah (Gen. 49:10)
is cited. “The scepter shall not depart from Judah,
nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet, until
tribute comes to him; and to him shall be the
obedience of the peoples.” The coming of Messiah
changes everything. The relationship of God’s peo-
ple to the state reverts—mutatis mutandi—to the
equivalent of the Patriarchal situation, in which
the Lord used the state to protect his redemptive
project. As Craig Troxel and Peter Wallace point
out, the Assembly used the Mosaic law in its proof
texts to apply the judicial or civil law to Christ and
his kingdom, as does the New Testament itself.?

The moral law, which continues in all ad-
ministrations of the covenant of grace (cf. WCF
19.2), is by parity of reasoning, still applicable to
the people of God. The New Covenant rendition
of the holy demands of obedience, similar to the
Ten Words, is distinctly covenantal in nature and

3 A. Craig Troxel and Peter J. Wallace, “Men in Combat over
the Civil Law: ‘General Equity’ in WCF 19.4,” Westminster Theo-
logical Journal 64, no. 2 (2002): f.n. 317-318. This is an excellent
treatment of the historical moorings of the concept of general
equity in Western jurisprudence.
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not addressed to the nations per se. It is not that the
nations are not held accountable to God’s moral
standards, rather that they know those standards
through a different revelation, as Paul makes clear
in Romans 1:20. “For his invisible attributes,
namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have
been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of
the world, in the things that have been made. So
they are without excuse.”

Special revelation, it may be argued, has also
been passed on from Eden through common
culture, and has been especially amplified through
the powerful influence of subsequent special rev-
elation in Western culture’s development. Hence,
Moses is included, along with Confucius and other
jurisprudential influences, on the Supreme Court’s
pediments in Washington, D.C.. What does the
New Covenant teach us about both the purpose
and role of the state? Emerging from several mil-
lennia of living under the Mosaic arrangement,
in which the nation and its ruler were in special
covenant with the Lord, we would expect special
instruction in the New Covenant documents as to
how believers should relate to the secular state in
the new situation.

The Apologetic of Luke-Acts

Written after the day of Pentecost, Luke-Acts
is, in part, an apologia for the church’s mission in
not seeking revolutionary overthrow of the civil
government. The first-century Roman Empire was
rife with revolutionary movements. In contrast,
the New Covenant church is called to be support-
ive of civil government as a God-ordained institu-
tion, providing temporal order—protecting life and
property—but not directly supporting the church.
The transcendent spiritual nature of the church
enables it to work within God’s extant providential
arrangement, while depending directly on him for
its life, guidance, and government. There is no
establishment agenda anywhere in the New Cov-
enant. To the contrary, the New Covenant assumes
the disestablishment of God’s people as a national
identity.

Many have argued that John the Baptist
exemplifies the church’s interest in secular lead-

ers’ morality. Actually, he is the last Old Testa-
ment prophet pursuing a covenant lawsuit against
Herod Antipas’s immorality. Antipas claimed to

be the king of Israel. Paul, on the other hand, as

a New Covenant prophet to the world, does not
call Herod Agrippa Il (Acts 25-26) to repent of his
incest as a king in covenant with God, as John did
Antipas. Rather, Paul calls him to repent as a sin-
ner and to believe the gospel as a man. Such is the
prophetic mission of the church.

The idea that the church, as the church, is to
continually inform the state of its duty, is con-
trary to what we see in the inspired record of the
church’s early mission. The Assembly asserted this
in WCF 31.5, “Synods and councils are to handle,
or conclude nothing but that which is ecclesiasti-
cal: and are not to intermeddle with civil affairs
which concern the common wealth, unless by
way of humble petition in cases extraordinary; or,
by way of advice, for satisfaction of conscience,
if they be thereunto required by the civil magis-
trate.” The absoluteness of the prohibitions here is
startling considering that these Puritans believed
in a Christian commonwealth concept. Yet they
make it clear that there are only two exceptions to
their strongly stated separation of church and state:
“cases extraordinary,” and when the church is
asked by the state for advice. The latter is unlikely
in a democracy, although individual Christians,
like J. Gresham Machen, may be asked to testify
before Congress. “Cases extraordinary” would
seem to indicate that if the church’s welfare, as the
church, is at stake, then a humble request for relief
might be in order. What is clear is that such cases
are extraordinary; they are not the regular business
of assemblies.

The Imperatives of the New Covenant

Romans 13 offers the definitive New Testa-
ment text on the believer’s attitude toward the
secular state. Peter summarizes Paul’s concern in
a succinct imperative. “Be subject for the Lord’s
sake to every human institution, whether it be to
the emperor as supreme, or to governors as sent
by him to punish those who do evil and to praise
those who do good” (1 Pet. 2:13-14). The focus



of those who claim this classic text as a mandate
for the civil magistrate is Paul’s definition of the
ruler as a “minister of God” (NKJV) in verse 4.
The ESV’s “servant” doesn’t help until one puts
the noun in biblical context. Similarly, the LORD
refers to the secular ruler Cyrus as his “shepherd”
(Isa. 44:28), doing his sovereign providential will in
restoring Israel. It is well-known that the Caesar at
the time Paul wrote Romans 13 was actually Nero,
a ruler who, as far as we know, knew nothing of
either Old or New Covenant special revelation.

Equally important is the description of the
civil ruler in this passage as a promoter of good and
an avenger of wrongdoing. This is a fact—all verbs
being in the indicative mood—not a standard to
which the ruler is commanded to aspire. All of the
imperatives are directed to the church. The letter
itself is written to the church in Rome. Paul’s con-
cern is that they understand the secular state, not
as the Jews did, as an enemy of the true religion,
but as a providential provision of God to keep
order in the world in which the church is called to
proclaim her message. But how can a secular ruler
know what is good and bad?

Where Does the State Gets Its Guidance?

First, it is important to remember that the Old
Testament is filled with examples of good and wise
rulers who were not believers, and had no knowl-
edge of special revelation. Abimelech functioned
this way in the lives of Abraham and Isaac. So Pha-
rach with Joseph. Acts is full of such examples. In
Acts 28, Paul experienced the benevolence of both
people and ruler alike: “The native people showed
us unusual kindness.” (28:2).

Second, the “good conduct” in view in Ro-
mans 13 is not to be confused with the covenantal
ethics of special revelation, emanating as they
do from the heavenly loyalty of new creatures in
Christ, but refers rather to conduct sufficient to
maintain civil order. That both citizens and rulers
alike often compromise and sometimes transgress
what promotes the commonwealth, is no argu-
ment against the fact that unbelievers know what is
right and are capable of civil behavior. As | see it,
the crux of the debate is the question: Is the state

guided by special revelation or not? And if not,
what is the source of the state’s guidance?

Fallen people are able to distinguish good
conduct from bad because of general revelation.
Paul makes this clear earlier in the same letter:
“For when Gentiles, who do not have the law, by
nature do what the law requires, they are a law to
themselves, even though they do not have the law.
They show that the work of the law is written on
their hearts, while their conscience also bears wit-
ness, and their conflicting thoughts accuse or even
excuse them on that day when, according to my
gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ
Jesus” (Rom. 2:14-16).

The objective of Paul’s exhortation in Romans
13 is for Christians to respect and, therefore, obey
civil authority, despite the fact that secular rulers
are not in covenant with God as they were under
Moses. Jews, and Gentiles associated with the
synagogue, would need to adjust to this new idea,
having been under the covenantal kingship of the
Mosaic order for so long. The exhortation is ap-
plicable today, especially for those who believe that
civil magistrates ought to be Christian or at least
rule by Christian principles. An extreme example
of this is a New Hampshire couple presently
convicted of tax evasion who refuse to even listen
to civil authorities because they are not “people of
God.” It is precisely Paul’s assumption in Romans
13 that the civil ruler is not a believer. In the new
situation, his explanation of the common grace
institution of the state is necessary.

Thus, it is not only important to distinguish
between the institutions of church and state, but
the source of each institution’s guidance. Addition-
ally the purposes of each must be identified. It is
not even enough to say that the goals of the state
are temporal, and those of the church eternal. It
must be added that the sources of guidance and
purposes are dramatically different. The essential
interests of one are not the same as those of the
other. As our Confession defines the purpose of the
state: “It is the duty of civil magistrates to protect
the person and good name of all their people”
(WCF 23.3). Rulers are not tasked with promoting
or enforcing the “true religion.” They are called to
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maintain civil order for all of its citizens, including
Muslims, Jews, and atheists; and special revela-
tion commands Christians to support them in this
distinct endeavor. But we do not need the state to
promote the interests of the religion. The power of
the Spirit of the enthroned Lord Jesus Christ oper-
ating through his appointed means of grace is all
the church needs to achieve her eternal purpose of
gathering the elect from among the nations.

The Hermeneutics of Our Millennial Views

Greg Bahnsen once insisted to me that
amillennialism was no impediment to accepting
his theonomic understanding of the state. He
maintained that the two are compatible. I mildly
disagreed then and eventually my amillennialism,
combined with the notable absence of a transfor-
mational agenda in the New Testament—especial-
ly in Romans 13—Ilead me to my present position.

Postmillennialism, whether of the Edwards or
Bahnsen variety, demands an interest in Christian-
izing civilization, including the state. The Con-
stantinian instinct animates both. By taking Israel
as a model for civil government Theonomy ends
up land-locked in this world and stuck hopelessly
in the old order with its agenda. Our eschatologi-
cal destination is not a simple repristination of the
old order. It is, as Vos and Kline have shown us, an
advancement to a glorious new and consummate
state of being in a new heavens and new earth.
Thus, the state, like our mortal bodies, will be left
behind in the wake of the coming glory. Mean-
while, integral to our worldview, we are called to
respect and support the state as good citizens in
its temporal business. However, expecting more
from the state than the protection of our lives and
liberties is to disrespect the power and purposes of
Almighty God.

In the midst of the debate over what the state
is for, while | am committed to be tolerant of op-
posing views, | would like to challenge those who
see the magistrate as called to promote a specifi-
cally Christian agenda, whether enforcing the Ten
Commandments, the Mosaic judicial laws, or the
true religion, to prove their case from the New
Testament documents. What does the inspired

text say that the state is for? My reading makes

me conclude that the state in the New Covenant
situation is God’s providential institution, guided
by general revelation for the maintenance of civil
order so that history may continue as the context
for the achievement of God’s redemptive purposes
in—and through—the resurrected, ascended, and
enthroned Lord Jesus Christ. ;

The Wired Church

Originally published electronically in Ordained Servant
June-July 2007*

by Gregory Edward Reynolds

Malcolm Muggeridge once asked: “Suppose there
had been a fourth temptation when our Lord en-
countered the Devil in the wilderness—this time
an offer of networked TV appearances, in prime
time, to proclaim and expound his Gospel. Would
this offer, too, have been rejected like the others? If
s0, why?"2

If we think of idolatry in terms of fallen man’s
quest for control over his life and destiny, then we
will have a clearer lens through which to view and
understand the electronic environment. Looked
at in this light, modern man has invented bet-
ter, more pervasive, and efficient ways to escape
God—or should we say evade God, for he can
never be escaped. In the absence of genuine faith,
control is the only alternative. Our mechanical
and electronic inventions have created the illusion
that we do not need the God of the Bible. The
sum of these technologies is broadcasting a con-
tinual message: there is no need for God, unless
he functions in our service. The problem for the
church is how to manage technology so that this

1 http://opc.org/os.html?article_id=48. Portions of this edito-
rial are taken from my The Word Is Worth a Thousand Pictures:
Preaching in the Electronic Age (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock,
2001), chapter 8, “The Fourth Temptation: The Compromise of
the Church.”

2 Malcolm Muggeridge, Christ and the Media (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1977) 30.



message is muted.

This problem relates not only to messages of
consumerism or radical individualism that tech-
nology brings into the church, but also to the idea
that God is unnecessary to the church’s existence
and ministry. Church fund-raising software wraps
these messages all up in one pernicious package.®
The only invisible reality affirmed is the mysteri-
ous interaction of bits and bytes. The technologies
involved in alchemy have changed; the meaning
and message have not. If the church thinks that
its message isn't being altered by the naive use of
technology, especially in worship, it is giving in to
what Muggeridge called the “fourth temptation.”

Succumbing to Temptation

Marshall McLuhan didn’t mince words when
he observed: “Our conventional response to all
media, namely that it is how they are used that
counts, is the numb stance of the technological
idiot.”* The term “idiot” is only apparently unchar-
itable. The original Greek word (idiwthj, idiotés:
1 Cor. 14:24, “unlearned”; 2 Cor. 11:6, “untrained
in speech”) indicated ignorance of a particular
language. The point is that, as a culture, we are
largely ignorant of what we are doing with media,
or more precisely, what the media are doing to us.
That too was McLuhan’s point—technological
ignorance.

Communication technologies are even more
dramatic in their effect. In The Disappearance
of Childhood, Neil Postman summarizes the
three types of changes which such technologies
bring into culture. They change the “structure
of interests,” by refocusing what we think about.
They change the “character of symbols,” by alter-

3 Abrochure which I recently received in the mail highlights
the problem. It is titled: “Fail-proof Church Fundraising.” Inside
we are told: “Fundraising does not happen just because you are
doing God’s work. ... This remarkable new guide makes the fund
raising process less mysterious ... more manageable and useful.
... Low on philosophy, high on nuts-and-bolts, this book fills an
urgent void.” Whatever happened to prayer and tithing? One can
barely imagine a more blatant example of American pragmatism
as it affects the church.

4 Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions
of Man (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1964), 18.

ing the visual and linguistic tools with which we
think. They change the “nature of community,”
reorganizing social structure. Machines are ideas
with consequences,® consequences with which the

church must reckon.
Lewis Mumford, American historian of tech-

nology and science, describes the enthusiasm with
which the machine was greeted: “Mechanics be-
came the new religion, and it gave to the world a
new messiah: the machine. ... The machine came
forward as the new demiurge that was to create a
new heaven and a new earth.”® The advent of the
electronic media elicited similar encomiums from
secular and sacred quarters alike. Mid-twentieth-
century television teacher Bishop Fulton Sheen
epitomized the naive attitude of the church toward
television when he declared, “Radio is like the Old
Testament, hearing wisdom, without seeing; televi-
sion is like the New Testament because in it the
wisdom becomes flesh and dwells among us.””

The printing press radically altered the cul-
tural environment, and thus affected the church
in a dramatic way. But there is a vast difference
between word based media and the image media.
Gary Rowe, director of communications for the
Chicago Federation of Churches, chastises clergy-
men who resist the use of television for ministry:
“It’s not news to say that we are living with a new
consciousness about reality. Church professionals
need to get involved with the miraculous opportu-
nities of telecommunications and match actions to
their words.” For Rowe, thinking about Gutenberg
and McLuhan, during the sixties, was a “pleasant
fad.” Rowe concludes with breathless optimism:
“As the great moments in television attest, there is
a vast appetite for a larger vision of the world, our
connections with each other, and the immediacy
of thought and feeling that can bind us together.

5 Neil Postman, The Disappearance of Childhood (London:

Allen, 1983), 23. Postman’s summary is based on the work of Har-

old Innis.

6 Lewis Mumford, Technics and Civilization (New York:
Harcourt, Brace and World, 1934), 45, 58.

7  Daniel Czitrom, Media and the American Mind: From Morse

to McLuhan (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
1982), 188.
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Surely we have community, drama, symbolism,
and information ready for a hungry audience. Let’s
brighten our ideas and light up the tube.”

Since electronic and image media have
become our culture’s vernacular, we must consider
their potential for communicating the gospel.
However, if we accept them uncritically, we will
accentuate the liabilities, and these liabilities
will in turn eclipse the benefits. Neil Postman
has asserted that Samuel Morse has been more
influential than Darwin because Darwin’s ideas
are debatable, whereas Morse’s idea of electric
communication is not.® In the church the nature
as well as the messages of electronic media must
be debated. At present little debate exists in the
church on this subject, yet it is here where the
Word is of paramount importance.

Marketing the Church: Building an
Audience

Too often the influences of the electronic
media are uncritically affirmed as a blessing.
While most of the Church Growth movement’s
literature—advocating the use of marketing
techniques—does not deal explicitly with the
electronic media, the assumption that we should
give people what they want tacitly affirms one of
the greatest liabilities of the electronic media—
its man-centeredness. Rather than challenge the
idols of our culture, Church Growth has chosen,
perhaps in many cases unwittingly, to invite them
to dinner. The lack of a well developed Christian
mind and sensibility has allowed the Trojan horse
of modernity into the church.® “Churches are
right to seek ways to communicate with and appeal
to contemporary society. They must remember,
however, that while we need to reach out to
postmoderns, they dare not leave them where

8 Gary Rowe, “The Living Room Pew,” The Christian Ministry
12:3 (May 1981): 11-15.

9 Postman, The Disappearance of Childhood, 69.

10 Richard Keyes, “The Idol Factory,” in Os Guinness and John
Seel, eds., No Gods But God (Chicago: Moody Press, 1992), 31.

they found them.”** While not catering to idola-
trous tendencies, the church certainly needs to

be aware of the idols, identify them for what they
are, and gently wean their worshippers away from
them. The preacher, especially, must seek ways to
overcome the sins, propensities, and weaknesses of
our culture, especially as they impinge on worship
and preaching—the supreme act of worship; but to
overcome, not to succumb, must be the goal.

Being “user friendly” has become the control-
ling goal of the marketing church. Bill Hybels,
pastor of Willow Creek Community Church in
South Barrington, lllinois, has one of the most
successful megachurches in the country—almost
15,000 people per Sunday in 1990. Rejecting
much of his Christian Reformed background,
Hybels sought to answer the question: How can we
make church so it isn't what baby boomers always
say: boring, predictable and irrelevant? The answer
is “Ask consumers what they want, then let them
(as they say at Burger King) have it their way. At
non-denominational Willow Creek, that means a
slick, show-biz service where drama and soft rock
are served up on a stage washed in pink and blue
spotlights. A soft-sell sermon is delivered by Hybels
from a Lucite lectern. It’s been put down as pop
gospel, fast-food theology, McChurch. Hybels says
his message is rock-solid Biblical principles, only
the medium is unorthodox. No one disputes it sells
like Big Macs.™?

There’s the rub: as if unorthodox media will
yield orthodox Christians. “Hybels ... wants to
remain doctrinally sound but with his dualistic ap-
proach this has become entirely impossible. For, as
Paul says, the form of the message and its content
belong together (1 Cor. 2:13).”** Once marketing
dominates the church’s agenda, “the concern is
not with ‘finding an audience to hear their mes-

11 Gene Edward \eith, Jr., Loving God with All Your Mind:
How to Survive and Prosper as a Christian in the Secular Univer-
sity and Post-Christian Culture (Westchester, IL: Crossway Books,
1987), 227.

12 Cindy Lafavre Yorks, “Gimme That New Time Religion,” U.
S. A. Weekend (13-15 April 1990): 4-7.

13 Jacobus De Jong, “User Friendly Evangelism,” Lux Mundi
17:1 (March 1998): 4.



sage but rather with finding a message to hold their
audience.” After all, when the audience and not the
message is sovereign, the good news of Jesus Christ
is no longer the end, but just the means.”** It has
always been the temptation of the church to use
the wrong means to achieve God'’s ends, but it is
an even greater temptation to use the right means
as ends in themselves. In either case God’s glory is
diminished, and the purity of his sovereign grace is
sullied. The reader controls the text.

The question Christians must ask is: What
kind of an audience do we build when we market
the church? The tragic answer is that we gather a
group of people who are consumer oriented, who
may have come to church for the wrong reasons,
and who find as George Barna attests that “the
Christian life-style and belief structure ... [are] ...
impractical and unreasonable for today’s world.”*®
Professor David Wells sums up the result: “The au-
dience is sovereign, and ideas find legitimacy and
value only within the marketplace.”*® The gospel,
on the other hand, is not a “marketable product.”
Sinners do not know what they need.* The most
important question of all is: What kind of a God
are we communicating? Is he the majestic sover-
eign God who uses means, but doesn’t depend on
them, to fulfill his purposes, or is he really just a
psycho-sociological phenomenon? Despite their
best intentions—and | believe many have them—
the Church Growth movement relegates God and
his truth to second fiddle. Technique is king.

Discarnate Christianity: The Church in
Cyberspace

The ultimate in compromise is revealed in

14 Os Guinness, Dining with the Devil: The Megachurch Move-
ment Flirts with Modernity (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1993),
78.

15 David Eby, Power Preaching for Church Growth: The Role
of Preaching in Growing Churches (Fearn, UK: Christian Focus,
1996), 105.

16 David F. Wells, No Place for Truth or Whatever Happened to
Evangelical Theology? (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1993), 207.

17 David Wells, “Our Culture of Chaos,” Lecture notes, July
12, 1996, L'Abri Fellowship, Southborough, MA.

cyberspace, where many poignant examples of
contemporary Gnosticism in the church may be
encountered.®® This is the perfect medium for
“reimagining” God and seeking to escape from
the God-given creaturely limits of his world, along
with the nasty imperfections encountered in the
real church. This is precisely what McLuhan
meant when he used the term “discarnate.” One
church’s Web site designer makes the extravagant
claim that “all elements of congregational life can
be experienced through the Internet.”*® Equally
serious is the arrogant “trendier than thou” attitude
that getting the church on the Internet is keeping
pace with the “real world.” The “Minister of Tech-
nology” of a Presbyterian megachurch recently
opined that a failure to come up to speed tech-
nologically will render the church “completely
irrelevant.”®

Does this mean that there is no appropriate
use of the Internet by Christians? Is the Gnostic,
postmodern tendency inherent in the medium, or
the medium of media? Certainly not, if, and only
if, it is used with great caution, as indeed dis-incar-
nation is its tendency. The church has examples
of thoughtfully using the Internet. A fine example
is the Web site of the Orthodox Presbyterian
Church www.opc.org. It functions essentially as an
information center. It does not seek to replace the
church’s ministry in any way. Its conception and
design are based on a prudent policy, which is in
turn rooted in a biblical conception of the mission
of the church. There are hundreds of quality Web
sites of this kind being used fruitfully by Christians
and by the church as an institution.

Profitable Spirituality: Beliefnet

In the first month of the new millennium USA
Today announced the formation of a new religious
Web site:

18 Cf. http://www.Godweb.org (17 Aug 1999) © 1999 About.
com, Inc.

19 Ibid.

20 Ibid. I owe the apt phrase “trendier than thou” to the late
Charles Dennison, church historian of the Orthodox Presbyte-
rian Church.
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Beliefnet [is] a Web site launched last week
that aims to be an on-line spiritual commu-
nity for people of all religious backgrounds
... Waldman and co-founder Bob Nylen
are gearing up to sell ads and plan to add
an e-commerce section by spring—every-
thing from crosses and meditation cushions
to books, music, travel and charity dona-
tions on-line.

Beliefnet manages to gracefully walk a fine
line, balancing inspiration and practical in-
formation, entertainment and spiritual sub-
stance. Staffers in New York package news
and features on religion, spirituality and
culture, as well as family and “milestones,”
deeper issues raised by births, deaths and
the rites of passage in between. . ..

Many of the articles are by a diverse group
of more than 50 columnists, top names

in religion and spirituality, from orthodox
to fringe. They include Episcopal Bishop
John Shelby Spong, Jesus scholar Marcus
Borg, Catholic priest/sociologist Andrew
Greeley, Buddhist Lama Surya Das, Rabbi
Joseph Telushkin and Margot Adler, a
writer on goddess spirituality.

Even though Beliefnet’s scope is broad and
inclusive, “our goal is not to create one big,
bland amalgam religion,” Waldman says.
He expects the site to be controversial. “It
can't help but be, dealing with death and
sex and abortion and God.” But in a multi-
cultural society, he adds, “people will tend
to disagree, and the Net is a great place to
explore our diversity. People are coming
from so many different directions, there’s a
need for information and help in sorting all
this out.”#

Lance Rose observes that Beliefnet is “A dem-
onstration, as it were, that now we can aggregate
religions at a web site as if they were different

21 Lance Rose, “Heard of Beliefnet?” nlc@bbs.thing.net (13
January 2000), quotes from http://www.usatoday.com/life/cyber/
tech/cth139.htm. Leslie Miller, “A Community of Believers of
Al