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it s casier te disenss declinng statizees. | know the PC{US A tmaditinn best, bue
this is not a forcign story in ather Christian expressions w the United Stares, [ grad-
waled from serminary in 2010, and that vear e Presbyterian Church (USA) undained
317 peeple, whieh was down shightly from the highest in rocent years of 375 in 2006,
Last vear, in 2021, it was 136, That's a 39% deeline in ordinations o the Minisory
of Word and Saciament i (llesen years. That drop in pestoral leadsrs accompanies
G annual meembership dechne of SILONG people the denominatinn endures, leading
w realistie predictions that in the mid 2030, we will cease ta exist as an insunitian,

It is zasier 1o ind sulativns i the tnzanent reals w huoman existence, Lo de-
clare a prophebic word, Cireen snibabives, racal justice. movements of mmeauwer open-
rezs and melision to margmalized people, immigration retorms, cradiesting pover-
ty  left leaping churctes move in these wavs Guo vights, abortion restrietion and
elimineation, male leadship, schiool boand fighils these are the immanent ellorls vz
Lhe vight Allof tisse carthiy imbabves put the work of the church th messurable and
actonable uze and avord the eraeping anxicties shat hork hehind onr human work,

Iris dit¥enlt o admit when you are the preacher wha has invested your life into
Ibe calling. whose madical care and retizewenl benslils are conlngent ou the 1hiog
vou don™ wans w adnit temainiog tue. Cellege tuitien is coming afler all, so we
! say 1he vltimate ear out loudl. can we?

The crisis T reler o s thal a0 ene believes i God ansniore, Now. ol course,
that is hyperbolic, The nunber 5 nol soluatly zero. There is sbll wn overshelmmg
spiriahity within the American context. Bul b define thas Ged n a way sther than
vagne veneralimies ereates many challenpes. 1o confess thar a Ged bevond onur imesg-
ining has intersected the warld in the oorson of Jesus ot Nazareth and has reclaimae
us Ler Jove by bis deall and resuriectivn s a peepesterous claiz To declare that we
wost that message because ol a collection of books compiladd Ly azcient peopic ovel
several nullennia who stlenced 1he voices ol oppusilion and who used these texls L
promele purnity and push people W the margms sounds buckwurd ul best. The Bible
has no understanding of seientific and modern complesites of human existence. Phe
challenge ter the preacacr, theretars, is how o preach when no ong truses the text
von draw wisdom from w reveal a God they have no inersst in

1 have abserved v coping stiategies preachers lury w o erder e hasdle the
aoxiety atarises Irom these hormilelic chall=nges. Some adupl an “nlluencer” mod-
el ol preaching. A more colturaliy mielhoble and internally mobiveted spirileelity
has grovwn among us. Mo ropk Times writer David Brooks notes that 29% of Amer-
eans belizve inastrolngy. which is a larger pereentage than all mamline Protesrants.
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Witcherafl is growing too. from 500 praclitioners i 1990 w over 130000 now.
Minélulness 15 vel another growing rend—meditation and voga and olber spuces
wheremn ta slow the mind from anxien:” We see @ shite from “rehigom™ i Crosskit
gyms and Sovl Cwele, spaces whers a person finds community while he works on
himsell All ol these eptions, while sometimes dimwing oo (he mystical, vee procliced
un s terms and are under o inJuenee, They are lorgely individual ly-driven with
& woul of sel Fmprevement, even when thae self-improvement comaes within a com-
munity ot people.

Major companies now employ “chaplaing™ we care lor heu ewplovees, 1e00gniz
ugz e peed people Tive [u: someers o bslen deeply, we care, 1o oles supporl, But
they do not espouse any docizine or dogoma. [ el it s vel another wiy Tt “work”
cemes 1o dowinate all ol lile, o now here is @ relizious cozpesent 1o the workplace.

These “pew expressions.” thes. blend with a guosi-Cliristian spintualily it
comes in [nstaezumn [nluencers, authors. and pedeast hosls, Legh Stein, inoa piece
fur the Mew Fork Thnes, compares these influencers i the fong-starding ewdboon nlf
the Amencan evangelist, She meludes fignres ke Glennon Dayle, Brene Brown,
and Grwenvth Palrow as the “nonacligiows leaders of our era ™

Acconding w Stein, “These wormen look aml sound radically dilferent om con
servalive evanzelical male televangelists like Pal Ruberison audd Juel Osieen. Awnd
while ey don’t brand hemselves as Laitl leacers. this is the rols ey play i mony
of their secular fans' lives. The size ol their devolsd, ecslabic, langely female follow-
ine shows how many American women sre desperawe Ter pood sabes, coping skills
tor modem hite, and proacove steps tn enmbat mjnstce and mequality.™ We baptize
self=help enlmre, and while not promanng & “health and wealth™ gnspe! that overtly
declares that Tite will imprave throngh the ¥ power of pasizive hinking,” this farm of’
prociamation wdeed rellects Norman Vincent Peale tu its tisologivel cuticok wore
Whan it does the biblical witness.

The second homileticel respunse W this momenl of cynicison. skepticism. and
minlisin s W malke the church @ commumty of wngible achon. We have seen Uns ap-
proach ke vinlent fomms as many peoapls wha labe! themaclves “Uhmstian™ suppon
political movements raoted i nigid racial eategorics, abaadon all fmits af the Spiric
ror the sake of accumulation of power, and clevare their stamis before over stooping
10 wash the leel of theur peighbor These “proud boys™ and “vath Xeepes™ have a
powerlul appeal despile the lacl that once again deir messages and actives hnd nu
creunding mn the Guspel ul Gud,

Progressives, while nol resorhing o violence or the end of democratic wover-
nance. 4re not immune w this emphasis on revalutonery acnon. While not resorling
tn vielence, they have developed new vacahularies around carcpories ot identity,
relasionships, racial retiection, and the environmenr that heeeme a scenlar ereed rhat
must be mainained by all adberenis lest they be cast ofY for failing w keep rhe
dogma. I is o nev Lot of Puritanism. To reluse w low e line means a persen is
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“cancelled.” Many progressive Clristian comeuaities adopt this rhetoric and these
crisades, hut withoul theolngieal reflechon und kiblical grownding, the legalism in
the secular ereed comes w fuse igselt into the fzith communire and thus the norens
ol grece, stunernenl. and forgveness are abandoned.

Both of these temptations for the prescher, sell-help gssurance and immament we-
tion or s sake of relevance, come frem the navsillingness or mabiliry o see 2 God
bevoend vur obsesvable reality, T spent the summer o 2022 on a sabbatical project
explenng the hie of twenticth centery theelynan Karl Barth and his influgnee upon
American Preshwtenan pastor and author Fugene Poterson. A3 | walked the streets of
Basel. tead sermois it the alps, slood at 1he uriversity tn Bonn, Germany, and visied
Barth™s Ninal home that houses ks archives. | came W see thal the present erises cial
"naone helieves i Crod anymaore™ i3 yot the latesr expression of the canflict betaecen
e Natural Theoloey of Triedrich Schileieimacher and a Basthian appicacl,

[ reslized in comversetions and seflechion thal tie ersis | saw in the American
church s evident in Forape and kovapean theolngy, My wite Rehecen and | sac ar g
patio labic snder 1he sodwella as the sun begun w siok i te Basel shy ona beaulilul
My evening, We wers the puests ol Dr. Geong Pleiderer, Qe chair of theoleey al
Lthe Urniversily of Buasel, and D Anne Lowse Nielson. a post-dacteral Tellow, & Qes
the wine was pourad and we had nosed onr glasses and erdered cur meal, T asked
what Rarth’s legacy was in theelogy now in Bascl and in the Retormed Chwreh in
Swilzesland. De. Plleideres s answer stunned e when he conlessed thal Basth is not
trught that rouch anymoere, thot Lgely theolowry departeme:tts bave estucned o the
(heclogical deus ol Triedzich Schleiesmacher.

DBarllys view of the Bible, s instsience on Gud being “other’ tan humenily, his
ermphasis on revelation from God Lo humanity bemng tie only means by sehich wee can
erusp the divine can make nis work appesr disconnectad from contemperary lite. Dr.
Pricnderer expressed that the amversity contnues to emphasize Barth's legzey, but he
admits thar Barth must be read alangside ather theolagics, His thealogy alone 1s moa
pietistic, oo reliant on laith aud nul reasuz,

Apuin, s surprised me for Baril was quite critical ol the “pietiss” of his own
day. but T andzislovd G poinl. Dr. Nielson added tul lor Barth, everything is an-
swersd by Faith, and s there is no abihity o engaee in diglogue with bim and viler
cxoresalnng ol knowledge, because 10 there 15 ne faith, the cnaversstion codapass.

Chnstiane etz in the conelusion of her hography, Kad Soeti: A Life & Con-
Azt netes this norming away from Barth in Enropean theslagy: “'In racent yaars in
the German-speaking world there has been an exweasive furning away fram Barth's
theolegy, . Iotoday’s era there s a call Lor o pusl-Bantbuanis: that ouce again picks
up on the liberul heulogical projects of the mineteenih cenlury, implsing that Borth's
thigoluzy woeuld oler w few finkupes w culuse and schiolacship.™

On Jure 22, 2005 i Prancetn, New Jerney, ne Peterson stuod befors the an-
nual Barth mecting at Princetan Seminary. He was there heezuse his tather’s rapidly
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dechning health wonld nor allow him to azend. kugene Petersen’s memory was
failing terribly, he was physicalls decaving, tut in his last wear ot his lite, his wory
fira] project was w pezpere o leclure Tor this sympesiwm on G influence of Karl
Barth vn his work, his pusterate, his writing, and his pussion for the word of Gud.
And soin that lecrure, he quores 8 line tiram Bardh™s first sermaon o the congregation
in Satenwil, Svitzerland “1 will not speak to vou of God because | happen to be a
pastor, but gl Tam o pastor because [ must speak ol Gud T an worewmain toue o
myselll that s my better selll™ One hundred seven vears afler 10 was fimsl spoken. il
was being called apon onee manre. | hat ald conthier betaeen trust in a God bevond
ns and rhe seltwas revived.

Fugene Petersen drew on that quore because he knew whar had becars of the
chareh inthe pascone hindred vears, the erisis in which we sit reday. He had scen the
Amencan church rise w prominence and expose it many failings and sins, falling
cut of ling with the justics, merey, humility, and geace of Chuist, He had witnessed
the ever-incieasing secularism, malzialism, commercialism arcund us and tie am-
bivalence most peeple hud w sny kind of deeply meaning el existence cmmitled o
anything nther than che nest disoaction. And sa in thar same lecrure, Pererson whires,
“The vacarien of pastor has boen suhverted by stratcgies of religinus entreprencurs
with business plans, Conrinmicy with pastors in nimes past is virmally non-existenr.
Men and women wha are pastors in America wday fiad thar they have enrered into a
way ol life that 15 i raws, We are a generation 1hat has 1o staud Lom scrateh o hgue
out @ veay W represenl and nucture this sichly and all-invulving way ol liZe of Christ
to peuple who “kagw nol Joseph,™

What, therefure, could the prescher emphasize 1 this erisis moment? 15 there
an alternative word, a new ward. a powerfil word that s not simply endnrsing the
londesr words we hear in the media ar the voices wirh the most Twitter foliowers?
In the same piece about Istagram lafluencers. Leiglh Stein reflects on the slate of
fer soul: “T have Landly prayed w God sinee [ was o leenaeer, bal the panderic Las
crucked upen inside me o profound veamimg for reverence. humilily, and awe. | kuve
an overdre 1 on my outrage gecount. | want mera! authority from semenne wha isn’t
shilhimg a memanr or calling onr her enemies on secial madia tor clone.™

Reverenee, humility, and awe, these are nor fhings we find in aursclves, T'hese
are not things we “achieve™ thraugh the correct praciices of fallowing advice, Thcy
are gifls, suiptises, moweals of zrace. That arace begios by challenging he notion
ol trusliog in the “selll” DBanth was wortied thal the “sell” was becoming the new
niune for vue God. Tle is Groously knowa Tor savine “You canool say God by sayvine
Man in a loud veice!™

I ome of his carly sermoms i Safenwal, Barth states, “When we lonk al eur-
selves, we have to say we are what the family in which we were horn has made ws;
we are swhat e eduearion thar we enjoyed and the social conditions in which we
crew up bave made us, we ae what good and bad iolluences have made vs and we
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affirm all this as our parsonal histore,. . In any <ase, bowever when God Jooks atus,
Cixd dores nul see God's wwa mimor snage. bul a stranger. a being thal hus become
completely unlike Gaod. The divine arigin m us is concaaled, buried, and forgamen,™™

And s heme dees not dissipale over lime. lor Jorty vears Tater, he speaks of
1l agsin in a sermon W these m the Base! prisom: “We cannot believe in ourselves.
and w2 cannnt hald on o onrseives, For the harassed, the dark and dangereus warld
Jurks ooy own “proud hearl.” In what gexse could we then say: “Neventheless [ am
continuadly with mysel 7' The Bible calls it s when man wants o be with limsell.
Cermnly where thig s the ease, there 1s no freedom.™

Rarth saw the clevauon of the self'as delusion. as & retugal o see the holiness of
God and thus 1o konow cur need for repenlance und lorgiveness. The reliance upu
oursehves nltimately leacs tn exhaustion. depression, ansiety, and fear, At worst it
leads u3 mta war and premdice and mjustice. Only coming w know who e arc in
God tuonal Cludst can we enter a new way ol living o tle worlkd.

For Bacth this deall with the alrecibies of World War |, the mise ol the Balsheviks,
the mhabsm of Frednch Niegsehe, Darwinian esvelunon, and nnchecked capiralism
thar leaves workers destimiie. Engene Peterson Liwed in a difterent culnure in a dir
(erent era, but it the suburbs of Baltunore, he saw the Arerican cullure as one (it
drove us inte consumerist, mdividuahistn, seeresutsd hving, and desbuclive compe-
ttivn. he conditioms were different, but the threat of rusting 1 ourselves persisted.

According my Petersan, “The voices that command the largest andicnces in our
Amcrican enlture are spokesmen for the €20, sometimes the religious ego. byt never-
theless the egn Meep-roared, me-firse distartions at anr humasire have been insting
tinnalized in our ceenomics and sancrionsd by our psvcholoates, ™

He remros to this theme Sequentdy w bus preachiog: “In the cullure we Lave
growstup in, all of us have been sxposed w @ good deal ol cuneern thal we develup
healthy sell=esteem so we cun live whole and sabislying lives. T the process. he term
identity erivis hus enwrad oor vecabulary as a key clement in seif-understanding.
Wha am I7 What dees it mean ta be me™™™

These quesiions and concepis lead vs 10 liaber depression, axiety about the
fomire, tear of our neighbor, and secing each ather as @ threat 1o our success, The self
cannat be nusted,

Ty butlt Bueth wad Pelecson, therelore, e new Tile revealsd i Chirist and mel
i the seriplure is o redical allemative directen. Dyving e the sel7 becemes central
L the theolugies ol both men because e power af the aelf i the power to destroy.
It cannnt he rehabihitated or manipulated. In the ved experienee of hamaniry, the
"seit” destrovs, The cross of Jesus reveals this truth, for those with strong seltos
icem crucity the Lord of Glory. Oaly as we die 1o that sell can we welcome the joy,
e hope. the [ulloess. e beauty, the grace thal God always lreely oflzred bat thal
our sl rejecls because we wunt Lo prove our worlh, We weant Lo say “Waeh dus!™
ancd perferm owr perfection, We want a resume, a hottom hae, an mvestment port-
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tnlio o repliace the grace of God. 'he enstie power of self-reliance drves aur sin,
We must die 1o it in ozder 1o live. This is what Jesus as God reveals. This is what the
serplure peints oul apain and again, This s whal the embodied cormmumity of Jesus
s called to do in contemporary hives comtimanus!y,

Lize. then, cemes from God’s grace in Christ, and the sermon s the moment of rey-
elation 1o a coruusity of preaching. Preaclung o the ciisis ol sell<asswance. sell-1e-
lhance. and sel=alemation becomes peramows L for i this moment o iruly Good Word
mght ke pruclwimed For Barth the sermon 1s the plece where the Wore of Giaod Clesus
Christ) revealed in the wrnitten word of Gind (the Bibley eneonrters the hearer in a way
that they hear the summaons, “Fallnw me!™ By the Pasweer of the Holy Spivit, the ser-
minn fSecovies the Word of God addressed t ns, There is more power in e preaching
mement than in the TikTok video, the podeast iclease, nr the ep-ed ealumn.

And the Bible, with all of is fiaws and ancient prejudices, is the rext from which
we hear this word of life To speak this life-givivg word, however the preacha
spedabs 1ot aboul the scriptute bul theoueh it Bacth understood he power of the
seripture beyond the historical-crilical methed ol mowerpretation he was laght. = The
hstomical-critieal metkod of Dihheal investigaron has s nghe: it peints to a prepa-
razion etundersranding thar is nowhere superiunus.” serites the theelogian, *Never-
theless, all my asentian 1as been osiented wwvard secing through the historical spirit
into the spirit of' the Bible, which is the efernal spicit,™™ And speaking ot the powar
of the Bible 10 shape the church, he savs, “Again and again, the church bas had the
experience that God made these teats o be the Word of God, o (it Guough them
hurnan beings began o belisve. And the church hives fom the hope that God sill de
this agam.”

Fugenc Peterann akes this form of hiblical imterprerstion and speaks abpur g
Bible as being fvebic: YEverything thar is revealad in Jesus and the seripmires, e
gospl, is there 1o be lived by erdivary Christians o ordizaly tmes, This is the su-
pernatural core, o lived resucrection and Holy Spitit cure. ol the Cluislian 1ile.™'
Petersun does nel speakx here s livine all the supernaiural elements ol the Bible al
sl ames, but Lhut the way of Jesus Chrat reveuled o us m the senoptures s livaole
by ordinary peeple taday.

Confession of the selt tn drve ug ta despa, anxiety, (3nlation, and vinlence, 13-
surance and hape that comes tram bevond ns in the Ward of grace thar is alive cven
now  this message of grace and hope possesses incredible power and poieacy ina
woment of evnicism. Reverence, humility. and awe  there is longing lor hese pow
ers. The preacher stands in the unigue space 1o speale of this power 1 e person aod
work ol Jesus Christ. The preacher declares the pinver uf the Guapel o save. redsem,
and empower human lives, We speak of God not because we sre preachens: rather,
we are preachers hecanse we mosf speak of Gind of we are o be trie w enrselves, that
18 our hetter selves. Sn speak ot Gad. There are still souls langing ta helieve.
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