»WIVA VOX EVANGELII«: PREACHING THE
(GOSPEL IN A MULTITUDE OF VOICES

Presidential Address'

Jan Hermelink

Dear participants of this 10th international conference of Societas Homiletica,
dear colleagues, dear sisters and brothers in Christ:

In 1523, a new voice was heard in Wittenberg - the voice of Martin
Luther. Certainly, in 1523 Luther had already been teaching here for more
than 10 years. Six years prior to that, he published the 95 theses against In-
dulgences. For many years, he preached in the Town Church at least twice a
week and published dozens of sermons, tracts, theses.

But again: In 1523, the voice of Luther was heard as a new voice, surpris-
ing himself - and also strongly impressing the public.

After having taught, preached and written for a long time, and being
nearly 40 years old - in the summer of 1523, Luther wrote his first song: »By
help of God I fain would tell«.?

This is a ballad responding to the burning of two young Augustinian
friars in Brussels who where in fact the first martyrs of the evangelical faith.
Luther’s song, a lament and also a protest song, was published as a leaflet; it
spread rapidly from market to market, from mouth to ear - reporting and
proclaiming, accusing the sophists and preaching the new faith.

Luther’s voice, which so far had been heard in sermons and disputations
that were read by many people, became a new voice in public: a voice that
sings.

Watching the enormous effect of his first chant, in the same year Lu-
ther felt the urge to write a second song: »Dear Christians, one and all,

' In editing this text, | owe Dawn Ottoni-Wilhelm a thorough checking of grammatical
and stylistic failures and a lot of suggestions to clarify formulations.

2 See MARTIN ROSSLER, Liedermacher im Gesangbuch. Liedgeschichte in Lebensbildern,
Stuttgart 2001, 36-41.
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rejoice«.® In this song he put into practice what he had written shortly before
in his preface to the September edition of the German New Testament:
»Gospel, Euangelion - this is a Greek word, it means in German: good mes-
sage, good tale, good news, good clamor that is sung, spoken and excited.«*

Luther’s song is pure Gospel. Indeed, it is the good news in music and
verses. The living voice of the Gospel is sung and said here - and, at the
same time, it is Luther’s own and unique voice, which is to be heard here. It is
his theology, his teaching and preaching - sung and spoken.

So at the beginning of our conference on »The living Voice of the Gospelg,
before reflecting and doing research on that voice - let us join in with Luther’s
voice, by lending to it our own voices. Let us sing, let us raise our voices and

rejoice, as Luther invites us to do.

Dear Christians, one and all, rejoice,
with exultation springing,

And, with united heart and voice
And holy rapture singing,

Proclaim the wonders God hath done,
How His right arm the victory won;
Right dearly it hath cost Him.

2. Fast bound in Satan's chains I lay,
Death brooded darkly o'er me,

Sin was my torment night and day,
In sin my mother bore me;

Yea, deep and deeper still 1 fell,

Life had become a living hell,

So firmly sin possessed me.

3. My own good works availed me
naught,

No merit they attaining;

Free will against God's judgment
fought,

Dead to all good remaining.

My fears increased till sheer despair
Left naught but death to be my share;
The pangs of hell I suffered.

4. But God beheld my wretched state

Before the world's foundation,

And, mindful of His mercies great,

He planned my soul's salvation.

A father's heart He turned to me,
Sought my redemption fervently:

He gave His dearest Treasure.

5. He spoke to His beloved Son:
'Tis time to have compassion.
Then go, bright jewel of My crown,
And bring to man salvation;

From sin and sorrow set him free,
Slay bitter death for him that he
May live with Thee forever.

3 For this song, see CHRISTA REICH, Nun freut euch, lieben Christen g’mein, in: HANS-
JAKOB BECKER u.a., Geistliches Wunderhorn. GroBe deutsche Kirchenlieder, Miinchen

2001, 111-123.

*  Cited by ROSSLER, Liedermacher (see note 2), 41.
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6. This Son obeyed His Father’s will, Life shall from death the victory win,

Was born of virgin mother, My innocence shall bear thy sin;
And God’s good pleasure to fulfill, So art thou blest forever.
He came to be my Brother.
No garb of pomp or power He wore, 9. Now to My Father I depart,
A servant’s form, like mine, He bore, The Holy Spirit sending
To lead the devil captive. And, heavenly wisdom to impart,
My help to thee extending.
7. To me He spake: Hold fast to Me, He shall in trouble comfort thee,
I am thy Rock and Castle; Teach thee to know and follow Me,
Thy Ransom I Myself will be, And in all truth shall guide thee.
For thee I strive and wrestle;
For I am with thee, I am thine, 10. What I have done and taught,
And evermore thou shalt be Mine; teach thou,
The Foe shall not divide us. My ways forsake thou never;
So shall My kingdom flourish now
8. The Foe shall shed My precious And God be praised forever.
blood, Take heed lest men with base alloy
Me of My life bereaving. The heavenly treasure should destroy;
All this I suffer for thy good; This counsel I bequeath thee.

Be steadfast and believing.

Clearly, it is Luther’s own voice with which we join here in singing. It is his
style of speech, his manner of preaching and teaching: quite elementary and
highly dramatic, using plenty of biblical metaphors, appealing to the affects
and emotions of the audience.

Also, this song gives voice to Luther’s theology: the uselessness of »good
worksg, the false concept of »free will« (see verse 4), and, correspondingly,
the warning against »base alloy« (see the last verse) - to put it simply: against
the bad mixture of Gospel and Law that would destroy the pure grace from
heaven. - And in the middle of the song, Christ’s work of salvation is beauti-
fully summarized: »I am with thee, I am thine - and evermore you shalt be
mine« - a joyous exchange in the language of love and engagement.

The song gives voice to Luther’s insight: The Gospel is something spatial:
While the sinner is falling »deep and deeper« (verse 2), Christ is coming near
to him. Also, the Gospel is something corporal: It is flesh and blood, admixed
with our flesh, more intensely than in sexual acts - and so, as the song tells
and enacts, the Gospel itself is a performance, a dramatic event, or more
specifically it is an event of conflict and combat against devil, sin and death.
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The Gospel as performance, as a dramatic event: Luther’s song places
that experience not least of all in the liturgy: in the church festivals of Christ-
mas (verse 6), Good Friday and Easter (verse 8), Ascension and Pentecost.

The Gospel as event, as dramatic combat and glorious victory - this good
news must be sung with a melody that is itself highly dramatic. In Luther’s
song the Gospel is realized as a song of death and life, as a musical reverbera-
tion of mercy and salvation.

The Gospel in itself is an act of speaking and listening - we all have
learned that from Luther and Calvin, and in this song we are reminded of
this, using the concept of voice and sound. The Gospel must be proclaimed
(see verse 1), »with united heart and voice«, because it is a voice in itself: it is
God speaking here, with mercy and compassion, to his beloved Son; and -
even more - the Gospel is giving sound to the voice of the Son: it is the »ipsis-
sima vox«, the living voice of Christ which is sung and spoken here for no
less than four full verses.

The Gospel must be sung and spoken; it must be preached, heard and an-
swered because it is a dialogue in itself, an interchange of divine voices - this
fundamental insight of Luther is enacted here.

»wiva Vox Evangelii«, »the living voice of the Gospel« - is fundamental to
Luther’s theology. Therefore it is a theology of preaching, of speaking and
singing chants. It was this theology that provoked the Reformation - being a
movement of voices, of preaching and singing.

So, in the horizon of Luther’s song that we have just sung, or even better:
in the sound space of that song, I'd like to develop more explicitly how Luther’s
theology of the Gospel also provoked a new art of preaching. I want to give
some indications of what that may mean in the actual context of Germany
and its churches - and also in the course of our conference.

With Luther’s song in our ears, we may hear seven motives or phrases,
seven variations on preaching the Gospel’s voice.

A) Essentially, the Gospel is a voice. It is an interchange of divine voices, as
modeled in Luther’s song. So also preaching is nothing other than giving a
voice to the Gospel with my own voice.

But before we start to preach, and before we start to reflect on preaching,
we should - as the Gospel is a voice event - start with hearing. For Luther it
is fundamental - as we all know - that faith comes from hearing (Rom 10:16).
Faith begins with listening to the living voice of the Gospel - so faith does
not begin with working, and also it doesn’t begin with preaching, nor with
teaching theology, nor with reading homiletical textbooks.
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I think this is also important to recognize at the beginning of this confer-
ence. A lot of people have made great efforts to prepare lectures and sermons,
to write papers and responses, and all of you have made great efforts, and of-
fered time and money, to attend this gathering.

But now it is time for hearing. It is time for listening - listening to the
scholarly insights delivered in the next few days. We will discuss these lessons
intensely, in the reflection groups and in other contexts, but we should not
forget: Hearing comes first.

The Gospel is a voice. Faith comes from hearing this voice. These concepts
are fundamental for Luther’s preaching, because faith is a matter of the heart.
Faith is a matter of the will. It is a matter of the intellect, too, but basically it
is a matter of the heart.

Therefore, the Gospel must be spoken and sung, it must be narrated,
brought into images and metaphors before it is brought to specific practice
and thoughtful theory. Consequently, singing may be even more important
than preaching, as singing goes directly to our hearts, bodies and souls.

Thus faith starts with hearing; with the heart’s listening to the Gospel’s
living voice. Therefore I am happy that this conference will give us many op-
portunities to listen to sermons preached from different cultural backgrounds
- from Germany and South Korea, from India and Sweden, from the United
States. And we will listen to sermons in various cities, receiving an impression
of the living voice of the Gospel in Germany.

B) Luther’s Gospel song gives sound to a dramatic interchange of voices:
the divine Voices of God the Father and God the Son - and a human voice
giving sound to that dialogue. The Gospel is a voice, sung and spoken by hu-
man voices. So also preaching is done by a human voice, and it reflects the
preacher’s human condition.

It is quite obvious that Luther’s song gives voice to his own personal ex-
periences. The song gives sound to an »I« which was bound »in Satan’s chains;
the sin is »my tormentg, and it is I who fell »deep and deeper« (verse 2). It is
easy to relate these words to Luther’s own torment and despair, as he labored
here in the Wittenberg cloister, reading the Mass and studying Scholastic
theology. At the core of Luther’s theology, and at the core of his preaching,
there is the situation of a person tormented by sin - and justified by Divine
Grace: »My innocence shall bear thy sin; so art you blest forever« (verse 8).

Luther’s preaching is deeply personal, it is giving voice to a peculiar bio-
graphy, to a specific experience with God - and it is easy to imagine the
specific voice which belongs to that experience.
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To reform preaching (i.e., in Luther’s song and theology), to speak with
my own voice, is to speak with my own body and soul - tormented and lifted
up, falling to hell and comforted by the divine voice.

Preaching the Gospel is to be performed with my own personal voice. So
it is not just by chance that many papers submitted to this conference are
dealing with the person of the preacher. The preacher’s wisdom is discussed,
as is her mandate to be a prophet, a diacon and a fool. These papers invite us
to reflect upon the specific qualities of the preacher, his personal figure, her
specific voice.

Of course, we have to bear in mind Luther’s warning against concentrating
too much on the preacher’s personality - because it is not the preacher’s life,
but his teachings, her »doctrina« that are decisive for my own faith.

But if preaching is a matter of voice - what could be more personal than
a woman’s or a man’s voice? Even if I try to exclude my personal context and
experiences from my words - the voice I'm preaching with, its tension, colour,
rhythm and modulation - all of this will inevitably reveal my emotional situa-
tion, including the state of my particular body and soul.

The own voice of the preacher, his or her personal experience as a pre-
condition for the sermon’s impact - this issue is significant also for the
church’s situation in Germany.

As in most modern societies, the images of church and religion in Ger-
many are shaped by mass media. Whether or not they like it, the local pastor
and preacher in Leipzig or Wittenberg are compared to images of pastors and
preachers viewed on television.

We know that the church is represented by individual persons and Chris-
tian faith is embodied by specific voices - may it be Margot KaBmann, Niko-
laus Schneider, or (not least) the German Pope Benedict. Faith is embodied
by Episcopal persons as well as other voices of the church’s leadership in
Germany.

Quite clearly this situation is a highly ambivalent one. If the bishop is
preaching, the church may be full, the public may be impressed. But the next
Sunday, whether in Wittenberg, Berlin, or in a small village, Ms. Mueller or
Mr. Schmidt will preach and their voices will only be heard by a handful of
people.

In any case, when we reflect on the reform of preaching we must also ad-
dress the preacher’s own voice, his or her personal experience, as well as the
duties and the specific promises made to me, to the preacher: What I have
done and taught, teach thou, [...] so shall my kingdom flourish now, and God
be praised forever.« (verse 10)
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C) The specific experience which is spoken of in Luther’s song clearly has
a specific structure. The song tells of Satan, of »brooding death« and »living
hell«. And we also sang of the devil led captive (verse 6), of being comforted
in trouble (verse 9) and being »blessed forever« (verse 8).

In fact, the voice of this song is shaped by a strictly theological pattern:
the pattern of despair and salvation, of contest and certainty, and behind
that: the pattern of Law and Gospel.

For Luther, as we know, this pattern yet again is a pattern of voices. Not
only is the Gospel a voice, but also the Law, the law of God, is given voice.
Law is giving the order to do »good works«. Divine commands are heard
here: Do that - don’t do thisk But: My own good works availed me naught«
(verse 3).

Instead, the Gospel that is sung in Luther’s song is essentially a voice giv-
ing promises (see verses 7-9): »Thy ransom [ myself will be« - and the Spirit,
who »shall in trouble comfort thee.«

Preaching then, in Luther’s perspective, is giving voice to these promises
and, prior to that, to those troubles. Preaching is giving sound to the desperate
fight against »God’s judgment«. Then we hear and sing of Christ’s wrestling
with the devil and death.

Preaching also must give voice to the manifold struggles and disputes of
human life. »Preaching as shaping experience in a world of conflict« - this
was the theme of the Societas Homiletica’s 6th International Conference,
held in Singapore in 2004,° and this theme has shaped and determined the
Societas’ meetings since then: »Preaching [...] in a world of conflict« - whether
in Pretoria 2006, where we heard of the socio-political conflicts in Post-
Apartheid South Africa, or in Copenhagen 2008 or in Yale 2010, where we
heard of the troubles and divisions in the midst of those affluent societies.®

In the midst of these and other conflicts, preaching dares to ask for Law
and Gospel. In the midst of our troubles, in society as in individual life, preach-
ing gives voice to the struggle and despair suffered throughout the world.

And then preaching dares to say: Our despairs must be heard as the con-
sequence of sin, as the Devil’s work, also. This is a risky venture: to name the
divine Law in those conflicts, to give voice to the fatal despair which is caused

> See ALBRECHT GROZINGER/ KANG Ho SooN (Ed.), Preaching as shaping experience in
a world of conflict (Studia Homiletica 5), Singapore 2005.

o See Cas J.A.Vos/Lucy HoGAN/JoHAN A.CiLLIERS (Eds.), Preaching as a language of
hope (Studia Homiletica 6), Pretoria 2007; Lucy HoGAN/ THEO PLEIZIER (Eds.), Preaching
as picturing God in a fragmented world (Studia Homiletica 8), Delft 2012.
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by human will exerted against God’s will. - It may also be a risk to preach the
Gospel, this clear voice of comfort: »Be steadfast and believing: Life shall from
death the victory win. My innocence will bear thy sin.« (verse 8)

By preaching Law and Gospel, we enter into the battles and troubles sur-
rounding us, we join the voices of despair as well as the voices of hope.

With this in view, it is significant that many papers presented at this
conference deal with the troubles and conflicts of contemporary societies -
giving voice to the environmental crisis or to social injustice in India, in East
Asia and in South Africa.

Preaching the living voice of the Gospel must be substantiated through
clear words. Preaching has to name plainly and lament clearly, as Luther did
with his first song. Preaching is giving voice to the troubles - and promises
of today.

Again, let me say a few words about trouble and despair in the German
situation, and also about promise and hope.

I think the basic experience to which preaching can refer in the context
of Wittenberg, is an experience of liberation. Although this is sometimes dis-
puted, for most people it is obvious: the so called yWende, the turnaround of
1989 / 90 when the Wall between East and West Germany collapsed, this po-
litical turnaround meant a liberation in social life as well as many individual
lives.

The »Wende« was prepared and supported by many church activities: Many
groups urging political reform first met in parish houses, many pastors were
members of those groups, advocating for social change and civil rights. And
in the months of turnaround, many sermons focused on the revolutionary
changes in politics, economics and social life.”

There were many promises given in the context of the 1989 )Wendec
promises of landscapes flourishing, economically and socially, promises of
flourishing churches, too, with many people joining again after having been
forced to leave the church under the socialist party’s regime.

As you may see for yourselves in the city of Wittenberg, many promises
have been fulfilled, at least in terms of economics and public well-being. Most
houses are restored, streets are repaired, and even electronic data lines are
in good condition. On the other hand, in the next few days you may notice

7 See ANDREAS EBERT/JOHANNA HABERER/FRIEDRICH KRAFT (Eds.), Riumt die Steine
hinweg. DDR Herbst 1989. Geistliche Reden im politischen Aufbruch, Miinchen 1989;
KAy-ULricH BRONK, Der Flug der Taube und der Fall der Mauer. Die Wittenberger Gebete
um Erneuerung im Herbst 1989 (APrTh 16), Leipzig 1999.
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that there is a lack of economic activity in East Germany: many companies
have closed down, the rate of unemployment here is nearly double the amount
of that in West Germany. There are also many social issues here, as the East
German states face serious problems with right wing extremist movements.

Even more than these troubles there is a sense of disappointment in the
church. The hope for full churches and the promises of flourishing parishes
have not been fulfilled. On the contrary, the churches in East Germany are
struggling with a steady drop in attendance and membership and conse-
quently they are struggling with huge financial problems - although the eco-
nomic crisis menacing Europe has not reached our churches to date. Never-
theless, the Christian churches in Leipzig, Wittenberg, and Berlin have had
to reduce their personnel, close down churches and reduce the number of
parishes as well.

These concerns about money and pastoral work are absorbing a lot of the
church’s energy - you may often hear about that during our time in Witten-
berg. Also the church’s preaching sometimes is preoccupied with these
troubles, and so it is at risk dimming the light of Grace. Sometimes there is
more lamenting than rejoicing in our preaching; the voice of fear is sometimes
louder than the voice of the Gospel.

It is therefore all the more important that this conference reminds us:
The Gospel’s voice is a voice of comfort in trouble, a voice of certainty in all
despair. So preaching has to name our fears as well as God’s promises to
overcome them; it is giving sound to a disturbance which will be calmed.

D) The Gospel is a voice in itself. Therefore, it is both intensely personal
and necessarily related to our shared struggles and problems. The Gospel
surely leads the preacher and congregation together into shared ministry.

But, according to the model we usually adopt in thinking on preaching,
one person is speaking - and the audience is listening¢. This obviously is not
the image Luther has in mind when he is teaching, preaching and singing
the Gospel. Therefore, in a fourth variation on the theme of the »living voiceg,
let me turn again to Luther’s Gospel song of 1523.

From its very beginning, this song clarifies that the appropriate way to
preach (or better, the way to »proclaim«) the Gospel is not using an individual
voice alone: »Dear Christians, one and all, rejoice« - it is a group, it is a crowd
that Luther is speaking of here. Even better, it is a choir of Christians encour-
aged to »proclaim the wonders God has done.«

The song also clarifies the reason for that many-voiced way of preaching:
God’s own work isn’t done mono-voiced, it is the Father speaking - in fact
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singing - to his beloved Son, the son addressing me, and the Holy Spirit, sent
to be the divine voice in everyone’s mind, heart and body.

The Gospel is a many-voiced event in itself, and so is its teaching and pro-
claiming. There may be one person composing the Gospel’s music and writing
the lyrics- but there are many, »one and all, who adopt the tune. We all have
to join in singing the song’s verses that address divine and human beings.

The Gospel and its preaching include a multitude of voices. We know that
this model also applies to Luther’s own practice. His style of preaching is
dialogical: giving voice to the sinner, to the skeptic and the despaired; giving
voice to Christ, commanding and promising; giving voice to the soul, believing
and rejoicing.

This inner and outer dialogue arises out of Luther’s reading the Bible as
well as his reading of commentaries and other voices of tradition - and his
preaching arises out of theological disputes, teaching in the seminary and at
the Round Table. Luther’s theology of the Gospel emerges out of his long-
term conversations with colleagues and friends, students and opponents.

So Luther’s preaching represents not just one voice but an outpouring of
a multitude of voices, and it is answered by a multitude of voices, also - the
voices of the hearers, passing along Luther’s words (including his songs) to
their families and neighbors, and the voices of the city’s councilors and the
various sovereigns, intensely debating the social consequences of that preach-
ing.

There is an enduring conversation, an ongoing discussion, and a
polyphony of voices related to preaching, and it is precisely in the midst of
this polyphony of human voices that the Gospel can really be heard.

It struck me as quite remarkable that some of the workshops of this con-
ference deal with the issue of polyphony: for example, a workshop on the so-
called Bibliologue«. Also, many of the papers deal with dialogues and conver-
sations related to preaching: for example, papers on the »collaboration
between the pulpit and the pew, a paper which empirically explores sermon
listening as an »inner dialogue«, and a paper »describing sermons together
in a pastor’s group as part of continuing education.

All of these contributions respond to the Reformation’s insight that
preaching the Gospel is not a monological event but a polyphony of voice and
listening, of manifold hearing and many-voiced singing.

Not least of all, this renewal of preaching implies a specific image of the
congregation. In hearing the Gospel’s voices, the hearers also are constituted
as a polyphony. They are constituted and renewed as an association of equal
voices that must pass along the Gospel to one another and to society at large.
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Let me turn again to the present context of church and society in Germany.
The Reformation’s impulses I outlined here have given quite a polyphonic
structure to the Evangelical church, especially today. Not only may each pastor
be understood as the local bishop and each theologian may act as the ymagis-
terium in persona¢, but also in public, protestants may be heard in diverse
voices, with diverging positions, regarding, e.g., bioethics and the issue of
circumcision, which is at this time fervently disputed in Germany.

In the last decade, the polyphony of Protestantism has been criticized by
many church leaders: The church, they say, should exhibit a more »evangelical
profile«. It should become more decisive, more assertive in a society which is
becoming in itself more and more pluralistic, multicultural and multireligious
- also bearing in mind that since the reunification, nearly every third German
is not attached to any religion at all.

Because this religious diversity frightens many Christians, there is a ten-
dency to favor a mono-voiced church: a church with strong leadership, a church
with mono-voiced authority in the bishop’s office as well as the pulpit.

As I understand it, this idea contradicts the Reformation’s image of the
church as a cooperative association of equal hearers, as a polyphony of voices.
In my view, the image of a church singing with united heart and in many
voices, the church of the Reformation, being »pluralistic on principle« - as
the Systematic Theologian Eilert Herms has called it® - this polyphonic church
could provide society with a model with which to face its own pluralism and
religious polyphony.

The church is pluralistic, it is polyphonic on principle because preaching
the Gospel in itself is a matter of many voices. Preaching is an ongoing con-
versation, a living network of listening and responding.

I am pleased to say that this polyphonic principle is modeled by this
international conference: what a multitude of voices, what a polyphony of
Gospel voices may be heard among us! The Evangelical Church as polyphony:
it is precisely this idea that will be realized during our time together in Wit-
tenberg as we will hear many different voices, during lectures and worship,
workshops and excursions, arguing, debating and listening for the Gospel‘s
voice in everything we share with one another.

% See EiLERT HERMS, Pluralismus aus Prinzip, in: EiLErT HERMS, Kirche fiir die Welt.
Lage und Aufgabe der evangelischen Kirchen im vereinigten Deutschland, Tiibingen 1995,
467-485.
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E) The Gospel is a voice event - so it must be spoken and sung with human
voices and it must be preached and heard in a polyphonic way. This founda-
tional argument of the Reformation generates two further critical assertions.

First, the Gospel is a voice and therefore not a ritual. 1t is neither the
eucharist nor the ritual of confession. Hence the Gospel cannot be dominated
by an institution, neither by the church ruling on the ritual nor by the priest
who may decide whether to grant absolution. Being a living voice, the Gospel
must not be contained or governed by the church’s organization, a political
program, or even in a system of theology.

Second, because the Gospel is a living voice, Luther insists that it is an
unwritten message, inscribed neither in a book nor a stone. While the message
of Law must be written, the Gospel’s message is to be orally sung or spoken.

So the Gospel is not written, neither in theological books nor in church
instructions, although both may be important to understand the divine dia-
logue. Also the Gospel cannot be found directly in the Bible, as if it were
present without spoken proclamation. No, the biblical texts are bound to be-
come oral voice, immediately addressing us again. Jan-Dirk Dohling’s keynote
address further develops this theme in his presentation on )Hearing the Scrip-
ture¢’.

The Gospel is not a written message, so it is also not to be found in reli-
gious treatises, essays or poems. Although Luther owed his public notoriety
to his written sermons and his tracts and pamphlets in particular, he vigor-
ously insisted that the Gospel must be heard orally; that all of our writings
are bound only to provoke dispute and fresh conversation, to release a new
polyphony of voices.

The Gospel, the »ipsissima vox« of Christ must be spoken and sung be-
cause it wants to go directly to the heart; it wants to reach the person im-
mediately, without mediation. At its very essence, the Gospel is an actual
event that directly addresses us with the voice and presence of Christ.

The oral nature of the Gospel provides an important reference point for
our conference. In preparing for our meeting, there has been an enormous
amount of writing: Lectures and other papers have been written, read and
rewritten in advance. In addition, the organization and planning of this con-
ference has included innumerable meetings, letters, and an endless stream
of emails.

Y See JAN-DIRK DOHLING, He, who wants to hear God talking, shall read the Holy Writ.
Biblical Notes on hearing the Scripture and reading the Gospel, in this volume.



»VIVA VOX EVANGELII«: PREACHING THE GOSPEL IN A MULTITUDE OF VOICES 25

But now, I am happy to say that the time of writing and reading is over.
Now that we are together in Wittenberg, it is time to deliver the lectures,
preach and talk with one another - in small groups, as we walk along the
streets or enjoy breaks between sessions. It is through these sounds that we
may hear the voice of the Gospel here and now in Wittenberg.

F) Although the Gospel is not a ritual, it must be emphasized: The Gospel’s
voice is not without a ritual. More precisely, the Gospel‘s voice cannot be
heard without the sacrament, without encountering Christ in the performance
of worship. This at least is Luther’s strong conviction: the Gospel cannot be
heard without performing the sacrament of bread and wine.

Again, we may note this conviction in the Gospel song we sang earlier.
Its dramaturgy is shaped by the Liturgical Year, from Christmas to Pentecost.
In addition, this song is clearly intended for a liturgical context, requiring a
congregation that sings, that voices and rejoices in the Gospel.

For the Christian church - including Reformed, Lutheran, Catholic and
other traditions - encountering God is a joint performance. Hearing the Gospel
is a corporate experience and a collaborative action culminating in the sacra-
ment. Along similar lines, Martin Modéus will deliver a keynote lecture on
»Dynamic Voices in surprisingly living Rituals«, and we are hardly surprised
that there is some research present at this conference dealing with the rela-
tionship between liturgy and preaching.

The Gospel’s voice may not be heard without ritual: this is also an impor-
tant emphasis of the Evangelical church, including the churches of East Ger-
many. The Evangelical church traditionally sees itself as yThe church of the
word¢, and that seems to mean: We are the church of sermons, discourse and
public statements.

Meanwhile, with the help of practical theology, the church is learning
that the Gospel’s voice is performed in the context of liturgy. Especially in a
society saturated with diverse social media and mindful of events that feature
considerable public staging, the church is reminded that the Gospel’s voice is
to be staged also: in worship, in the congregations’ joint action, and not least
of all in the church’s buildings.

It is one of to the most surprising experiences of the East German
churches how important their buildings have proven to be. The old church
buildings in many villages (many of which were run-down and seemed all
but forgotten) are now seen as the town’s center, even its soul. They are
reconstructed with a lot of voluntary work, often even by people who are not
at all members of the church.
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The Gospel’s voice needs a liturgy, and even more, it seems to need a
place designed for liturgy. And at times, these places, the church‘s buildings,
may sound more convincing than a lot of sermons.

G) Luther’s Gospel song gives sound to that voice as an oral event; a corporal
and liturgical performance. So the song seems to emphasize: the Gospel is al-
ways addressed immediately to my heart, its voice is targeted directly to the
person’s core, without any distance, without any doubt, and also without any
reflection.

However, there are indeed traces of theological reflection in this song.
Speaking of »good works«, and even more: speaking as if »free will« were a
real person - this reveals a considerable amount of theological thought, and
this is true also of that condensed verse at the song’s end: »Take heed lest
men with base alloy / The heavenly treasure should destroy« - this is not the
heart’s tongue, this is not the simple language of religion.

Obviously, Luther’s song is full of theology: it is full of complex thought
and reflection. This is also true of Luther’s preaching: it is addressed to the
heart, but at the same time, or better, in the same movement, the sermons
are full of theological reflection.

In the Gospel song, we may see this in the way Luther portrays the nar-
rator through use of the first person singular, »I«. This »l« articulates itself as
bound and then as blessed and comforted. Obviously, these lines are the out-
come of intense reflection. Articulating the heart’s trouble, its despair and
relief, is only possible by using a highly complex apparatus of theological
discourse.

The core of Luther’s theology, the discovery of the »it’s me« of faith, the
invention of the believer’s self, who may sing and tell of his or her salvation
- this is not the immediate result of the Gospel’s voice. Luther’s invention of
the believer’s self is - as we know - the outcome of deep reflection as well as
theological disputation. It arises from the enduring conversations in the Wit-
tenberg faculty, the »language of the selfc emerges from the polyphony Luther
experienced here in this place.

So my assertion that yPreaching is giving voice to the Gospel’s voice«
must in the end be modified. Preaching surely is not the immediate result of
listening to the Gospel’s voice. This voice rather is mediated by reflection,
implicit or explicit, and it is mediated by theology.

Singing the Gospel, and also preaching it, needs theological reflection; it
needs some distance and a lot of critical reflection. It emerges out of this re-
flection, this sounding and resounding of theological thoughts.
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You may hear that argument not least as the confession of a German
theologian accustomed to reflection, emphasizing distance and also doubt.
I'm saying this also as a member of the German church, glad that my church
shows interest in theological reflection - for example by supporting institu-
tions like the Wittenberg Center of Preaching and Homiletics, or by offering
considerable financial support for conferences like this.

In my opinion, this conference may be viewed as an example of best prac-
tice in theology: listening to sermons, discussing and critically reflecting on
various aspects of our theologies of preaching, and returning again to worship,
to singing and hearing the Gospel again.

I will conclude this address by proposing three key questions that emerge
from the thoughts on preaching the Gospel’s voice which I have described
here. Each question applies to a specific context of all preaching. Those three
questions may be useful for our working at this conference - and also for our
homiletical work at home.

I) We have seen that the Gospel’s voice is inevitably preached amid the trou-
bles of life - whether we encounter these troubles in the life of a whole society
or amid particular life stories. I simply suggest that we first pay attention to
the specific problems, tensions and conflicts which shape the different voices
we will hear as well as the different ways in which we hear one another at
this conference: let us consider the context of concern as we listen to one an-
other.

II) For the Reformation, preaching the Gospel is anything but a one-voiced
event. So let us be mindful of the multitude of voices that surround every ser-
mon. There are many voices shaping the sermon’s preparation and many
voices attending the sermon; in the liturgy and in the pew, there is a manifold
resonance and dissonance that the preacher hopes for, fears and is sometimes
surprised to discover: let us look in detail for this network of voices.

[11) Finally, we should carefully attend to our reflections on the preaching we
encounter here. There is always a context of theory shaping the preacher’s
actions. Let us remember that we are working as theologians and look for the
theoretical implications of our practice: for the hermeneutics, philosophy,
and architecture of preaching. The Gospel is not least of all to be found in the
context of reflection - and so let us listen together in a spirit of critical reflec-
tion for »the living voice of the Gospel« in this conference - and also in the
book published in its aftermath.



