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We are here this weekend to remember Suomi Seminary and celebrate what it has meant to the Church—and what its legacy continues to mean for us.  Pastor Rudolph Kemppainen, for whom this lecture series is named, along with his beloved wife, Darley, was a graduate of Suomi Seminary.  Rudy spoke of his years here often.  I remember him sharing how he would walk the streets of Hancock at night, wondering what he was doing here—if he was really cut out for the ordained ministry.   Especially he wondered if he could preach the gospel faithfully and effectively.  He felt the profound weight of that call and responsibility—to proclaim a Word from God.  And it was here that this call was confirmed in him, enabling him to serve as a pastor of the Church for more than 60 years. He often spoke of his professors and peers—partners in his theological education.  I recall his stories about Dr. Armas Holmio, who spoke with a thick Finnish brogue and was the first archivist here at Finlandia, Dr. Saarnivaara, who represented the pietist tradition, and also other professors, whose names and eccentricities I can no longer recall.  I also remember that it wasn’t all about Old Testament and Greek and Homiletics at the seminary:  he said he hadn’t learned to play cards until he came to Suomi!  And that he learned a few words he’d never heard on the farm in Salo Location. This community, this college, and now, this university were dear to Rudy, are dear to the Kemppainen family and to most of you have come today.  It is a privilege for me to be a part of this celebration with you.  

The title of this presentation is The Taste of Sourdough Bread: Authentic Lutheran Preaching in Contemporary America.  

It is an ambitious title and one I am not likely to live up to!   So the title may be the high point of this presentation!    Seriously, preparing this talk has been a challenge for me.  I am a preacher, not a lecturer.  I am used to speaking about 15 minutes and have no idea how to hold your interest for 50 or 60 minutes.  If you fall asleep, I will understand, and if I run out of steam before an hour has elapsed, I hope you will forgive me!  Or perhaps thank me for it. 

This assignment was difficult in part because I didn’t know whom I would be addressing.  Would I be speaking to fellow clergy?  To laypersons active in the life of the Church?  To families with ties to Finlandia and Suomi College and Seminary before that?  To faculty?  Students who are curious about the topic?  People just trying to find a way to spend the hour or so before going to dinner?   It helps to know who you are talking to.  So again, I apologize if these words seem directed to someone else!  

Finally, I confess that I am certainly not an expert on the topic.  Although preaching is very important to me, I know I often miss the mark as a preacher.  There is a website at Luther Seminary that provides commentary and conversation around the lectionary texts each week with the address www.workingpreacher.org.   That’s how I see myself—one among many working preachers.  I offer these thoughts to you as one who tries to address the church with words each week, trusting that God will be at work in them--indeed, that the Word of God will somehow inhabit them.  

Although I was raised in the church, I first learned to listen to sermons as a young adult at Immanuel Lutheran Church in Negaunee, back in the mid 1970’s, when Rudy Kemppainen was Immanuel’s pastor and preacher.  Protests and marches for peace and racial and sexual equality were taking place across the country.  The Civil Rights Act had been passed just a decade earlier.  Woodstock took place in 1969. The first Earth Day was held in 1970.  The Vietnam War was over at last, but barely.  For many older Americans, the dream of material wealth still gave meaning to life, while rapid advances in science and technology promised a still more prosperous future.  But the anti-war movement had spawned a generation suspicious of authority and at least outwardly disdainful of prosperity.  Do you remember? We called it the “generation gap”—anyone over 30 was suspect!  Although my wife, Arlene, and I had been raised in conservative religious homes, we had been swept along by the cultural currents of our generation and shared its concerns.  We left the Christian Reformed Church of our youth and came to Marquette and Northern Michigan University, determined to build our lives apart from the traditions of our childhood.  I threw myself into my classes and enjoyed the intellectual stimulation of university life.  But oddly, I also began to feel an emptiness, as if something important was missing in my life.  I had anticipated finding a community of people engaged in the things we believed in, but mostly I found students who wanted to party on Friday nights and get just enough education to land jobs that promised lucrative salaries.  

We wondered if we had missed something growing up in church, if a relationship with God and God’s people might fill the void within us.  We began to attend worship at various churches in the Marquette area.  We weren’t impressed with much of what we experienced, frankly, but kept trying until we ended up, finally, at Immanuel.  There, we stayed, partly because of the kindness of the Finnish American community, which embraced us despite our tender age, edgy ideas, and ragged appearance—those patched-up jeans, Arlene’s lace-up hippy boots, my long frizzy hair.   

But we would not have stayed had it not been for the wonderful preaching of Pastor Rudy Kemppainen.  

Rudy was smart, as well read as any of my professors, and as a preacher, was not bound to some sort of “intellectual neutrality.”   He did not duck the issues of the day—but used the texts and his interpretation of them to shed new light, often prophetic light, gospel light, on the very things people were talking about.  You could say of Rudy, what I wish I could say of myself and every Lutheran preacher: “he told it like it is.”  

He was authoritative, but not authoritarian.  To be authoritarian would have been the “kiss of death” for people of my generation.  But Rudy wasn’t like that.  Strong as his words could be from the pulpit, there was humility in them, too.  There was a certain vulnerability about him that made you want to listen, that made you love him.  He didn’t pretend to be anything but human and imperfectly so. And yet, his words carried the force of the Christ he proclaimed. I had not experienced anything like that in my life.  

When I interviewed for the job of custodian at the church, he said, to me, “David, can you push a broom?  The last janitor we had—he loved Jesus, but he couldn’t push a broom.”  That comment says a lot about Rudy’s theology.  The Christian faith is not divorced from the earth beneath our feet; it’s not “pie in the sky.”   Martin Luther said we meet the true God precisely in a child who lays on a bed of straw.  The gospel is enfleshed, you see—always enfleshed—and I feel like Rudy understood that and lived it.  Coming from my pious background, in which it seemed like it was a sin just to be human, this was a liberating thing for me.  

Rudy’s preaching was filled with stories and images from his experience.  Growing up on the farm.  Making wood for the stove.  Fishing on Lake Gogebic.  Soaking up heat in the sauna. Sailing the Great Lakes.  Rudy was a story-teller par excellence.  He knew just how to draw you in, keep your interest, and deliver the punchline.   But whether his stories were drawn from the public domain, the bible or his own experience, they always served a purpose.  On a cold January Sunday, he might begin by noting that on the 19th,  we commemorate St. Henry, Bishop of Upsala, then move to the legend that on this same day, all the bears in Finland turn over in their dens and start sucking their reverse paws because winter’s back is broken—so we should take heart because we were halfway home to spring.  But then, before we had the chance to stop smiling, we would find ourselves deep into a sermon about how Christ’s death and resurrection were the turning point in God’s struggle with sin and death, that on Good Friday and Easter, their backs were broken, and we were now living into the kingdom of God.  

Rudy always seemed to know what you were like on the inside.  If felt as if he was wielding a physician’s scope, probing the darkest corners of one’s heart and soul.  One sermon I recall particularly, because it laid bare the self-centeredness that permeates every inch of my life.  I can’t remember specifically what examples Rudy used, only that I felt as if God had reached into my soul and was squeezing it until I could hardly breathe.  As if I’d run out of places to hide.  I decided in that moment, that it was time to change and began to lay out for myself a plan, a path to the new life I wanted so desperately.  But it was then that Rudy called me out a second time—or I should say it was then that God called me out.  Rudy said, “if you are like most people and these words get to you, you will want to try harder to become a better person.  But that is impossible.  You will never do enough.  To think you can is another kind of deception, but the same kind of self-centeredness—to think that, by the power of your own will, you can attain perfection.  You will never do it.  You will never be able to do enough.”  

“But the great thing is that you don’t have to.  You have already been chosen, claimed by God, and raised to new life in Christ, who suffered for you and dies with you.   Faith is a kind of refocusing away from yourself to Another, namely on God, enfleshed in Christ, and God, enfleshed in the neighbor you are free to serve.”  

After all these years, I cannot recall Rudy’s exact words, but those are the words I heard and digested.  Now I may have heard something like this growing up, too, but this was the first time it actually registered with me.  I felt something within me relax for the first time in my life.  I also felt an excitement for the rest of my life, a sensation of joy bubbling up within, and a new motivation and freedom to love.   I had received a gift, a transforming gift.  

It is this same gift that faithful preaching always seeks to give.  

The name for this gift is grace, the grace of God expressed to us and for us in the suffering and dying, yet risen Christ—love that is freely given and received, love that is undeserved and unrestrained, yet accepts the cost required to share itself. 

This same grace is reflected by the Kemppainen family in their gift to Finlandia of funding to support the program which provides meals free of change to all students, which will be dedicated tomorrow under the name, A Place of Grace.  “What does the Lord require of you, O mortal, but to do justice, to love kindness, and walk humbly with your God.”

Speaking of food, Rudy used to say, “a good sermon should taste like a slice of freshly baked sourdough bread.”  I don’t know much about making sourdough bread, but I do know you make it with a wild yeast, and the bacteria in that yeast causes the fluffiness of it, the characteristic holes in it, the sour, but oh so delicious taste of it.   I think Rudy meant to say that a sermon should not be tame.  That it should have the capacity to knock you back on your heels, like a wild horse, to make your reconsider something in your life, in our life together, in the life of the world around us.  That is: it should have bite to it.  And that bite is part of the reason it satisfies. 

I believe this kind of preaching, the kind that tastes like sourdough bread, is both authentic and Lutheran.  So now, I would invite you to consider with me in a bit more systematic way several questions.  First, what makes preaching preaching?  Second, what makes it Lutheran?  And, then, what makes it authentic?

What makes preaching preaching?  In our popular culture, to say that someone is preaching means that this person is being directive.  She is preaching at you.   He is basically telling you what you should or should not do or believe.  

The very existence of this cultural perception tells us something about the kind of preaching we often hear in the church.  In many churches, including some of the large non-denominational churches I’ve visited, preaching boils down to one person telling other people what they should do or believe.  The Bible is treated as a sort of instruction manual for life, an open pit mined for vital information, often with little reference to the social and historical context in which it was written. Sometimes, various points in an outline are projected on the videoboard so hearers can take notes to bring home with them. 

Preaching, in other words, is Bible 101.   

Now while I believe we can learn from sermons—and perhaps teaching about the Bible is more important today than fifty years ago, since so many people know little about it—sermons are not really teaching devices.   There are better ways to teach the Bible.  And while they may sometimes show us what to do or how to live, that too is not their primary function.  

Preaching is rather an event, an encounter between the living Christ and the hearer.  The preacher facilitates a meeting between God and the listener, a Divine/human conversation. In his classic theology of Lutheran preaching, The Living Word, published way back in 1949, Swedish theologian Gustav Wingren makes this point.

“Preaching means Christ comes to us now…The person who hears the gospel hears Christ speaking and meets with Christ.”  

“Where the Word speaks to us today, Christ is there. All he did once is there.  All he shall do is there, gathered together, pressed small in the Word, and now it offers itself to our hearts.”

“Preaching is about a meeting between the Word and humans. If the meeting does not take place, it is not preaching.”

One of my seminary professors imaged preaching as the risen Christ walking down the aisle between Church pews or chairs, putting his hands on the shoulders of each hearer, and speaking directly to them.  If Christ Jesus is active in the sermon, all of that happens.  The preacher is a channel for the Word of God.  The Word of God is the living Christ among us.  

What then makes this kind of preaching Lutheran?  Lutheran preaching, like any other kind of preaching, can take on many different forms, but the one constant in it, I believe, is its focus on law and gospel and the tension between them.  Which in turn is rooted in the death and resurrection of Christ himself.   Beginning with our baptism, we are united with Christ in his death and resurrection and so are called, daily, to confront the reality of our sin and mortality, even as we are also being forgiven and re-shaped into the image of the risen Christ.  We—along with the world around us—are in process of continually being made new until the last day. 

Lutheran preaching necessitates that we face the reality of sin.  Most of us grew up with an image of sin as a kind of inherited infection which has wormed its way into human nature through the fall of Adam and Eve.  We were born in sin; we are morally corrupt simply by virtue of the fact we are human.  I no longer find that understanding of sin very helpful, because it seems to deny the fact that humans are created good, in the image of God, and that, beloved of God, human beings are capable of much creativity and much love.  

I have come to think of sin more like a spider web, with many strands, that catch and hold us. It does not only arise within us, but also comes from outside. Sin is everything that keeps us from being what God created us to be.  It is anything that which keeps us from loving God with our whole heart and treating our neighbors with compassion.  Sin is corporate and personal.  What we do and don’t do.  Intended and unintended.  Known and unknown.  Sin is imperfection and imperfection is all and is in all.  

I do not think of sin as often as a personal defect—though I have plenty of those—as I think of sin as an alien power which undermines life in sneaky and indirect ways—some of which I have little control over.  It takes the form of me trying to do too much for too many people.  Of losing myself in worry and despair.  Being distracted from what is most important by things that are not. Like the newest story to pop up on my computer, the latest notification from Facebook, the score of the Michigan-Wisconsin football game.   Corporately, I am part of a system that discriminates against people of color.  I buy items made by people who are underpaid.  I am part of a privileged class whose very wealth keeps other people from thriving or even surviving.  All of this is sin.  

In the familiar words of the liturgy, “we confess that we are captive to sin and cannot free ourselves.”  A man who was a member of our church but did not come from a Lutheran background once complained to me about that.  He said, we should change the wording to “we were captive to sin,” because we are no longer captive if Christ has freed us.  

But I believe we are never free in this life from the spider web which is sin.   There are so many strands.  Dying to ourselves includes dying to the idea that finite human beings can ever be free of these strands.     

Yet Lutheran preaching proclaims our participation in the death and the resurrection of Christ.  “To believe in Christ’s resurrection,” Luther said, “is to believe in our own resurrection.”   It is to believe in Christ’s forgiveness and its power to free us to live beyond ourselves, truly to love.  It is to believe that Christ has power to raise us from the dead and to keep raising us from the dead until the final resurrection.  Which he does.  

So while we are caught in the web which is sin, we are at same time freed from sin by and in Christ.   There is an irresolvable tension to this, an ongoing human struggle between sin and newness of life.   We live in a kind of dialectic, which in a rational sense way makes no sense, but is absolutely true to human experience.  And it leads to the Lutheran claim that we are sinners and saints at one and the same time.  That salvation is now, but also not yet.  The kingdom of God is near and yet far away.  This reality lies at the heart of our preaching.  It is why Lutheran preaching does not taste like white or honey wheat, but like sourdough bread.  

What, then, makes this preaching authentic?  Authentic preaching is that in which the preacher is true to himself.  For me, an authentic sermon cannot consist of illustrations clipped from books and websites, interspersed with insights pulled from Biblical commentaries.  Rather, I must reveal my own human struggle with death and resurrection in my preaching.  Not to become the center of attention or to use the sermon as a way of garnering personal support and sympathy (this is poisonous), but as a way of connecting my human experience of faith and struggle to live the gospel of love and justice with the human beings who are listening to me.  

It is appropriate for the preacher to share her questions and doubts.  It is appropriate for the preacher to wonder aloud what a text could possibly mean in a cultural setting so different from the first century.  I don’t know about you, but I can smell dishonesty miles away—I need my preacher to be honest about their own struggles.  Conversely, there is nothing more attractive to me in another person than humility. I will listen to such a person.  Meanwhile, arrogance turns me off; when I hear arrogance in a sermon, I turn it off.  

The gospel is about relationship.  God’s relationship in Christ with us, our relationship with other people, our relationship with the creation.  So preaching, too, must be about relationship—and the relationship between preacher and hearer is part of that.

To summarize:  preaching is an event, not a lesson plan.  Effective preaching has a bite to it and that bite is part of what satisfies.  Such preaching requires spokespersons who are true to themselves and willing to reveal their own humanity. We preach death and resurrection, law and gospel, because we are both saint and sinner.  

I confess that all of this is quite traditional.   We may ask whether this kind of preaching still “works” in contemporary America.  The world has changed dramatically over the sixty years since the year Suomi Seminary closed its doors and over the forty years since I listened to Rudy preach in the seventies.  Dramatic and rapid change continues, affecting every area of life—technology, communication, politics, religion.  The ground is continually shifting beneath our feet, keeping us off balance.   

Fewer people seem interested in the church’s life and mission.  Many congregations report half or even a third of the worship attendance they once reported.  The average age of people in our churches is well above the national average.  But I don’t need to quote statistics at you—you see it with your own eyes.  

We worry and wonder about the future of our church—and certainly, the role of preaching in this church.

In his 2013 book Preaching at the Crossroads, Dr. David Lose identifies three characteristics of our changing culture: it is post-modern, secular, and pluralistic.   

There are almost as many definitions of post-modernism as there are people who write about it, but the very term suggests that our culture has largely discarded assumptions that were almost universally held before.  In modernity, Lose says, people largely trusted institutions that served them, including the church.  Truth was believed to be objective and discoverable.   Using the scientific method and human reason, you could get to the truth.  Even the things we didn’t yet know would certainly be discovered in time, if we applied science, technology, and human reason.  The world was trending upward, solving problems, getting better.    

We now see that this confidence was misplaced.  While science and technology have enriched our lives in many ways, they have also led us nearer the brink of ecological and nuclear devastation.  The gap separating the wealthy and powerful from the poor and vulnerable has not diminished.  New diseases have surfaced and with them, the threat of pandemics.  People are shooting complete strangers in schools and blowing themselves up in mosques, using weapons designed by the technology once touted as the solution to all our problems.  Which is to say: modern culture has not delivered on its promises. 

In the modern era, religion, too, was based on absolute truths drawn from the Bible and codified in doctrine.  If we study the Bible, subjecting it to historical critical analysis, we can learn what the author of a specific book or text was trying to say to his readers, which in turn can be translated into a certain Word of God for our time.  The pastor stands behind a pulpit in a church building arranged in such a way that the listeners face her, awaiting a word of truth to from her lips.  The Church was the repository of religious and sacred truth and the preacher, the Church’s representative.  

Today, people have become disenchanted with the institutional church.  Despite our access to the Bible and sacred tradition, we have proven to be subject to the same moral and sexual failures as the rest of the society.  

As for the truths we assert, post-modern people have come to believe there is no such thing as absolute truth or dispassionate objectivity.  Everyone sees the world through the filter of their own experience.  There isn’t one version of truth; there are many.  Truth is a social construct.  Truth is not static, like a frozen waterfall; it’s always shifting and moving, like a flowing stream.  

The Bible is not a copper mine from which simple truths can be extracted, like precious metal. It’s a library of books, containing ideas and opinions by people with differing experiences giving their own versions of truth, which in turn are interpreted differently by those who read it or preach it.  Perhaps the Holy Spirit is behind it all, but the Spirit means different things to different people at different times.

Traditions, religious or otherwise, are not true because someone says so.  They are only true if they are validated by experience, personal and corporate.  If they can’t stand that test, they will be rejected.  If practicing a religion is not in fact helping me live a full and meaningful life and not making a difference in the world, why should I go to church?  

Given the post-modern suspicion of institutions and re-definition of truth, we have become increasingly pluralistic and secular.    Instead of one narrative giving life meaning and direction, there are many.  Religions other than Christianity and Judaism, once rare in our nation, have become a part of our cultural landscape.  People experiment with them, dabble in them, sometimes more than one of them—even people in our churches.  We used to call this kind of behavior syncretism.  “You shall have no other gods before me!”  Now, we are more apt to say that no one has an exclusive claim to truth—and other religions have something to teach us. 

Back in 2005, we had just called a wonderful young man to serve as Associate Pastor with me in Custer, South Dakota.   In one of his sermons, Kent said that if we in the church are to thrive in the coming decades, we must accept the fact that we live in a pluralistic place and time.  He said that should see other religions as valid ways to make meaning in life and this applies, he said, even to atheists—who are also making meaning in a way that makes sense to them.  Something like that.  I was shocked to hear that in a sermon, frankly —and could not imagine myself saying it.  But Kent is 25 years younger than me.  He is a child of this post-modern generation.  

More and more people do not look to religion for meaning in life.  Maybe they are caring people who want the best for humanity.  Or they want to do something to save the planet for the next generation.  Or they simply lose themselves in what Lose calls “the material and economic narratives” promising a full life.   This increasing secularization of society has led to the abandonment of belief in the possibility of transcendent power breaking into our world.  

But, as Paul says in Second Corinthians, “we look not at what can be seen, but at what cannot be seen, for what can be seen is temporary and transient, but what cannot be seen is eternal.”  If all we have for hope is what can be seen around us, what kind of hope do we really have?  

So this is the contemporary America we live in!   Does preaching—authentic Lutheran preaching—have any place in it? 

I certainly think so.  Yes, there are challenges.  Mission impels us to leave the church building and interact with people outside of worship.  Mission calls us to serve those in need, to share the love we have first received from God with others.  The old adage attributed to St. Francis applies: “Preach the gospel always and if necessary, use words.”  Today, words in church buildings may be secondary to actions outside the church.  

But I also know some people will come to worship.  Soon all of them—young and old—will be postmodern in outlook and increasingly the world they have known will be one that is pluralistic and secular.  When they do come, it will be critical for those who preach to proclaim the gospel in words they can hear.   

I think that kind of preaching described above—authentic Lutheran preaching—preaching that tastes like sourdough bread—actually fits very well in this postmodern world.  

We can preach in such a way as to acknowledge that we speak from our perspective and bear witness to our truth.  That this truth, the truth of God’s unfathomable and transforming love, has made a tremendous difference in our life and experience.  We can speak with the kind of humility and honesty that people are looking for, without needing to condemn those with different views.  We can speak as sinners who are also saints and saints who are nonetheless sinners.  We do not need to pretend.

We can give voice to an alternative way of living and dying in a world which is as violent and polarized as it is plural.  We have something unique to say in this “winner take all world”: that those who save their lives end up losing them and those who lose their lives actually find them.  It is the truth we know deep in our bones, the truth we’ve met in Jesus, the truth we have experienced in our lives.     

Of course, there are new forms available to us who preach.  David Lose talks about engaging the assembly in conversation during sermons and interspersing the preacher’s voice with the witness of others from the congregation.  He talks about using blogs and podcasts and more. And certainly, there is video—images speak as powerfully as words today!  

All of these are good suggestions worth considering.  I have tried most of them. 

But I think the more important consideration has to do with substance.  As Lose says, “Our world is poor in mystery and hope.  (We) should not accede to this reality, but address it with the wonder and impossible possibility, the transcendent hope, that is ours in Christ’s death and resurrection.  We need not explain it, much less offer it as absolute truth;” after all, people are not looking for that.  “We can offer it as a confession, as a story, which though improbable is also true, and exactly what we need.  The one distinctive thing we have to offer the world is hope.” 

It comes down, really, to being joined to the death and resurrection of Christ—the kerygma of the early Church and the heart of Lutheran theology and proclamation.  The sourdough bread that has a bite and leaves a wonderful taste, a taste of hope the world longs for today as much today as ever.   

I would like to end this presentation with an account of Rudolph Kemppainen’s last sermon, which was a sermon with very few words.  It does not seem possible that three and a half years ago now, Rudy died.  He became ill during Holy Week and ended up hospitalized in Ishpeming.  Early that week, he was still responsive to family and friends who had gathered around his bed.   Rudy knew he was dying and at one point asked the question, “How long does it take to die?”  Our hearts went out to him, for it the question that lies on the hearts of all who suffer.  How long does it take to die?  A lifetime, I suppose—that is, for a person who is in Christ.  Rudy was already dead, as we are, dead to himself and alive in Christ beginning in baptism, and yet, life is a kind of continual dying, and he had one more death to endure. It was on Maundy Thursday, I think, that he said, “What day is tomorrow?”  “Good Friday,” we said.  “Oh, not on Good Friday,” he mumbled, though Good Friday would indeed have been appropriate, a sharing in the cross of Christ.  But Rudy did not want to die on Good Friday.  

He continued to breathe all day Friday and all day Saturday, until the dawn of Easter morning.    Then, this sinner and saint, whose life was wrapped in the mystery of Christ’s death and resurrection, drew his last breath.  For us who loved him, it was an affirmation of what he and we believe, that those who die in Christ shall not die, but live.  A proclamation of hope!

So, his death became a parable, a sermon, that was authentic and Lutheran and tasted like sourdough bread.  Just like the gospel he proclaimed for more than sixty years.  

Thank you so much for listening to me. 
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