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Beginnings


Lis Valle-Ruiz and Andrew Wymer

First and foremost, resistance to and disruption of white colonialism remains a matter of life and death. The brutal violence of colonialism is partially visible in the violence of white-dominant systems of racialization, and the murderous actions of settler colonial states continue to unfold today, increasingly shaping conversation in the church and broader society. This brutal violence is also evident in the “epistemicide” of colonialism, which erases minoritized and non-dominant knowledge and practice.

The European-dominant homiletical canon, the long-standing bias of white-dominant homiletical guilds, and the normative European preaching methods in communities of faith are implicated in white colonial violence. The dominant homiletical guilds in mainline Protestant and conservative, Evangelical Christianity are, respectively, the Academy of Homiletics (AOH) and the Evangelical Homiletics Society (EHS), and both of these guilds have long reflected and continue to recreate racially dominant space that is inhospitable—even violent—to racially minoritized scholars. Through these guilds, racially minoritized scholarship and non-dominant knowledge continue to be subjugated, marginalized, and erased.1

However, at this present moment, there is an expanding awareness of the need to address the interwovenness of dominant preaching with white colonial systems of race. While the impact of race on homiletics can be traced implicitly or explicitly through racially minoritized scholarship that emerged even prior to the mid-twentieth century founding of the dominant guilds of today, only recently has race emerged as a significant concern of the AOH—the 2019 annual gathering was dedicated to the theme, “unmasking white preaching.” After only one year of limited critical attention to whiteness at the annual meeting, we, the AOH, abruptly pivoted in 2020 to discourse on decentering whiteness. The change in focus was allegedly intended to center the voices of homileticians of color so that white homiletics would no longer be at the center of the conversation. The effect, however, was to leave white preaching and its dominance in the guild practically unexamined and unchanged.

It is out of concern that we are attempting to decenter that which we have not yet critically engaged that this volume emerges. As such, this volume seeks to grow this increasing interest in race and homiletics in a manner that both grounds subsequent discourse in a sustained critique of whiteness and amplifies subjugated and racially minoritized practice, pedagogy, and theory.

These nascent efforts in the dominant guild provide an opportunity to expand critical engagement of race to encompass the unfolding history of white colonial domination in the Americas and around the globe. This volume emerges out of concern that recent engagements of preaching and systems of white racial dominance may render homiletical discourse on race as disconnected from a broader, global critique of the origins of race in colonialism and the role that homiletics has played and continues to play in the fluid development of racisms in order to consolidate the power of settler colonial states. This volume also emerges from concern that recent attempts to decenter whiteness have not been grounded in a sustained and careful critique of the sinister depth of whiteness’ impact on homiletics, potentially glossing over it. While postcolonial or decolonial theories have begun to impact the broader field of liturgical studies—in which homiletics can be nestled—postcolonial or decolonial theories have only just begun to substantively impact the theory and practice of Western homiletics.

After the AOH annual meeting in 2018, Andrew and Lis coincidentally attended a dinner that the Wabash Center sponsored for early career scholars. While we waited for the program to begin, we informally debriefed our experience at the AOH. We found out that we were equally disgruntled and disappointed with the ways in which the AOH operates, talking against racism but conducting business as usual with procedures where whiteness is deeply embedded. We shared how we were both ready to disengage, to leave the guild. Then Andrew shared Gennifer Brook’s advice and challenge. She had asked him, “Why leave the Academy? Why not stay and change it from within?” Knowing that there was at least one more person who perceived things the same way, we decided that it was worth a try. That was the first sparkle of life for this project. Granted, several members of the academy, past and present, share in our desire to change the racist ways of the academy and have stayed to operate that change, Brooks being one of them. What Brooks did was to join a long tradition of resistance within the academy and then invite us to join this shared labor as well. That the labor has been shared is evident in part in non-dominant efforts within the academy, for example, the academy’s Black Caucus, and more broadly within the study of homiletics that have nurtured the production of scholarship about non-white homiletics for decades, as the chapters from Andrew Wymer and Gerald Liu will expose and examine. One further example of this is that the theme of the 2017 annual meeting of the AOH, “preaching taboo,” offered an opportunity for some members of the academy to examine homiletical practices of preaching about racism.

To address our main concern of the dissonance between the saying and the doing in the AOH regarding racial matters, we decided to organize a workgroup. The theme of the 2019 Annual Meeting, “unmasking white preaching,” corresponded with our interest, and we applied to create an eponymous workgroup. Over the next three annual meetings of the AOH (2019–2021), the Unmasking White Preaching Workgroup investigated the meaning and evolution of white preaching, its nature, its function, and its impact. This workgroup attempted to foster a sustained and focused conversation about intersections between homiletics and invisible and uninterrogated whiteness, which manifest at least partially in assumptions of Western thought and white-dominant culture. Each one of those years, a third of the chapters of this collection were presented for feedback from peers attending the annual meeting. Additionally, as this work coalesced into a published collection, each contributor received feedback from two reviews, one from the co-editors of the volume and one from another contributor. Through these processes, the authors had the chance to revise and strengthen their arguments, and this created an opportunity for ongoing development of anti-racist and postcolonial thought.

In the summer of 2020 and in response to the increase of racist public and communal behaviors that were exacerbated by the global pandemic of COVID-19, the AOH conducted a series of “Decentering Whiteness” conversations, which mostly white colleagues organized and ran with POC colleagues functioning as guests or panelists. In the fall of 2020, we, the AOH, held a town hall meeting to continue the work that the decentering whiteness conversations had “started.” The town hall meeting generated several ideas to “continue” to decenter whiteness in the AOH. In order to execute the ideas, the Executive Committee of the AOH created a Decentering Whiteness Taskforce to follow up on the recommendations emanating from the 2020 AOH “Decentering Whiteness” conversations and town halls. The taskforce has been meeting since April 2021, and at the time of writing this introduction it was in the process of gathering data such as themes, keynotes, and sermons of the last twenty annual meetings and the demographics of the authors publishing in the Homiletic journal. All these efforts have yet to generate structural change in the AOH. These efforts have yet to generate an ethos of sustained racial justice where whiteness no longer dictates the AOH’s ways of being. These efforts have yet to generate an ethos where white preaching is no longer the norm, the center, or the invisible force that permeates all spaces, forcing preaching of other colors to situate themselves in reference to and distinct from white preaching.

As counterpoint to all this “progress” that we, the AOH, have made, we offer two examples from the AOH’s behavior that depart from and may even hurt the aforementioned efforts. First, in June 2021, the academy announced a “summer conversation series,” in an email referencing the “Decentering Whiteness” conversations of the previous summer. However, out of five guests, only one was a racially minoritized scholar. What was presented as a “Decentering Whiteness” conversation never actually materialized a decentralization. Perhaps this was because it was conceived of as primarily a time for white homileticians to grapple with their whiteness in a manner that did not burden scholars of color. No matter what the case may be, decentralization of whiteness was given much lip service without tangible results.

Second, the theme of the 2021 annual meeting of the AOH, “Dreaming of a Preaching Renaissance,” takes us back to Europe. We, the AOH, are again centering European culture and Western worldviews and ways of being. The utilization of dreaming is also particularly frustrating, because this is a significant example of the ways in which colonial frames have restricted our homiletical imaginations in harmful ways. Our awareness of the messiness and complexity of the work of overcoming racist and colonial ways of being that have been deeply enmeshed in systems built upon the foundation of white supremacy and colonial empire are heightened by the role that racially minoritized leadership played in selecting this theme. Here we recognize the need to expansively decenter, not just in ways that promote racially minoritized visibility in the AOH but that also lead all of us to grapple with the internal and external scars and, in the language of Gerald Liu, the continuing “traumatization” of whiteness. These two examples point out the complexities of the anti-racist work that we are trying to do.

After three years, we are forced to realize how monumental the work ahead of us is and how modest our contribution is through this collected volume. This collection is but a drop on oceanic waters. We can only hope that this drop will generate a “ripple effect,” to use the leading imagery in Kim-Cragg’s Postcolonial Preaching: Creating a Ripple Effect. The hope is that the concentric circles that expand out of this contribution that now joins a decades-long conversation will constitute long-term effects along with all the other efforts the AOH is engaged in right now to correct our ways and become a more hospitable and just environment for diverse ways of preaching.

We also believe that unmasking whiteness and dismantling colonialism in homiletics requires the centering of those racially minoritized homiletical scholars whose work already implicitly or explicitly unmasked white preaching, yet whose voices have long been ignored or silenced. We are grateful to these racially minoritized scholars from whom this work draws so much wisdom and to whom this work attempts to be responsible. The specter of a host of named and unnamed faithful who preached and engaged preaching amid the brutal experience of the violence of whiteness and white preaching pierces through the mask of white homiletical history and the white-dominant homiletical canon, inviting the white-dominant homiletical guild to sobriety about why it has taken this long to take even these cursory initial steps to deeply listen.


The Yearnings of the Volume

The European-dominant homiletical canon, the long-standing bias of white-dominant homiletical guilds, the normative European preaching methods in communities of faith, and the corresponding marginalization or erasure of racially minoritized theory and practice suggest that the Christian pulpit—in both a literal and metaphorical sense—remains a ritual site of contestation of the still-unfolding impact of settler colonialism and accompanying structures of race. This edited volume interrogates the white colonial bias of European homiletical practice, pedagogy, and theory with particular attention to the intersection of preaching and racialization. In particular, this work seeks both to unmask and destabilize white colonial hegemony that continues to shape the field of homiletics today and to explore alternative, non-dominant homiletical pathways toward a more just future for the church and the world.

We believe that decentering whiteness and dismantling colonialism in homiletics requires diverse perspectives from both racially minoritized scholars and white scholars. This volume ensures its heterogeneous contribution to this discourse through its curation of diverse perspectives from emerging and established homiletical scholars. As such, this anthology represents polyvocal efforts to identify and decenter the homogenizing impact of white racialization in homiletics and to subsequently contribute diverse critical homiletical approaches emerging in conversation with racially minoritized scholarship and racially subjugated knowledge and practice.

Attempting to avoid the limitations of ethno-specific publications that may unintentionally re-center white-dominant discourse, this volume contributes to homiletical discourse contesting race and colonialism in a manner that a single author monograph could not. This volume forges new directions in the field through curating a sustained, heterogenous engagement of the impact of white racial hegemony on homiletics and through building upon and centering a rich stream of racially minoritized scholarship and subjugated knowledge that has been too frequently neglected or disregarded by the white hegemonic field.

This volume represents collective efforts of its contributors to disrupt the still-unfolding global impact of settler colonialism and the hegemony of whiteness in homiletical guilds, homiletical scholarship, homiletical pedagogy, and the practice of preaching in communities of faith. This volume identifies the boundaries of white, European homiletics, transgressing those boundaries in order to identify alternative homiletical possibilities. As an edited collection of chapters from emerging and established homiletical scholars from a variety of geographical and social locations and with varied racialized identities and formations, this work brings diverse voices to bear on the present unfolding of white colonial homiletics.

To date, a number of monographs have been published that indirectly or implicitly critique white colonialism and its impact on homiletics. These include (1) a broad array of monographs by scholars constructing explicitly racially informed homiletics, homiletical histories, and practical










Learnings from Our Journey









The Flow of the Volume





















Note


	1. While this work emerges out of our participation in and awareness of the AOH, the underlying whiteness which we address in relationship to the AOH is a pronounced feature of the EHS.
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