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The Polish Cavalry and Christianity in Electronic Culture
by ThomasE. Boornrershine

JohnBurgess recent Century article (March 8), "What theology can't do, if you stop
to think aboutit" bringsto mind the Polish cavalry. He isresponding to the chorus of
commentators who are linking therenewal of mainline Protestantism to therenewal of
theological reflection. | will requote sectionsof thechorus

¥ Thetenors. Benton John®on, Dean Hoge and Donald Ludens "if themainline
churches want to regan ther vitality, thar first step mug beto address the theological

issues head-on (First Things March 1993)"

¥ Thebaitones: Milton J. Codter, JohnM. Mulde and Louis B. Weeks in a study of
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.): "thecallsfor renewal of theology in maingream

Protestantism come from nearly al directions... We bdieve tha theologyisthe mog

important ingredient in the Presbyterian Predicament and that the recover of

theological visionisaso crudal for thereform of American Presbyterianism and
maingream Protestantism (The Re-Forming Tradition).”
¥ Thebass: Loren Mead in The One andFuture Church: "the future church demandsa

new locusof theology, a changefromthelibrary and university to the place where the
baptized person encounerstheworld ... Thefuture church demandsa new actor in the
work of theology: thebgptized lay person. Thefuture church demandsa new kind of
training center for theology: thelocal church.”

While some contemporary theological condudors might note tha Burgess neglected to quotke

thealto and soprano sectionsin the chorus his respon tha theology has the dange of

intellectud elitism and cannotguaantee arenewal of faith or unity istrueenough.However,

both Burgess respons and any such caveat fail to address the scale of the problem.

One aspect of thelarge problem is that theological reflectionisrelated to themind
set and forms of literate culture, namely, detached reflection onideas. Asthe studies of
Walter Ong and Eric Havelock have shown, detached reflection isthe mog characteristic
move of literate epistemology. This moveproduced a series of characteristic forms, mos
notably, the philosophical essay and therhetorical address. These forms emerged at the same
time in human history as thedomnance of literacy in Athensand were adapted by theearly
Chrigtian Church asthetheological treatise and the sermon as a part of its mission in Greco-
Roman literate culture.

In thelate 20th century, these forms arein crisis. In theincreasingly dominant
electronic culture, the sermon has become a cultural joke Theleader of theTaize
community, Brothe Roge’, who has drawn thousndsof youngpeasonsto the community
has a motto: "Never preach.” It isreflected in cultural commentary such as Margaret Miles
statement in CC aboutRobeat Altman: "Goodfilmmaker tha heis, Altman doesn't preach.”
Intheora grapevinel hear increasing reports that the children of the electronic age are
demanding no sermonsat the oneservice they can control, namely, ther wedding. Preaching
a sermon has become assodated with top down communication that is condescending,
moraligtic, and aliending. Thecultura revolutionthat is assodated with the emergence of
electronic media has relativized the meaning and impact of the characteristic forms of literate
culture: thelecture or sermon and thetheological essay, the very forms tha are mogt
characteristic of the Church.

If this cultural report is accurate, therenewal of the Church will berelated to the
renewal of its power to communicate the Gogpd in ways tha are meaningful in the emerging
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electronic culture. If the Church'scharacteristic forms were developed for communicationin
an earlier literate culture tha is confined to a smaller and smaller groupof intellectud elites,
thecall to continueto reinvest our energy in those formsisacall to cultural irrelevance and
communication failure. Thereason the Presbyterian Church is decliningmay bereated to the
fact tha it isthemod high literate Church in thewhole of Chrissendom What isdecliningis
the cultural power of theforms of communicationthat are assodated with literate culture.
Wha is being relativized is notthe power of the Gogpd but thetraditionstha were
developdl for its communication in the culture of literacy. The sermon and the theological
essay have become assodated in the dominant culture with ponposty, with being "aboveit
all," and with talking down to people. It is assodated with boredom, irrelevance, and a
commitment to abgraction.

Theproblem facing the Church is that the culture and its dominant system of
communication has changed. Until the 20th century, rhetoric was a required subject in the
university and the primary art form of the culture. Theology was widdy regarded as the
gueen of the sciences. Theculture has, however, changed. Andin respons the Church is
continuing to produce reflective essays and sermons To movethetheologcal essay fromthe
university and thelibrary to thelocal church, as Loren Mead suggests, will only exacerbae
the problem. To have laypeople talking theological reflection will only produe a somewhat
more pervasive sense of the Church'salienaion from the people wholive in electronic
culture. The probability istha themore thelaity of the Church succeed in achieving the
ability to use theforms of high literate culture, themore their Church will become a
defendve and isolated subaulture in the 214 century.

An andysis of communication systems and their relationship to religion and culture
reveals a characteristic patern. Thereis adirect correlation in the history of Chrigtianity
between the cultural power of forms of communication and the domnant communication
system in the culture. Theforms of communication tha worked in oral culture are different
than theforms tha work in literate culture. In ora culture, themog pervasive form was
chanted narrative in which the audience participated by clapping, giving wordsor signsof
encouragement, and singing aong The narratives of the Bible, which comprise over 60% of
thetotal collection, are aprodud of such an oral culture jug onthe other side of literacy.
High literate culture has regarded biblical narratives and ther frequent repetitionsas
primitive. Highe criticism has trandormed the oral narratives into doauments and interpreted
them as theology and history in order to make them meaningful in the communication system
of silent reading. So also theformstha had cultura power in manuscript culture with its
lower levels of literacy are different than those in high literacy cultures. The practice of
ruminaing on memorized prayers, psalms, and biblical stories, a pervasive form of religious
life in medieval manuript culture, has become largdy meaningless for those wholive in
high literate culture. The power of any particular form to shgpethemind of acultureis
directly related to its viability in the domnant communication system of tha culture.

Thus theformsthat had power in the high literate culture of the Enlightenment are
not necessarily viable in electronic culture. Thereis arelatively easy test for electronic
cultural viability. Take the characteristic produds of highliterate ecclesiological culture and
putthem on TV. They become thetheological discussion show and thetelevised sermon.
Malcolm Muggeidgehas awondeful characterization of thetheological discussion program
in hisbook, Christ andthe Media, in which, | should note with al fairness, heargues tha the
Church should have nothing to do with thefantasy world of the media:
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Andthen, pands. Dear God, the pands! Seated roundthe microphone a professor of
sodology from Leeds aresonant life peeress with a moudache a nondescript
clergyman heavy with sdebums and myself. ‘Do thePand Think? Oh we do, we do.
Thinkers al! Participaionin such pands over theyearsis probably responsble for a
nightmare tha regularly afflictsme. I'min aBBC studio, desp underground Above
the mushroom cloudsare forming, and the last traces of civilized life are
disappearing. In the studio we are engrossed in adiscussion aboutthealarmingrise in
juvenile ddinquency. 'What is needed,’ thelife peeressis resonantly contending, 'is
more and better education.'If only," she goes on, 'the age of consent could belowered
to ning and the school ageraised to ningteen; if only birth pills could be distributed to
Brownies with thar morning milk, and sex education begin in the play school, and
Lady Chatterly's Lover get into the comics, all would yet bewell.' It is at this point
tha | always wake up screaming, so that | never know how the discussion proceeds
andwha isits outcome, if any. (32-33)

| too have participated in televised theological panels. It was andisabominable TV. Bill
Moyers has made philosophical TV tolerable, buteven Moyers recognizes tha theissues
aboutwhich theologianstalk are more removed from contemporary discourse than
psychology, politics, hedling, or even philosophy.He interviews philosophes such as Corndl
West and New Agereligionists such as Joseph Campbdl, butamog never leading mainline
theologians

Andthen there are thesermonson TV. Virtudly every time you hit a Chrigtian TV
channd or program thereis a preacher preaching a sermon. The sermonsvary in ther qudity
butl have foundtha | almog never watch more than two minutes of a televised sermon.
Mog of thetime, | can surf onto another TV wavein less than two seconds Even when | am
depressed andgoonaTV spiritud quest, | won'twatch sermons Andthereasonis smple:
mog TV sermonscome off as baring, strident, and tacky. This week has seen theworldwide
broadcast of Billy Graham's sermons | watched the last hdf of the sermon on Sundgy
evening. It was a goodsermon aboutthe"l am" sayingsin John. And Graham was
wondefully dignified and direct in his presence. | liked thefact that his pulpit wasn't plastic
and tha he smply stoodthere and spokerather than prandng. But | was struck by how
culturaly irrelevant the podium seemed. Andfindly, theinvitationto the altar, even asit
tugged at my heart strings seemed anachronistic. My candid evaluation as a theologian of
electronic culture isthat the Church is doing damage to the communication of the Gogd in
electronic culture by continuing to broadcast sermons

| would like to invite thereaders of The Christian Century to a sermontest. | wonde
what percentage of usactudly choo® to listen to sermonson TV for non-professional
reasons. When was the last time you cho to hear somebody preach an entire sermoningead
of watching a sitcom, abdlgame or anews show? I'll be honest. My last TV sermon all the
way throughwas Robet Schuller almog fifteen years ago. | am ssimply unéble to sugain
interest inasermonon TV. My informal poll has reveded tha | am not atypical. In fact, |
watch more than many of my colleagues. The objective datais notin butl have ahund tha
mog of us Protestant and Catholic professiond religionists don'twatch TV sermonsbecause
we don'tlike them. Thedaamight bedifferentif thegreat liberal preachers of ourtime were
onthetube but probably notmuch. Let me beclear: | persondly like goodsermons Infact, |
am persondly akind of church junky. | play the organ every Sundgy and jud basicaly like
church, induding sermons But if those of uswho are by faith committed to theform regard
theform in thedominant communication system of our culture with disdan, what doesit say
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abouttheform? Do mudgcians or dramatists, or athletes, or even pditicianshave such
disdan for the characteristic form they practice? Yet, as a Church, the sermon, an orally
presented short theological essay, is our mog widdy practiced form into which we poura
subgantial percentage of our money and our creative energy as a Christian community. And,
whethe | pasondly likeit or not, the sermon flunks the electronic culture viability test.

It istruethat there are Christianswho watch televised sermonsand, as Stewart
Hoove's research published in Mass-Media Religion has found,some even find them
meaningful. The cultural dilemmafor the highliterate maindream Protestant churchesis,
however, evident. Having margindized the eucharistic liturgy, werise or fall onthe sermon.
Thehigha ontheliteracy scale the sermonis preached, the more problematicitison TV and,
therefore, in eectronic culture. Y et the sermon, shaped by the values of high literate culture,
isthe primary form in which the seminaries train personsfor the communication of the
Gogd.

This test yields even more deadly results when applied to biblical criticism. Biblical
scholarson TV arelikely to beof interest only if they are involved in the study of esoteric
andent doauments such as Qumran or Nag Hammadi. Tha is, themore the program is
assodated with the adventure of therediscovery of antiquity, themore likely it isto be
interesting. Y et the cultural result isthat the distance and irrelevance of the Bible in relation
to contemporary culture is thereby emphasized. Congrudtive historical critical exegesis and
interpretation of thetexts of the Bible in relationto contemporary culture, however, never
even makes it to atelevision program except in sermons And TV sermonsrarely indudeany
sudained historical exegesis. Thus theinterpretive systems tha were developeal for the
explicit pumpose of making the Bible meaningful in the culture have become unusble and
irrdlevant in the dominant cultural communication system of our age

Wha then do we do?Ingead of continuing to invest our energy, our money and our
thoughtin reinvigorating theforms tha have madethe Gogpd boring in eectronic culture,
we could reinvestigae our tradition to discover theforms of thereligionthat will be
meaningful in the communication system of electronic culture and invest our energy in them.
Theenergy of Christian creativity needsto be poured into other forms than the essay and the
sermon. These forms do not comprise the Christian tradition. The Bible, for example, is
ovewhdmingly composed of forms other than thetheological essay and the sermon. Paul's
letters are the only biblical literature that even approximates the theological essay and there
are, at mog, some snippes of sermons Thetradition of the Church has many forms--story,
sacrament, liturgy, song, prayer, icon, poem, proveb, diatribe--that are directly relevant to
this culture and tha will work in its communication system. The current rena ssance of
storytelling and narrative in virtudly every area of Christian thoughtand ministry--narrative
exegesis, narrative theology, narrative preaching, pastoral counsling--is asign of this
recognition. And new forms will emergein theinteraction of Christianity with electronic
communication techndogy. Thiswill only happen, however, if we are willingto leave behind
our exclugve reliance ontheforms of communication that were meaningful in an earlier
culture.

Unfortunaely, ourreliance on theforms of the sermon and the exegdical/theological
essay isonly a symptom of an even more pervasive and complex problem. The Churchis
committed to the communication system it developed for ministry in the print culture of the
18th and 19th century. The Church is like the Polish army in those fateful days in September,
1939,when Hitler's blitzkrieg was launched againg it. Hitler sent 14 armored divisonsacross
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the Polish border. The Polish army was committed to thetraditionsof the cavalry and sent 12
cavalry brigades agang the German tanks In thetradition of the great cavalry divisonsof
the Prussian army, the Polish cavalry was molded for warfare as it had been foughtin the
18th and 19th century. When the divisionsof German armor came streaming across the
border, therefore, the Polish generals sent wave after wave of cavalry, men mounted on
horses, againg thetanks Thebattle lasted aboutthree weeks. Thefieldsof Poland were
choked with the bodies of horses and brave men who had goneinto batle with a strategy
formed for warfare in a previouspeiod.

Today the Church goesinto spiritud batle in an electronic culture, seeking to
communicate the Gogd in anew cultural environment. Into a culture dominaed by
television, films, CD's, and computers, the Church continues to pursueits strategies that were
developal for a culture in which books joumds like The Christian Century, and rhetorical
addresses were the mog powerful means of mass communication. The basic el ements of the
present system are familiar. The Church isformed as a nework of local churchesin which
thereading and interpretation of booksis the central commonritud. Its network of scholars
employed in seminaries and universities produe a steady stream of booksand articles. The
books articles, and printed curricula are published and distributed by the system of church
presses for the network of local pastors and churches. Described as a communication system,
the Church is aliterate oral communication system designed for maximal produdionand
distribution of sermonsand essays.

Theintellectud systems for theinterpretation of the tradition are in turn formed for
the produdion of daatha will be meaningful in that communication system: argument,
sorting of daa according to criteria of historicity and theological rationdity, and authoritative
interpretation onthe basis of mastery of theliterature. The primary criterionfor meaningin
this system isthe ability to engagein critical theological reflection. Thecommunity is
organized as aliterary hierarchy in which authority is directly related to thelevel of acquired
degrees which are in turn granted for the degree of mastery of the communication system of
reading and writing.

As the system now chums out more masters and doctors trained in book produdion,
many of whomare or will be unanployed and unable to use their hard-won skills, themajor
Protestant Churches are in a spiral of declinetha approximates the patern of acrippled
airplaneonits way to theground.We are writing more and more booksthat are read by fewer
and fewer people with less and lessimpact on theculture. A major reason tha mainline
churches are declining istha personswho live in éectronic culture are notinterested in
paticipaing in the churches communication system. The mainline Protestant churches are
failing to communicate the Gogd effectively to the youngpeople of the electronic age
because we are throwing sermonsand theology books at them. Like the Polish cavalry, we
are dyingin this culture.

At the same time, the Church'seffort to form aviable communication system for the
authentic communication of the Christian traditionin electronic mediais virtudly non
existent. The maingream Protestant churches have given up even trying to communicate to
personswho live in electronic culture throughelectronic media. In fact, because of the budge
crisis created by the aging of its literate culture constituency, the Protestant and Catholic
churches are now redudng ther already minimal efforts to develop electronic cultural
ministries. TheFaith and Values cable nework istheonly viable distribution el ectronic
distribution system of the mainline churches and it isin trouble because of inadequae church



Published in Journal of Theology (United Theological Seminary) 99 (1995): 90-102.

suppot. In both Protestant and Catholic seminaries, programs in el ectronic communication
are beng cut back or discontinued. And the presses, while beginning to produce and
distribute some audio and video tapes, pourvirtudly al of thar editoria energy into the
produdion and distribution of books This policy isthefundiond equivalent of the Polish
military strategists who boughtmore horses rather than investing in tanks Infact, the
priorities in theway the maor Protestant churches spend thear intellectud, creative, and
finanda capital intheformation of acommunication system have not basically changed
since the 19th century.

Why is this hgppening? There are times when it looks as if we have simply shutour
eyesto therealities of theworld aroundusand have decided tha we will smply plow ahead
regardless of the consequences. In fact, however, my condusonistha thisisan act of
commund faith. Like the executives at Nationd Cash Register who argued that the company
should continueto produce cash registers rather than switch to computers (fortunaely for
NCR they log), the Church is continuing to place its faith in its mog recent traditionsrather
than recognizing thar cultural relativity. The undelying conviction driving this appaently
obdute cycle of ingfectivenessisfaith. Thefaith istha if we continueto bdievein the
tradition andto invest our energy in wha we developeal in the past, we will in theend prevail.
Thememory of the Polish cavalry haunts me.

Y et in other areas, we steadily affirm that rigorousthoughtand critical andysisis of
the greatest importance. It istime, therefore, to doacritical andysis of the Church's present
communication system and of theforms of communication in which we have placed our
faith. We need to identify thetheory, the cultural history, and thetheological andinditutiond
presuppostionsof our present communication system. The system needsthen to be
rigoroudy evaluaed in the context of themission of the Church in theemerging globd
electronic culture. In light of thisandysis, new systems need to be developed that will
communicate the Gogd faithfully and effectively in this new cultural environment.
Componaents of that new system may be local use of video and computers as an integral part
of congregaiond life, electronic produdion and distribution systems, the formation of
multimedia trand ationsand interactive commentaries on the Bible, training and educationd
ingitutionsstructured aroundel ectronic communication systems, a satellite system for
worldwide trangmission of audio and video programs, and systems of thoughtthat will
reinterpret the Chrigtian tradition for pog-literate culture by theintegral use of musc, image
and narrative.

Whether the Church is so wedded to its present system tha changecannothappen
withoutfurther eroson of its ministry remainsto be seen. My life experience and andysis of
the powersinvested in the maintenance of the present system make me skeptical in the short
run. My observationtha Godis appaently dow but endlessly creative makes me optimistic
in thelongrun. At some point, however, we mug begin to identify the problem and to
develop systematic ways of addressing it. The aternative istha we will see empty and
abandonel Protestant churches strewing Americas landscape like the horses and men of the
Polish cavary onthefieldsof Poland.

In theendthe question istheappropriate location of ourfaith. Is our faith
appropriately placed in the systems formed by our mog immediate predecessors? Is our
present strategy of resistance to television and el ectronic culture a defense of the Christian
tradition or of the values of the high literate culture of the Enlightenment? To what degree are
our present systems-scholars produdng theological and exegetical treatises and preachers
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ddivering rhetorical addresses organized aroundtheological arguments--culturally relative to
the communication culture in and for which they were formed? Are new systems needed that
will beviable andfaithful in the pog-literate, electronic culture tha is emerging as the
dominant culture in theworld?

Of course, there are no simple answers to these questions One cannotsimply throw
away the old forms and systems and build new ones. Andysis of the Church'srespong to
earlier shiftsin communication systems such as the Reformation make it clear tha theold
forms and systems do not disappear. Ingead they both continueand are reformed into a new
synthesis. Thus nethe medieval chant norallegorical exegesis of the Vulgate disappeared.
They were, however, integrated into a new synthesis tha was domnaed by hymns
literal/figural exegesis of theorigind Greek and Hebrew texts, and the mass distribution of
new vernacular trandations The communities of the Reformation and the Counter-
Reformation also formed new systems of communication--presses, seminaies, and avast
network of schools and universities--and new systems of interpretation for the new print
culture. In an andogousmanner, significant e ements of thetraditionwill continueto be
meaningful in the future while other elements will declinein importance. This sorting of new
and old wineand old and new skinsisimmensaly complex. Simple formulas or redudionist
solutionswill notaccomplish thetask. Theanswer can only emerge outof an intensve
reexamination of thetraditionsof the Church in their cultural contexts and a clear headed
commitment to effective and viable communication of the Gogpd in thisnew culture andits
dominant system of communication.

Critical reflection on theforms and media of communication in the history of
Chrigtianity fromthe Jerusalem coundl to Niceato Trentto Vatican |1 reveals a clear patern.
Theanswer to effective missionin anew communication culture is not a steady reaffirmation
that the source of therenewal of the Church will be further investment in the forms and
systems of communication that were developed for the Church'smissionin an earlier culture.
Theway forward isto form anew system tha is designed for ministry and missionin the new
culture. The Christian Church in the electronic culture of thelate 20th century needsto do
significant theological reflection onthePolish cavalry.

Quotationsfrom an article by JohnP. Burgess, assodate for theology with the Presbyterian
Church (U.S.A)). in TheChristian Century, March 8,1995,Vol 112 No.8.



