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			African-American Preaching:  By Definition

			Broadly defined, all preaching is the out-breathing of the Word of God through the agency of the Holy Spirit, incarnate in Jesus Christ. 

			Our preaching, however, has been entrusted to feeble hands and lisping tongues. 

			… More than mere oratory; it is the continuing and unceasing movement on the part of the Eternal to make protestations of God’s love for God’s people. 

			 … More than words on a page, more than the parade of spiritual phrases designed to attract the wandering attentions of mankind, our preaching is God’s way of using human hearts, no matter the culture, no matter the gender, and filling those mouths with God’s Word. 

			African American preaching, however, is born of a different dimension. African American preaching is the gift of God to those who have been sent to speak to and for the oppressed and the downtrodden; it is a kind of Holy, anointed articulation designed to “rescue the perishing and care for the dying.”

			This preaching encourages prophets among us to preach from and to a cultural context that sees rhetoric as a path to action and finds its power to prevail in the redemptive and salvific blood of our Christ. It is that preaching that is stirred in a cauldron of pain; it is proclamation emanating from deep within a poisoned pot.  Strangely, whether this preaching starts with pain or poison, authentic African American preaching finds its way to “unspeakable joy!”

			It is the witness of those who have felt the brush of angels’ wings on trembling lips at the altar; it is the testimony of a tongue that has been set on fire, and is yet available to those who would step aside from the fiery furnace.  Our preaching must always be relevant to one’s social condition and always available to speak truth to power. It is the only Word that can lift us from the “Underground” to “Higher Ground.” Upon this ground the whole of this writing stands. 

			H. Beecher Hicks, Jr. 

			Mitchellville, Maryland

			September 2017
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			Preface

			The writing of this text is neither happenstance nor a twist of fate, whatever that imposter may be. I assure you my writing through this learning tool is neither contrived nor artificial in any way. Now in the third year of my retirement from an active, congregation-based ministry, I find myself being closed in by the walls of my home, in search of a Word from the Lord, or at least an answer to the question: What now? The answers have been eclectic. 

			One such answer to my question came in the form of a conversation with one of my “Sons in the Ministry,” Dr. Leonard N. Smith, Pastor of the Mt. Zion  Baptist Church of Alexandria, Virginia. Dr. Smith is a gifted preacher, a biblical scholar, theologically alert, an administrative genius, and a brother beloved. 

			We were on our way to lunch, as I recall it, and Leonard was filled with ideas of what I should do with the rest of my life. I paid attention. It seemed as though I did have a need to expose or to offer whatever gift I have remaining to the swift stroke of my pen but most especially to the will of God for my life. Leonard would not leave well enough alone and added a codicil to his suggestions. 

			“Hicks, I know what your next move should be. First of all,” he expressed with restrained enthusiasm, “I need you to attend a conference in Orlando, Florida of the Global United Fellowship, under the anointed leadership of Bishop Neal C. Ellis. They have a Pastor’s Conference that is a part of the larger Fellowship. We would like for you to become a part of us, bring a lecture on the theme, and take the reins of leadership for approximately 1,000 pastors.” And he went on, “This will be a fitting addendum to the long years of your ministry. This new generation of preachers needs to hear what you have to say! You will really be a gift to the body of Christ.” 

			He wasn’t through. “Brother Pastor,” as he calls me, “I even know the title of your next book. This is it: PREACHING WHILE BLEEDING. I had to admit I was intrigued with the thought. It’s the kind of thought that makes one want to say, “Hmm!” 

			I put the whole discussion on the table and put this writing work he was suggesting on “hold.” After I made sure he paid for lunch, (Age really does have its privileges! ) I went on my way. I would hear about this more quickly than I knew. 

			Months later, I went off to preach in the state of my birth, Louisiana. As is often the case in New Orleans, the humidity was out of control and thermostats were of no use. There’s no other way to say it, it was hot! At the wheel was my dear friend, Bishop J. D. Wiley-Taylor, Presiding Prelate of the Life Center Cathedral in New Orleans. Our conversation was free ranging and, as I feared, the discussion would go toward me and my future. Soon thereafter, I told J. D. of my conversation with Leonard Smith. As I described the work to Bishop Wiley, his response was visceral. His response to the notion of a book on bleeding while preaching was both reasoned and biblically instructive. The die was cast. 

			I was convinced that this was not the word of Leonard Smith or J. D. Wiley. Something else was being communicated from a Source I had heard from before. God’s voice speaking, His will was inescapable and  undeniable. Thus began the preparatory work necessary for the production of the volume you now hold in your hands. 

			There are several persons to whom I owe a deep debt of gratitude: Bishop Leonard Smith and Bishop  J. D. Wiley for claiming me as brother and sharing with me their wise counsel. The Reverend Faith Bynoe, for her invaluable scholarly, intuitive, and critical feedback provided for the initial editing of the desktop draft. 

			Special thanks to Ms. Constance McCrimmon, Rev. Edith Daniels and Reverend Adriane Blair Wise who worked hard keeping my schedule, keeping appointments running on time and my office in some order. Thanks to Reverend Granville Seward who always had a listening ear when I needed to run a paragraph by his insightful and critical point of view. 

			I am especially thankful for the willingness of Dr. Jeffrey Wright, CEO of Urban Ministries, Inc. for making this publication happen. Moreover, I am grateful to Dr. Jeffrey Haggray, Executive Minister of the Home Missions Board of the American Baptist Churches, Dr. Edward Harding, Senior Minister, Prince Georges Presbyterian Church, and of course, Dr. Leonard N. Smith, Senior Minister of the Mt. Zion Church in Arlington, Virginia, each for their wise counsel and needed criticism of this volume. 

			No words can be gathered to sufficiently express my love for my wife, Elizabeth Jean, who has put up with my far-reaching preaching assignments and for my daughter, Kristin, who will always be my precious baby girl. Finally, I acknowledge my children and their spouses, H. Beecher III (Crystal), Ivan Douglas (Christia), and Kristin Elizabeth, as well as my grandchildren, Austynn Lene, Ashley Rene, Anya Madison, H. Beecher IV, and Harrison Patton. They are, collectively, the “apple of my eye.” I love them all!! 

			Fifty years in the pastoral ministry is a long run; but for me it has been a good run. Through 37 of those years, Metropolitan has been a faithful, patient, and prayerful people. 

			Remember: He will build His Church “and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it!”
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			Foreword  I

			I  have known H. Beecher Hicks, Jr., for forty-five years. I have known him as a scholarly student, as a loving family man, as a gifted singer, as a powerful preacher, and as a prolific writer. Dr. H. Beecher’s gifts have been a blessing to many; but I believe that it is his writing gift that has taken him further into the lives and circumstances of congregations, pastors, and clergy families. This, his latest offering, will be no exception. 

			Preaching While Bleeding is a volume that deals not only with the “art and science” of sermon preparation and delivery. It is a gift that Dr. Hicks has taught at the seminary level and practiced the art of preaching now for more than fifty years. Not only is he able to teach the reader what to do — in this volume he does an excellent job in that regard — but there is no one who does a better job of modeling the preaching moment. 

			Don’t put this book down until you have fully read his sermon in chapter seven. As good and as necessary as it is for the preacher to know and practice the “art and science” of sermon preparation and delivery, what makes this volume so important is that our writer spends quality time addressing the discipline and demands that are made on the one who preaches. Our author makes the case by using the metaphor, “bleeding,” in order to drive home how demanding the life of an authentic proclaimer is. 

			The demands of ministry are so weighty they require your life’s blood, your very soul. The preacher must submit to the will of God. To do that, H. Beecher Hicks believes you must enter in a personal relationship with God to know God. This relationship requires that the preacher be a practitioner of the spiritual disciplines: a strong prayer life, time must be spent with the Holy Scriptures, and quiet time for the purpose of meditation. 

			None of this causes the preacher to “bleed.” The bleeding comes when the God who calls sends the preacher into the world. The preacher is sent to the poor, the oppressed, the marginalized, the misguided, the weak, the confused, the spiritually lost, and to those who hurt. This is when the bleeding begins. Dr. Hicks writes that the preacher is sent to deliver a Prophetic Word, a word of liberation, forgiveness, and empowerment. And this assignment must often be carried out while bleeding. 

			H. Beecher Hicks, Jr., eloquently writes that help is available to those who preach from sources that must be nurtured. Help comes from the God who calls, from the Gospel that is preached, and from your family. These sources must be protected and appreciated. Fundamentally, the greatest resource of the preacher is the faith that you preach to others. 

			As one who also bleeds, I can say with complete certainty that this volume will become a necessary help to be read and re-read, to be quoted, and to be recommended to others. You will be both inspired and empowered. 

			Bishop John R Bryant

			Presiding Bishop

			African Methodist Episcopal Church

			Baltimore, Maryland, U.S.A. 

			June 2017
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			Foreword II

			To be granted the privilege of writing the Foreword to Preaching While Bleeding, is a testament to a friendship that has endured from the early 1980s until now. My friendship with H. Beecher Hicks, Jr., is a sacrament in my life. He is to me mentor, role model, counselor, and at last, Pastor. He has been and remains an invaluable source of inspiration and instruction in my preaching and pastoral journey. 

			It is indeed rare when one lives to witness his name take on the air of legend. This is all the more significant when one has to first emerge from a brilliant and stellar background. Not only is Dr. Hicks a third-generation preacher, bearing the family name of high  distinction, he has the unique legacy of maternal and paternal grandparents who were college graduates, this at a time when such educational attainments were rare given the social history of the United States regarding African Americans. Out of this background, Dr. Hicks has emerged as one of the greatest preachers in the history of this republic, a faithful and visionary pastor, able administrator, distinguished educator,  respected scholar, Christian statesman, and prolific writer. From his own pen we are once again the beneficiaries of his towering intellect, passionate heart, and more than half a century of excellence in ministry to the Lord Christ and His people. 

			Preaching While Bleeding is an essential and necessary word in due season for those practitioners of the craft who take preaching seriously, as well as those who listen to preaching or those who regard preaching as an anachronism, no longer useful but not yet to be discarded. The message of this book arrives at a time of religious ambiguity, and moral relativism coupled with social and political dislocations that have left us all but paralyzed with uncertainty. This significant work is a primer for the preacher at the beginning of the journey, a source of direction and encouragement for those bearing the burden in light of common day, and a word of assurance and comfort for those long at the task while yet giving witness to “fire shut up in their bones.” 

			With an uncanny style and surgical precision, Dr. Hicks accurately analyzed the perplexing conundrums within and without the church. He has dared to disturb us with difficult questions, forced us to deal with our humanity in all its grandeur and grime, to revisit our call and conviction, while locating our position as preacher, priest, pastor, and prophet. To read this work is to struggle with relevance and significance in a world of rapid change while anchoring securely in the timely and timeless Word of God. 

			All who read this book, take seriously its admonitions, and prayerfully heed its sage counsel, will find renewed purpose and power in the highest and holiest of all human endeavors. This work forces us to face the uncomfortable realities of our contemporary situation by challenging, disturbing, and even rebuking our false, often comfortable, albeit meaningless assumptions and traditions. 

			Finally, one cannot read this volume and not be confronted by the unmistakable and sometimes painful stains of “blood” on every page. This is not a cold, detached theoretical dissertation written by a sheltered academician removed from the harsh “bloody” realities of our human existence. An eminently prominent preacher, Dr. Hicks has demonstrated for us in his own life and labors work and witness how to weather the violent tempest and labor under insuperable burdens. His magnificent preaching and writing is soaked in blood. From him and with him, we come face to face with the pain predicament and that joy - sorrow motif that rests at the heart of authentic preaching. 

			“Preaching While Bleeding” allows us to come to grips with disconcerting reality that there can be no preaching without bleeding. Though we “lustily” sing that old song, “There is power in the blood,” we go forth to preach calling to mind the words of John Henry Jowett, “when we bleed, we bless!”

			Bishop J. Douglas Wiley Taylor

			Life Center Cathedral

			New Orleans, Louisiana

			June 2017
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			Introduction

			Thoughts On Preaching

			I am a Preacher. At least that is what I’ve been trying to be. I could not avoid it, or escape it actually. I believe it was sealed into my DNA. Somehow destiny was wrapped up in my name and defined my being by it. My middle name secured it. Lyman Beecher, an anti-slavery preacher. Henry Ward Beecher, a Congregational preacher, known to purchase the freedom of slaves with coins from his own purse. Before I was born, I would be nothing more, nothing less than a Preacher. 

			William Hicks was a preacher. My grandfather was born just days after President Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation to provide for the freedom of the nation’s slaves. Perhaps in a plantation’s shanty, or down by some riverside, William Hicks was set apart to be a preacher. I never knew my grandfather to wear anything other than a Black suit, a black tie, white shirt and high-top shoes with eyelets at the top, morning, noon, and night. And of course, the ever present “long-johns.” Whenever you saw him you were looking at a sho-nuff preacher, a Preacher’s Preacher. And he never died. He cheated death. He just slipped away on a Sunday morning when no one was looking and, as he said, “I have to go off to save the world!” 

			Henry Beecher Hicks, Sr. , my father, was a preacher. Born amid the sweltering Alabama heat, it seemed nothing could escape his energy, his determination to make his mark on the world. Family legend has it that as a lad he was so interested in visiting churches to hear the preaching, his parents, William and Olivia, had to devise strategies to keep their aggressive, talkative son at home. The day came when they resorted to the unfortunate strategy of making young Henry wear a girl’s dress, thinking of course, that he would stay at home if for no reason other than shame. Determined to have his way, the next time they saw Henry was atop a horse-drawn hearse that passed nearby and he was merrily on his way to church still attired in that dress. By the time of his departure he was known as “The Pontiff” or “The Prophet of Main Street,” a tribute to his pastoral years at his beloved Mount Olivet Church on Main Street in Columbus, Ohio. 

			Ivan Douglas Hicks, my youngest son, is a preacher; the son of a preacher, who is the son of a preacher. Ivan is the fourth generation sent by God. He, too, is blessed with the burden of the “Preacher” designation. However, he has surpassed us all; pastor, an academic scholar in the field of Afrocentric studies, social activist, community leader and educator, possessed of rare and special gifts. When his final page is written, however, his biographer will call him a “Preacher.” 

			These words, of course, are intended as an introduction for the reader to know my roots, my history, my heritage, and my hope. They seek to adequately shape the scope and context of what for me has been the engagement of my life and time on Mother Earth. To be a preacher is all I know to do and all I have known to do. I have desired or pursued nothing else. Entering the twilight years of my life, now that I have received three more years than David’s estimate of “three score years and ten,” in the words of Dr. Charles Edward Booth, I have now asked God for “overtime.” Enough overtime, to be sure, to write these few words and to share with those who shall read them my thoughts along my journey — thoughts that come from a life fully invested in the pastorate and in preaching the glorious Gospel of Jesus Christ, to structure, to approach in some systematic way the reason for my being and for my commitment to this all-consuming task.  

			Greater still, this writing will seek to make sense of the necessity so many find to approach others with the audacious assumption that any of us have the moral authority to speak to the people of God on behalf of God or, most especially, that the words that fall from our lips are, indeed, the Words of God. What chutzpah! The question with which I must personally wrestle, if indeed I am a preacher, is whether or not I have done anything to be worthy of the title I claim. 

			This writing is important to me, quite frankly, because it permits me to share my “journey” in the context of the preaching/pastoral discipline which has  defined my life and defined who I am as well. It has not always been easy; to be sure there have been high moments, astounding victories, aggravating defeats, and abundant blessings. For thirty-seven years I have been kept in the sheltering love of a patient congregation whose loyalty and faithfulness astound me still. 

			Week by week, it was my lot to climb preaching stairs on days when clouds hovered low; I preached even when dreams and visions were laid waste. I preached through seasons of storm and seasons of personal pain and struggle. My preaching, though, had blood on it. It was a preacher’s blood; my blood. Nevertheless, through a strange process of pastoral empathy, I cried when my people bled; my people cried when they watched me bleed. After the waste of the years, strangely but surely, we had become one. 

			There is danger, of course, in this type of confessional transparency. It might be better for me and for others were I to take the advice given to one Jonathan in the Book of Judges: “Hold thy peace, lay thy hand upon thy mouth, and go with us.” (Judges 18: 3-4, 18)

			It seems reasonable, I think, to ask some hard and uncomfortable questions. Who am I and why am I in this space? What is this non-sense I hear when some say they are “Called”? Who is calling? Why are they calling? What are these mysterious, unexplainable nocturnal “urges” to preach of which they speak? 

			Does God use an I-Phone? Does an omniscient God require the use of a “smart phone”? If God answers prayer, does God use Twitter? Or, perhaps send pictures by Snapchat? Or should each of the 66 Books of the Bible have their own YouTube channel? Is this preaching business nothing more than the proud illusions of a loquacious ego? 

			As we preach from dusty, undecipherable and ancient texts, how reliable and relevant are their claims for those who worship (or not) in a twenty-first century culture? Has worship unfortunately been replaced by “Live Streaming”? Is the church and, therefore, is our preaching still valid? Was it ever? Or is it still necessary? Or would God be better off to just use Facebook Live and instantly, dramatically multiply the capacities of constant contact? 

			To pose the larger doctrinal question, could it be that God has designed something new, something different, something more dynamic and promising that will take the place of preaching? Is God about to unveil some “new thing,” some new wine for old wineskins that will be more acceptable to Millennials, NextGeners’ or other such demographic interest’s groups. If so, what will the new “branding” of the preacher look like, sound like, preach like? 

			Will our preaching help to resolve or intensify the chaos? 

			Will our preaching advance community or will preachers remain silent or mute amid the conflicts, permitting rocks to cry out, taking our place? 

			Will there be some fresh voice of righteousness that will be heard above the din of a world insistent on its own will, insistent on culture rather than Christ, insistent on obeying human laws rather than God’s? 

			Will our weekly sermonic exercises amount to a “hand over our mouths” and tongues that are still, while the flag flies higher than the cross? 

			Will the words we preach be the balm or the bane of our existence? 

			Will this new brand of preaching be offered with power and conviction, with power to change society, its purposes and priorities and all who live within it; or shall we be left to preach chained to our lectionaries, with tired sermons, rehearsed and memorized, preached to sleeping and comatose congregations who are no longer awakened to the sounds of tarnished brass and disquieted cymbals? 

			“Cry aloud, spare not, lift up thy voice, 

			and shew my people their transgressions, 

			and the House of Jacob their sins!”  

			Isaiah 58:1

			Remember: “Where a trumpet is expected a flute will not suffice!” 

			Maybe the most searing and relevant question about our preaching is this: Is anybody listening? Is anybody hearing? Does anybody really care what or if we preach at all? If the answers we hear are in the negative, then the only question that remains is: Why bother? The questions we must approach are insistent and demand response. 

			I welcome the reader into my world of preaching, prophetic preaching, homiletics, and beyond. You may find this writing too “preachy” from time to time. You should not be surprised. Being “too preachy” is an occupational hazard. I will rely on an abundant sufficiency of your grace. 

			Hopefully, this writing will confront you, and challenge to deeper thought regarding God, Jesus, the Church and its preaching and, of course, your role and place within it. You may be uncomfortable with my positions. You may challenge my assumptions and presuppositions. This writing may anger you and ask demanding questions of you. You may even choose to put this book aside and let it collect dust on your bookshelf. That is, as it should be, a part of the process. It is also my hope that in the end there will be a clearer view of who we are and what God demands of us as God’s disciples and as spokespersons for the Living God. So, I ask you. What does God require of you? 

			“So here’s what I want you to do. God helping you: Take your everyday, ordinary life — your sleeping, eating, going-to-work and walking around life — and place it before God as an offering. Embracing what God does for you is the best thing you can do for Him. Don’t become so well-adjusted to your culture that you fit into it without even thinking. Instead, fix your attention  on God. You’ll be changed from the inside out.  Readily recognize what God wants from you and respond to it. Unlike the culture around you, always dragging you down to its level of immaturity,  God brings the best out of you,  develops well-formed maturity in you.”  

			(Romans 12:1-2 The Message)

			Nothing more; nothing less! 

			Thoughts on Bleeding and the Blood:  A Necessary Preface

			It was a sticky, hot night in Alabama. I do not remember the name of the town. I’m not even sure that the town had a name. All I can remember is that I was somewhere in Alabama, the dirt road veered off from Highway 80E, the highway infamously remembered for the March across a bridge on a Sunday called “Bloody.” The bridge, of course, was named for a General in the Confederate Army and, in addition, he became famous for his position as Grand Dragon of the Ku Klux Klan and later a United States Senator from the state of Alabama. On this night, however, I was in a car with Reverend Isaac C. Acoff, Pastor of the Bethel Hill Missionary Baptist Church at Marengo County, Alabama; a church erected in 1894. We were on our way to church. 

			The dirt and gravel road made it a frightening journey along the unlit narrow path. Rev. Acoff talked while I prayed. This was an experience for which I was wholly unprepared. We were headed for the church he served only two Sundays a month and I was to be the guest preacher for five nights during the month of August. They called it a “Lay-by Revival,” held while the field workers waited for their crops to be ripe and ready for the harvest. At the time, I don’t think I had five sermons to my name but I was “bent, bound, and determined” to do the best I could. 

			Upon arrival we were greeted by all ten of the membership, the singing of Long and Common meter hymns was well underway. It seemed everyone had their personal “funeral home” fan to keep the breeze flowing and the mosquitoes from biting necks. However, by evening’s end, a great time was had by all. 

			It soon came to dawn on me that there was something singular and significant about these persons for whom I had been called to preach. These were laborers of the field; they were the descendants of slaves and sharecroppers who tilled the soil and harvested the crop, and put food on tables from which they could never eat, and made up beds on which they would never sleep. Their blood was literally in the earth in which they planted, the soil from which they would so meagerly share. 

			While there I could not forget Selma. I found my wife in Selma and that was the best thing I could say about that southern city. There would be blood on the bridge at Selma; on Sunday, blood from policemen’s whips, blood from horse’s hoofs, blood sanctioned by the state. And still there we were in the deepest region of the South, in the woods, in the heat, in worship, remembering the blood. All they had, all they owned was a Bible; a worn-out book that taught them about the blood. There was blood enough on those crowded ships of the Middle Passage. There was blood enough on auction blocks where mothers and fathers, sisters and brothers were sold and divided to live their days in plantation fields. And when women dropped their babies in the soil beneath cotton plants, there in the birthing sun there was blood. They understood the blood, they preached the blood, and all they knew was, despite their circumstance, strangely they sang, “there is power, wonder working power in the blood.” I hear their voices still. 

			“O de blood, O de blood, 

			the blood done signed my name.” 

			Ain’t you glad; ain’t you glad, 

			The blood done signed your name? 

			Hallelujah, thank You Jesus, 

			The blood done signed my name.” 

			Over and over they sang the refrain until it seemed that heaven’s choir had joined the singing. And I knew then, before I preached a word, indeed the blood had signed my name. 

			Forgive my redundancy. This is a word that must be heard: If you preach, you will bleed. In your ministry you will be taken to the deepest regions of human hurt, you will be taken to those highways of crushed humanity where blood will be spilled without reason, you will be called upon to preach a healing message to those who bleed before your very eyes; but most importantly you will be called upon to preach while your own blood seeps out through the broken vessels of your life and spills beneath your preaching robes to saturate the very floor upon which you stand. 

			Preaching while bleeding? The very thought sends a frigid shiver through the soul. 

			Preaching while bleeding? Perhaps you are not preaching if you are not bleeding. 

			Bleeding is your necessary gift. 

			Bleeding is your necessary sacrifice. 

			Bleeding is your gift of honor.

			Bleeding — as in Adam’s rib, extracted in the bloody flow from his internal organs. 

			Bleeding — as in Moses and the blood spread on the doorposts at Goshen. 

			Bleeding — as in the blood extracted from Jacob’s hip replacement that night he went out toward that place called Bethel, only to come away with a bloody limp. 

			God calls you to preach for those who bleed. 

			Still there is more. God calls you to know the privilege of bleeding personally. 

			The One who calls on Mary to bleed in the sacrifice of child bearing, calls upon you to bleed as well. 

			The One who calls on that nameless woman to bleed for twelve years of menstruation calls upon you to bleed, even when you dare not ask why. 

			The One who calls on you to bleed as did Paul, pierced by a thorn in your side, will permit you to bleed when the only available cure is His all sufficient grace.

			There can be no preaching that does not simultaneously offer judgment for our yesterdays but redemption and hope for future tomorrows. 

			There can be no preaching that does not cause one to bleed for others and no blood that will not empower the preaching that “reaches to the highest mountain and flows to the lowest valley.” All sermons are mere words caught in the high weeds of irrelevance unless and until that sermon has some blood on it. 

			When the One who suffered, bled, and died on Calvary looks down upon you from His Cross, the only question that remains is this: can you preach knowing that His blood is spilled, while it should be yours? Or will you share with Him this incredible, inescapable assignment: preach if you will, prophesy if you must, but be assured that as you preach you will bleed. 

			The Authority of Scripture

			Jesus Loves Me, This I know, 

			For the Bible tells me so.  

			Little ones to Him belong, 

			They are weak but He is strong! 

			Any dialogue with regard to the matter of preaching must begin with the notion of Scripture and its authority. As the lyric from the children’s hymn tells us, the truth we seek and the truth that sustains is found in the Bible, the source of such truth. “The Bible tells me so!” That’s the end of the discussion. That’s it. That’s all. 

			One doctrinal writer has written that “the Bible is a book written under the divine inspiration of God and accepted by Christians as the Word of God,” and, there is a “proof text” to go along with it. “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: that the man (woman)6 of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works.” (II Tim. 3:16, 17)

			A broader and I think more acceptable statement of this case is written by Drs. Martha Simmons and Frank A. Thomas in their introductory comments in Preaching with Sacred Fire. They state:

			“When we consider the Black (primarily Christian) preaching tradition, several principles emerge.  The first is the centrality of the Bible. This is not to be taken for rigid literalism; the Bible is seen as an inspired and dynamic source for understanding the world and as a wise guide for life’s decisions. 

			Dr. Cleophus J. LaRue states: “Indeed, it is no secret that the Bible occupies a central place in the religious life of Black Americans. More than a source for texts, in Black preaching the Bible is the single most important source of language, imagery, and story  for the sermon.” 7

			That the Bible is authoritative and its teachings are to be followed was accompanied by the fact that its laws were observed. This is a central part of what we learned as children in Sunday School. In Sunday School we learned of something called “inerrancy” and “infallibility.” In the world of our parents the whole of Scripture was accepted as truth just as it was written — verbatim, “truth without any mixture of error” they called it; and it was to be normative for our lives. 

			It would not be long, however, before many considered such a blanket acceptance as thoughtless if not naïve. It would not be long before we would ask searching questions regarding the “sacredness” of Scripture in comparison with any other “spiritual” writings. 

			An unholy romance with agnosticism and atheism has risen among us. In contemporary culture the church, the Bible and our preaching appear to be suddenly, hopelessly, irrelevant. There are not too many churches around these days with Bible Study overflowing. Does anyone really believe Scripture anymore? It would not be long before our culture would be in search of a “new normal.” 

			From my point of view, that “new normal” would be found in our understanding of who we were as a consequence of our condition of Blackness and the critical and criminal circumstance of slavery through which we had come. The Bible could be normative for us to the extent that we found our condition and our hope in the context of the biblical narrative. When writing of the development of Negro spirituals as discussed by Dr. Allen Callahan, he joins Cheryl Kirk-Duggan with the suggestion that the spirituals are “an early, unique form that rereads biblical texts.” It was in this manner that “the slaves read their experience into and out of the Bible.” 

			My suggestion is not that the Bible is not authoritative, nor that it should be viewed in any manner as wholly literal.
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