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The Black sermonic tradition, often referred to as the African American preaching tradition, represents a
sophisticated synthesis of African oral aesthetics, Christian theology, and the sociopolitical realities of the Black
experience in the United States. Far from being a mere stylistic preference, this tradition is a rigorous discipline
involving specific rhetorical structures, linguistic patterns, and tonal modulations designed to facilitate a communal
encounter with the divine. It serves as a primary vehicle for cultural preservation and resistance, transforming the
pulpit into a site of both spiritual nourishment and intellectual discourse.

The Historical and Theoretical Framework of Black Preaching

To understand the technicalities of the Black sermonic tradition, one must first analyze its origins. The tradition
emerged from the intersection of West African rhetorical practices and the Great Awakening's evangelical fervor. A
pivotal figure in this history is John Marrant (1755-1791), one of the first African Americans to be ordained as a
minister. Marrant’s narratives and sermons established a precedent for the use of the narrative arcas a tool for
both evangelism and social commentary.

The African Oral Aesthetic

The core of the tradition is rooted in what scholars call the African verbal lore. This includes the use of proverbs,
metaphors, and the principle of Nommo—the power of the spoken word to bring things into existence. In the Black
church context, the preacher is not merely a lecturer but a facilitator of a dynamic, living event. This requires a
mastery of the Call and Responsemechanism, a structural dialogue where the congregation’s vocal participation
is essential to the sermon's completion.

The Dual Role: Comfort and Affliction

As noted by modern practitioners like Theo Davis, the Black sermon operates on a dualistic principle: comforting
the afflicted and afflicting the comfortable. This means the sermon must serve as a source of pastoral care
while simultaneously acting as a prophetic critique of systemic injustice. Technically, this is achieved through the
hermeneutics of liberation, a method of interpreting sacred texts through the lens of the oppressed.

Technical Analysis of Preaching Styles

The Black sermonic tradition is not monolithic; it encompasses a variety of delivery styles, each with its own
technical requirements and intended psychological impact. These are generally categorized into Teaching,
Exhorting, and Whooping.



Style Type Primary Objective Rhetorical Characteristics Musicality Level

Teaching (Didactic) Instruction and Biblical Logical progression, Low to Moderate
literacy systematic analysis, clear
exegesis.

1.The Teaching Style (Didactic Homiletics)

The didactic style focuses on the exegesis of the text. The preacher functions as a scholar, breaking down Greek
or Hebrew etymologies and providing historical context. The technical challenge here is the translation of
complexity—taking high-level theological concepts and making them accessible to a lay audience without losing
intellectual integrity. This style often utilizes the three-point structure: a clear introduction, three supporting
arguments, and a synthesizing application.

2.The Exhorting Style (Prophetic Rhetoric)

Exhortation moves from information to transformation. It relies heavily on pathos (emotional appeal) and kairos
(the opportune moment). Technically, the preacher uses incremental repetitionto build tension. This involves
repeating a key phrase or "hook" while varying the surrounding context, effectively driving a single point deep into
the listener's consciousness.

3.The 'Whoop' (The Art of Celebration)

The "Whoop" is perhaps the most misunderstood technical element of Black preaching. It is a melodic, rhythmic
climax that occurs toward the end of a sermon. It is not uncontrolled shouting but a disciplined form of tonal
chanting. The preacher transitions from speech to a musical cadence, often landing on a specific musical key
(frequently the pentatonic scale). This transition serves as a psychological releasefor the congregation, signaling
the move from the struggle of the text to the victory of the Gospel.

The Structural Mechanics of a Black Sermon

A standard high-level Black sermon follows a rigorous procedural workflow. Deviating from this structure can result
in a loss of congregational engagement and rhetorical power.

1. The Textual Selection: Choosing a scripture that resonates with the current sociopolitical or congregational
climate.

2. The Contextualization: Situating the ancient text within the contemporary Black experience. This involves
socio-spiritual mapping.

3. The Narrative Development: Using storytelling to bridge the gap between the Biblical characters and the
modern listener. This often involves dramatic monologue.

4. The Climax (The Celebration): Moving from the "burden” of the sermon to the "shout." This is the point where
the musicality increases.

5. The Invitation: The technical closure where the preacher calls for a response (conversion, membership, or
rededication).

Mathematical Models of Rhythm and Cadence

In the Black sermonic tradition, the tempo (BPM) of the delivery often follows a predictable acceleration curve. A
sermon may begin at 60-70 BPM (conversational) and gradually accelerate to 120-140 BPM during the celebratory
phase. This acceleration is often synchronized with the harmonic progressionprovided by the church organist,
creating a feedback loop between the orator, the musician, and the audience.



The Role of the Black Lectionary and Liturgical Calendar

Technical proficiency in this tradition also requires an understanding of the Black Lectionary. Unlike standard
Western lectionaries, the Black Lectionary often prioritizes themes of exodus, justice, and the suffering servant.
This selection process is a deliberate hermeneutical strategyto ensure that the preaching remains relevant to the
lived reality of the African American community.

Comparison: Western vs. Black Sermonic Traditions



Feature Western Traditional Homiletics Black Sermonic Tradition

Structure Linear / Aristotelian Logic Cyclical / Narrative-Driven

Case Study: The Art of Blackness and Harold Smith

Harold Smith’s contributions to the understanding of the "Art of Blackness" emphasize the aesthetic intentionality
of the tradition. He argues that the preacher is a performance artist whose canvas is the pulpit. This perspective
reframes the sermon as a multi-media event involving sound, movement, and visual cues. For instance, the use of
a handkerchief or the physical positioning of the preacher's body (the pulpit stance) are technical cues that signal
shifts in the sermon's intensity and focus.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide for the Modern Preacher

For practitioners looking to integrate these elements, the following procedures are recommended:

¢ Auditory Training: Listen to masters of the tradition (e.g., C.L. Franklin, Gardner C. Taylor) to internalize the
cadence and timing.

* Rhetorical Mapping: Before delivery, map the sermon’s emotional arc. Identify the specific points where the
transition from logos to pathos will occur.

» Collaborative Preparation: Meet with musicians to ensure the organ or piano accompaniment aligns with the
sermon’s intended key and tempo. This is crucial for a seamless "Whoop."

¢ Linguistic Adaptation: Utilize metaphoric density. Instead of abstract concepts, use concrete imagery (e.g.,
"The God of the midnight hour" instead of "God's presence in difficulty").

Common Challenges and Operational Solutions

Maintaining the integrity of the Black sermonic tradition in a digital age presents several challenges. The feedback
loop essential to call-and-response is often disrupted in virtual environments.

Failure Modes and Mitigations

« Issue: Loss of congregational feedback in live streams.Solution: Implementation of "Digital Call and
Response” via real-time chat engagement and interactive polls, as practiced by digital pastors like Theo Dauvis.

 Issue: Over-reliance on style over substance (The "Empty Whoop").Solution: Strict adherence to exegetical
rigor. The emotional climax must be earned through sound biblical interpretation.

* Issue: Misinterpretation of the tradition as "mere entertainment" by outsiders.Solution: Continued scholarly
production and technical documentation of the tradition’s theological foundations.

The Broader Implications of the Tradition

The Black sermonic tradition is more than a religious practice; it is a foundational pillar of American oratory. Its
influence extends to the Civil Rights Movement, where the rhetorical strategies of the pulpit were adapted for the
political stage by figures like Martin Luther King Jr. This tradition demonstrates the power of embodied knowledge
—the idea that truth is not just thought but felt and voiced.

As we move further into the 21st century, the tradition continues to evolve, integrating new technologies and
responding to new social challenges. However, its core mechanics—the emphasis on the narrative, the mastery of
rhythm, and the commitment to liberation—remain constant. The Black sermonic tradition stands as a testament to



the resilience of a culture that turned a language imposed upon it into a sophisticated instrument of freedom and
spiritual power. By analyzing its technical structures, we gain a deeper appreciation for the artistry and intellect
required to sustain this powerful form of communication.
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