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Abstract

The voice of the congregation is one of the four constituting elements of preaching.
Preaching is directed at the congregation but also originates from the congregational
context and reflects on the theological framework of the congregation. The lived
religion and theological understanding of the congregation is an important marker
in this regard.

The attender survey of the National Church Life Survey (NCLS) was done in 2014 in
the Dutch Reformed Church and provides, from an empirical perspective, useful and
relevant information to the preaching event. The NCLS identifies vital and nurturing
worship as an important core quality in congregation life, and this is used to listen in
a reliable way to the voice of the congregation.
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A sermon without an address is a sermon that could have been delivered at
anyaddressinany placeatany time. Thisisa sermon withouta congregation.
Careful preachers will listen closely to the text, read themselves and
understand the congregation in which they will preach (Farris 2008:266).

Cilliers (2004:23-24) in the development of his theoretical framework
identifies four basic elements or voices of preaching. The first and probably
the constitutive voice is the Gospel as an act of the triune God with the
crucified and resurrected Christ in the centre. The Bible as the Word of
God used by the preacher as a witness to the presence of the living God
is the second voice and the voice of the congregation within a specific
context and the preacher communicating to them in in their language and
a conceptual sphere is identified as the third voice. The preacher, as the
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fourth voice, points towards and witnesses about Christ in the formation
of a sermon.

The four voices inform the following definition of preaching: “The wonder
of preaching takes place when, through an act of the Spirit, these elements
converge to become so related that God reveals Himself to a congregation
through the Bible and the preacher” (Cilliers 2004:24). The aim of this
article is to explore, in reflection on the work of Cilliers, the voice of the
congregation as an element in the wonder and process of preaching.

This article focusses on the theoretical and the empirical aspects of the
analysis of the congregational voice, to explain the role of the congregation
as a third voice in the preaching process. From a theoretical perspective,
preaching is directed at the congregation but also originates from the
congregational context. Preaching is a congregational and contextual
event (Cilliers 2004:135). The voice of the gospel creates a liminal space
where new perspectives are possible, where preacher and congregation
learn to look and speak (Campbell and Cilliers 2012:102). The voice of the
congregation should, from a theoretical perceptive, be taken seriously in
the process of preaching.

The second focus of this article is to listen to the voice of the congregation
from an empirical perspective. The attender survey of the National Church
Life Survey (NCLS) was done in 2014 in South Africa and provided, from
an empirical perspective, useful and relevant information from an attender
perspective to inform the preaching event'. Is the preacher preaching to
fools or what is their experience of the sermon and worship service? The
NCLS identifies vital and nurturing worship as an important core quality
in congregation life,” and this is used to listen in a reliable way to the voice
of the congregation.

1. The voice of the congregation - a theoretical reflection

The voice of the congregation is an important voice for the preacher as
the sermon doesn’t belong to the preacher, but to the congregation, the

1 See Hermans and Schoeman, 2015:60 for a discussion on the value of the attenders as a
key informants on congregational life.

2 See Powell et al. 2012 for a discussion on the nine core qualities identified by NCLS.
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communio sanctorum constitutes the place where the sermon is heard
and acted upon (Cilliers 2004:36). Preachers should learn to listen to the
congregational voice and ask themselves if their own voice hasn’t become
the only audible and exclusive voice. “In the light of a congregation’s many
voices, preachers need to examine themselves and find their place playfully
in the bigger picture, with the prayer and hope that the truth of the Gospel
will indeed be heard and obeyed in the congregation’s many voices.”
(Cilliers 2004:37). The preacher can’t ignore the voice of the congregation
and should listen carefully to it.

The voice of the congregation, amongst the four voices, is an important
voice. The focus on the congregation and its context imply that the
preaching attains a relevant and unique character (Cilliers 2004:144). If
this voice is not heard the message becomes irrelevant. If the people are
not met within their context and struggles, they are not met at all. The
voice of the congregation is about their context and about the theological
framework the members work with. The context and theological framework
of the members are an essential part of worship and preaching and not an
optional extra.

The voice of the congregation involves, in the first place, from a theoretical
perspective, the context of the congregation. What is the role of the context
in understanding the voice of the congregation? Cilliers (2004:146-149)
identifies three contours of contextualizing the congregational voice:
language, form, and hermeneutical skills. The message of the Word should
be formulated in a language relevant for the present context. The Scripture
has a message for this context preached and explained in understandable
words. The congregation should hear and understand the message as
speaking and informing them in their world with its unique challenges.

Although the text is decisive for the form of the sermon it may not always be
the same. The context asks and sometimes demands that the form may vary
in creative and innovative ways. Communication and rhetorical strategies
need to acknowledge current innovations and developments. Social media
and technology are changing the way in which we communicate, the
difference between the Gutenberg and Google generations illustrates the
point (see Sweet 2012 [Kindle]).
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The hermeneutical skills of both the preacher and the congregation help
them to contextualize the message of the Word. This a discourse between
text and context for both the preacher and the congregation. The task for
preacher and congregation is, in the space of the sermon and beyond, to “...
reinterpret repeatedly the spirit of the times in the light of God’s Kingdom,
to distinguish what truly is important.” (Cilliers 2004:149). The critical
question is: Are both the preacher and the congregation working with the
same hermeneutical skills?

The voice of the congregation is, in the second place, informed and formed
by a theological framework. The congregation is a social construction and
organization but has also a theological identity and may be defined by a
core theological understanding (Farris 2008:267). The preacher should also
look from a theological perspective at the congregation, they constituted in
their gathering and communion as God’s people. The preacher should see
the people in the pews “... as gifts of God, rather as religious clients whose
interests must be dealt with as well as possible.” (Cilliers 2004:133). They
should be seen, from the perspective of the preacher, in the first-place as
believers and not only religious consumers.

The theological framework and understanding of the attenders are therefore
important. “In a congregation, there are people with different views of
God, which they built up over the years, inter alia by reading the Bible
and hearing sermons about the Bible. These congregational perceptions are
a reality which we, in preaching, cannot or may not disregard” (Cilliers
2004:136). Theology is expressed and lived in ordinary communities and
coexist or in contradiction with institutional or formal theology. The
congregation and the minister may adhere to the formal or official theology
but the individual members may have a whole range of different personal
theologies that they live their lives by (Ward 2017:56). Every congregation
through its members have a vibrant lived theology that is articulated in
different ways.

The theological voice reflects not onlyin thelived religion of the membership
but also through a tradition of interpretation, the church has worked with
the text in the history, what Cilliers (2004:132) calls the “hermeneutics of
ecumenicity”. The reading of a text is not an isolated and private practice
of the preacher, but the history and tradition of interpretation protect
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the preacher against arrogance and a singlemindedness. The ecumenical
tradition of interpretation is an integral part of the theological voice that
must be heard by the preacher and also resonating in the voice of the
congregation.

The preacher should have an openness to listen before the sermon to
the voice of the lived religion of the congregation and the ecumenical
tradition. An empirical voice may help in this regard. During the sermon,
the congregation should have the experience of being listened to and
being involved with and in the sermon as they reflect on their contextual
questions and challenges. After the sermon, they go and live and do it and
the congregation become the preachers and witnesses of the Word. Their
theological and contextual frameworks should be heard and respected
through the whole process of preaching. The next step is to explore the
possibilities of an empirical voice.

2. Listening to the congregation - an empirical voice

The empirical perspective gives a voice to the congregation about their
experience of the sermon and worship service. This information should
be relevant and reliable to inform the preacher in the process of preparing,
conducting and reflecting on the preaching process. The National Church
Life Survey (NCLS) is in this instance used an empirical tool.

The NCLS was developed in 1991 in Australia to evaluate congregational
life (see Kaldor, Castle and Dixon 2002). In 2001 the survey was expanded
to include churches from Australia, New Zealand, UK, and USA (see Bruce
and Woolever 2010). The Dutch Reformed Church (DRC) became part of
thisresearch projectin 2006 and the survey was done in 2006 (see Schoeman
2010), 2010 (see Schoeman 2015) and in 2014. The main empirical focus in
this article is on the 2014 survey and results from 2006 and 2010 are used,
where needed and available, to describe certain changes in the responses.

The NCLS is quantitative survey completed by the membership of
congregations. All attenders (fifteen years and older) of a worship service
are requested to complete a hard copy of the questionnaire (Pepper,
Sterland and Powell 2015:9). The result of the survey gives a voice to the
congregational members (Erwich 2012:73). The voice isn’t representative
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of all the members of the congregation, but it is an important voice to
listen to as it provides reliable information about congregational life from
an attender perspective (Hermans and Schoeman, 2015:60). This survey
is a helpful tool to articulate the voice of the congregation as part of the
preaching process.

The NCLS questionnaire was used in the DRC surveys.” In 2010 and
2014, a simple random sample of 10% was selected from the DRC
congregations. The response rate was 75% in 2010 (12 286 questionnaires
from 85 congregations) and 82% in 2014 (16 808 questionnaires from 106
congregations).

The sample population for the 2010 and 2014 surveys has the following
characteristics:

o Age: In 2010 the average age was 53 years and 4 months and in 2014
52 years and 11 months.

e Gender: In 2010 58% were female and 42% male and in 2014 57%
female and 43% male.

o Marital status: First marriage - 60% (2010 - 61%), never married -
15% (2010 — 11%), widowed — 10% (2010 — 12%).

o Education: 55% have a tertiary education (52% in 2010).

« The majority of the members (55%) are employed (47% in 2010. In
2014 29% were retired and in 2010 265).

Faith practices of the attenders

The faith practices and rituals of the attenders are an important part of the
fostering of their relationship with God. They practice private devotional
activities like Bible reading, prayer, and meditation, but also through
public activities as attending worship services and listening to sermons.
Table 1 gives an indication of the role of private devotional activities of the
attenders. It is evident from Table 1 that frequent participation in activities
like Bible reading and prayer are a significant part of the private religious
life of attenders.

3 The questionnaire enquires about a wide variety of the congregational life but the focus
is here on the questions that relate to vital and nurturing worship as a core quality.
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Table 1: Private devotional activity
(in percentages)

Time spent in private prayer, Bible reading, meditation | 2014 |2010

Every day / most day 72 81
A few times a week 14 10
Once a week 2 2
Occasionally 9 6
Hardly ever 2 1
Never 1 0

Table 2: Worship service attendance

(in percentages)

Frequency of attendance 2014 | 2010
First time/hardly ever/special occasions only 2 2
Less than once a month 2 2
Once a month 4 4
Two or three times a month 28 27
Usually every week 60 62
More than once a week 3 4

The attendance of worship services (Table 2) is an important faith practice
to the attenders as 60% attends the services usually on a weekly basis. If the
changes over time between 2010 and 2014 are compared for both tables,
there was a slight decrease in the frequency in both faith practices.

The conclusion may be made that both faith practices (private and public)
play an important role in the religious life the DRC attenders. The voice of
the congregation in this regard is a devoted voice that is serious about private
devotion and worship attendance. This is, however, not a homogeneous
voice (see Table 3). The majority of attenders, as could be expected form
DRC members, identify with a reformed approach to matters of faith, but
there are also other approaches that need to be respected in listening to the
congregation. This may be an indication of the diversity within that are
present amongst the lived theology of the attenders?
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Table 3: Approaches to matters of faith

(in percentages)

Do you identify with any of the following approaches to matters of

faith? (Mark up to TWO options)

Catholic or Anglo-Catholic 1,5
Charismatic 6,6
Evangelical 5,5
Liberal 0,9
Lutheranism 0,6
Moderate 3,8
Pentecostal 9,2
Progressive 1,1
Reformed 459
Traditional 9,0
I do not identify with such descriptions 24,4

Vital and nurturing worship as a core quality

The NCLS research identified, over more than 20 years of their research,
nine core qualities* that are important to congregational life (Powell et al.
2012:7). Vital and nurturing worship is one of these core qualities and is the
focus of this section. The following are, regardless of the form of worship,
the empirical indicators used to describe vital and nurturing worship as a
core quality:

The experience of inspiration, joy, God’s presence, understanding of
God, challenges to act during a worship service are asked about. The
helpfulness of the preaching towards the life of the attender. The role
of music and singing are playing as an important part of the worship
(Powell et al. 2012:22).

Table 4 reports on the experience of the attenders during the worship
service. The most prominent experience of the service is a sense of God’s

4 1 Alive and growing faith, 2 Vital and nurturing worship, 3 Strong and growing
belonging, 4 Clear and owned vision, 5 Inspiring and empowering leadership, 6
Imaginative and flexible innovation, 7 Practical and diverse service, 8 Willing and
effective faith-sharing, 9 Intentional and welcoming inclusion.
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presence (61% always), “... at the heart of worship is an encounter with the
living God, and true worship involves human beings falling down before
God’s presence” (Long 2001:19). The attenders also experience inspiration
and joy during the worship service and rarely or never boredom (61,4%).
Congregations where “... higher percentages of attenders always feel
inspired are also more likely to be growing churches.” (Powell et al.,
2012). In comparing the responses of the attenders who always or usually
find the worship inspiring (see Figure 1) it can be seen that there was an
improvement from 2010 to 2014.

Table 4: Experience during worship service
(in percentages)

How often do you Always Usually Sometimes Rarely/
experience the following never
during worship services at

this congregation?

Preaching very helpful to 48,5 40,5 9,9 1,2
my life

Inspiration 42,0 42,1 14,3 1,5
Joy 45,4 39,5 13,6 1,5
Boredom 3,4 4,6 30,6 61,4
A sense of God’s presence 61,0 30,4 7,6 1,0
Growth in understanding | 46,9 43,2 9,0 0,8
of God

Being challenged to take 23,2 39,6 31,4 5,8
action

Attenders find the preaching very helpful to their life (always/usually 89%)
but they are not always being challenged to act as a result of the service
(always 23,2%). This may be that they feel that they are not challenged to act
or that the sermon has not a clear contextual relevance? Their experience
of growth in the understanding of God may, therefore, be relevant to their
personal devotional life (see Table 1) and not as part of a broader social
engagement.
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Table 5: Music and singing

(in percentages)

Music and singing are an important part of worship for me

Strongly agree 77,1
Agree 19,3
Be neutral/unsure 2,8
Disagree 0,6
Strongly disagree 0,2

Music and singing are an important and significant component of the
worship service. Long (2001:64) emphasizes the importance of song and
music: “The congregation sings and plays musical instruments, and music
holds the service together from beginning to end. The music is selected out
of alertness to the moment in worship - a vigorous hymn of praise here,
a reflective lament or a hopeful chorus there.” Table 5 indicates that the
attenders have a strong positive experience of music and singing in the
worship service.

Table 6: Innovative changes to worship service

If innovative change was proposed to the worship service you attend

at this church (eg style of music, seating layout etc), what would your
response tend to be? Would you ...

Strongly support such changes 24,3
Support such changes 46,9
Be neutral/unsure 23,7
Oppose such changes 3,6
Strongly oppose such changes 1,5

Should changes and innovation be implemented in the worship service
or should the format of the sermon and the liturgy always stay the same?
There may be a perception that attenders are not in favour of change and
innovation, but Table 6 indicates that this is not the case and that the
attenders are positive about innovation and change to the worship service.

The core elements are an important part of the congregational voice as
the different elements have a cumulative effect, “... on its own has only a
small impact, but together their effect is substantial” (Powell et al. 2012).
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The preacher should reflect on all the different core aspects and be open to
innovation and change.

The Word and the congregation

The voice of the Word is an important part of the preaching process
and both the preacher and the congregation interpret this voice as part
of a hermeneutical and exegetical process. The question is: how do the
preacher and the congregation read and understand the Word? Attenders
and minsters were asked about their view of the Bible (see Table 7 for the
attenders® and Table 8 for the ministers®).

The attenders read the Bible as the Word of God, to be taken literally word
for word (40,1% in 2010) or the Bible as the Word of God, to be interpreted
in the light of its historical context and the church’s teachings (36,4% in
2010). The majority of the ministers (80,3%) view the Bible as the Word of
God, to interpret in the light of its historical and cultural context. Both the
attenders and the minister see the Bible as the Word of God, but from there
on the difference is important. The attenders either interpret it literally
word for word or in the light of its historical context and the church’s
teaching. The ministers read and interpret the Bible in light of its historical
and cultural context.

Table 7: Attenders view of the Bible
(in percentages)

Which statement comes closest to your view of the Bible?
2006 2010
(Mark only one)

The Bible is the Word of God, to be taken literally word for
word

38,5 40,1

The Bible is the Word of God, to be interpreted in the light

of its historical context and the church’s teachings 28,0 364

The Bible is the Word of God, to be interpreted in the light

of its historical and cultural context 287 17.9

5 This question wasn’t asked in the 2014 survey.
6 'This is from a survey amongst DRC minister in 2006.
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The Bible is not the Word of God, but contains God’s
3,5 3,8
Word to us
The Bible is not the Word of God, but is a valuable book 0,2 0,5
The Bible is an ancient book with little value today 0,1 0,1
Don’t know 1,0 1,3
Table 8: Ministers view of the Bible
(in percentages)
Which statement comes closest to your view of the Bible?
2006
(Mark only one)
The Bible is the Word of God, to be taken literally word for word 5,3
The Bible is the Word of God, to be interpreted in the light of its
. . s X 12,0
historical context and the church’s teachings
The Bible is the Word of God, to be interpreted in the light of its 80.3
historical and cultural context ’
The Bible is not the Word of God, but contains God’s Word to us 2,0
The Bible is not the Word of God, but is a valuable book 0,4
The Bible is an ancient book with little value today 0,0
Don’t know 0,1

The result of this difference of interpretation is that members in the pew
prefer and want to listen to a more literal interpretation and the preacher
construct the sermon around a historical and contextual interpretation of
the Word. The congregation may not hear the voice of the preacher and
this may lead to a misunderstanding of the voice of the Word. The relevant
question is not who is right and who is wrong, but the empirical findings
illustrate that a serious misinterpretation is possible in listening to the
different voices in the preaching event. The preacher should take the voice
of the congregation, as part of their lived religion, in this instance serious
in order the be heard. This discrepancy has significant implications for the
process of preaching. The preacher may create spaces where he or she may
listen to the voice of the attender in the in the congregation, may be in
small group discussions?
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Worship and preaching in the congregation

The worship service remains a very important element in congregational
life and in the religious lives of its members. The NCLS 2014 survey
enquired about the aspects of the congregation that the attenders most
valued and that should be preserved or strengthened. Their responses in
order of importance are the following:

1. Sermons, preaching or Bible teaching

2. Sharing in Holy Communion/the Eucharist/Lord's Supper
3. Wider community care or social justice emphasis

4. Practical care for one another in times of need

Sermons and preaching are the most valued by the attenders and they
affirm that this is an important aspect of congregational life. The Holy
Communion is valued as the second most important aspect of the
congregation. The voice of the congregation is that they value the meeting
and worship on a Sunday.

The NCLS 2014 survey also asked the attenders to select the aspects of the
congregational life they would most like to see given greater attention in the
next 12 months. Their responses in order of importance are the following:

1. Worship services that are nurturing to people's faith

2. Spiritual growth (eg spiritual direction, prayer groups)

3. Encouraging the people here to discover/use their gifts here

4. Building a strong sense of community within the congregation

The attenders again indicated the importance of the worship service,
but it is also important for them that it should a significant part of the
congregational ministry in the coming twelve months. The congregation
and her leadership should reflect on the role of the worship service in
nurturing their faith and foster spiritual growth (the second aspect in need
of attention) as a strategy for the future.

Theattendersvalue the worship service, preachingand the Holy Communion
as the most important aspect of the congregational ministry, but they
also indicate that it should receive more attention in the ministry of the
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congregation in the next twelve months. These empirical findings underline
the importance of the voice of the congregation as part of preaching and
worship. The empirical findings emphasise that the congregational voice as
an important voice to be heard the preaching process.

3. Conclusion

Preaching is a dynamic process where the voice of God becomes audible
through a dialogue between preacher, text and congregation and finally in
dialogue with Him (Cilliers 2004:32). The voice of the congregation is an
essential partner in this dialogue, and it helps to contextualize the sermon,
but it is also a diverse theological voice due to the differences in the lived
religion of the membership. This puts each sermon to a unique challenge.
“The preaching, indeed, does not begin and end with the preaching
moment, the congregation precedes and follows it up with an Amen!”
(Cilliers 2004:133). The voice of the congregation from a theological and
empirical perspective, is in the process of preaching, an important and
significant voice to listen to.
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