
How Free is the Pulpit?

By Laa C. Moorehaad
IS

Somatimas one will hear a particular church/isingularly praiaed for its fraa

pulpit. The implication is plain that it is outstanding because of this characteristic.

Whenever I hear such a citation I wonder if this actually constitutes an invidious comparison

with other churches. According to Protestant principles can there possibly be any cnurchft»

lacking this distinction? Are there Protestant pulpits which are not free? Is the Bill of

Rights as revelant to the pulpit as it is to the public park?

In these terribly trying times we churchman ought to take a closer look at

the freedom of the pulpit. As in so many other things we are pretty glib in taking frlwiu l[

f_umhjm for granted. Just how free is the pulpit? As the preacher stands in his pulpit

week after week is he truly free to preach the gospel as God gives him the light to understand

it? If there are any shackles on his speaking in tha n',mq of G»d we ought to be finding out

what they are.

Though tha preacher himeelf may be slow to recognize it and hesitant to oonfess

it, there is mounting evidence that the average pulpit is not free. It appears to me that

the preacher's freedom is threatened both from without and from within. In these days of

racial, political and economic tuimoil powerful forces have made it plain that they do not

want "issues" dealt with in tha pulpito The John Kaspars and Governor Faubuses can speak out

as they will but many a preacher knows that he will be dismieedd from his church if he uses

his pulpit to plead for integration. Our great state of Ohio is ijxccsxntiyrxxacxacix being

rocked presently from stem to stern v&bt a proposed Right to Work Amendment which will be

voted on at the November election. Feelings are running extremely high and the people are

under seige from both camps with a oonstantaac bombardment of propaganda and counter propaganda.

In this atmosphere one of our fine young preachers was warned by an industrialist and leading

member of his churoh that if he dared to declare himself in opposition to the amendment he

would immediately withdraw his subscription to the church.

Perhaps one of the moat sincere and serious attaoks upon the preacher's freedom

was launohed by Clarence B. Randall, a devoted churchman and Chairman of the Board of Inland

it-

Steel© Mr. Randall, uhn., La »rifinwriestanno la -fiiflnd i?f thn ohm*ah who has been violently

attacked himself by fellow businessnen who consider him too liberal, has nonetheless demanded

that preachers desist from "social aotion" pronouncements. In his book Freedom's Faith Mr.
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Bandall declares that the ohuroh is "holy because it stands Hxreoiiy serenely above all

controversy." He also reveals that "The businessman wants no politics from his minister.

Not for a moment does ha wish to restrict his pastor from exercising his own privileges as

a citizen by entering freely into every phase of ••.merioan debate, but he expects him to

come down out of the pulpit to do it." (page 175) Surely Mr. Randall is right in expecting

his minister to take off his clerical gown when working in precinct politics, but would he

tie the preacher's tongue in the pulpit when it cflmosto facing the overwhelming moral problems

of our sooiety? Can he really believe that the church is "holy beoause it stands serenely-

above all controversy"? Has he never heariof Amos, Hosea, Isaiah and Jeremiah? Are preaohars

to keep silent while the controversial evils of raoism, nuclear poisoning, and alochol rage

in the world? Just because every moral evil in the world gets entangled in politics is the

WTdLPPecL
preacher required to wash his hands of all moral xxxKeoHcikiiitycx concern, and while snuggling-

warmly in his miiSSjr holy robes strike a pose of utter serenity far above the battle? If this

is what men like Mr. Randall really expect otfxttiaciKxpKecsHbaatxxthanixthsxpHiHii and obtain

from their preachers then the pulpit is not free0 Its freedom is destroyed/ from without.

But fame more serious and tragic is the threat from within. The freedom of

the pulpit is being destroyed by default/ and disusao Make no mistake about it: preachers

are being silenced by their own consent. We suffer from the inward disease of acquiescence.

We have acquiesced in the spirit of our times0 Here's a word we ought'lb understand. When
•f-o

we acquiesoe to some demand, and so agree to it, we become relaxed and "at rest." This is

what the original Latin word meant. The words "quiescent" and "quiet" are drawn from the

same source. Apparently We freedom of thought and expression are not as important to us as

building and payror new churches, acquiring better parsonages, getting higher salaries, and

driving bwavga^ta cars. The increasing material well being and social prestige of the

Volte.
clergy is tending to mute the prophetic power of the pulpit. Our laymen have treated us to

the advantages of "gracious living" which m«rk the middle olasso But they h'^ve also tranquilizad

us into believing that all is well in Zion and we have tricked ourselves by our delighted

acceptance of all of this into surrendering the freedom of our pulpits. Though our profession

has overcome much of its material poverty, it has nonetheless become increasingly disinterested

in its glorious freedomf. Wa enjoy a dgraracx degree of material security almost unknown to

our predecessors, but cm: this security is sooial, economic, ecclesiastical,, xt is not

spiritual,.



This is a olear oase of capitulation. Life Magazine can oaif*y a smart

article on "Why Ministers;,Brea/king Down" but our collapse is caused not by our anxieity

to preach the prophetio truths of the gospel. Rather many of us are clacking up because wa

are neurotically invoiced in the superficial and secular concerns of our age. Still the

preaoher who has the sturdiest mental and emotional heflth these days is not^the man with

a ranch-style, two-carAparson?ge but the man who has inner convictions which cry out

irreprassibly to be preachedo There are plenty of drug-store olerks using the pulpit as

a dispensary for "Peale Pills," knxxxbtscxa: while there are all two few who fit John Hutton's

definition of the prophet as "A man who, in the name of God, boldly contradicts the spirit

of his time0" (quoted in Christian Century, April ?» 195°» P» ^51) A churchwoman complained

to ma recently that shd was getting sick and tired of tha "soft soap" which keeps running

out of the pulpit, Ssntii And surely such "soft soap" rots the pulpits sacrad freedom.

Near the end of his significant essay in Amarioan religious sociology,

Frotestant-Catholio-Jew, Will Harbarg makes this damning observation:

In these ciroumstances, it would seem to be tha office
of prophetio religion to raise a word of warning against
inordinate national prida and self-righteousness as bound
to lead to moral oonfusion, political irresponsibility,
and the darkening of counsel. But tha contemporary religious
mood is very far indeed from such prophetio transcendence0
Aside from occasional pronouncemants by a fdw theologians
or theologioally-minded clergymen, religion in America
seems to possess little capacity for rising above tha rel
ativities and ambiguities of the national consciousness and
bringing to bear the judgment of God upon the nation and its
ways, (page 280)

This is surely a condemnation of those who could possess and use the freedom of the pulpit

if they only would. The pulpit is never free when its occupants temper fctocir and taint

their message* with the prevailing spirit of the# times.

Now it should be admitted that thus far this discussion is an over-simplifi

cation. We need to move closer and analyze the freedom of the pulpit mora critically. I

want to suggest that the pulpit is free k±hx insofar as fctacxfinlx these five ingredients are

available;

First, ikxt this freedom requires intellectual toil on the part of the

preacher, Tha .prPPTh^r who preaches off of the top? of his head is misusing his freedom,

JJ»S has no rights in the pulpit anva -4rboge which s#e won^jkjr hard intellectual wen:. Simone
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Wa.il spoke a relevant word xfeocx in her book The Heed for Roots. "There has been a lot
of-

of freedom/ythought// over the past few years, "she declared, "but no thought. Rather like

the case of a child who, not having any meat, asks for Bait with which to season it."(p^ge 55)

The preacher's demand for freedom will look pdghty silly if xiixhscxKXitx pap is all he can

produce in the palpito fttho?tyioo he will sound like a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal - loud,

but empty of meaning. Alexander Pope once said that "It is with narrow-soulad people as

with narrow-necked bottles; the less they h?ve in them the more noise they nr-ke in pouring

out." (From "Thoughts on Various Subjects," and quoted in Bartlett's,p.217) An empty-minded

preacher sounding off in the pulpit is abusing his freedomo

A poet, Frances Minturn Howard, has described superbly the intellectual

structuring which ought tot oartainly to go into every sermons

Beneath the flow of words

Light 38 lifted hair

Colored by the sun, /

Artioulate with air.

There moves the bone of thought,

Socketed and clear,

On its fine-tooled joint

White, remote, nustore.

Delight who will the smooth

Artifice of tongue,

The silver -bodied core

On which the flesh is hung

Is sweeter to the eye

That sees the naked skull

Luminious beneath

And knows it beautiful.

(in All Keys /.re Gl-'sa,H.P. Duttcn & Oo.)

-Tridawtl "fhe most peroeptive persons in any congregation will see fcaneath the surface of a

preacher's words where either the disciplines or dissipations of preparation will be dis-

oarnado There is a vital stewardship of tims and intelligence which a preacher must exert if
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he is ggggg to deserve to preaoh with freedom.

Second, to earn his freedom a preaoher ought to observe the canons of good

taste, judgment and discrimin-=tion. The pulpit is no plaoe for loose and lascivious talk,

"yiflne is surprised frnqnnnVly by exhibitions of bad taste^in the pulpit. Humor can be nobly

and effectively used, but it can also be puerile and degrading. Mbreoever the pulpit is no

place for ix banal comments on the passing scene*. It is simply bad taste to deal with

potty politics© Onoe I was ambarrassed by a guest in my pulpit too went to great lengths

to assure my congregation that the salvation of America lay in the hands of the Republican

Party and that Robert A. Taft would be the next President of the United States. Even the

most ardent Republicans present winced at that and one party regular confessed to me that

he thought the preacher had spoken in extremely bad taste.

The determination of what constitutes good taste i£, of course, a delicate

matter. Certainly a responsible pr??,cher never uses his pulpit to berate an adversary

personally, nor IB rsvaalpa confidence/no matter how juicily it might garnioh. his sermon.

I personally believe there is a fine distinction batwo an what ww n<wbut>ll-y p-4tty politioal

issuasAcompared with great political principles. I should never recommend to my people the

oandidacies of any politicians, though I believe that a preacher in Ohio is fully within

the limits of propriety this fall if he declares himself on the Right to Work Amendmento-

This amendment has been frankly presented to the alectorata by its chief .p«>pon«n%fl as a

moral issua9. sniixtasa: How can a preaoher remain silent on a moral issua which convulses the

state when his very business has to do with morality?

For forty years 4ha gt<a| George A. Gordon occupied the Old South Church

pulpit in Boston. No preaoher ever exercised his fuaedom with greater intellectual dcligoaoo,
evrr

nor did any prJDCxhsx man^preach more enduringly. Ha was concerned by what ha called the

clowns and showmen" in the Christian pulpit, then posing as revivalists. Ha urged his

people to form their judgments of such, performers by asking two questions: "Does this new

apostle daepen in the soul h£ the finest Christian feeling? Does ha add to the power of the

will against every kind of evil? Does he help one to hate not only lust ksxli but lias, not

only foul living but foul speech; does ha exalt one's intelligence, elevate all one's

thoughts of God and all one's thoughts of man's world as it lias in the sunlight of God's

presenoe?" (Aspects of the Infinite Mystery, p. 89) Any preacher answoring these requirements

would surely be employing his freedom with good taste0
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Third, it is hx essential that the freedom of the pulpit be exorcised with

love. There are many times when a preacher feels himself pitted in hi3 pronouncements

against the views of his people. If he does not then speak to them in lova, if ha has not

loved them in all of the a dimensions of his ministry, ha hasn't got a chance/ of being

heard and headed. But let him go with his people through the valleys of fear and sorrow,

let him olimb with them to the peaks of life's joy, let him live with them and know tham

ariri be their ixxxxi. minister,and they willi listen to him respectfully in whatever ha has

to say0 I once heard the late Joseph M.M. Gray declare it to bd his faith that a minister

csn ohanga the climate of a congregation's thinking if he will only preach to them /Wl love.

These lines of Henry Barnett, entitled "I Heard a Prophet," illustrate this truth:

I bowed to his words; they gathered; they broka

Over cowering oonsoienca and impulse; they drove

In echoes of passions that cried in their pain,

The thunder that £ori±axxxx follows the lightnings of love0

(professor, Florida Southern College, in motive,
Oct. 1951. P. 5l)

The thunder of prophetic preaching can be spoken to tha hearts of men only if it is

preceded by "the lightnings of love." For "if I Have prophetio powers, end understand all

mysteries and all knowledge, and if I have a|l faith, so -s to remove mountains, but hava

not love, I am nothing."

Fourth,a preacher xxnxiMncxr cannot grasp the fuaedom of tha pulpit and maka

the gospel of Christ a live issue without the catalyst of courage. It would be an utterly

suaar unnerving ordeal for a preacher to stand in a free pulpit and contradict tha spirit

of his time without the enabling power of courage. The exercise of freedom in any field

demands manly courage. Yet I think it can ba said that much preaching is puny thesa days

because pusillanimity ahjaxuustaj^izaa the pulpito The truth is that wa ara afraid to preach

the gospel in the face of present realitias. It takes immense courage, for example, to

stare a mob in the faoa, as John Wesley did, and say that segregation is a sino Yet here

and there there are truly heroic garemplnnnftf preachers who, under f ira, and staring down

into their open graves, refuse to be throttled down to the idling purr of innocuous and

insipid sayings. Martin Luther onca said that "A preacher must ba both a soldier and a

shepherd. He must nourish, defend, and teaoh; ha must have teath in his mouth, and ba able
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to bita and fight." (Table Talk, p. 240) Wa preachers hava lauded the courage of young men

who have gone off to Europe, the islands of tha Pacific, and Korea to face tha hellish

flames of m war*thay neither started nor understood. There they have had to fling themselves

against bombs, artillery shells, and fire jelly. They hava been maimed, amputated, dis-

embowled, and slain0 Presumably we preaohers have been preserved for soma nobler witness and

worke/IWa have a Christ to proclaim and our pulpits are ostensibly frea. But where shall we

find the courage to preaoh as though they were truly free? -It noada to ba aa,id that Thar a

will be no freedom of the pulpit until its ocoupants ara frea from fear0

Fifth, it ought to be recognized that the preservation of the freedom of the

pulpit is aSdsimxfcxxjcxx invariably due to a kind of holy c&mpact b8twean a preaoher and his

people. However eloquent a preacher might ba in his assumption of freedom he could not

endure forever without the defense and support of his laymen. To maintain this freedom

layman hava got to believa in it too. In Canterbury, England, several years ago I saw this
notioe

sign on a churoh door: "The Word of God will be preaohad in this Room on Lord's Day at

6:^0 P.M. - God Willing." Indeed God's Word cannot be preached unless He is willing, but it

is also true that the people must ba willing as well. For what good does it do to preaoh

the Word if the people will not listen? BxfcDbbcxxxxxxxrxxtxj^pxixikxxx Every great pulpit

distinguished for its freedom exists in the last analysis only because of the faith of its

laymen. The late Ernest Fremont Tittle shall be always for ma a hero,of 4ha pulpit. I heard

him many times make the pulpit of First Methodist Church, Bvanston, ring with the freedom

of prophotio utterances. But I am convinced that this demonstration of greatness xxxxxax
lay

cannot be finally aoounted for save with refaronca to the valor of igfcepleader ship which
of- n^lrcu>^ ax

caused i*B official boardflto issue its historic statement when outside forces sought to

remove its preacher. That statement said: "Wa stand for a frea pulpit and a free church.

Wa do not expaot or desire a minister simply to aoho tha opinions of the congregation, and

we do not assart our individual agreement v/ith all of our minister's utterances. But we

vigorously rasant tha effort of outside organizations to dictate to the church or to prescribe

its message. . •" (A-Mighty Fortrass, collection of sermons, with, foreword by Paul Hutchinson,

p* xxv).

That statement has a powerful moaning for ma Svr I too praach from a pulpit

whose freedom has been vigorously and valiantly guarded by great layman for ovar fifty yoars0
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Ona day, many years ago, Dr. Robert Leonard Tuokor, a predecessor, condemned from tha pulpit

tha political practices of tha Governor of the S ate of Ohio0 Following tha service a group
x

of five sawyers was waiting for Dr. Tuokar a*feer the church h d bam emptiedo They informed

thro-young proaohe* that ha was going to ba in serious trouble because of that utteranoe<>

Thay gave it as their professional opinion that on tha morrow ha would ba suado Than they

walked out of the church and left tha young preacher shivering with apprehension. In a few

minutes, howavar, thay returned - all five of them0 Thair spokesman said: "Tuckar, wa want

you to know that we think you are in taandckfa troubleo Yes, terrible trouble. But wa also

want you to know that wa will defend youj" And to this day I preaoh from a free pulpit

because there are still layman who honor this sacred compacto

AjmIjMH "^hara is one thing mora to ba saido It i«=*t»e most essential^

£**, Tha pulpit is fraa only by tha grace of Godo Tha preacher experiences an existential

moment whan ha dCKKObl takas his place in the pulpit. On his human side, and understanding

tha nature of the gospel he is about to proclaim, he knows that he stands absolutely alone.

And yet he is not alona, for he stands in the presenoa of God0 Trembling in avary limb he

knows the* at that moment hxxtntKxtxiiaa "it is a terrible thing to fall into the pg'eoacoa of VvL-

A God." He is under tha absolute necessity of beseeching God for the outpouring of Wis grace,,

In that momant, if he truly preaches, a divina metamorphosis occurs0 What he has prepared

by tha sweat of his boow, becomes sonrthing other than his own0 His words bear tha awffll

weight of tha Word of God. Than ha murtaxanasaikaaucacinit knows what Paul maant when he said:

"For if I preaoh^ the gospel, that gives ma no/ ground for boasting. For necessity is laid

upon ma. Woa to me if I do not preach tha gospal?" (I Cor09:15-23) And still from aoross the

centuries ooma the words: "Ye shall know the truth and tha truth shall make you fraa." Sinca

that truth is really Jesus Christ, he knows what makes and keeps his pulpit fraa.




