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Christian ethics is an exercise in applying biblitexts, an activity that is at the
core of preaching. This paper proposes that applicaof Scripture is akin to
improvisation,both musical and dramatic: an endeavor charactetibg fidelity
(sustaining theological identity with, and bearirge tauthority of, the pericope it
is derived from), and byovelty (respecting the specific situation of, and thus
being relevant to, a particular audience). It is the faithful offering of such
“improvised” applications, integrally related botho the text and to the
circumstances of listeners, that the homileticiaraldes the people of God to
meet the ethical demands of God.

I ntroduction

Application is “the life and soul of a sermon, whley these sacred truths [of Scripture] are
brought home to a Man’s particular conscience awadgions, and the affections ingagsid] [

unto any truth or duty”James 1:22—25 emphasizes the importance of applic&rove
yourselves doers of the word, and not merely heavlio delude themselves”; the one who
applies the text is “an effectual doer ... blessedlwat he does.” It is not enoughkoow; one
must alsde.Only in personal appropriation or application ddestext accomplish its meaning;
therefore, Gadamer could assert that applicaticmamantegral part of the hermeneutical
procesé. It is the culmination of the enterprise of preachiwhereby the biblical text is brought
to bear upon the lives of the congregation in ameathat seeks to align the community of God
to the will of God for the glory of God. What isskhorical and distant (the text) is, in preaching,
made contemporary and near (praxis). Such apmitdtiat is promulgated in preaching, if it is
to be deemed valid, must carry the authority ofitispired text, as well as be relevant for
congregational praxis. Therefore, the core issu@reachers of the Bible has always been the
determination of application that is faithful teettextual intention and fitting for the listening
audience. Since pericopes are the basic textualesits of the church’s weekly rendezvous with
the Word of God, and the fundamental units of @u@onical text handled in the formal
gatherings of the people of God, deriving validlaggpion from pericopes becomes the cardinal
task of the homiletician.



Preaching as Theology in Trandation

The expositor’s arduous struggle to bridge thelggtveen ancient Scripture and contemporary
listeners—what Ricoeur called “distanciation” be¢&nwehe world of inscription and the world of
interpretation—has previously been compared tdrdresaction of translatichlt was proposed
thatpericopal theologys the translational bridge between the ancieritdad contemporary
world. It is by means of this entity that sermoas eanifest the authority of their source texts
by respecting the constant component thereof; geaictheology also provides the basis for
generating relevant sermonic application for taegetiences by being conceptually general
enough to encompass their varying circumstancesiamtions. Thus there is a twofold aspect
to homiletical “translation”: the exposition of paspal theology from the text, and the
delineation of how the latter may be applied if & The first move leads meanifigpm the
biblical text (text to theology) with authority,détsecond directs meanitmthe situations of
listeners (theology to praxis) with relevarideis this second half of the undertaking that \wé
the focus of this paper.

Here it is proposed thanprovisationis a fruitful metaphor to think of this second reawent,

the intersection of pericopal theology with thelaand practice of God’s people—how exactly
the theology of the pericope helps shape the bidwarers of sermons for the glory of God. In
so actualizing theology into the discrete and dpecircumstances of believers, the values of the
cosmos are gradually subverted, and those of Geal'kl are progressively established in the

life of the community. This is part of what it meato acknowledge, “Thy kingdom come.”

Preaching as Theology in Improvisation

From the early days of the church, the narrativB@fpture was envisaged as a single, universal,
and ongoing story, the continuing relevance of Whi@as to be explicated by preachers to
audiences in each generation. Thus the Bible hasyalbeen read by the church with an
underlying assumption of the immediate contempataieé the ancient text to every listener, in
every era, in every place. There is, indeed, aopbphical basis for this enduring
contamporaneity. The consolidation of heterogeneeoiiggs into the single normative canon of
Scripture created a new reading frame for its camepotexts. The canon, thereby, redeployed
these writings as parts of a new literary whola inesh hermeneutical context. Such a
hermeneutical shift prompted by the canon rendersitoral and ethical will of God accessible
for future generations, a move that is consummiayeithe preaching of Scripture. Thus the
canon is potentially relevant for every believargvery generation, everywhere. Chrysostom
declared that what was written in the Bible wadteni “for us” and, therefore, worthy of diligent
attention. In like manner, asserting the univetrgali the canon’s relevance and readership,
Gregory the Great asked rhetorically: “For whatasred Scripture but a kind of epistle of
Almighty God to His creature?'Of course, the Bible itself consistently affirne trelevance of
its message for future generations: Deut 29:142¥gs 22-23; Neh 7:73b-8:18; Ps 78:5-6;
Rom 15:4; 1 Cor 9:10; 10:6, 11; 2 Tim 3:16-17; etc.



Improvisation is Contextualization

Application of Scripture was to be the culminatafrthe move from text to praxis for all God’s
people in any period of time, anywhere. Thereftre,concern of interpreters, both ancient and
modern, has not simply been the reconstructioh@§itz im Lebemf the text, but also the
elucidation of itsSitz in unserem Lebeits situation inour life, in the situation of current readers
and hearers of the teXfThis is the process of deriving valid application.

In the hermeneutical process of translating thettederive application, the preacher essentially
contextualizes the theology of the pericope in®ofdith and practice of that particular local
community of God. Such an application of theoldtygn, “is less a matter afdoctrination than

it is of exdoctrination: the living out of Christian teachitid.lt is therefore crucial that the
specific application so generated from pericopabtbgy be valid—both legitimately drawn

from the text, and relevantly moved towards theemnmke. While the preacher is governed by the
ancient script of Scripture, ti@rbum Dei ministef‘minister of the Word of God”) is also
beholden to the contemporary community to makeuh@hangeable and unchanging text
relevant for the changeable and changing circumasetaaf God’s people. Here is where the
metaphor ofmprovisationcomes in handy, for the essence of this actigityie paradoxical
alliance offidelity andnovelty.

Fidelity and Novelty Characterize Improvisation

As the end of the Gospels and the beginning of Awtke clear (Matt 28:18-20; Acts 1:8), God
desires to involve his people in his magnificentikyohe ongoing drama of creation and
redemption. Believers are to undertake their owmpfiovisations” that demonstrate faithfulness
to the past and newness towards the future—naiphegy of deeds once done, nor the repetition
of words once uttered, but a re-articulation angresentation of the ongoing saga wittelity
andnovelty

Application, while indebted to the text, is thud aa attempt to repeat what is in the text or to
regenerate in the present the historical eventstaaids behind the text. “Rather, creativity must
be involved as we seek to mediate, translate,preeits meaning—the meaning in front of the
text—into our own horizon Fidelity to what has gone on before is essential, for liueah
remains under the authority of the text of Scriptand seeks to be faithful to it in its application
On the other hanahoveltyis also called for in the fresh context of currauatlitors, as the church
contextualizes an ancient text to its own modettinge Fidelity and novelty are at the heart of
application; these two elements are alscsthe quibus noof improvisation. Verbatim and
unimaginative imitation of what transpired in threyious acts of the drama is inadequate and
inappropriate in the new context of the presentgeoof performers; instead, a “novel” reading
of the unchangeable text has to occur in a changetéxt in order to maintain fidelity to that
normative divine discourse. This is what it meansrtprovise (from the Latinmprovisus,
“unforeseen”)—to perform without previous prepavation the spur of the moment, from
whatever materials are readily available. The dpesituations of future readers were never
foreseen by the ancient writers; these situatiatidar creativity in those unigue moments; and
the available material (the text of Scripture) mustsed, as well. In short, “[e]thics cannot be
simply about rehearsing and repeating the samptsord story over and over again, albeit on a



fresh stage with new players. ... Improvisation meansmmunity formed in the right habits
trusting itself to embody its tradition in new acfthllenging circumstances; and this is exactly
what the church is called to d&*1t is the dual polarity of fidelity and noveltyahgive this
preaching movement the character of improvisation.

Of particular interest is the paradigmatic phenoomeof improvisation in music, especially in
jazz. Musicians performing this genre recognizeZjatandards” as providing authoritative
instructions for improvising. Such operations apétotally spontaneous, for to be the
performance of a jazz standard, the improvisatestb be in accord with a given set of
guidelines embodied by that standard. Young andh&&in discuss what they call the
“canonical model” of such tacit rules that congéta jazz standard: introduction, head
(statement of the melody), improvisations, recdaiton of the head, and ending. According to
the model, two jazz performances are discretenestof the same standard if their heads utilize
the same melody and their improvisations are gredrah the chord patterns of the head (the
same “theology”?), while yet being obviously verifetent from each other. Indeed, many of
these performances are based’br Real Boolka set of unauthorized, but ubiquitous, volumes,
scoring the melody and chord changes of an exhaussting of jazz standards. All paginated
identically (chapter and verse?) and coming iniealt to suit B-flat, E-flat, and C instruments
(multiple translations/versions?), these tomes, $@nse, form the “canon” of jaZzThe
analogies are eviderftdelity to the standard (as outlined in the jazz “Biblaiflaoveltyin each
new specific musical situation characterize thateygphenomenon that jazz improvisation is.
These twin features, fidelity and novelty, anch $pecific performance in the past and
simultaneously unfurl its sails towards the future.bring the analogy back to the homiletical
endeavor of the church, “[i]f the Christian stosydrama, then ethics, the embodiment of that
story, is appropriately regarded as performaric@he may thus conceive of preaching as a
performance maintaining fidelity with the text (thbmaving authority), while at the same time
providing application congruent with the specifiiwation of current listeners (thus having
relevance).

Variety and Identity in Improvisation

In sum, the translational task of the preachee, fifat of the jazz musician or performer, is to
delve into the past and suggest in the presenttheyast may be creatively applied in the
future—an act of improvisation. Keith Johnstoneislagy is apt: “The improviser has to be like
a man walking backwards>This is one who, with eyes on the past (the cara@criptures),
must be guided by it. Yet the improviser, it mustrbmembered, is also headed “forwards,”
away from the past of the text, translating it itite future of hearers. The situation of the latter
must also be an important parameter for the imgrgitranslator. Thus, when the same text is
“translated” into different contexts to produceadete improvisations (applications) on the same
theme (theology), the same pericopal theology isgolerought to bear upon those different
reading situations in order to generate faithfydlegations appropriate for each unique context.
Such applications, though governed by the sameqgqal theology, may—and, indeed,
should—Iook different, for each reader, hearergregation, and context is different. However,
insofar as these different applications fall wittie bounds of the same pericopal theology, they
are but variations on a single theme, and therefthistich improvisations remain faithful to the
text.



Thus, the validity of the latter half of the trastgbnal movement (from theology to praxis) is
maintained insofar as the particular applicat®encompassed within the breadth of the
theology of the pericope. In other words, the laaggiof the Bible allows for a whole field of
possible future meanings in the generality of pgrad theology such that all applications
subsumed by that theology may be considered legfiéiraxtensions of the meaning of that
pericope, the continuation of the biblical storioithe life of the current body of believéfs.

This means that fidelity in improvisation involvesstaining a sort of identity between
application and the textual sense, a preservafisorae kind of correspondence between text
and praxis. This congruence is not superimposaleletity—slavish imitation, the repetition of
the past—but, rather a skilful translation, an iayisation for the future. One is mimicry, the
other is musicianship; one is passive, the otherashels training and a developed sensibility for
what is fitting in which situation, a transactioesh directed, in biblical exposition, by those who
“by practice have their senses trained to discend@nd evil” (Heb 5:14). It requires of the
preacher attentiveness to new contexts of inteapoet, sensitivity to the unfolding continuities
of the work, and responsibility for, and accounligbto, the particular community of co-
performers, fellow-improvisers, and auditofs$dowever, the creativity of the expositor in
generating such applications must be exercisedduéhrespect for the original work, lest “[t]he
license to create-to-preserve quickly becomes imgigishable from the license simply to
create.*® Application, therefore, is not an act of creaténnihilo, but rather aecreation—an
“improvisation” on the text in the fresh contextafrrent hearers. Scripture is the plenary
source, the authoritative playbook of action, vatith pericope contributing specific instructions
for the “performance” of the segment of the canalweorld it projects. Fitting, valid, and
legitimate application is generated from the texah improvisation characterized by fidelity
and novelty. It is in the maintenance of fidelitydanovelty that the intermediary entity of
pericopal theology plays such a crucial governwlg in the preaching transaction.

The entire operation, from text to theology andrfriheology to praxis is, therefore, the task of
the church in every age, and pericopal theologlgesauthoritative guide for this faithful-yet-

new performance of the text in unprecedented siugt It is pericopal theology that ensures the
bi-directional congruity in this move towards applion—backward congruity to the word of
Scripture that maintains ttauthority of the text (fidelity), and forward congruity the world of

the hearer that manifests tfedevanceof the text (novelty). In this latter move, thatpaular

cares of the day are to be diligently considerethleypreacher in order that the theology of the
pericope may be couched in the concrete. Thisistbot of translation—the re-expression of an
ancient text in the language and circumstancesmemporary time, without which the
antiquarian interest is simply a futile endeavar tiassage the deatf. The preacher must
therefore grapple with both the canon of God amrdctincerns of mankind, and employ
pericopal theology as a mediator between the tvantaining the dialectic of improvisation
between fidelity and novelty, sameness and chaxgeonly must the sermon expound the
pericopal theology, it must also express applicatihat are specific and concrete, tailored to the
congregation to whom the message is deliveredo“fiigke a general principle worth anything,
you must give it a body; you must show in what \eag how far it would be applied actually in
an actual systenf> Otherwise the ethical demands of a God who cilgéople to be like him

in his holiness can never be met.



Improvisation in Practice

Of note is the fact that such an understandingxtiial hermeneutics pertains not only to
religious literature but to legal literature as Wwehncient texts that both homiletician and jurist,
respectively, seek to apply to their contemporaage

Improvisation in Legal Hermeneutics

It has oft been observed that interpretation oéllégxts, such as the.S. Constitutionis akin to
translation, “a bringing into the present a textha past,” a straddling of two worlds
simultaneously! The continuing life of a binding legal or religimalassic depends on an
ongoing translation into new circumstances; like 8triptures, a constitution, too, is “intended
to endure for ages to come, and, consequentlye edapted to the variogssesof human
affairs.”? The similarities between the hermeneutics of lad &cripture are therefore
considerable: the literature of both fields existbe actualized in specific situations in
subsequent time, one to serve the execution atgugtrough pronouncing verdicts, the other to
serve the exercise of faith through preaching seenGenerating “application” by improvisation
is also the task of the judge who moves from tlkedélaw to judicial philosophy and thence to
the adjudication of the case currently at the Bae homiletician, on the other hand, generates
application by moving from text of Scripture to gepal theology before arriving at specific
exhortations for the congregation currently in plesvs. “This implies that the text, whether law
or gospel, if it is to be understood properly—iagec¢ording to the claim it makes—must be
understood at every moment, in every concretetiiituan a new and different way>Of
particular interest, then, is this congruence betwaiscerning application in legal and scriptural
interpretation; a comparison illuminates with gezatlarity the importance of this final
component of the move from text to praxis in thereneutical endeavors of both disciplines.

Legal literature is replete with examples of such@ement from textual sense to future
application. The passage of time introduces newditioms and contingencies, and, therefore,
legal (and religious) classics are constructed @amdtrued) to be perennially relevant. Textual
distanciation renders necessary the translatiooakment of improvisation to generate
applications in situations and circumstances uisteea at the event of original inscription. For
instance, th&).S. Constitutiorempowers Congress “[t]o raise and support armi§$g’ provide
and maintain a navy,” and “[tjo make rules for §wwernment and regulation of the land and
naval forces” (article I, section 8, clauses 12 481 As written, this edict is silent about any
support for an air force. However, despite the absef any explicit reference in the
Constitutionto this branch of the armed forces, the U.S. gawent continues to raise and
support, provide and maintain, and govern and eggwn air force. Presumably, the concrete
terms “army” and “navy” in that late eighteenth-ttey document were construed as
comprehensive ones signifying the broad categthi®g attempted to particularize, namely, all
manner of national defense undertakings. The “tgglof the declaration was, clearly, to
designateny conceivable military forcas worthy of establishment and maintenance by
Congress; such an intention would necessarily delimprovisations” such as an air force or,
potentially, even a space force as future apptioati A translation that moves in this fashion
from textual sense to application via “theologyessential for the interpretation of any



canonical text that is intended to be applied enftiture. No such corpus can be expected to bear
the burden of explicitly expressiradj possible future applicatiorf§.In the Christian canon, it is

the theology of the pericope that implicitly beaxgry legitimate option of improvised

application of that particular text, and thus oeesswhat may be considered valid application of
that particular pericope of Scripture. The originards of texts such as tlk®nstitutionor the

Bible establish the direction of meaning of whatiigiten therein, and this trajectory (judicial
philosophy for the former; pericopal theology fbetatter) functions as the standard by which
the validity of all subsequent interpretive endeawoust be gauged.Thus, in biblical
hermeneutics, the theology of the pericope becdhesarbiter of the legitimacy of praxis
proclaimed and urged by the preacher.

Improvisation in Biblical Hermeneutics

The terminus of application renders possible taegsformation of the lives of God’s people
according to the will of God. It is therefore ardl that this move be performed in a manner that
guarantees the validity of application. When agtlans are specific instances subsumed by the
theology of the pericope, such improvisations antéxt with fidelity are, for that reason,
authoritative. When applications are appropriatetie specific circumstances of the community
being preached to, such improvisations bearing lbpaed respecting the situations of the
auditors are, for that reason, relevant. Applicatimat is both authoritative and relevant is valid.

A brief analysis of 1 Pet 2:17d will suffice touditrate the scope of “improvisation” in biblical
interpretation. This verse enjoins Christians torfbr the king.” What exactly is meant by the
“king” (basileug? Clearly, its historical context obliges oneitoifs referent as the Roman
emperor in the mid-first centuge—in particular, the individual Nero Claudius Caesar
Augustus Germanicus (37—68; reign: 54—68&E).?° How might one apply it today? Even if one
concludes that regents other than Nero were “nteamt)d one conceivably apply this

command to “honor thking” while subsisting within polities not involving @awned male
monarchs? Does one need to honor the queen? What @esidents, prime ministers, headmen,
warlords, juntas in dictatorships, primates in tiraoies, etc.? In the particular case of 1 Pet
2:17d, the context provides the interpreter witeady answeft’

First Peter 2:13-3:7 is consideretlaustafe] a household duty code, a list of the obligatiohs
members of a household, one to another. Howewvere s not that symmetry as is found in the
Haustafelnof Eph 5:22—-6:9 and Col 3:18-4:1. Only half offeat the pairs is intact here:
wives, not husbands (the men do get a mentiomptiytin a single verse, 1 Pet 3:7); and slaves,
not masters; children and parents are not addredssdd However, in this 1 Peter code, a new
directive, the obligation of Christians to thasgésidethe believing community is introduced—to
the emperor and those in authority; upon this tivedhe rest of the duties of tihaustafelare
built. This responsibility might have been at thetrof its very asymmetry, for the list thereby
emphasizes its outward gaze: Peter assumes théaitwf Christian subjects under pagan
rulers, Christian wives living with non-Christiangbands, and Christian slaves serving
unbelieving masters. This would also explain thession of parental and filial responsibilities,
for in such relationships there rarely is the irabak of belief confronting unbeliéf.



The seeming difficulty of 2:17d is easily solvedemg that 2:13 plainly exhorts believers to
submit themselves teveryhuman institution for the Lord’s sake, adding, éonphasis, “whether
to a king as the one in authority, or to goverragsent by him.” Conceivably, Peter would have
appended an “etcetera” to his list of two exampleuman institutions ?** When Peter

requires submission “for the Lord’s sakeig ton kurior), he is also anticipating the
paradigmatic behavior of Jesus in the face of opiposrom the rulers of the realm—the Jewish
religious leaders and the Procurator of Judea €22} thus, implicitly, the list of potential
potentates to whom honor is owed has been enlafdedlatent expansion by Peter could be
read thus: “If Jesus was submissive to Pital.,then so must all of you, to Need al”*° The
apostle is “improvising” on an established prineigbuch an improvised extrapolation continues
in 2:17d: paralleling “honoall people” (2:17a), the directive to respect the kmakes this ruler
“an example of the particular stations and peoplest given deference by the Christiafsli

other words, from the pericope itself, it becombsgious that the king is but one in a series of
civic authorities, all of whom as representativethe heavenly sovereign are owed honor. The
inclusion of every stripe of human government witthie semantic field dfasileuswhether
Pharaoh, Tsar, Kaiser, or Shah, is an interpreittef improvisation on the fundamental
essential: “all God-established human authorityistdutes the theology of the text. Every
specific ruler (“improvisation”) that falls withithe bounds of “all God-established authority”
(pericopal theology) is a valid application of thext.

Conclusion

The move from text to application is made posdiyl¢he intermediary of pericopal theology;
improvising upon this theology, an endeavor underavith fidelity and novelty, valid
application is generated. Applications subsumegdricopal theology demonstrate fidelity to
the text of Scripture under consideration; the fgwa improvisation is reflected in the
relevance of application to the specifics of auditoontexts. The preacher thus serves as the
conscience of application for the community of Gedh the dual responsibility to understand
what God has said (text), and to generate validiagjon (praxis) in order that God’s people
may be aligned to the will of God for the glory®bd. The task of the homiletician is therefore
one of great moment and consequence for the chilotim. R. W. Stott charged preachers with
this solemn duty?

“Our bridges ... must be firmly anchored on both sidéthe chasm, by refusing either to

compromise the divine content of the message gnore the human context in which it

has to be spoken. We have to plunge fearlesslyboth worlds, ancient and modern,

biblical and contemporary, and to listen attensived both. For only then shall we

understand what each is saying, and so discernSgiet's message to the present

generation.”

Thus the preacher is the mediator between theatekthurch (or between script and actors); it is
this one’s task to interpret the text for the comrhuand to propose how the text may be applied
in a faithful manner. Combining canonical scripalgsis and contextual situation analysis, the
sermon bridges text and praxis via pericopal thgpldt is the fidelity and novelty with which
improvisation is undertaken that renders an apiptindrue to the Scriptures and relevant to the
congregation. In the faithful performance of sutipfovised applications, the community of



God will have met the ethical demands of this l@he who, in His Word, has deigned to call
humanity to be like Him.
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