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1. Real Presence: Sacramental Embodiment in Preaching

Ruthanna Hooke 

THIS ESSAY explores what it means, for both the theory and practice of 

preaching, to say that preaching is sacramental. Christian preaching has always 

existed in close relationship to the sacraments; the earliest Christian liturgies 

included the Liturgy of the Word and the Liturgy of the Table. 1 The Protestant 

Reformers held that the two marks of the true church are that it is where the 

Word of God is rightly preached and the sacraments are rightly celebrated.2 As 

Christian liturgies have evolved over the centuries, one or the other of these 

two marks of the church tends to develop greater prominence. In Roman 

Catholic traditions, the Eucharist is usually of greater importance, and 

preaching is conceived as a preparation for the sacrament rather than being 

centrally important in itself. In Protestant traditions, the preaching of the Word 

is more central, as evidenced by the fact that in many Protestant traditions the 

standard Sunday morning service always includes preaching but may not include 

the Eucharist. The relative importance of \-v:.J ord and sacrament is often 

indicated by the architecture of church sanctuaries; for instance, in the colonial 

Episcopal church near where I live in Virginia, the pulpit is a high parapet-like 

construction looming in the front and center of the sanctuary, while underneath 

it, not easily visible from the pews, is a small, unprepossessing-looking table. 

This architecture represents a low-church extreme for The Episcopal Church, 

and more often the two elements of the principal liturgy are more evenly 

balanced, especially since The Book of Common Prqyer (1979) established a more 

eucharistically-centered worship practice. In fact, it would be fair to say that 

Anglican liturgy, along with Lutheran liturgy, is distinctive among the 

denominations in that it instantiates an equal balancing of \-v:.Jord and Table. 

The distinctive quality or charism of Anglican preaching derives from this 

quality of Anglican liturgy: Anglican preaching is distinct from other kinds of 

Christian preaching because it occurs in proximity to the Eucharist, and because 

1 See, for instance, Gordon W. Lathrop, Ho!J Things: A Lit11rgical Theology (Niinneapolis, IvIN:
Fortress Press, 1993), pp. 43-53, in which he cites Justin Martyr's second-century description of 
Christian worship as consisting of a two-fold ordo of word and table. 
2 John Calvin states, ''Whenever we see the Word of God purely preached and heard, and the 
sacraments administered according to Christ's institution, there, it is not to be doubted, a church 
of God exists." John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, John T. McNeill, ed. (Philadelphia; 
The Westminster Press, 1960), 4.1.9, p. 1023. See also Article XIX of the Articles of Religion 
found in The Book of Common Prayer (New York: Church Publishing Incorporated, 1979), P· 
871.



20 Ruthanna Hooke 

it occupies a place of equal importance to the Eucharist within the liturgy. 

Anglican preaching is sacramentally inflected; this paper explores how this fact 

could affect how Anglicans understand and practice preaching. Rather than 

comparing preaching and the sacraments in general, this paper will focus on the 

comparison of preaching with the Eucharist in particular, partly because of the 

Eucharist's close liturgical relationship to preaching. 

One way to describe the relationship of the sacraments to preaching is to 

say that preaching is like the sacraments; it is itself sacramental.3 This means in 

part that preaching is analogous to the sacraments because like them preaching 

is a means of grace. In preaching, as in the sacraments, God's presence is made 

known, God speaks and conveys grace and salvation. This is one implication of 

Karl Barth's statement that preaching is a form of the Word of God, no less 

conveying the fullness of God's saving presence than the Word of God in 

Scripture and the Word of God incarnate in Jesus Christ.4 Such claims are 

supported by recent developments in understandings of the sacraments in 

liturgical theology, in which the sacraments are described not primarily as 

objects that dispense grace, but as relational events, personal encounters 

between God and people. Thus the focus in liturgical theology is moving away 

from discussions about what precisely occurs in the physical elements to 

transform them, to the transformational power of the liturgical action itself.5 

One implication of this shift is that the efficacy of the sacraments, the saving 

presence of God in them, is not focused on the specific moment when the 

elements are consecrated, but belongs to the liturgy as a whole. The whole of 

the liturgy is sacramental, which suggests that preaching, since it is embedded in 

liturgy, has a sacramental quality. 

These comparisons are helpful but fairly general; in this paper I will 

compare more specifically the liturgical action that takes place in the Eucharist 

with the liturgical action that takes place in preaching, and to suggest that these 

3 This argument is made in various ways in several of the essays in Dwight W. Vogel (ed.), Primary 
Sources in Litttrgical Theology: A Reader (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 2000). See especially 
Harold Dean Trulear, "The Sacramentality of Preaching," pp. 263-272. 
-+ Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, I.2 ed. by G.W. Bromiley and T.F. Torrance (Edinburgh: T & T 
Clark, 1956), p. 745. 
5 Bruce T. Morrill and Bernard Cooke (eds.), Bodies of Worship: Explorations in Theory and Practice 
(Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1999), p. 1. Morrill and Cooke note the work of Edward 
Schillebeeckx and Karl Rahner in particular in providing the theological foundations for this shift. 
See Edward Schillebeeckx, Christ the Sacrament of the Encounter 1vith God (New York: Sheed and 
Ward, 1963), and Karl Rahner, Foundations of Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity, 
William V. Dych, trans. (New York: Crossroad Publishing, 1996). 
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actions parallel each other in ways that shed light on the preaching task. For the 

structure of the liturgical action in the Eucharist I am relying on Gregory Dix's 

schema. Dix proposed in The Shape of the Litt,rgy that the action of the Eucharist 

was fourfold, corresponding to Jesus Christ's four actions at the institution of 

the Eucharist. The four actions were: to take the elements, to bless or give 

thanks to God for them, to break them (or pour them out), and to share them.6 

These four actions are embedded in the words of institution in contemporary 

Eucharistic prayers: "On the night before he died for us, our Lord Jesus Christ 

took bread; and when he had given thanks to you, he broke it, and gave it to his 

disciples and said, "'Take, eat."' Although the specifics of Dix's construal of the 

four-action shape of the Eucharist have been critiqued and revised, the essential 

fourfold shape of the Eucharistic action remains influential in liturgical thinking 

and practice. 7 

My contention is that it is possible to locate this four-fold action in 

preaching as well as in the celebration of the Eucharist, and that by using this 

framework to understand what is happening in preaching, we will arrive at a 

more precise and more profound understanding and experience of the 

sacramentality of preaching. Interestingly, in a collection of essays exploring the 

liturgical dimensions of preaching, Carl Daw also likens preaching to the 

fourfold action of the Eucharist, using Dix's schema. Daw compares the taking 

of the bread and wine to the preacher's taking Scripture, the blessing of the 

bread and wine to the centrality of prayer in preaching, the breaking of the 

bread to making the Word accessible, and the giving of the Word to the delivery 

or speaking of the sermon.8 Daw argues that conceiving of preaching as 

following this fourfold shape will have significant implications for how we 

approach the task of proclamation. 

Like Daw, I propose that comparing the preaching to the fourfold action of 

the Eucharist will significantly affect how we undertake the preaching task. 

However, I will map the fourfold Eucharistic action onto preaching in a 

somewhat different way than Daw does, locating it in the physical experience of 

6 Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy, with Preface and additional notes by Paul V. Marshall (San

Francisco: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1982), p. 78. 
7 For a critique of Dix's four-action shape of the Eucharistic meal, see Geoffrey Wainwright, 
"Recent Eucharistic Revision," in Cheslyn Jones, Geoffrey Wainwright, Edward Yarnold and 
Paul Bradshaw (eds.), The Stuqy of Liturgy. Rev. Ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 
pp. 332-3. 
8 Carl P. Daw, Jr., "Breaking the Word: .A Liturgical Rationale for Preaching," in Carl P. Daw, Jr.

(ed.), Breaking the Word: Essqys on the Litttrgical Dimensions of Preaching (New York: Church Hymnal 
Corporation, 1994), pp. 3-11. 
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vocal communication. Preaching, like the sacraments, is a material reality, an 

embodied experience. The mystery of the sacraments is that material things

bread and wine, oil, water-can become bearers of God's grace. While 

contemporary liturgical theologies focus less on the mechanics of how material 

things are transformed to be bearers of grace, these contemporary theologies of 

liturgy put great emphasis on the material and embodied nature of liturgy. As 

Bruce Morrill notes, recent liturgical theologies focus on the experience of 

bodies in worship, operating from the principle that, "for Christians, the most 

spiritual of realities can only be experienced or known in and through the 

materiality of our bodies," and that this principle is powerfully encountered in 

sacramental worship.9 Sacramental grace always comes to us through our 

bodies: through eating and drinking, being washed, being anointed. Likewise, 

preaching is an embodied activity, in that the grace of the Word proclaimed 

comes to us through the body and voice of the preacher. Hence, I propose that 

the sacramentality of preaching can be discovered and explored by considering 

what our bodies are doing and experiencing when we preach. 

The preacher's bodily experience is an experience of speaking, so we can 

analyze this experience by looking at the structure of speaking itself. One 

helpful way of breaking down the steps to communication is laid out in a 

method for training the speaking voice developed by Ivistin Linklater and 

widely used in the dramatic arts. This method of vocal training, which I teach to 

preachers, takes students through a progression of physical and vocal exercises 

that are designed to free and strengthen the speaking voice. This progression 

provides a structure for speaking, a set of physical steps we go through when 

we speak. My proposal in this paper is that these steps roughly correspond to 

the four-fold pattern of action in the Eucharist. In other words, the stages that a 

speaker goes through to arrive at communication are parallel to the stages we go 

through in consecrating and then consuming the Eucharist. Our bodies go 

through the same four actions in preaching-offering, blessing, breaking, 

sharing-as takes place in the Eucharist. To understand preaching as following 

this fourfold Eucharistic structure will give us a fuller sense of what it means, 

both for our understanding and practice of preaching, to claim that preaching is 

sacramental. To draw such a specific comparison between preaching and the 

Eucharist in terms of two parallel actions will influence what we attend to in 

our preaching, how we think about what we are doing and how we do it. I will 

9 Morrill and Cooke, Bodies of Worship, p. 3. 
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make this argument by taking each of the four Eucharistic actions in turn, and 

investigate what they correspond to in the preacher's embodied experience. 

Some understanding of the principles of the Linklater voice method will be 

helpful before we draw this comparison. The fundamental premise of this 

method is that each person is born with a voice capable of expressing, through 

a two-to-four-octave pitch range, the fullness of her thought and feeling.10 The 

way the voice works is that the speaker feels a need to communicate, the brain 

sends signals to the body, the need to communicate stimulates breathino-

muscles (abdominal muscles, diaphragm, rib muscles), and they expand to let 

breath in to communicate her thought and feeling. Breath comes in, goes out, 

makes contact with the vocal chords, and the vocal chords vibrate and sound 

results, amplified by resonators, articulated by lips and tongue. That is how the 

voice works when the speaker is a baby, where the voice expresses life-and

death need. However, as she grows up she learns that it is not always socially 

acceptable to express herself from the place of life-and-death need. She thus 

learns that, when she feels the desire to communicate, instead of letting that 

impulse travel down into the body, where deep need is felt, she should reroute 

the impulse to a more socially acceptable place, the upper chest and throat. 

Through social conditioning, trauma, and the tensions of daily life, she learns to 

detach her impulse to communicate from the diaphragm and abdominal 

muscles and to express that impulse through the throat and face. The voice 

becomes disconnected from the body, unsupported by the breath, and is 

squeezed out by overworking the throat, jaw, and tongue muscles. Such 

speaking leads to the divorce of words from meaning and emotion, such that 

words describe rather than reveal their content. The speaker whose voice is thus 

distorted no longer fully inhabits her words; although she may be speaking to 

others, she is not fully present. Instead of being connected to what she is saying, 

she is talking about it, from a safe distance, "phoning it in," as actors put it. The 

range of the voice shrinks from 2-4 octaves to 3-4 notes of speaking range. 

The purpose of the Linklater method is to rectify this situation by 

reconnecting speakers' voices to their bodies and emotions. Linklater's method 

of voice training takes students through a series of exercises which teach 

physical alignment, diaphragmatic breathing, relaxation of throat muscles, 

connecting voice with breath, and the use of the body's natural resonators to 

10 Linklater's approach to voice training is outlined in Ivistin Linklater, Freeing the Natttra! Voice, 
Revised and Expanded Edition (Hollywood, C-\.: Drama Publishers, 2006); and idem., Freeing 
Shakespeare :r Voice (New York: Theatre Communications Group, 1992). 
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amplify the voice. The goal of the method is fully embodied communication, in 

which the voice and body are free, in which the words spoken do not exist only 

in the head but are connected to and expressed through the whole body. When 

we speak with this freedom and connection, we are not just speaking words, but 

we are claiming the words fully; the words are living in our bodies. The meaning 

of the words is communicated in the words we speak. Our whole selves are 

communicating the words, which is another way of saying that we are fully 

present in this act of communication. 

It is all too easy, in academic circles, to theorize about the body while 

leaving the body completely disengaged from the theorizing. It is not possible 

to do that in this essay; indeed, it is only by engaging the body that the 

argument of this essay can be made. Fundamental to my argument is that it is 

through the body's actual experience of physical presence and vocal 

communication that a deeper understanding of the sacramentality of preaching 

can be attained; or, conversely, that thinking of preaching as sacramental invites 

us to engage our bodies in the preaching event in particular ways. Thus, central 

to the argument of this essay is an invitation for you, the reader, to engage your 

body while reading it. Specifically, at certain points in this essay you will be 

invited to do simple physical and vocal exercises. To understand preaching as a 

sacramental action following the fourfold structure of the Eucharist is 

essentially an invitation to preachers to take the time and take the risk of finding 

out what is going on in your bodies when you preach, and to decide to do the 

work necessary to be more fully present, open, and authentic in your 

communication. This work is spiritual and intellectual, but it is also physical, 

and that is the process I commend to you in this essay, in the first instance by 

inviting you to experience it as this essay unfolds. 

The First Action: The Offering 

Exercise 1: P!rysical Awareness. Stand with your feet planted on the floor, directly under 
your hip sockets. Notice what you are feeling physically, emotionally, spiritually. Float 
your elbows up to shoulder height, then float your wrists up until your arms are 
straight, then float your fingertips up. Imagine someone is pulling you up by your 
fingertips, so your whole body stretches up toward the ceiling. Then let your hands 
drop, then your forearms, then your arms drop to gravity. Let your head and neck drop 
forward, and then drop down your spine, one vertebra at a time, until you are hanging 
from your tailbone, head downward. Then slowly uncurl up, building up your spine 
one vertebra at a time. Float your head up on top of your spine. Walk around the 
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room. Notice how you are feeling-physically, emotionally, and spiritually. What has 
changed since before you did the exercise?11 

25 

The first action of the Eucharist, according to Dix, is the offertory, the "taking" 

of bread and wine and setting them on the table. 12 "On the night before he died 

for us, our Lord Jesus Christ took bread .. . after supper he took the cup of wine." The 

first step in the Eucharist is making the elements present. Before anything can 

happen to them, before God can do anything to them, they have to be brought 

there. 

In preaching, this initial action of the Eucharist corresponds to the moment 

before preachers begin to preach, when they present themselves to others and 

to God. This is that awesome and often terrifying moment when preachers step 

into the sacred space of preaching, whether it is the pulpit, the aisle, or some 

other place, and look out at the congregation. Frederick Buechner describes the 

drama and significance of this moment in this way: 

The preacher pulls the little cord that turns on the lectern light and deals out his note 
cards like a riverboat gambler. The stakes have never been higher. Two minutes from 
now he may have lost his listeners completely to their own thoughts, but at this minute 
he has them in the palm of his hand. The silence in the shabby church is deafening 
because everyone is listening to it. Everyone is listening including himself.13 

My sense is that preachers do not think enough about or fully inhabit this 

sacred and precious moment when they stand before others just before they 

start preaching. In my classes I work a lot with students to encourage them to 

fully experience this moment, not to rush through it as many are tempted to do. 

What is there to be experienced in this moment? Again, Buechner describes it 

well: 

Before the Gospel is a word, it is silence. It is the silence of their own lives and of his 
life. It is life with the sound turned off so that for a moment or two you can 
experience it not in terms of the words you make it bearable by but for the unutterable 
mystery that it is ... Before the Gospel is a word, it is a silence, a kind of presenting of 
life itself so that we see it not for what at various times we call it-meaningless or 
meaningful, absurd, beautiful-but for what it truly is in its complexity, simplicity, 
mystery ... The preacher must somehow present this silence and mystery of 
truth ... Since words are his chief instrument, words are what he chiefly has to use but 
remembering always that the silence that his words frame-the silence that his words 

11 This exercise is described in greater detail in Linklater, Freeing the Natural Voice, p. 33-38. 
12 Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy, p. 78. 
13 Frederick Buechner, Telling the Trttth: The Gospel as Tragecfy, Comecfy, and Fairy Tale (New York: 
Harper Collins, 1977), p. 23. 
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are born out of and that his words break and that his words are swallowed up by-may 

well convey the mystery of truth better than the words themselves can. We put frames 

of words around silence and shells of stone and wood around emptiness, but it is the 
silence and emptiness themselves that finally matter and out of which the Gospel 
comes as word. 

As Buechner beautifully describes it, that moment of silence before the 

preacher begins to speak is brimming with meaning. It replicates in miniature 

the very beginning of creation, that moment before God first broke the 

primordial silence and spoke the world into being. In that moment the preacher 

can feel the momentous silence out of which all our words come and to which 

they will return, the silence that is the simplicity of existence itself, all of us 

present with each other and with God. There is something beautiful about this 

silence, the womb of all sound, and also something beautiful and terrifying 

about the fact that God calls us to break this silence. God calls us to speak 

about God and ourselves and the world and Scripture, to say something true 

about it all. We humans are the only creatures that can do this, that can bring 

language to convey a response to the mystery of this world. But the words 

themselves are born out of silence and return to silence, and this is an 

important awareness for preachers to retain. It reminds us of our humility, our 

responsibility, and the momentousness of what we are about to do. 

This moment of silence chiefly requires us to become present before God 

and our hearers-before we speak our first word. This silence reminds us that 

before and beyond any words it is our bare presence that is required in our 

preaching; if we withhold our presence we withhold the very raw material 

through which God works to reveal Godself. This claim, that our presence is a 

necessary prerequisite to God's action, raises difficult theological questions 

about the relationship between divine and human agency in preaching. If 

preaching is an event of God's presence and action (and this is one thing we 

mean when we say that preaching is sacramental), what is the preacher's role in 

relation to God's action? Is there anything the preacher can or must do to 

facilitate God's action and presence? Or is it all grace? Does the preacher just 

need to "get out of the way," or does she need to participate in some way, and 

if so, how? The Eucharistic parallel to these questions arose during the Donati.st 

controversy, in which one key question was, "can the Eucharist be celebrated 

by unworthy ministers?" The larger question behind this controversy concerned 
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the appropriate human role in the Eucharist in relation to what God is doing in 

it.14 

The question that animated the Donati.st controversy presses even more 

urgently upon the claim that God is revealed in human preaching, since we 

humans are more complicated media than bread and wine are. One conclusion 

of the Donati.st controversy was that neither the unworthiness of human 

ministers, nor any other human intervention, could stop God from bestowing 

God's blessing and presence in the Eucharist. Christ's presence would be fully 

given and fully shared. The sacraments work ex opere operato. It is much more 

difficult to claim this about preaching, since the unworthiness of the human 

ministers is much more evident and harder to transcend in preaching than in 

the Eucharist. We are marred by sin, so this makes it harder for our 

communication to be pure, holy, and nourishing to others, as the bread and 

wine are. This difference between the physical elements in the Eucharist, and 

the person of the preacher in preaching, is one major reason why it is 

appropriate to hesitate in comparing preaching to the sacraments. The fullness 

of the divine Word is made flesh in the Eucharist, but who are we to think we 

could incarnate the fullness of God's Word in our preaching? 

It is appropriate to remind ourselves that such incarnation, such becoming 

flesh of the divine Word in proclamation, only happens through the 

unpredictable grace of the Holy Spirit, which is not ours to control. However, 

the description of the speaking process outlined in the Linklater method 

suggests that such divine self-revelation in preaching is better characterized as 

an event of co-creation with the human preacher than as a zero-sum game in 

which God's grace operates only when the preacher has gotten out of the way. 

The steps to speaking suggest that we preachers must bring ourselves into the 

space, must be willing to be present, in order for God to work through us. 

However, the event we are waiting and hoping for-the event of God's 

speaking through us-is not ours to initiate or control; it is grace. It is an event 

for which can only pray and open ourselves. In the divine-human relationship 

in preaching, there is something preachers must do, and something they can 

only allow. 

The necessity of our presence, prior to and beyond all our words and other 

actions, is the same principle we experience in pastoral care situations: rather 

than needing us to fLx anything, what people in need desire the most is simply 

1-1 See the short but helpful summary of this controversy in William C. Placher, Essentials of 
Christian Theology (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2003), p. 224. 
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that we are present with them. In preaching it is the same: beyond anything we 

preachers might say, what people most need and want is for us to be there in 

the same room with them. If we are truly there, then we are making an offering 

of ourselves to others, an offering that parallels the offering of bread and wine 

to be consecrated at the Eucharist. We want to rush through this moment 

because it is very intimate and vulnerable, just as any moment of being fully 

present is. But for that very reason, if we can linger there, it is a powerful gift to 

others. 

There is an exercise I do with my students to reinforce the importance and 

challenge of this moment of standing before others before beginning to preach. 

In this exercise we set up three circles of chairs in the middle of the room. Each 

student is asked to step into the first circle and finish the sentence, "My name 

is ... " Then the student moves to the second circle and says, "My home is ... " 

Then the student moves to the third circle and says, "Right now I'm feeling ... " 

The time in each circle has three parts to it: the first part is arriving in the circle 

and standing there, seeing the hearers; the second part is saying the words; the 

third part is allowing the words to sink in before moving to the next circle. As 

challenging as it is to say each of these sentences, it is the moments before and 

after speaking the words that are the most challenging. Often people who do 

this exercise want to rush through these moments before and after-to start 

speaking before they have really arrived in the circle and seen the hearers, and 

to bolt out of the circle as soon as they have finished speaking because simply 

being present with others in silence is intimate and vulnerable. The point of the 

exercise, however, is to let the words come to rest in the hearer and to let 

oneself be seen as the one who has said these words. 

Becoming present in this way is a spiritual and emotional task, but it is also 

something we can practice physically. The "Physical Awareness" exercise is one 

physical exercise we can do that can allow us to become more present. This 

exercise allows us to discover the alignment of our bodies, the way our bodies 

were naturally meant to stand, rather than the way we habitually stand. When 

we arrive at the natural alignment of the body we help create the conditions that 

allow us to be present. Our feet are planted on the floor; we feel a connection 

to the earth, to our humanness. Our bodies are open across the chest and heart, 

a stance of generosity and self-offering, an openness to oneself, to others and to 

God. There is strength in the spine, which allows us the courage to be present 

and to speak. The length up the spine and the head floating on top gives us our 

full authority. Thus this stance is one that contains generosity, vulnerability, and 
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strength. Truly being present always has these qualities-specifically, being 

present feels quite vulnerable, but this vulnerability is paradoxically our true 

strength. The convergence of vulnerability and strength in real presence should 

not surprise us, since we worship a God whose greatest majesty and power was 

revealed on the cross. 

In addition to the physical aspect of becoming present, there is an 

emotional aspect as well, which consists of establishing an authentic connection 

to self and to the hearer. According to the Linklater method, all truthful 

speaking begins with this authentic connection to self and hearer. Finding the 

connection to self involves asking yourself: what am I feeling at this very 

moment? This is why Exercise 1 asks you to consider this question. The third 

circle in the three circles exercise similarly asks participants to identify what they 

are feeling right at that moment-not what they should be feeling, but what they 

are actually feeling. That moment of honesty with oneself about where one 

really is in beginning the sermon is crucial. The simple, private acknowledgment 

of this state means that the preacher starts from where she is and then allows 

God to work with her. If she were to ignore or attempt to override what she feels, 

it would dominate the sermon. That is a counter-intuitive claim, since we think 

that the feelings we repress will go away and those we express will dominate. In 

fact, however, it is the reverse: the feelings we acknowledge will dissipate or 

change, and those we refuse to feel will haunt us and distort the sermon. 

Finding an authentic connection with oneself is where all truthful speaking 

needs to begin. This is a basic principle of acting that applies to preaching as 

well. For actors, personal feelings and experience are crucial to playing any 

character. An actor playing the part of Hamlet, for instance, has to draw upon 

his own experience of loss and betrayal. 

However, the preacher's private acknowledgment of what she is feeling 

before beginning to preach does not mean that the sermon then becomes about 

her and her feelings-quite the reverse, in fact. She acknowledges them and 

offer them to God so that they can be transformed, so that God can work with 

them and through them to bring God's Word to the hearers. Homileticians 

have spilled much ink over the question of whether personal stories belong in 

sermons or not.15 While I would not argue that personal stories never belong in 

15 Thomas G. Long, in The Witness of Preaching, 2nd edition (Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 2005), canvasses the range of positions on this question, from Bruce T. Salmon's 
encouragement to preachers to offer personal stories, to· David Buttrick's insistence that 
preachers should never talk about themselves in the pulpit. See especially p. 221. Anna Carter 
Florence's Preaching as Testimotry (Westminster John I<nox Press, 2007) proposes that testimony 
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sermons, I believe that often such stories proliferate when we have not taken 

the step I just described, of acknowledging to ourselves what we are feeling, so 

that we can be authentically present. It is when we do not do this that personal 

stories become a cumbersome and sometimes distracting way to try to attain 

this connection with ourselves and others, a way to bring our own feelings into 

the room and thereby attain authenticity and presence. Thus personal stories are 

sometimes a substitute for the perhaps harder and purer task of becoming 

present that I have just been describing. The actor playing Hamlet does not 

break off in the middle of a soliloquy to tell us a story about his own father; 

rather, he has acknowledged to himself this personal history and his feelings 

about it, so that all of it becomes the raw material that fuels his authentic 

rendering of the character. 

Dix's first action of the Eucharist is the "taking" of the elements, the 

offering of them as they are set out on the altar. I propose that the moment in 

preaching that corresponds to this taking or offering is that sacred moment 

when we stand before others before beginning to speak. This is the moment 

when we offer ourselves, our physical presence, our feelings and experience at 

that very moment, bringing it all before God so that it can be transformed. Just 

as the bread and wine are offered, so too we offer ourselves as preachers, so 

that God might work through us to bestow God's presence and Word on our 

hearers. 

The Second Action: The Blessing 

Exercise 2: Natural Breathing. Stretch up to your fingertips, drop down through your 

spine, and then uncurl up. Relax belly muscles and notice the natural rhythm of your 

breath. Allow your mouth to drop open slightly so that the breath travels in and out 

through your mouth. Note that all you can do to arrive at the natural rhythm of your 

breathing is to relax the surrounding muscles and then observe the rhythm of the 

breath that comes through. After each release of breath there is a short pause, and then 
you feel a need for a new breath; yield to the need for breath, and a new breath will 

drop in and then release out of you immediately.16 

The second fundamental Eucharistic action is giving thanks for or blessing the 

bread and wine: "On the night before he died for us, our Lord Jesus Christ took 

bread; and when he had given thanks to you ... " This action of thanksgiving or 

blessing takes place in the prayer over the elements which we call "The Great 

invites preachers to be personally engaged in preaching without necessitating personal stories. See 
p. xiii and following. 
16 See exercises in Linklater, Freeing the Natural Voice, pp. 45-48. 
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Thanksgiving," in which we give thanks for all of salvation history, especially 

for our redemption by Jesus Christ, and then for the gifts of bread and wine 

themselves. We then ask God to bless these elements, which means to make 

them holy or sanctify them. Dix points out that in Jewish thought to give 

thanks for something and to bless it are really the same action, since "in Jewish 

practice one only blessed a thing b giving thanks to God for it before using 

it."17 To talk about "blessing" a thing, such as the elements, is to put the focus 

on the thing for which one thanked God; to talk of "giving thanks" for the 

thing is to put the focus on God, to whom one gave thanks for the thing. This 

action of giving thanks for the elements and blessing them takes place 

throughout the Eucharistic prayer, but reaches a climactic moment at the 

epiclesis, that moment when we ask God "to send your Holy Spirit upon these 

gifts that they may be the Sacrament of the Body of Christ and his Blood of the 

New Covenant."18 

Applied to preaching, this action of giving thanks for, blessing, and 

sanctifying the elements corresponds to the simple yet transformational action 

of allowing breath into our bodies. This is another profound moment in the 

preaching event that we do not spend enough time thinking about and 

experiencing. According to the Linklater voice method, the freedom and 

expressiveness of the voice depend entirely on the freedom of the breath. The 

free voice depends on breath easily entering and leaving the body, with enough 

breath to sustain the thought and feeling expressed in the voice. What is 

important here is that the breath drops fully into the body, such that all the 

breathing muscles expand and the whole of the lungs are used. A free breath is 

one in which the diaphragm drops, which means that the belly muscles relax 

and expand to accommodate the diaphragm, and the ribs expand, stretching the 

intercostal muscles. As the Linklater voice method emphasizes, what is 

happening when we disconnect our voices from the emotional reality of what 

we are saying is that the breath is no longer dropping into the body. We may be 

only allowing the breath to come into the upper part of our lungs, rerouting the 

breath from the regions lower in our body where more dangerous feelings may 

reside. To free up the voice is to relax all of these muscles-belly, diaphragm, 

rib muscles, so that the breath can fall deeply into the body and connect with 

our feelings, which then can be expressed on our voice. The relaxation of these 

muscles depends on alignment, touched upon in Exercise 1. Once the body is 

17 Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy, p. 79. 
18 The Book of Common PrC!Jer (New York: Church Publishing Incorporated, 1979), p. 369.
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aligned, the breathing muscles do not need to be employed to keep us upright; 
hence they can relax, thus allowing the breath to drop into the body, where it 
naturally will go when tensions are removed. 

To let the breath drop into the body is to encourage a basic shift in the 
experience of the voice, which is to move our connection to our speaking, our 
sense of where our thoughts and feelings reside, from our heads into our 
bodies. In doing Exercise 2, it is helpful to imagine that your mind, emotions, 
and breath are all in the same place, in the center of your body. What you have 
to say lives in the body, not in the head alone-and to let the breath into the 
belly is to connect to these feelings, to discover what they are, to awaken them, 
and then to allow them to pour forth. in speech. Your voice lives in your body, 
not in your head; and it is the breath that connects to the voice and allows it to 
be expressed. We experience this concretely in that, whenever we feel lost, not 
knowing what to do or say, one of the quickest and most reliable ways of 
finding clarity and centering ourselves is to return to the breath. We are 
enjoined to "take a deep breath" when confused, angry, or anxious. To let the 
breath drop into the body is to take the path that returns us to self-knowledge. 
We breathe in order to feel, to connect with what we truly feel and what we 
truly must say. For this reason authentic, truthful speech is speech that is fueled 
by the free breath. 

Theologically speaking, the breath entering and leaving our bodies brings 
more than self-knowledge, for we can think of the breath as the Holy Spirit 
entering us to inhabit, enliven, and transform us. The Holy Spirit is in Hebrew 
the ruach, in Greek the pneuma, the breath of God that breathed over the waters 
when God first began to create the heavens and the earth. But the Holy Spirit is 
not only the agent of initial creation, but the very Spirit breathing over us now, 
giving life to our "mortal bodies" (cf. Rom 8:11). The Holy Spirit brings God's 
life into our very being and is the Divine Person most intimate to us. I contend 
that it is not accidental that the words for Spirit, in Greek and Hebrew, are the 
same as the words for breath, since these overlaps suggest that bringing 
awareness to the act of breathing becomes a way of sensing the presence of the 
Spirit within us. Perhaps the reason why focus on the breathing restores us to 
clarity and calm is that in this simple act of breathing we are allowing God to 
enter, renew and guide us, and this might also be why so many prayer practices 
bring a focus to the breath. Drawing an analogy to the Eucharistic prayer, then, 
we can say that the event of epiclesis in a sermon potentially occurs not once but 
many times; it potentially happens as often as the preacher really allows herself 
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to breathe. Her breath entering her body is a vehicle for the indwelling of the 
Spirit of God within her, blessing and sanctifying her words, making them 

truthful, authentic, and capable of conveying God's blessing to hearers. As the 
listeners breathe with the preacher, their breath too becomes a means by which 

the Spirit enters their bodies as well. The preaching moment becomes 
sacramental through the presence of the Spirit in the bodies of the one who 
preaches and in those who listen. It is interesting to note that many sermons 
begin with an invocation to the Holy Spirit to come upon and transform the 
words spoken into God's Word. Thinking about how speaking becomes 
truthful, through the connection between breath and words, invites us to 
conjecture that the free breath within us is one specific way that God's Spirit 
accomplishes this transformation. 

There is something particularly important to notice about breathing: it is 
predominantly a passive event. It is more correct to say that we are breathed rather 
than that we breathe. It is true that we prepare for the free breath by doing 
exercises such those outlined in this chapter: standing in alignment, being aware 
of our bodies, and allowing our breathing muscles to relax sufficiently that the 
diaphragm and lungs can expand and contract freely. However, once we achieve 
this state of relaxation, alignment, and openness, we merely allow the breath to 
enter and leave us. We do not control its movement, but are receptive to its 
rhythm. Although we prepare for it actively, breathing itself is a passive event. 
This is why in the Linklater breathing exercises we are never instructed to "take 
a breath," or even to "breathe." Instead, we are told to "let the breath drop in," 
or to "notice the natural rhythm of the breath telling you what it is."19 We are 
reminded that all we can do to arrive at the natural rhythm of our breathing is 
to relax the surrounding muscles and then observe the rhythm of the breath 
that comes through. Breath goes in to renew us, and releases out of us. These 
ways of describing the breath remind us that the breath has an agency that is 
not our own and is not under our control; it happens to us, rather than our 
making it happen. It has a natural rhythm which it will establish in us if we can 
let it do so. I sometimes do an exercise with my students in which, after they 
have relaxed their breathing muscles and felt this natural rhythm, they all stand 
in a close circle with their right hand resting on the neighbor's breathing area. If 
all bellies in that circle are truly relaxed, the group quickly comes into the same 
breathing rhythm, which suggests that there is indeed one natural rhythm that 
seeks to breathe in us all, if we can but let it happen. 

19 Linklater, Freeing the Natural Voice, p. 45.
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There are obvious theological implications to this observation that 

breathing is a passive action rather than an active one. Reinforcing the insights 

gained from Exercise 1, the experience of breathing suggests that the divine self

revelation in preaching, the event in which our words become God's Word, is a 

co-creation between the divine and the human. In order for the Spirit to 

breathe in me and sanctify my words, I must undertake certain steps-bringing 

my body into alignment, relaxing the breathing muscles, being willing to be 

present. In other words, I must accomplish the demands of the first 

sacramental action, the offering, by bringing myself into the room. In other 

words, I must accomplish the demands of the first sacramental action, the 

offering, by bringing myself into the room. I undertake these steps in order to 

remove whatever obstacles I might be creating that inhibit the movement of the 

breath in me, and doing so make myself available for God the Holy Spirit to 

speak through me. However, the experience of "being breathed" brings our 

attention to the aspect of this event which is entirely dependent on God's 

initiative. The experience of the breath in the body emphasizes and allows us to 

experience that our relationship to God in preaching, while it is not as simple as 

just "getting out of the way," is fundamentally an opening of ourselves to grace, 

something we allow to happen in us rather than make happen on our own. In 

preaching, as in life generally, we are justified and brought into right 

relationship to God by grace through faith, which means that our part in this 

action is more of a letting-go than it is an active work. 
Another thing worth noticing about this experience of the breath in the 

body is how disruptive it can be. Feeling the breath dropping into the body can
bring about clarity and calm, but it can also connect us to some of the
dangerous thoughts and feelings that reside deeper in the body. I mentioned
earlier that the voice loses its freedom when through socialization' '

conditioning, trauma, we learn not to let the breath drop into the body but 

reroute the impulse to communicate from the body into the throat and upper 

portion of the lungs. The breath then never connects with the deeper feelings 

we leave unexpressed. But to free up the breath, to let it drop into the body, is 

to stir up these thoughts and feelings again. Theologically, we can understand 

this as the disruptive, dangerous, yet ultimately freeing presence of the Spirit 

stirring us to tell deeper truths. As Jesus tells his disciples, "When they bring 

you before the synagogues, the rules and the authorities, do not worry about 

how you are to defend yourselves or what you are to say; for the Holy Spirit will 

teach you at that very hour what you ought to say" (Luke 12:11-12). Since Jesus 
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first sent the Spirit, she has been in the business of prompting us to speak 

inconvenient truths. 

I see this unsettling prompting of the Holy Spirit regularly with my 

students. When they allow breath to drop into their bodies and to connect with 

authentic feelings within them, they find themselves speaking astonishing 

truths, truths they did not previously know were there. They may come to class 

with a prepared 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 biblical 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. 

When students allow breath, feeling, and personal experience to come to the 

words of Scripture, the words become destabilizing and 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 breathe in 

these sacred words and what they mean. 

The epiclesis, the coming of the Holy Spirit, is dangerous and disruptive in 

preaching, and much recent scholarship has argued that the Eucharist contains 

this disruptiveness as well. Johann Baptist Metz argues that the anamnesis taking 

place in the Eucharist is the recovery and enactment of the "dangerous 

memory" of Christ's message, dangerous because it converts us away from a 

privatized view of salvation, and because it threatens the current political 

arrangements of our society by calling attention to the situation of the 

oppressed.20 \Villiam Cavanaugh, writing about the church's resistance to state

sponsored torture in Chile, argues that that resistance was centered in 

celebrations of the Eucharist. Through the Eucharist the church shaped its 

members into a Christian body and imagination, opposing the imagination of 

the state as it sought to atomize and control individual bodies. The Eucharist 

effectively instantiated a counter-politics to that of the state, an alternative way 

for bodies to live in contrast to the way of violence that the state perpetrates on 

bodies.21 What these arguments suggest is that when the Holy Spirit comes 

upon the elements in the Eucharist, something happens that disrupts the statt1s 

20 Bruce T. Morrill, Anamnesis as Dangerous Memory: Political and Liturgical Theology in Dialogue 
(Collegeville, l'v1N: The Liturgical Press, 2000), p. 140. 
21 William Cavanaugh, Torture and Et1charist: Theology, Politics, and the Bocfy of Christ (Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishers, 1998), p. 16. 
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quo in favor of the eschatological inbreaking of God's reahn. Something similar, 

I would argue, at least potentia!!J happens when the preacher allows the Holy 

Spirit breath to drop deep into her body, stirring up God's dangerous memory 

in her and allowing this to come to voice. 

The Third Action: The Breaking 

Exercise 3: The Tot1ch of S ottnd. Stretch up to your fingertips, drop down through your 
spine, and then uncurl up. Relax belly muscles and notice the natural rhythm of your 
breath. See if you can let the breath drop all the way down to a spot behind your navel. 
Down in that part of your body, picture a deep, dark forest pool, its surface at about 
the level of your diaphragm. Imagine that this pool is full not of water, but of the 
vibrations of sound. Let the thought of sound drop into your middle on an incoming 
breath, and let the outgoing breath turn to a bubble of vibration bubbling up from your 
pool. Let this happen several times, letting it now be a double bubble that comes up 
from your pool: "huh huh." Feed in the impulse for a sigh of relief down to your pool, 
and let the sigh of relief pour forth on a river of vibrations from your pool. Shake the 
vibrations out from your pool through your arms, legs, torso, shoulders, bounce them 
out by bouncing your knees.22 

"On the night before he died for us, our Lord Jesus Christ took bread; and 

when he had given thanks to you, he broke it . . .  " The third step in the 

Eucharistic action, after the offering and sanctifying, is the breaking of the 

bread, and the pouring out of the wine. Dix points out that in the Last Supper 

itself there is no evidence that Jesus made a special point of comparing the 

breaking of the bread with the breaking of his body on the cross, but that 

already by the second century this symbolic link had been made in early 

Christian celebrations of the Eucharist.23 What does this breaking correspond to 

in our preaching? 

In discussing the epic!esis, the breathing of the Holy Spirit in us, as stirring 

dangerous memory, we are already touching on the idea of a breaking-a 

breaking with convention, a breaking of silence, a breaking open of the self to 

manifest the truths we often hide. In addition, the thought of French Jewish 

philosopher Emmanuel Levinas also suggests that there is in every speaking 

situation a breaking open of the speaking self to the listening other, one that we 

do not always sense but which is nevertheless there. Levinas was interested in 

reconfiguring our basic understanding of subjectivity-what it means to be a 

human self. Levinas maintains that being human means, fundamentally, that we 

22 See the exercises in Linklater, Freeing theNatt1ral Voice, p. 67-70. 
23 Dix, The Shape of the LitttrgJ, p. 81. 
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are not self-enclosed and autonomous subjects; rather, before our own 

beginnings, God has summoned us to ethical responsibility for the human 

other. This claim that the other has on me is at its most basic level the 

commandment, "thou shalt not kill." This claim is so primordial that it is ahnost 

like the other and its ethical claim are in me, so that I can never withdraw into 

my own shell and claim that being a self means caring only for me, or only 

about me and God. The call of the other is a shattering of our autonomy and 

self-possession-and Levinas does use such dramatic, ahnost violent images of 

shattering and hostage-taking to convey the depth at which we as human selves 

are constituted by our ethical responsibility for the other.24

One of the primary situations in which we feel and respond to the call of 

the other is in speaking to the other. In Levinas's model of subjectivity, the 

purpose and meaning of language is to signal the selfs responsibility for the 

other. The human other in need impinges on us, pre-occupies us, and summons 

us to speak in response to their need. This means that the deepest motivation 

for speaking is not self-expression so much as it is a response to the call of the 

other. The meaning of speaking is that it is a pure acknowledgment of our debt 

and commitment to the other. True speech is ultimately a "speaking so as to say 

nothing," for the meaning of our speaking, which is our ethical commitment to 

the other, precedes anything specific we might say.25 In speaking the speaker 

does not so much make or use signs (i.e., words) but makes herse!f a sign, a sign 

of self-donation to the other. Because it is God who ordained the selfs 

responsibility to the other, when the self acknowledges this responsibility in 

speaking to the other, God passes by. This means, for Levinas, that the 

speaking situation is revelatory of God, and is a testimony to God, not because 

of anything we sqy about God in it, but because in our very speaking we are 

offering ourselves to the human other; we are in effect saying, "here I am in the 

name of God."26 

All of this may sound a bit abstract, but I suggest that we actually do feel 

what Levinas is talking about when we stand up to preach. I knew a preacher 

who once said to me, "Sometimes I get up to preach and I look out at the 

congregation and I can hardly speak, because I know how much pain some of 

24 Emmanuel Levinas, "Philosophy and the Idea of Infinity," in Collected Philosophical Papers, 

Alphonso Lingis, trans. (Pittsburgh, PA: Duquesne University Press, 1998), 54. 
25 Levinas, Otherwise Than Being or Bryond Essence, Alphonso Lingis, trans. (Pittsburgh, P�-\: 
Duquesne University Press, 1981), p. 143. 
261bid, p. 149. 
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those people are going through in their lives."27 That experience is part of what 

Levinas is talking about-that sense that the suffering and need of those to 

whom we would preach comes to us as a prior speaking, a command that at 

once almost silences us and yet at the same time commands our speech. This 

command breaks us open, out of our self-enclosure, pre-occupying our speech 

before we even begin to talk, so that when we speak our speech is a sign of our 

primordial dedication to this other. Interestingly, Levinas states that we 

experience the call of the other and the breaking open of the self in our 

breathing. Levinas says that one "frees oneself by breathing from closure in 

oneself'' and that "breathing is transcendence in the form of opening up."28 To 

breathe is to open oneself to another. Beyond our efforts to shut ourselves off 

from each other, the very fact that we breathe means that we take the other into 

ourselves; we are animated and inspired by the other. For Levinas, this is the 

basis of what it means to be human; he even describes the self as "a lung at the 

bottom of its substance."29 Beyond our physical substance, what each human 

being is one who breathes in the other. One difficult but profound actor 

training exercise is one in which two people stand opposite each other, simply 

breathing each other in. This is an intimate and powerful experience of 

connection to the other. 

If we absorb what Levinas is describing, it would change the way we view 

our voice and our speaking in preaching. We would start to entertain the 

possibility that that initial touch of sound we made in Exercise 3 is not primarily 

motivated by our desire to express ourselves. It is primarily a response to a prior 

call on us. It is as if that pool of sound within us were not simply ottr private 

voice, but that the very vibrations within it were the call of the other. All 

speaking, including preaching, would thus be predicated on the fundamental 

statement, "I am here in this room with allefyott." When we start preaching, our 

very first word is itself already a response to the unvoiced call of the other 

sitting before us. Our words and our presence are bound over to them. 

Analogous to the breaking of the bread, Christ's body, in the Eucharist, 

there is a breaking in this speaking-a breaking open of my self-focus and self

enclosure due to the call of the other, and even a breaking of language itself. 

Levinas calls this speaking in response to the other a "Speaking so as to say 

nothing," or "the extreme tension of language."30 Language pre-occupied by the 

27 James H. Clark, personal conversation with author, April 16, 1993. 
28 Levinas, Othenvise Than Being or Bryond Essence, pp. 180, 181. 
29 Ibid, 180. 
30Jbid, p. 143. 
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other falters, opens itself to the hearer, reveals the vulnerability of the speaker. 

If language is self-donation to the other, this requires us preachers not to make 

our words into idols, but to recognize that God is revealed in the cracks and 

fissures of language, wounds caused by the proximity of the other in need, just 

as the \Vord made flesh was broken on the cross. By breaking us open to the 

other, our preaching is a dim echo of Christ's self-giving on the cross, which we 

remember and dangerously re-enact in the Eucharist. In effect, what Levinas's 

argument does here is to give us another way to think of preaching as 

sacramental, as revealing God's presence. Preaching is revelatory of God not 

only or primarily because in it we talk abottt God, but because it is a speaking 

situation, in which we give a signal of our absolute ethical responsibility to the 

other. This expression of commitment is prophecy, inspired speech, because it 

is a bearing witness to the God who called us to love our neighbor. This 

understanding of the revelatory nature of preaching does not exclude the more 

traditional argument, from Barth and others, that preaching is revelatory 

because it bears witness to Jesus Christ, as he is revealed in Scripture. What this 

Levinasian notion of the revelatory power of speech adds is an awareness of the 

substratum of all communication-namely, this self-donation to the other, 

which is revelatory of God in, with, and under whatever words are said. 

The Fourth Action: The Giving 

Exercise 4: Humming. Feed in a sigh of relief and let it pour out on a river of vibrations 

from the pool of vibrations deep within you. Close your lips on the vibrations as 
though you could taste the relief on your lips. Re-create the impulse for a sigh of relief, 

and this time let the sigh fall onto your lips, taste the vibrations on your lips, then open 

your lips and let the sound out into the air in front of you. Put your hands on your 

belly and imagine the vibrations in the pool under your hands. On the next sigh of 

relief, draw the vibrations up from your belly, lay your hands on your face and feel the 

vibrations there, and then open your lips and let your hands move forward off your 

face, as though your hands are drawing the vibrations off your lips and into the air in 
front of you, sharing your vibrations of sound with the world around you. 31 

"On the night before he died for us, our Lord Jesus Christ took bread; and 

when he had given thanks to you, he broke it, and gave it to his disciples, and 

said, 'Take
) 

eat. "' ' As Gregory Dix notes, the fourth and final sacramental action 

in the Eucharist is the communion itself, the sharing and consuming of the 

bread and wine, the body and blood of Christ.32 What does this moment 

31 See exercises in Linklater, Freeing the Natural Voice, pp. 88-9. 
32 Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy, p. 81. 
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correspond to in preaching? In the preceding steps the preacher offered herself, 

becoming present before God and her hearers; she allows God to sanctify her 

presence through allowing the breath to travel through her; she utters sound 

that is her response to the shattering call of the other in need; now the final 

stage is letting that sound travel out into the world, so that it can touch and 

transform others. 

In some ways this last of the four actions of the Eucharist is the hardest to 

pair directly with preaching. That is because getting our voices out into the 

world so that they can touch and transform others is more complicated and 

difficult than distributing bread and wine. In this step of the speaking process, 

when we are actually offering our communication to the world, the Donatist 

question about the unworthiness of us as human ministers becomes particularly 

pressing. As the Eucharist is shared, Christ's body and blood are received; the 

people are fed; God's presence is bestowed ex opere operato. Neither the 

unworthiness of human ministers, nor any other human intervention, can stop 

God from bestowing God's blessing and presence in the Eucharist. But can we 

say the same about preaching? Surely our brokenness and sinfulness can 

prevent God from bestowing God's blessing and presence through our words, 

and can prevent our words from being pure, holy and nourishing to others, as 

the bread and wine are. 

The recognition that we can hinder God's self-communication in our 

preaching through our sinfulness reinforces the comparison of preaching to the 

sacraments in that this analogy reminds us, that the presence of God is revealed 

in preaching, as in the sacraments, through God's grace. Moreover, this analogy 

calls us to a lifetime of self-purification so that we may be worthy vessels of the 

divine Word. The argument of this essay is that such self-purification is not only 

a spiritual and emotional enterprise, but is also a physical process of introducing 

greater freedom and openness into our presence and communication. The 

focus of the Linklater method, after the initial stages of physical presence, 

freeing the breath, and the initial vibration of sound, is on amplifying and 

strengthening the initial vibration of sound so that our voices can support the 

full expression of our thought and feeling. The latter stages of the Linklater 

progression also draw our attention to what is getting in the way of our efforts 

to communicate with a free voice. These stages of the voice work correspond 

roughly to the fourth sacramental action, the sharing of God's presence that 

occurs in the Eucharist, in that they invite us to look at how fully our voices are 

communicating, and what might be inhibiting that communication. 
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The purpose of Exercise 4, the humming exercise, is to find more vibrations 

to add to our sound so as to strengthen it and allow it to travel out into the 

world and reach others. The first touch of sound is internal and even private, 

but with the humming exercises the sound becomes more extroverted; it wants 

to reach the hearer. To do this we need more vibrations amplifying our sound, 

so these humming exercises are about waking up the vibrations, waking up the 

spaces in our body, so that ultimately all of the body can vibrate with our 

sound. Hence we look for additional vibrations in the lips, head, and then the 

whole body-pouring all of those vibrations into our voice to reinforce its 

strength and vibrancy. Exercise 4 focused on vibrations in the lips, but the next 

step is wakening vibrations in the head and then the whole body. At this stage 

one crucial point of awareness has to do with the desire to communicate. \Vhen 

the physical space between speaker and hearer gets bigger, as in a large 

sanctuary, for instance, what needs to increase is the desire to communicate, so 

that the voice crosses the space not because the speaker is pushing the sound 

out, but because it is fueled by that desire. This stage in the work calls us to ask 

ourselves whether our preaching fueled by a desire to communicate the good 

news, or if it is driven by duty, compulsion, or some other motivation? 

Rediscovering the desire to communicate is crucial to the freedom of the voice 

and its ability to reach and feed people as the bread and wine do. 

\Ve also need to investigate whether our desire to communicate is stronger 

than what inhibits us from speaking. This question focuses us on the next part 

of the Linklater work, which has to do with freeing up the channel for sound

the jaw, tongue, soft palate, and throat. The theory behind the Linklater work is 

that when we learn that the communication of truth is too dangerous or 

unseemly, the impulse to communicate is rerouted from the body, where all the 

breathing muscles are, up into the throat. The throat muscles-jaw, tongue, soft 

palate-compensate for the lack of breath by squeezing the sound out, leading 

to tension in those muscles and a lack of freedom in the voice. Part of freeing 

the voice is to relax those muscles. The jaw may be biting back words that seem 

too risky to say; the tongue may be pulling back the words before they escape; 

the soft palate may be clamping down to keep certain thoughts and feelings 

from being expressed. There is often a lot of work to do in this area to convince 

these muscles that they can let go, that it is the breath rather than these muscles 

that support the voice, and that it is okay to communicate that which they have 

been holding back. Here again, the touchstone is the question of whether one's 

desire to communicate whatever it is that God leads one to say in preaching is 

stronger than the fear that leads those channel muscles to hold it back. 
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Once we free up the channel for sound, the final stage of the Linklater 

work is to engage the resonators in our bodies-chest, mouth, teeth, sinuses, 

nasal, and falsetto. Waking up all of these resonators, making them available to 

the voice, is for the purpose of finding variety and fullness in one's 

communication. I mentioned earlier that we are born with 3-4 octaves of 

speaking range, and yet through conditioning, trauma, and other factors, our 

range usually shrinks down to only 3-4 notes. In this situation quite a bit of our 

resonating capacity is going unused, and it is instructive to examine our voices 

to see which parts we habitually use and which parts lie dormant. For instance, 

we may opt entirely for the chest resonance, which conveys a sense of authority 

and strength, but can also, by itself, be serious and heavy, lacking in joy and 

vulnerability. Or perhaps we are entirely in the nasal resonance, which gives the 

voice a certain strength and carrying power, but leaves out our depths, and thus 

feels forced and driven rather than grounded. A high, childlike voice, perhaps in 

the sinus resonator, suggests that we have not yet claimed our full authority. 

Each of these resonators is valuable, depending on what we want to 

communicate, but if some are not being used that may suggest that there are 

parts of our personality or experience that we have not yet discovered or are 

withholding from communicating. If the goal of preaching is full 

communication, so as to touch and nourish others, as the bread and wine do, 

then part of our work is to engage those parts of the voice that we do not now 

use. Otherwise it is like we have left an ingredient out in the baking of the 

communion bread. 

What insights into preaching do we gain from comparing preaching to the 

Eucharist in the specific way that we have done, linking the fourfold action of 

the Eucharist to the steps involved in speaking? The Eucharist is a repetition, 

an anamnesis of the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ, a dangerous memory that 

effects what it signifies, making Christ really present in the bread and wine. It is 

a lot to hope that preaching might also be such a moment of real presence, a 

moment when the incarnation is enacted among us, when the \Vord is once 

again made flesh and dwells among us. It is audacious to claim for preaching 

that it can be an event in which our bodies and voices become the physical 

elements through which God is made present, speaks, and feeds God's people, 

as the bread and wine do. There is much standing in the way of making this a 

reality. However, having this goal as the vanishing point for our preaching, I 

would argue, is enlivening. Furthermore, if we take seriously the comparison 

between preaching and the Eucharist, and make that comparison very specific, 

Real Presence 43 

we can see more about what we need to do and to be in our preaching so that 

this incarnational event is more likely to take place when we preach. This 

specific comparison highlights four actions in our preaching: first, the need for 

us to be present, to show up and to offer our presence to God and our hearers, 

as the elements are offered at the table; second, the importance of allowing God 

to breathe in us, so that our words are blessed and sanctified as the bread and 

wine are with the coming of the Holy Spirit; third, the necessary breaking open 

of our self-enclosure in response to the hearer, the other whose ethical demand 

calls forth our speaking, as the bread is broken and the wine poured out; and, 

finally, the importance of freeing up the whole of our voice, so that we 

communicate with the whole of ourselves and thus can convey the fullness of 

the Gospel and of Christ's presence, as communicants are nourished with the 

fullness of Christ's presence at the table. Bringing attention to each of these 

aspects of preaching will change not only the way we think about preaching, but 

the way we do it. As we allow ourselves, in our preaching, to participate in this 

Eucharistic drama of offering, blessing, breaking, and giving, using the fullness 

of our voices and bodies in so doing, we are more able to offer proclamation 

that in its riskiness, vitality, and capacity to nourish is truly sacramental. 




