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3

The Personal and Its others in the 
Performance of Preaching
ruTHANNA B. Hooke

a former student once told me a story about how she deals with 
her fears when she is about to preach. she said that when she was a 
child and was nervous about serving for the first time as an acolyte 
in a worship service, the priest with whom she was serving com-
forted her by saying, “remember, they didn’t come here to see you.” 
she told me that she remembers these words and is still calmed by 
them when she is about to step into the pulpit.

This comment—“they didn’t come here to see you”—brings to 
the fore the complex question of the role of the personal in preach-
ing. This has been a vexed question for homileticians, provoking a 
wide range of positions about such matters as the role of personal 
stories in the sermon.1 The question about the role of the personal 
in preaching is a question about the status of the “you” in this com-
ment. is this “you” the focus of the sermon or not? in what way is 

1. see, among many examples, lischer, A Theology of Preaching; and Flor-
ence, Preaching as Testimony, for two differing positions on the role of the 
personal in preaching.
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this “you” to be present or not to be present? What is the role of this 
“you” in the preaching event? This statement—“they didn’t come 
here to see you”—points to three interrelated factors influencing 
these questions. First, the comment implies that the hearers have 
come to see someone else other than the preacher—namely, god. 
The comment thus points to the hope that many listeners have when 
they hear a sermon, which is that they will not only be encounter-
ing a human speaker but will encounter god in this event. second, 
the very fact that this comment is made indicates that there is in 
fact a strongly personal presence in the sermon—the “you” that the 
hearers are supposedly not here to see is actually very much a fac-
tor in the sermon. Third, the comment suggests that this presence 
of the personal is problematic, such that it needs to be dismissed 
with some force. if the personal were not often felt to be an impedi-
ment to the sermon, it would not be necessary to state that it is not 
the focus of the sermon. These three implications of the comment 
suggest that the presence of the personal in preaching needs to be 
more fully thought through than this comment allows. to locate 
the place of the personal is more complicated than either saying it 
does not matter to the sermon, or else saying it is to be present in 
an un-nuanced way.

in this paper i will argue that the personal element of preach-
ing, the preacher herself, is a necessary aspect of the preaching event 
and should not be minimized. even if the hearers have ultimately 
come to see and hear god, this revelation takes place, paradoxi-
cally, precisely through the personal—through the particularity of 
the preacher as it is manifest in the sermon. This essay will argue 
that, indeed, the listeners have come to see “you,” the preacher, 
and thereby to see god through “you.” it is true, however, that the 
role of the personal is complex and prone to abuse, and thus it is 
important that preachers understand their personal role in a way 
that enhances, rather than detracts from, the preaching event. This 
way of being personally present in preaching is somewhat counter-
intuitive, hence it is often easier simply to dismiss the personal out 
of hand. rather than doing this, i will employ a framework for 
understanding the self-other relationship taken from performance 
theory. This framework, i propose, suggests ways that the dialectical 
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relationship between preacher and god, preacher and text, and 
preacher and hearers can be inhabited such that the personal in 
relation to these “others” becomes the vehicle for revelation rather 
than an impediment to it.

WHAT, THeN, HAve We COMe OuT TO see?

The comment, “they didn’t come here to see you,” raises the ques-
tion of what, precisely, those who attend sermons have come to see 
and hear. What are our hopes for the event of preaching? one way 
to describe our hope for proclamation is that, as the preacher ne-
gotiates the relationship between text and context, the sermon that 
results will not only be human speech about god but that, in the 
midst of this human speech, god will also speak. This theological 
claim can be put in a variety of ways: god reveals godself in preach-
ing; god makes godself present in preaching; preaching is god’s 
Word. to say that preaching is inspired is also to make a version of 
this claim, since the root of this word means “to be breathed into.” 
What is it that breathes into us but the holy spirit, the ruach, the di-
vine breath? to be an inspired preacher is to be breathed into by the 
holy spirit, and hence to say that preaching is inspired is another 
way of pointing to god’s presence in the sermon. Most christian 
theologies of preaching argue that, although all aspects of life can 
mediate god’s presence and be revelatory of god, preaching does 
this in a privileged way. Preaching is paired with the sacraments as 
a pre-eminent event through which god reveals godself. although 
historically it has been Protestant theologians who have made this 
claim most strongly, in recent years roman catholic thinkers have 
also reclaimed a robust theology of the Word, and made a more 
central place for preaching as a revelatory event alongside the sac-
raments.2 The claim that god speaks in preaching is usually linked 
to the preaching of scripture: preaching is the Word of god to the 
extent that it bears witness to the Bible’s witness.

2. see, for instance, rahner, “Priest and Poet”; and rahner, “The Word of
god and the eucharist.”
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to claim that preaching is or can be an event in which god 
speaks raises the question of the preacher’s role in the preaching 
event, the place of the personal in preaching. if the human preacher 
and her words are the media through which god speaks and re-
veals godself, what does she need to do and to be in this event? 
What are the implications for the preacher’s words, her bearing, her 
attitude toward her hearers, if she is caught up in this revelatory 
event? This question is important precisely because the person of 
the preacher is strongly present in the preaching event. The sermon 
is arguably the most personal part of the worship service, more per-
sonal (which is not to say more intimate) than the readings from 
scripture or the eucharist. The sermon is the most personal part of 
the service in that it is here that the liturgical event is most inflected 
by a personality (that of the preacher), most mediated through a 
specific human being. here we use our own words, rather than the 
words of others, to explore and mediate the christian tradition 
and mystery. The sermon is also personal in that it is the part of 
the service probably most inflected by the specific congregation in 
which it takes place, which is another way of saying that sermons 
are always highly contextual, created for a certain community at a 
certain point in time, while the scriptures and other elements of the 
liturgy tend to be more universal.

Karl Barth famously argues that, because the sermon is an 
event in which god speaks, the personal element in preaching 
should be minimized as much as possible. Barth’s primary meta-
phor for the preacher is that of a “herald” who proclaims a word 
he has received from the king, a word that is not the herald’s own 
and that is not shaped or inflected by his own history, experience, 
social location, or perspective. Barth describes the human task in 
preaching in this way:

if the human word of preaching is to perform the service 
of leading to the hearing of god’s Word . . . it must be a 
selfless human word, a human word which will not say 
this or that in a spirit of self-assertion, but devote itself 
only to letting god’s own Word say what must be said. 
like a window, it must be a transparent word; or like a 
mirror, a reflecting word. The more it . . . rejects anything 
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which might intervene as a third element between god’s 
Word and the human hearer, the less it obtrudes itself in 
its own solidity between god and the hearer, the more it 
is positively an indication . . . and compulsion to hearing 
the Word of god itself, and negatively a hushing of all 
possible notes of false idolatry and human exaltation—
the better it will be.3

Barth limits the role of the personal in preaching in a radi-
cal way, insisting that the preacher’s “solidity” does not belong in 
the sermon—meaning not just their opinions and perspective but 
also, in a sense, all aspects of their human particularity. instead, the 
preacher should be a transparent pane of glass, or a mirror reflect-
ing the divine, intruding herself as little as possible into the preach-
ing event.

in this directive of Barth’s, the personal is to be minimized in 
preaching not simply in order to allow god’s voice to be heard but 
still more because there is a sense that the personal, the human ele-
ment, is positively an obstacle to god’s being heard if this element 
is not strictly curbed. Barth appears sensitive to the fact that the 
sermon is a strongly personal event, and worries that this powerful, 
personal element in preaching too easily becomes “self-assertion,” 
an expression of “false idolatry and human exaltation” that can only 
“obtrude” into the meeting between god and the hearer. clearly for 
Barth the personal is problematic in preaching.

Barth’s construal of the place of the personal in preaching has 
been much critiqued, on the ground that he does not take either 
the hermeneutical process or the incarnation seriously enough.4 
regarding the incarnation, Barth argues that god’s self-revelation 
occurred paradigmatically in the life, death, and resurrection of 
Jesus christ, and that this revelation ought to be the model for all 
events of revelation that follow, including preaching. however, if 
the incarnation is the model for all of god’s acts of self-revelation, 
this suggests that god reveals godself not by bypassing humanity 
but by inhabiting humanity, in this case the particular, historical, 

3. Barth, Church Dogmatics 1/2, 764.
4. see, for instance, long, The Witness of Preaching, 19–28; and Wilson,

The Practice of Preaching, 95.
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and embodied human existence of Jesus of nazareth. god’s revela-
tion occurs in and through what is human, not by the effacement of 
the human. applied to preaching, this would mean that the Word 
of god is spoken in preaching when that Word meets the histori-
cal, particular, embodied existence of the preacher, the congrega-
tion, and the world in which preacher and congregation live. god 
chooses most to be revealed in preaching not when the preacher 
strives to become invisible, a hollow tube through which the Word 
comes, but when she is most present in her particular, embodied 
humanity, meeting the text and god in the text.

in relation to the comment, “they didn’t come here to see you,” 
this incarnational argument leads to the position that it is true in 
an ultimate sense that the congregation hopes to meet god through 
the preacher’s sermon, but it is also true that they are in some sense 
there to see the preacher, to see god through the preacher. as we 
noted above, the sermon is the most personal element of the wor-
ship service. While all elements of the liturgy aim to reveal god, the 
sermon aims to bring about this meeting with god precisely through 
an encounter with the person preaching. The role of the sermon in 
the liturgy is to be the place where the personal is brought in most 
strongly as a valid medium through which god speaks. When this 
is done well, it manifests to hearers that their own personhood and 
personal existence are likewise vehicles for god’s revelation, just 
as the preacher’s personhood is. Their own personal existence is 
included as an arena of god’s revelation.

however, taking Barth’s cautions to heart, and absorbing the 
wisdom of the comment, “they didn’t come here to see you,” it is 
important that this personal element in preaching be present in 
a way that enhances rather than detracts from the ultimate goal 
of encountering god. given that the sermon is an event that is 
strongly inflected by the personal, how can this personal element 
be incorporated into the sermon in such a way that it does not be-
come an obstruction to god’s revelation? i propose that the theory 
and practice of performance can provide a helpful framework for 
answering this question, since performance involves negotiating 
a similarly tensive relationship between a performing self and an-
other. disciplines of performance can help preachers understand 
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the place of the personal in a suitably nuanced way, so that they can 
in practice bring this personal element to the sermon in such a way 
that it enhances the revelatory event taking place.

PerFOrMANCe THeOrY AND THe seLF-
OTHer reLATIONsHIP

The idea that “performance” is a useful metaphor for a preacher’s 
practice requires unpacking the meaning of this word, since in 
relationship to preaching, the term “performance” has had mostly 
negative connotations. if we come away from a sermon saying, “it 
felt like a performance,” this is of course a negative judgment on 
the event. Performance in this usage means a deception, something 
artificial, something that covers up rather than reveals the truth of 
text and preacher. if we explore the nuances of this term, however, 
especially as it has been used both in theology and in many other 
fields in recent years, the term turns out to contain levels of mean-
ing that prove helpful as a framework for thinking about the role of 
the personal in preaching.

in recent years the term “performance” has been widely used 
in many fields in the humanities and social sciences, as well as in 
theology, so much so that a field of studies called “performance 
theory” now exists to explore the many meanings and uses of the 
term. as Marvin carlson points out, “performance” is a compli-
cated and essentially contested concept; disagreement about its 
meaning is built into the term itself, such that it is impossible to 
agree on any single meaning of the term.5 carlson notes four clus-
ters of meaning attached to the word “performance.” The first draws 
attention to a public display of particular skills, such as takes place, 
for instance, in a musical recital. The second cluster of meanings 
highlights the fact that performance involves behaviors that are 
consciously separated from the person doing them, so that there is 
“a certain distance between ‘self ’ and behavior, as for instance the 
distance between an actor and the role this actor plays on stage.” 
What is significant here is that the behavior that the self engages in 

5. carlson, Performance, 1.



Preaching and the Personal

26

is not spontaneously invented by the self, but is rather a repetition 
of a previously made script. in the case of an actor onstage this is 
clearly the case, in that the actor performs a character that has been 
created by another. however, richard schechner notes that this 
kind of behavior goes beyond the stage, and he coins the term “re-
stored behavior” to describe it. as carlson describes this concept, 
“restored behavior emphasizes the process of repetition and the 
continued awareness of some ‘original’ behavior, however distant or 
corrupted by myth or memory, which serves as a kind of grounding 
for the restoration.”6 The idea of “restored behavior” thus describes 
those actions in which we repeat culturally coded behaviors, with 
the hope of recapturing the power of an original event. schechner 
points out that “restored behavior” takes place not only on stage, 
but in rituals, trances, shamanism, and psychoanalysis, and else-
where. The liturgy of the eucharist is a good example of “restored 
behavior”: through repeating the script of the eucharistic prayer we 
hope to “restore” or recapture an original event, in this case Jesus’s 
last meal with his disciples.

closely connected to this idea of restored behavior is, third, 
the notion that performed actions are those done with a conscious-
ness of their symbolic or signifying potential. an action offstage 
is merely done, but onstage it is performed, meaning that it is sup-
posed to mean something; often what it means is connected to a 
culturally coded behavior that the performer is repeating or restor-
ing. a fourth cluster of meanings for the term “performance” points 
to the “general success of the activity in light of some standard of 
achievement.” in this sense the word “performance” can be applied 
to non-human entities, as for instance when we consider the “per-
formance” of an automobile. significantly, in this fourth meaning 
of the term, the observer rather than the performer is the one who 
judges the success of the performance, bringing into focus the fact 
that performance is always performance for someone. This fourth 
meaning overlaps with the second, in that, when we engage in “re-
stored behavior,” repeating a culturally coded pattern of behavior, 
this culturally coded pattern or original template for behavior is the 

6. ibid., 47.
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standard according to which others may judge if the performer is 
enacting the “restored behavior” successfully or not.

carlson notes one overarching feature of all of these under-
standings of performance: “all performance involves a conscious-
ness of doubleness, according to which the actual execution of an 
action is placed in mental comparison with a potential, an ideal, or 
a remembered original model of that action. normally this com-
parison is made by an observer of the action .  .  . but the double 
consciousness, not the external observation, is what is most central 
.  .  . Performance is always performance for someone, some audi-
ence that recognizes and validates it as performance even when, 
as is occasionally the case, that audience is the self.”7 This idea of 
doubleness encompasses the four meanings of performance just 
outlined. it encompasses the display of skills, inasmuch as these 
skills are presented to and assessed by observers. second, this idea 
of doubleness points to the distance between self and behavior, in 
that the performer is attempting to capture an “other,” a character, 
a script, or a culturally sanctioned mode of behavior, that is not 
the same as the performer himself, and so there is a consciousness 
of doubleness built into the performer’s actions. Third, the idea of 
doubleness points to the symbolic nature of performance, in which 
there is on one level an action or practice, and on a deeper level 
what it symbolizes or means. Finally, the concept of performance as 
action in light of a standard introduces a consciousness of double-
ness in the performer, who is aware that her actions are being com-
pared to an ideal that she may or may not be meeting, and that her 
actions are displayed to others who will be assessing whether she 
meets this ideal.

These dimensions of the concept of performance suggest 
how this concept can describe not only actions taken on a stage 
but also actions taken in daily life. in daily life we participate in 
social performance, meaning that we structure our lives accord-
ing to recognized, repeated, socially sanctioned codes of behavior. 
These socially structured actions count as “performance” in that 
they differ from the “self ” who does them, and to the extent that 

7. ibid., 5.
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we are aware of this, there is a consciousness of doubleness that 
makes these social behaviors into performance. Moreover, these 
social performances are almost always enacted for others, such that 
our actions are displayed rather than merely done, and this feature, 
too, makes these actions into performances. Finally, inasmuch as 
we enact these social roles in comparison to a standard, in light 
of certain recognized cultural codes of behavior, these behaviors 
count as performance.

it is this notion of daily social and cultural activity as perfor-
mance that has led theorists like Judith Butler and others to propose 
that all human activity could be considered as performance. Butler 
develops philosopher of language J. l. austin’s concept of perfor-
mative utterance, by which austin describes forms of language 
that do not refer to a pre-given reality but rather create the state 
of affairs which they describe. Butler uses this notion to describe 
the way that human identity is constituted, particularly focusing on 
the constitution of gender. Butler argues that gender is not a stable, 
fixed identity from which acts proceed; rather, gender is an identity 
constituted through acts, especially the stylized repetition of acts, 
involving the stylization of the body. The appearance of a stable 
identity is actually a performative project. The body itself is not a 
pre-given entity, but is a performance, an act. The ways we perform 
our bodies, and constitute ourselves as a particular gender, are not 
unique to ourselves, nor are they only products of our own interior-
ity and creativity; rather, we step into and enact social roles, which 
precede us. Moreover, as Butler points out, these performances of 
gender are driven by social taboos. if we do not correctly perform 
our gender according to culturally recognized and approved pat-
terns of behavior, we are punished; thus the performance of gender 
is done under duress. Butler’s argument about the constitution of 
gender identity draws on the concept of habitus as developed by 
Pierre Bourdieu. a person’s habitus emerges from practice, from 
performing a social role in one’s very body, which then comes to 
shape the body’s self-presentation—ways of being, moving, gestur-
ing—becoming in the end a way of life. For Butler and Bourdieu, 
habitus is itself a form of performance, it is “a tacit form of per-
formativity, a citational claim lived and believed at the level of the 
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body.”8 one’s total way of life, one’s habitus, emerges from repeated 
performance of socially given norms and roles, and is in an implicit 
sense always a citation or continued performance of those roles, 
whether one affirms or subverts them. The idea of the self as a per-
formative project also leads to the more general point, commonly 
made in postmodern thought, that challenges the modern idea of 
the unified, stable subject, in favor of notions of fragmentary and 
fluid selves, constituted by performances rather than pre-existing 
them.

DOuBLeNess IN THe PerFOrMANCe TO 
PreACHING

how do these various notions of performance shed light on the 
practice of preaching, and specifically on the place of the personal 
in it? The value of performance theory for our investigation is that 
it attempts to theorize the relationship between the performing 
self, the “other” that the self performs, and the audience who wit-
nesses the performance—that is to say, it seeks to understand the 
personal in relation to its others. in this sense performance theory 
is applicable to preaching, since preaching too involves a complex 
relationship between the preacher and various “others”—god, the 
congregation, and the text of scripture, among others. Because of 
these relationships there is a doubleness inherent in the practice of 
preaching, a distance between self and role, self and god, self and 
text. Preaching is always “restored behavior,” always an attempt to 
embody an original that is other than the performer (whether this 
be god or the text which witnesses to god). The element of display, 
which is embedded in concepts of performance, is central to the 
event of preaching, which more than almost any other christian 
practice is a display of faith before others. The feature of judg-
ment that is inherent in performance appears in preaching as the 
audience/congregation’s attempt to assess how well the preacher is 
performing this “restoration,” that is, how well she is embodying 
this divine other. The symbolic quality of performance is present in 

8. Butler, excitable speech, 155, quoted in carlson, Performance, 79.
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preaching as the question of whether the preacher’s performance 
appropriately symbolizes this other, or whether it is symbolizing 
something else.

The question of the role of the personal in preaching is a ques-
tion about how to navigate this essential doubleness, this complex 
relationship between self and others in preaching. The place of the 
personal in preaching becomes problematic when the inevitable 
doubleness in preaching opens up into a gap between the preacher 
and the other she is performing—that is, when there is a sense of 
the distance between the personal (the preacher’s own personhood, 
capacities and limitations) and the god whose word she is seeking 
to proclaim and embody. When this happens, then the personal, 
detached from the role it is supposed to be playing, becomes ob-
trusive, as Barth puts it. This is when it is necessary to issue the 
admonition, “remember, they did not come here to see you.”

The counsel of Barth, and the thrust of this admonition, is to 
cope with this doubleness by minimizing the role of the personal 
as much as possible in preaching. however, the theory of double-
ness, as explored in performance theory, suggests a more dialectical 
solution to this problem, one in which the preacher manifests the 
other precisely through her full presence in the preaching event. it 
is an axiom in many schools of acting, for instance, that the actor 
cannot truthfully portray a character until he discovers his own au-
thentic relationship to that character. actors, in other words, bring 
the fullness of themselves—their particularity, life experience, and 
perspective—to the roles they are playing, and it is only in doing so 
that they play their characters faithfully.

it is this dialectical relationship—the simultaneous presence of 
self and other—that rowan Williams elucidates when he describes 
the incarnation of the Word of god using the metaphor of per-
formance. Williams employs the idea of performance to describe 
the relationship between the eternal son of god or Word of god 
(the second person of the trinity), and the human Jesus of naza-
reth—that is, the relationship between Jesus christ’s divinity and 
his humanity. Williams explores the idea of performance by noting 
that a performer’s task is to bring to life the work of another. here 
is the idea of doubleness, the relationship between the performing 
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self and that which is performed. Williams argues that in this enact-
ment the performer remains herself, and yet is completely taken up 
by the work and vision and even selfhood of another:

here is someone who is completely themselves (sic), 
free and independent, and yet for this time the whole of 
their being, their life, their freedom, their skill, is taken 
up with this mysterious, different thing that is the work 
to be brought to life. The vision and imagination of an-
other person, the composer, has to come through—not 
displacing the human particularity of the performer but 
‘saturating’ that performer’s being for the time of the 
performance.9

The human Jesus, Williams argues, is a performer in this way; 
he is performing god’s love and god’s purpose, and performs them 
perfectly, “yet he is never other than himself, with all that makes him 
distinctly human taken up with this creative work.” his is “a human 
will and a human life whose power and joy is the performance of 
who god is and what god wants, the performance of the Word of 
god.” as a performer of god’s Word, Jesus is “saturated,” through 
and through, with god’s life, and yet, paradoxically, his humanity 
is most full and real in that performance, because all of his particu-
larity is taken up into and displayed in that performance. Jesus of 
nazareth becomes most himself by performing god most fully; his 
human personhood is most fully manifest in this performance.

Williams draws on several of the meanings embedded in the 
concept of performance in his use of the term. he draws on the 
idea that performance involves doubleness, in that the performer, 
Jesus, is enacting a pattern of actions of an “other,” the divine Word 
of god. This pattern of actions also functions as a standard or ideal 
that the performer, in this case the human Jesus of nazareth, strives 
to meet. here Williams employs the understanding of performance 
as action in light of a standard. There is also a hint of Butler’s insight 
here, that we become the selves we are through the performance of 
certain acts. The identity of the human Jesus of nazareth is noth-
ing other than his lifelong performance of the Word of god; in the 

9. r. Williams, Tokens of Trust, 74.
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performance of this Word he also is this Word. What is striking in 
Williams’s formulation of Jesus as performer of the Word of god is 
that in this performance the dialectic between the performing self 
(the human Jesus) and the other performed (the divine Word of 
god) is no longer experienced as a conflict or a gap, but becomes 
the true expression of each party. What disappears in Jesus’s per-
formance of the Word of god is the consciousness of doubleness, 
the awareness that one is playing the part of another; rather, in this 
performance self and other saturate each other without remainder. 
The personal is fully present, yet in this very presence the divine 
other is also made manifest.

Williams’s use of the metaphor of performance suggests the 
value of this metaphor for understanding the role of the personal 
in preaching. The metaphor of performance, as explicated by Wil-
liams, suggests that it is when the personal is most present in a 
certain way that the sermon becomes open to divine revelation. 
as the preacher brings her personhood to the preaching event, as 
she chooses to be most present in her full, embodied, particular 
humanity, she becomes paradoxically most open for god to reveal 
godself through her being and her words. relying on Williams, we 
can trace the truth of this paradox back to the incarnation itself. 
as we have seen, Barth insisted that preaching is modeled after the 
incarnation, and derives its revelatory power from this event. how-
ever, Barth derives from the incarnation a model of the preacher 
as a transparent window or hollow tube through which the Word 
comes, uninflected by the preacher’s selfhood. if Williams’s descrip-
tion of the incarnation, shaped by the metaphor of performance, 
were used as the model for preaching, this model would suggest 
that, just as Jesus brings the fullness of his personal humanity to 
performing the Word of god, so too the preacher would need to 
bring her own personal selfhood to the event in order for it to be 
revelatory and authoritative.

Williams’s use of the trope of performance suggests that the 
doubleness inherent in preaching, the distance between self and 
text, self and god, need not lead to a distorted or inappropriate role 
for the personal. rather, in the incarnation it is precisely in being 
his fully human self that Jesus is “saturated” by god, and in this 
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saturation Jesus becomes the fullness of his human self. The meta-
phor of saturation is helpful here, because a saturated object (like a 
sponge) still retains its basic shape, but is clearly full of something 
foreign to it (water). Williams’s theology of performance shows 
how divinity and humanity can be related in the event of preach-
ing, in such a way that saturating humanity with divinity is at the 
same time an honoring of humanity in its particular and personal 
shape. The trope of performance suggests that it is necessary for the 
preacher to bring her personhood fully to the preaching event, and 
only thus is god also fully present. The concept of performance 
elucidates why it is that the preacher’s personal presence is a neces-
sary part of the inspiration of preaching.

The problem with applying Williams’s performative under-
standing of the incarnation to the practice of preaching is that there 
is a vast difference between the performance of god’s Word that 
Jesus of nazareth is able to perform, and the performance of that 
Word that imperfect preachers can perform. even though we are 
called to imitate christ in our preaching as in all things, there is still 
a distance between what we are capable of and what he is capable 
of. This then becomes a practical problem, namely, how are we to 
accomplish this performance of god’s Word given all of our imper-
fections, and to do so in such a way that this performance does not 
emphasize the personal and its imperfection in ways that are obtru-
sive or distracting? although Williams’s doctrine of the incarnation 
shows us an ideal relationship between the personal and its others 
in preaching, how are we to attain this ideal?

stanley hauerwas’s use of the concept of performance to 
describe the dynamics of the christian life takes us partway to an 
answer to this question. hauerwas argues that the christian faith 
is primarily neither subjective experience nor an objective deposit 
of content, but is rather a performance, a set of actions.10 he gravi-
tates to the term “performance” because he argues that it provides 
a place for human creativity and initiative, yet takes place within a 
set of rules, which in this case are those provided by the christian 
tradition. here again, as with Williams, it is the idea of doubleness 

10. hauerwas, Performing the Faith, 76.
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or “restored behavior,” behavior that copies a socially coded and 
sanctioned pattern, that draws hauerwas to performance as a use-
ful descriptor of the christian life. in this case the code followed is 
the pattern for the christian life. The concept of performance also 
highlights the quality of display, being done for others, which is 
part of hauerwas’s conception of the christian life. he points out 
that the intelligibility and persuasiveness of the faith depend not on 
independently formulated criteria but on convincing performances 
of the faith in people’s lives. That is, a convincing performance of 
the faith on the part of a christian can make others believe in the 
truth of the faith. inherent in this idea is the notion that christian 
faith is not simply lived, but also performed, in the sense of being 
on display to others in order to change them.

embedded in hauerwas’s use of the trope of performance is 
the dialectical relationship between the performer and that which 
is performed, in this case the christian faith. hauerwas draws on 
the idea that there is a doubleness that marks all performances, but 
he argues that the purpose of repeated performance is so that this 
relationship of doubleness might change over time. like Williams, 
hauerwas argues that performance of the faith makes the perform-
er (the christian) more fully herself precisely as she embodies the 
script that is outside of her (in this case the christian faith). in this 
performance, the performer is, as hauerwas describes it, “drawn 
out of him- or herself and is ‘possessed’ or ‘taken over’ by the 
work . . . in this sense, true performance takes us out of ourselves 
(ekstasis), only to return us to ourselves fuller, richer, more deeply 
changed.”11 Thus hauerwas maintains that “good performers of the 
christian faith, like good musicians, are those who have refined the 
art of allowing themselves to be played by the work even as they 
perform it,” in other words to letting their lives express the chris-
tian faith. hauerwas also insists on the importance of this perfor-
mance unfolding in time, such that the performance of the faith is 
not a one-time occasion, but is a pattern of actions that ultimately 
transforms the performer. Thus hauerwas, not unlike Butler, sees 
performance as a vehicle for the transformation of the self; the self 

11. ibid., 101.
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becomes something that it was not before, by means of performing 
a pattern of behavior that precedes the self. More than Williams, 
hauerwas emphasizes the way that repeated performance of the 
christian life transforms a person over time into the habitus of a 
true christian. Jesus of nazareth, performing the Word of god, did 
not need to be transformed into holiness, because he already had 
this quality in perfection. human beings, however, need to be and 
are transformed by their performance of the faith over time.

The use that hauerwas makes of the concept of performance 
is helpful for preachers in part because it suggests how preachers 
are transformed, how the personal is transformed, through un-
dertaking this preaching practice over time. Using hauerwas, we 
might say that the personal needs to be present in preaching pre-
cisely so that in this repeated performance it can be transformed 
into a “fuller, richer” holier version of itself. it is essential that the 
personal be drawn into the preaching event, precisely so that it can 
be transformed in the encounter with god that preaching aims to 
create. as hauerwas’s theory of performance indicates, the personal 
is necessary in preaching precisely because the transformation of 
the personal, in the person of the preacher, becomes a display or 
model for listeners to enable their own transformations. if the per-
sonal were absent from preaching, one would not witness the em-
bodiment of christian truth and how this truth can change a life. 
The personal is necessary in preaching because it demonstrates, in 
an exemplary fashion, how the personal itself is transformed when 
brought into encounter with god.

For this reason we can think of the doubleness we experience 
in preaching not as alienating but as redemptive. in preaching we 
are given a “script” to perform, which is that of the eschatologically 
perfected person that god calls us to become. currently, in our not 
fully perfected state, there is a doubleness, a gap between the self 
we are now and this script. This gap is painful at times to inhabit, 
but this doubleness can also be freeing, because in being given this 
script we are given a part to play that is the part for which we were 
created, the part we long to play. This is how preaching can be re-
demptive for the preacher—taking on this role is the way to become 
truer to ourselves than we could ever imagine being prior to taking 
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on the role. a preacher once said to me, “i believe things when i 
am preaching that i do not believe at any other time.” This is not 
a confession of hypocrisy; this is a confession about the power of 
preaching to transform us, to make us into vessels for god’s Word 
who in that preaching moment, actually, proleptically, show forth 
the eschatologically perfected selves we will become when we have 
grown into the full stature of that Word.

to say that preaching is an eschatological event, a glimpse into 
god’s kingdom, is another way of saying that preaching is sacra-
mental. The sacraments are fundamentally eschatological events, in 
which the holy spirit comes upon the elements to make them reve-
latory of god, to lift them not so much up to god (contra calvin) 
as forward into god’s realized kingdom. We get a proleptic glimpse 
of that kingdom in the breaking of the bread and the moment of 
eating and drinking together, for the promise is there in the eucha-
ristic prayer that this is but a foretaste of god’s heavenly banquet. 
so too one might say that in preaching the holy spirit breathes in 
the preacher and carries her forward into her eschatologically real-
ized self—changed from glory into glory, before our eyes—and this 
display to the hearers is more than a spectator event, for we are all 
carried forward with her to a place where we not only say but also 
believe and even know the truths of faith. When this happens the 
doubleness the preacher inhabits in preaching becomes redemptive 
rather than destructive.

THe DIsruPTIve PersONAL BODY AND THe 
esCHATOLOGICAL seLF

The personal needs to be present in preaching in order that it may 
participate in and display to others a process of transformation 
through the encounter with god the other, which leads ultimately 
toward the vanishing point of Jesus christ’s perfect performance of 
the Word of god, and toward our own eschatological fulfillment. 
This necessary presence of the personal, however, still leaves us 
with the question of how the personal can be engaged in preach-
ing in ways that lead toward this transformation into holiness. The 
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resources of performance theory suggest a dialectical or paradoxi-
cal answer to this question, namely, that we do not arrive at these 
perfect performances unless the personal, even or especially in its 
very disruptiveness and unruliness, is allowed to be manifest in the 
performance. The fact that the personal is a disruptive element in 
performance is suggested by the fact of doubleness itself. Because 
of doubleness, because there is a gap between the performer and 
that which is performed, there is always a remainder or excess in 
the performer’s performance of the role, script, or character. There 
is always something of the personal that seems to fall outside the 
perfect performance, not to fit the performance. Butler makes this 
argument when she discusses the performance of gender norms, 
noting in effect that there is inevitably a sort of slippage or wiggle 
room in our performance of these norms, simply because they are a 
performance. she notes that since the ground of gender identity is 
a stylized repetition of acts, not a pre-given and seamless identity, 
there are possibilities for gender transformation, for challenging 
and subverting these culturally given codes; these possibilities for 
transformation are found in how we repeat or change these acts, 
these performances.12 Moreover, performance brings us into our 
bodies; it is the creation of habitus at the bodily level, and Butler 
notes that the body is never contained by its performance of social 
norms, but always produces an excess that undermines the norms it 
performs. There is always a slippage between the original social role 
and our repetition of it, and this slippage, importantly, has to do 
with the body’s involvement, its unruliness in relation to all norms. 

We can note the ways in which this slippage, introduced by 
the body’s presence, complicates the performance of the other in 
preaching. For instance, the presence of the preacher’s body means 
that aspects of her personhood carry symbolic power beyond what 
her words themselves communicate, and beyond what she can 
fully control or direct. The preacher’s body language, bearing and 
demeanor symbolize things of which the preacher is not always 
conscious, and thus cannot fully control. Moreover, the preacher’s 
social location is visible in her body, in terms of race, gender, and 

12. Butler, “Performative acts and gender constitution,” 120–34.
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class, and this can make preachers feel powerless about what they 
may be communicating through their very presence, beyond their 
conscious intention. The body disrupts perfect performances of the 
Word also because it is subject to various physical processes that 
cannot be fully socially controlled. We may feel the disruptiveness 
of the body in preaching as a sense that our physical presence is at 
odds with our conscious purpose—for instance, when our voices 
are too soft to be heard, when we do not know what to do with 
our hands, when we do not know where to rest our eyes. Under-
neath these discomforts is a deeper unease with the body itself, 
in part because of the body’s inevitable association with sex and 
death, two unruly and uncontrollable aspects of human experience. 
it is intriguing to note how certain aspects of the choreography of 
preaching conspire to deal with this discomfort by hiding the body 
in various ways—dressing it up in robes that conceal the particulars 
of the preacher’s body, or positioning it behind pulpits that con-
ceal most of the body below the head (making it look like the idea 
of the human person we are most comfortable with—the person 
as disembodied mind or spirit, a head only). it may even be that 
the disruptive, embarrassing, not fully controllable presence of the 
body in preaching is the nodal point for the concerns about the 
presence of the personal in preaching; all of these concerns actually 
originate in a sense of embarrassment about the body, that which is 
most personal in preaching.

For Butler and other performance theorists, however, the dis-
ruptions of perfect performance caused by the body and its unruli-
ness are not troubling but instead create space for liberation from 
restrictive performances. here Butler is joining a debate within 
performance theory about whether performance is essentially 
conservative or subversive. do performers enact culturally coded 
behaviors so as to reinforce them and to curtail deviation from 
them, or can performers enact these behaviors so as to subvert and 
transform them? Butler argues that performance contains the pos-
sibility of transgression of constraining performances, thus creating 
space to allow new identities to form in contrast to those identities 
imposed by cultural norms. it is the body’s disruptive excess that 
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disrupts every performance, thus creating the possibility for these 
transgressions and for new expressions of identity to arise.

This possibility suggests that the disruptiveness of the person-
al, and especially the preacher’s personal body, needs to be included 
in order for preaching to fulfill its transformative potential. The 
presence of the personal and especially the body may seem like an 
intrusion into the performance of the Word of god, but can actu-
ally lead toward the fulfillment of that performance on a deeper 
level. one reason why this is so is that the unruliness of the personal 
and the body, when invited into preaching, can disturb notions of 
the human self as shaped into the christian habitus that may be 
too conventional. our understandings of what it means to be the 
people of god may be too shaped by secular cultural norms, and 
perhaps only through the discomfiting presence of the body can we 
find our way to a truer performance of this citizenship. christian 
identity may be something far more radical and transgressive than 
we can now descry, but it may be embedded proleptically in the 
body and its wisdom.

sarah coakley advances one portrayal of the way in which 
the christian identity, in its eschatological fulfillment, radically 
subverts cultural norms. coakley uses Butler’s notion of gender as 
a performative project to argue that the goal of this project, from 
a christian perspective, is a self freed of gender constraint. coak-
ley finds this end described in the eschatological vision of the self 
found in gregory of nyssa, among other christian theologians.13 
in nyssen’s ascetical theology she finds “forms of gender fluidity 
and reversal . . . that undercut and subvert what could be expected 
of someone living according to the late-antique norms of married 
gender roles.”14 coakley extends gregory’s “eschatologically-orient-
ed theory of gender,” to argue that a condition of gender fluidity will 
be the human condition fully realized at the eschaton, and it is that 
condition toward which all performances of gender transgression 
are oriented.

13. coakley, Powers and submissions, 157.
14. ibid., 164.
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according to coakley, therefore, under the multiple perfor-
mances of the self that Butler describes, there is a true self, which 
is the eschatologically realized person of faith. as an eschatological 
self, this true self is not in our possession now, but it is an identity 
we can perform our way into, not by performing a societally given 
script of gender (or other) norms, but by performing our chris-
tian faith. coakley and hauerwas would agree with Butler that the 
self is a performative project: we become the selves we are through 
performance of a script that is given us. But when that script is the 
christian faith, then coakley and hauerwas argue that perform-
ing this script makes us our true, authentic selves. in effect, while 
some performance theorists argue for a “strategic essentialism” that 
allows for the forming of alternative identities in contrast to cultur-
ally enforced identities, coakley is arguing for an “eschatological 
essentialism” that allows for the formation of the people of god in 
contrast to secularly enforced identities.

however, if it is true that the eschatologically realized chris-
tian is a person in whom gender is fluid, then the performances 
of that identity which we enact in order to be shaped into this 
habitus will undoubtedly be disruptive of current cultural norms 
in which, as Butler emphasizes, gender performances are enforced 
under strict taboos. This is but one example of ways in which the 
performance of christian identity is subversive of secular norms of 
human personhood. if preaching is an exemplary performance of 
christian identity, through which that identity is transformed, then 
this performance needs to allow space for the disruptiveness and 
transgressiveness of the personal and the body, because this identity 
we are performing our way into is itself transgressive of culturally 
given norms. There is a riskiness to preaching when the personal 
is present in this way, but it is the riskiness that upends norms in 
order to birth something new. By allowing the disruptive excess of 
the body’s presence in preaching, we can occupy the wiggle room or 
place of slippage identified by Butler in her account of performance, 
and this can allow for a subversion of pre-determined norms and 
the birthing of new possibilities for christian identity.

The presence of the personal and the body both troubles 
preaching and is essential to its fulfillment as a performance that 
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shapes both preacher and hearers into their true christian iden-
tity. The reason for this is ultimately a theological one: the personal 
body of the preacher is the site where the holy spirit enters our 
lives and transforms us. The holy spirit is the breath, the ruach, of 
god. The breath entering and leaving our bodies is, quite literally, 
the spirit inhabiting, enlivening, and transforming us. one point of 
awareness i teach my students is that, when they stand in alignment 
and allow their breathing muscles to relax, the breath happens to 
them, rather than their making it happen. instead of breathing, we 
are breathed. in a concrete, intimate, and immediate way, we sense 
the presence and agency of god in our bodies.

it is this divine presence, this divine breath of the holy spirit, 
which disrupts everything. This spirit-breath within us produces 
the excess that undermines and defies social norms, upending our 
carefully calibrated performances of them. i see this unsettling 
presence of the spirit regularly in my work teaching preaching. 
When preaching students allow breath to drop into their bodies 
and to connect with the truths they know and the feelings they feel, 
they find themselves speaking astonishing truths, truths they did 
not previously know were there. They may come to class with a pre-
pared sermon, but when they allow the breath to infuse the words, 
very often the words change to something truer, deeper, more raw, 
less conventional.

The same disruptive presence of the spirit is apparent when 
students undertake the practice of learning and performing bibli-
cal texts. to “perform” a text means to take it several steps beyond 
reciting it or reading it out loud. it is to take on the voices of the 
characters, to stage the text, to decide what the scene looks like. it 
is to portray the text as an event or tell it as a story. But in order to 
do this, a central principle of acting must be observed, which is that 
the truth of the text emerges not when the performer effaces herself 
in relation to the text, as Barth urges, but when she enters into ac-
tive relationship with it, when she brings the personal—her body, 
voice, and life experience—to bear upon the text. The hermeneutic 
of performance is one in which truth emerges out of a conversation 
between performer and text.
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When students engage in this process, when they allow 
breath, feeling, and personal experience to come to the words of 
scripture, the words become destabilizing, excessive, impossible 
to contain within culturally bounded norms. students are often 
shocked to discover the iconoclastic force of scripture, once they 
allow their bodies to fully know these sacred words and what they 
mean. students discover, in other words, how these sacred words 
are channels that connect them to god’s presence, will, and desire. 
talal asad comments that the inability “to enter into communion 
with god” may well be “a function of untaught bodies.”15 What 
these performance practices are essentially doing is teaching bodies 
how to be in relationship with god, by teaching them how to be 
open to holy spirit, and spirit-inspired Word. in the process what 
happens is that the disruptiveness of the personal is infused by the 
disruptiveness of the spirit, so that the personal can continue to be 
transformed into the identity of the people of god.

There is no question that to allow the personal into preaching 
in this way creates a danger and a risk. it is common to argue that 
the danger of the personal in preaching is that it becomes the focus, 
seizing the spotlight and occluding the presence of god the other. 
But the deeper danger is that in allowing the personal into preach-
ing, as the place that the spirit breathes into and transforms, we 
create the possibility for performances that transgress and disrupt 
established norms so that a new identity can be shaped within us. 
We can foreclose that possibility by warning, “they did not come 
here to see you,” but may in so doing close down the possibility 
for the spirit to breathe within us and transform us. By contrast, 
if we allow our personal bodies to be present in preaching, and to 
be available to the spirit and its dangerous truths, we may well dis-
cover ourselves being transformed into selves of greater joy, delight, 
and faithfulness than we can now imagine. Through the presence of 
the personal in this way, preachers allow themselves to be vessels 
for the fulfillment of preaching’s ultimate purpose, which is a trans-
formative encounter with god. Preachers will never enact perfectly 
the incarnational performance of Jesus christ, in which human and 

15. asad, “remarks on the anthropology of the Body,” 48.
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divine are both fully manifest, but as we offer the personal, and then 
allow it to be transformed through the performance of this other 
(the text, and god in the text), we become our essential selves and 
at the same time are inspired by the divine breath and participate in 
the becoming flesh of the divine Word.
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