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THE FUNCTION AND TASK OF LITURGICAL
PREACHING

Timothy Clark

Introduction

The division of the Divine Liturgy into two primary segments, the
Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Faithful, is a commonly
accepted structural feature of the rite. This division, grounded in
the literary form of the service and the historical practice of exclud-
ing catechumens from the eucharistic portion of the celebration,
can be a helpful aid in liturgical analysis, When the sermon is
considered simply by itself and divorced of its literary and histori-
cal context, though, this division may also have the deleterious
practical effect of allowing the two halves of the liturgy to be
considered and performed as though they were entirely separate
entities, leaving little sense of the connection between biblical
proclamation and eucharistic communion and thereby undermin-
ing them both. Fr Alexander Schmemann clearly recognized the
danger of this type of division both for liturgical practice and
gospel proclamation when he wrote:

in the Orthodox perspective the liturgy of the Word is as sac-

ramental as the sacrament is “evangelical.” The sacrament is a

manifestation of the Word. And unless the false dichotomy

between Word and sacrament is overcome, the true meaning

of Christian “sacramentalism” cannot be grasped in all their

wonderful implications.!
The problematics of separating Word and Sacrament has also been
noticed by biblical scholar Fr Paul Tarazi, who asserts:

The Lord is fully present in both the broken bread and the
preached word. However, this “both/and” should not be un-

1 Alexander Schmemann, For the Life of the World (Crestwood: SVS Press, 1973), 33.
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vital component of the rite, the essential linchpin which allows the
eucharistic liturgy as a whole to accomplish that which neither of
its constituent parts is independently capable of. The sermon’s im-
portance in the eucharist has been duly noted by others; indeed, as
Fr Thomas Hopko has recognized, “preaching God’s Word is a sac-
ramental act, an essentiaPelement in the liturgical action of God
the Father, the Lord Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit.”? There has
been little commentary, however, on how it is that the sermon op-
erates to unify the liturgy.

Therefore, this essay seeks to show how it is that the liturgical
placement of the sermon (at the end of the Liturgy of the Word and
immediately preceding the Liturgy of the Faithful) and its task
(uniting the two halves of the liturgy by delivering a contemporary
gospel address to the congregation) uniquely enables the sermon to
function as the linchpin which fastens together the gospel procla-
mation of the Divine Liturgy.* It seeks furthermore to demonstrate
how these theoretical propositions might be parlayed into practical
principles for homiletic preparation and delivery which will sup-
port the sermon’s liturgical placement and function. Since the li-
turgical sermon is an event centered in worship, the first step in an-
alyzing its role must be a consideration of its liturgical home.

The Liturgy

The Word Dwells Among Us

Liturgical ritual is inseparable from the Word of the gospel. The
language and symbolism of the service are the touchstone of God’s
revelation, and the church the arena within which the

3 Thomas Hopko, “The Liturgical Sermon,” S¢ Viadimir's Theological Quarterly
(SVTQ) 41:2-3 (1997) 176.

4 For clarity, “gospel” in this paper refers to the general proclamation of Christ as
used, ¢.g., by St Paul in Rom 1:16, whereas the term “Gospel” refers to the four ca-
nonical Gospels which present literary narratives of Christ’s life; the term “apostolic
preaching” is also, in accordance wich its early usage, synonymous with che term
“gospel.” The term “Scripture” refers to the writings which are now grouped to-
gether as the Old Testament.
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It is within the symbolic world which the Liturgy presents, a world
which is not divorced from the real world but is rather its Aypothesss,
describing and making sense of it, that the worshipper is refash-
ioned on the terms of God’s revelation and equipped to face the
world outside of the church doors in light of this revelation.? Rob-
ert Taft notes,

When we leave the assembly to return to our mundane tasks,
we have only to assimilate what we have experienced, and re-
alize this mystery in our lives: in a word, to become other
Christs. For the liturgy is like an active prophecy. Its purpose
is to reproduce in our lives what the Church exemplifies for
us in its public worship.

By restructuring the worshipper’s symbolic world to conform to
the world of God’s revelation, the liturgy fulfills the ultimate goal
of divine worship: the glorification of God by every word and ac-
tion of the children of God in the wotld. In order to understand
how the liturgy accomplishes this task, it is necessary to turn to its
constituent elements: the ritual liturgical texts and the eucharistic
sacrifice.

8 The term hypothesis in the ancient Greek world was 2 technical description for the
outline or plot of a philosophical or dramatic work. The hypothesis served as the
“first principle” of the work, the foundational assumption which was not provable
from reason but which was rather a postulate upon which the logical arguments of
the work could be constructed. Modern English usage preserves this ancient notion
of the hypothesis as being the essential epistemological condition for logical argu-
mentation; as one recent English lexicon defines it, a fyposhesis is “a tentative as-
sumption made in order to draw out and test its logical consequences,” or, even
more appropriately for the current discussion, “an interpretation of a practical situa-
tion or condition taken as the ground for action.” Webster’s Ninth New Collegiase
Dictionary, ed. Frederick C. Mish, (Springfield: Merriam-Webster, 1985). For an
introductory discussion of Aypothesis in both its classical Greek and later Christian
theological manifestations, sce Robert M. Grane, Iremaens of Lyons (New York,
Roudedge, 1997), 47-49.

9 Robert Taft, Beyond Eass and West: Problems in Lisurgical Understanding, 20d ed.
{Rome: Pontifical Oriental Institute, 1997), 258.
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his/her own."' The difference between the novel and the Bible is
that the Bible also invites the one who claims it as his/her authority
permanently to adopt its symbolic categories and to live his/her life
according to and within this symbolic universe. The literary expe-
rience of the liturgy seeks to present the biblical world and its sym-
bols to the congregation, drawing them into God’s revelation in a
way which transcends simple text but is nevertheless intimately
tied to it.

This leads to the second point, which is that the eucharist is as
much a literary figure as it is a physical symbol. This is true because
the sacrament of the eucharist itself is inextricably connected to the
entire progress of the liturgy and to the literary symbols which the
texts of the liturgy have invoked, leading to the presentation of the
body and blood of Christ which was (and is) broken and spilled on
the cross. In lifting up before the eyes of the congregation the cruci-
fied Christ and inviting those who would follow him to partake of
his body and blood, the eucharist compels those gathered for wor-
ship to enter the literary incarnation of God proclaimed by the ap-
ostolic preaching and prods them to take action on the basis of this
Word.!? It invites the worshiper to take seriously what is clear in the
gospel: that the person of Jesus Christ and his passion and resurrec-
tion are co-extensive with the Word of the gospel. As Tarazi asserts,
“To consider Jesus” death as part of his communication to us means
to acknowledge that the Person himself and his message are but
one.”" The eucharistic symbol is therefore itself a proclamation of

11 The literary text of the Bible requires the reader to know not simply the events of the
text, but also to adopt the biblical author's interpretation of thesc events. For exam-
ple, the history of the kings of Israel presented in Samuel and Kings is not a simple
textbook account of events, but an explication of their meaning; as Tarazi notes,
“the writer’s intention was to elucidate his point of view, not to depict history... the
dana included in a given study or presentation are pertinent solely from the perspec-
tive of the writer; the reader must heed this caveat if he is to learn something ‘correct’
regarding the period discussed by the writer.” Tarazi, The Old Testament: An Intro-
duction, vol. 1 (Crestwood: St Vadimir’s Seminary Press, 1991), 1314, 89-90,
114-18,

12 Taft, Beyond Eass and West, 20-22.

13 Tarazi, “The Gospel of Christ,” in God’s Living Word, 30.
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gospel proclamation of the risen Christ who is the Lord of all times
and places. The function of the liturgical rite is to make the Christ
of the gospel present for the assembly. As Taft notes, “it is this con-
sciousness of Jesus as the Lord not of the past but of contemporary
history that is the aim of all Christian preaching and spirituality
and liturgical anamnesis.”"’ This observation is supported in the
Orthodox liturgy by the text of the anaphora attributed to St John
Chrysostom, which clearly reveals Jesus Christ not as a past event
but as an eternal reality when, after the words of institution, the
priest prays:

Remembering, therefore, this command of the Savior, and all

that came to pass for our sake (wdvTwv T@v imép nudv

yeyevnuévov), the cross, the tomb, the resurrection on the

third day, the ascension into heaven, the enthronement at the

right hand of the Father, and the second, glorious coming, we

offer to You these gifts from Your own gifts in all and forall '8

Jesus Christ is depicted in the prayer not simply as the one who
died for us at some point in the past but as the one who is coming,
and the grammar of this prayer makes it clear that this coming is
something which has already “come to pass.” The “coming” of
Jesus is a present reality, and we stand under the judgment of this
Coming One. If the liturgy is to proclaim the Christian gospel in
its fullness, its symbols must revea/ Christ and his Word to the con-
gregation, imposing on them the symbols of the Kingdom of God
and encouraging them to accept the symbols of the Kingdom as the
ones by which they will live their lives.'”

17 Taft, Beyond East and West, 26.

18 All selections from the Divine Liturgy of St John Chrysostom, both in Greek and in
translation, are taken from The Divine Liturgy of Ss. John Chrysostorn (Brookline:
Holy Cross Orthodox Press, 1985). The anaphora attributed to St Basil essentially
accomplishes the same task; the corresponding text reads, “remembering His saving
Passion and life-creating Cross, His three-day Burial and Resurrection from the
dead, His Ascension into heaven and Sitting at Thy right hand of the God and Fa-
ther, and His glorious and awesome Second Coming.” The Divine Liturgy According
to S¢. John Chrysosiom, with appendices, 2nd ed. (South Canaan: St Tikhon's Semi-
nary Press, 1977).

19 Schmemann, The Eucharist, 33-34.
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sealed by the eucharist, which represents the visible, tangible mark
of membership in God's covenantal community.?*

Yet this sign of inclusion in God’s community is not a guarantee
of divine protection or favor. Biblical Israel accepted God’s salva-
tion from Egypt and the Law which was the sign of this salvation,
yet when they transgressed this Law, they also fell under the fire of
his judgment and wrath, and those who violated God'’s covenant
were purged from the community.?® That Christians should pay
heed to the judgment which Israel suffered is made clear by St Paul
in his letter to the Corinthians, when he writes that “these things
happened to them as a warning, but they were written down for
our instruction... therefore let any one who thinks that he stands
take heed lest he fall.”?¢ In the same way that the Law at Sinai put
Israel under God’s authority and made them subject both to his sal-
vation and to his judgment, every Lord’s day the willing participa-
tion in the eucharist places the Christian once again under the au-
thority of God’s Word and, as a consequence, offers this same
salvation and threatens this same judgment.?’ By the time we ap-
proach the Cup, we have heard God’s Word and know what is ex-
pected of us if we seek to be included among his people. The Lord

24 This interpretation of the Word’s centrality in understanding the eucharist is sup-
ported by Tarazi, who writes, “The church community is the creation and the out-
come of the “apostolic word’ which is to remain the censral criterion for both its
being and well-being. The eucharistic gathering is the place par excellence where this
reality is ‘anamnetically’ impressed upon the being of each of the baptized through
the imparted word and the broken body, both word and body of the same Christ,
the sole leader of the church and of the life of its members.” “The Parish in the New
Testament,” SVTQ 36:1-2 (1992) 100.

25 E.g., Num 14:13~25; Ezek 20:1-44.

26 1 Cor 10:11~12.

27 That St Paul also interpreted the eucharist this way is evidenced by the way in which
he frames the eucharist by invoking the image of God's judgments against Israel,
thetorically asking the Corinthian community, “Shall we provoke the Lord to jeal-
ousy? Are we stronger than he?” (10:14-23) The notion that participation in the
eucharist entails both salvation and judgment is also supported by the pre-commu-
nion prayer of St John Chrysostom, particularly in its closing petition, “May the
communion of thy holy mysteries be neither to my judgment, nor to my condemna-
tion, O Lord, but to the healing of soul and body.”
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through the medium of the arts, liturgical celebration aids in en-
gaging additional creative aspects of the human psyche, serving
both to amplify the challenging message presented by the liturgical
texts and to facilitate its assimilation by those gathered to partici-
pate. The literary world which the Liturgy presents to us in texts is
enacted before our very eyes; the liturgy remains faithful to text yet
also transcends text.

What is fundamentally important about all of this literary en-
gagement with a biblical symbolic world is the way in which this
process helps to inspire a creative response to the gospel message.
The liturgical sermon finds its home in a structure of worship
which encourages those gathered to loosen the chains which bind
their minds and hearts to the slavery of the world’s demands and to
direct their attention instead toward the Kingdom of God. The
sermon, by interpreting for the assembly the present value and ap-
plication of the universal liturgical encounter, playsa critical role in
shaping the congregation’s response to the experience of the gospel
in the liturgy. Creative engagement with the world which is
bounded by the dictates of God’s Word in the gospel is essential to
living a life in Christ. And it is within the liturgy, through its sym-
bolic, artistic exposition of a literary world which is given contem-

porary depth by the sermon, that the believer is nourished with the
Word.

The Gospel
Charin anti Charitos

The sermon molds the gospel proclamation of the liturgy into a
form which relates the Word of God to the circumstances of life
faced by the assembly. The way in which God’s Word is uncovered
in the apostolic preaching about Christ is vital for understanding
the gospel and important in deciding how it should be transmitted
through the sermon. The cross of Christ which the gospel pro-
claims presents a summary of the entire Word of God, a unique
and binding interpretation of Scripture as seen through the matrix
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them.* Therefore, one who follows the gospel is freed from the
slavery of the Law only because one is now expected to implement
in life the will of God in its entirety.

A Creative Response

This imperative—to conform oneself to the fullness of God’s will
—is daunting in and of itself, but the immense scope of this task
implies an even greater challenge. This is the gospel’s absolute re-
quirement for creativity from those who seek to follow it. It is at this
point, the moment of translating the gospel’s precepts into a pro-
gram for carrying it out in life, that one encounters what is perhaps
the most difficult and even frustrating aspect of the gospel: its fail-
ure to provide those who are baptized into it with a fixed set of con-
crete instructions for life. This is not to say that the gospel does not
presuppose a certain code of morality and lay down some basic
standards for living,’® Yet although it does not deny these
standards, the gospel proclaimed in the canonical writings of the
New Testament steadfastly refuses to enumerate either asimple ora
complex list of minimum requirements; there is no “easy-reference
guide” which can be consulted for almost any situation which a
human being might encounter.”” The complexity of human life is

34 Mt 5:17.

35 This same thesis is asserted by Irenacus, who writes that “all these [precepts] were
not [the injunctions] of one doing away with the law, but of one fulfilling, extend-
ing, and widening it among us; just as if one should say, that the more extensive op-
eration of liberty implies that a more complete subjection and affection towards our
Libesator had been implanted in us.” AH 4.13.3.

36 Itis not the overthrowing of moral standards that the gospel is concerned with, but
rather that these standards should be upheld in the service of God. Mt 6:1-16;
23:1-7; Rom 1:16-2:16.

37 The Sermon on the Mount, which is sometimes mistakenly thought to be just such
alist of instructions, provides an excellent example of this point. As pointed out ear-
liee, Jesus’ prescriptions here are an expansion of a few points of the Law to its
maximalist sense, designed to demoastrate why adhering to the literal code is insuf-
ficient in fulfilling God's will. Although Jesus enly discourses concerning the laws
on murder, adultery, divorce, swearing, and revenge, these examples are chosen only
to show that the Law must be expanded beyond its narrow interpretation in all
areas. Furthermore, even in the particular points which Jesus selects for elaboration,
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baptized into God’s final authoritative Word must view the Word
found in Scripture through the prism of Christ’s cross; the result
will be that the Word will be “written on their hearts,” transcend-
ing the need for any precise written code.*” What is expected of
those who have transcended the rigidity of the written law is that
they will be able to approach the world and its problems as re-
fracted through the cross, seeing clearly through this lens in order
to devise, in accord with God’s commands, the solutions for the
variegated problems with which life presents them.

It is these specific worldly problems which are addressed by the
lirurgical sermon. The members of the assembly come to the lit-
urgy struggling to resolve the particular practical issues with which
they have been presented by their engagement with the world.
Some of these problems are individual issues; some are faced by the
community at large. The sermon is the forum within which these
cares are re-contextualized according to the gospel, and where the
worldly matrix which defines them is radically re-organized by the
cross of Christ. Discerning how this re-organization is accom-
plished within the liturgy and what it means for liturgical structure
and understanding requires a closer analysis of the specific func-
tion and purpose of the homily.

The Liturgical Sermon

Function and Task

The sermon’s task is to preach the gospel to the assembly. Yet the
sermon is not simply an evangelical oration which happens to be
placed within the liturgy; as discussed above, it is a fully liturgical
action. What is it about the sermon, though, that is specifically li-
turgical, performing a service within the structure of Orthodox
communal worship in the same manner that, say, the anaphora or

“moved the encounter between him and them to the real batdefield of faith, the
daily routine,” where God was faced “in the only ‘image of God’ allowed by God
himself: our fellow man.” Tarazi, The Old Testamens: An Introduction, vol. 2
{Crestwood: SVS Press, 1994), 13.

42 Jer 31:31-34; Heb 8:8-13; Rom 2:12-16; Irenaeus, AH 3.4.2,




The Function and Task of Liturgical Preaching 43

The structural attachment to the Liturgy of the Word should
always be viewed in the context of the function of the Divine Lit-
urgy as a whole. If the structural modél encourages the artificial
separation of Word and Sacrament, then a corrective which re-
stores their unity may be necessary.

A possible solution might be to understand the sermon as be-
longing neither to the Liturgy of the Word nor to the Liturgy of the
Faithful, but rather finding its proper situation in the interregnum
between the two.% Such a view is supported by the fact that the
sermon is the only part of the service which does not fall within the
same ritual categories as any other part of the Divine Liturgy. Not
only does it involve none of the elements—movement, singing,
chanting, incensation, etc.—which we usually ascribe to ritual, but
there is a more profound difference: the sermon’s uniqueness.?
With the exception of the sermon, every portion of the Divine Lit-
urgy is essentially the same, week to week, or is at least part of a reg-
ular lectionary or rubrical cycle. The sermon is the only part of the
service where the Word of God which is regularly expressed in the
other parts of the liturgy reaches out to touch the specific congrega-
tion which is gathered at that time and place; it is the only feature of
the service which is tailored, Sunday by Sunday, parish by parish, to
address the Word to that congregation’s particular strengths, fail-
ings, hopes and fears. In the sermon, God sends out a unique Word
through the medium of the preacher, a Word designed not only to
shake the assembly from any possible complacency, but also to
breathe life into the liturgical work which the assembly is accom-
plishing. By specifically relating the gospel to the congregation
which is uniquely gathered in that liturgy, the Word of the sermon
infuses the symbols of the service with a quality of urgency—the
unique message of the sermon points out to the members of the as-

46 This does not mean re-arranging the formal structure of the Divine Liturgy. Rather,
this asgument should be vicwed as a type of “macro-liturgical” approach which
views the sermon not only as an immediate witness to the lectionary readings but as
the necessary literary link which holds together the entire Divine Liturgy.

47 On the uniqueness of the sermon, see Hopko, “Liturgical Sezmon,” 175, 179-180.
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Artistic Considerations

There is another reason—a structural and artistic one—for adopt-
ing a model of the liturgy which places the sermon between the two
halves of the service. The placement of the sermon in the quiet mo-
ment after the reading of the Gospel provides an excellent opportu-
nity to take advantage of a unique time of transformation. After the
artistic engagement with liturgical text which has dominated the
Liturgy of the Word and will resume in the Liturgy of the Faithful,
the liturgical space occupied by the sermon provides the congrega-
tion with a chance to step back and ponder the words which have
been delivered to them and to consider the implications of the
eucharistic chalice to which they will shortly proceed. The sudden
cessation of artistic movement may create within the mind of the
worshipper a certain open space, a stillness and receptivity which
presents a rich field for the growth of new thoughts and ideas. At
this unique time in the service, the minds of the congregation have
been stilled, and the words and phrases of the biblical readings are
still fresh. Within the liturgical context, this field has been condi-
tioned and fertilized by the texts of the Liturgy of the Word. It is
now the liturgical function of the sermon to plant carefully in the
hearts of the assembly the seeds of the gospel which has just been
proclaimed, so that when they approach the physical sign of this
Word, the body and blood which are broken and spilled, they will
recognize their Lord.>®

The need to preach the gospel to those in the assembly before
they come to the cup, coupled with the weight of historical practice
and strengthened by the special creative stillness which the ser-
mon’s liturgical moment provides, makes it essential to perform
the sermon in its assigned place after the gospel and not to move it
to any other portion of the service.’! Moving the sermon to any

50 Lk 24:13-32 “When he was at table with them, he took the bread and blessed, and
broke it, and gave it 1o them. And their eyes were opened and they recognized him;
and he vanished out of their sight. They said to each other, ‘Did not our hearts burn
within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened to us the scriprures?”™
v, 30-32,
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picture of a fox in the place of the image of the king.” The uncon-
scious adoption of popular modern notions which may seem to be
in harmony with the gospel is cxceedingly easy; hard-nosed exege-
sis should reveal whcther the connection is real or simply a superfi-
cial resemblance.>* Honest exegesis, done with the knowledge that
the biblical text may very well challenge or invert some of the
preacher’s firmly held beliefs, is therefore the sine gua non of an ef-
fective sermon; this frank engagement with the text is the first step
in ensuring that one is preaching the Word of the gospel and not
words which are simply human. Only the gospel message will be ef-
ficacious in allowing us to partake of the cup which is Christ, and
keep us from consuming bread and wine which merely symbolize
ourselves.

Repentance and Salvation

A person who receives the Word of the gospel should inevitably
find thac his or her life is challenged by this Word; if one sees one’s
life honestly, one’s deficiency when measured against the standard
which the gospel proclaims should be clear, and the need for repen-
tance obvious. This repentance is only possible, though, if the one
who hears the gospel is aware of his or her own sins. The thoughts
of the heart are not always evident to the mind, and an important
element of an effective sermon is to reveal to its hearers the sins
which they commit without their active knowledge. As Tarazi has
expressed:

The preacher is aware that recognition of our sins does not
save us. He also knows that, unless we recognize our sins, we
shall not repent and repentance is the key to opening the gates
of God's kingdom... Only a sinner can be called to repen-
tance. And unless the self-righteous person unveils his or her

53 Irenaeus, A5 1.9.4. This point about the importance of biblical content was made
by Fr Timothy Blumentritt in a meditation delivered at the St Vladimir’s Lenten
Retreat, April 14, 2000.

54 Justas the false Christs of scriptural apocalyptic narratives may appear at first glance
to be Christ (hence Jesus’ exhortation, “Do not be deceived”), so also in determining
a sermon’s message, what sounds at first like gospel may not actually be gospel.
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Homiletic Sources, Content, and Structure

The Word of the gospel which the sermon proclaims should have
as its fundamental source the lectionary readings for the day; the
historical place of the sermon immediately following the gospel
reading makes it clear that its ﬁmcuon has always prlmarlly been to
expound upon these readings.*’ Though the sermon’s content may
not be limited to only the readings, and may usefully employ ele-
ments of Orthodox liturgy, hagiography, and spirituality, one
should be very cautious about how these additional elements are
incorporated into the sermon in order not to obscure the day’s
reading. Again, biblical exegesis should be the foundation stone
upon which a preacher incorporates these additional elements; a
careful checking of non-biblical elements against the exegetical
conclusions which a preacher has already drawn from the
lectionary readings should ensure that additional texts or examples
are not used in a way which will confuse or even contradict the gos-
pel message. In incorporating examples or texts which come from
outside of the readings, a careful preacher may wish to consider not
only whether these examples correspond to his exegesis, but also
how necessary they are to the basic message and how they might
function to strengthen in the mind of the congregation the rela-
tionship between the preached word and the eucharist. For exam-
ple, the anaphora is the liturgical touchstone for the gospel, a ritual
summation of the entire Christian proclamation. Preaching which
incorporates texts from the anaphora will, in most instances, prob-
ably exercise a greater influence in making the Word-eucharist con-
nection than a sermon which dwells on, say, the meaning and
importance of the cassock.”!

The message contained in the sermon is not the only facet of

60 J. Sergius Halvorsen, *Theology of Preaching in the Orthodox Tradition in Twen-
tieth Century North America,” Sewanee Theological Review {forthcoming).

61 The title of a homily included in a collection of sermons by Augoustinos Kantiotes,
Orthodox House of Worship: Informative and Interpretive Homilies on Litusgical
Themes, trans. A. Gerostergios {Belmont: Institute for Byzantine and Modem
Greek Studies, 1994), 147-50.
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hand, a Jong, undisciplined sermon which wanders from topic to
topic or becomes bogged down in unnecessary technical details
about the biblical readings (or any other subject) may ultimately
leave its hearers struggling to remember what the reading was all
about or, even worse, why they are standing in church in the first
place.

One final note is essential. All that we have discussed above has
been concerned with the effective delivery of the gospel to particu-
lar audiences, unique congregations of individuals who gather to
be nourished by God’s Word in his sacrificed body and blood. As
the congregations which gather are unique, so is it vital for the
sermon to be unique. Many collections of Orthodox sermons,
both patristic and modern, are in publication, and a conscientious
preacher may certainly be able to find in them both thought-pro-
voking arguments and observations and excellent models for struc-
ture and delivery. These are no substitute, though, for the unique
proclamation of the priest of every parish to his particular congre-
gation.%3 The members of the Church encounter Christ in the
people whom they meet around them, in the specific social dynam-
ics of every given community, and no matter how extraordinary the
message of another preacher might have been, it always remains a
message to another community, in another time and place. The
gospel is never exhausted.® It is always addressed to us here, now,

and might take up a considerable amount of time: Chrysostom sometimes preached
for over two houss as his hearers wept, cheered, pounded their breasts, and ap-
plauded.” On Lisurgical Theology, 57. See also Hugh Wybrew, The Orshodox: Lis-
urgy, 50-51. For a historical outline of preaching during the office, see Robert Taft,
The Lirurgy of the Hours in East and West, 2nd ed. (Collegeville: Liturgical Press,
1986, 1993), 151-55, 165-50.

63 This is true regardless of the educational level or ability of the priest. Only the priest
knows his particular community and i¢s trials and joys, and therefore he is the “point
man” for delivering the gospel. Despite the admirable intentions which lic behind
homiletic collections such as those prepared by Bishop Augoustinos Kantiotes,
which are designed to assist those with litde education or with little access to
exegetical tools in their preaching, these sermons cannot take the place of a specific
message. A. Kantiotes, preface to Drops from the Living Water: Orthodox Homilies on
the Sunday Gospel Readings, trans, A. Gerostergios, (Belmont: Byzantine and Mod-
ern Greek Studies, 1992).



The Function and Task of Liturgical Preaching 53

Word and Sacrament in this literary symbolism is a crucial aspect
of the liturgy and of Christian life in general, and if the threads
which tie them together are loosened, the entire rich tapestry
begins to disintegrate. It is the responsibility of preaching to ensure
that these threads remain tightly woven, in order that Jesus Christ
might always remain the Lord and Master of our minds, hearts,
and actions.



