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Preaching, Worship, and Ministry 
 
Introduction: In Search of Testimony and a Preaching Tradition 
 
Testimony: An Old Word in a New Key 
 

Testimony is an old, old word for homiletics. We can hear it in Jesus’ own preaching and 
in the witness of the women at the tomb on Easter morning. We can hear it in the 
apostle Paul’s writings and in the Confessions of Saint Augustine. The history of 
Christian communities, from the earliest church martyrs to Puritan membership rituals to 
contemporary practices of faith sharing, are filled with this ancient Christian pattern for 
incorporating human experience into proclamation: through confession (of what one 
believes) and narration (of what one has seen), believers testify to their faith in Jesus 
Christ. Testimony was and still is a practice of the church open to all believers as a 
means of deepening faith in themselves and others through the passionate witness of 
life and expression. Yet it seems to be most alive among marginalized communities, 
where it functions as a powerful practice of proclamation that is often interpreted as 
preaching. 
 
The very first Christians considered testimony a form of preaching every bit as important 
as the public oration. As church historian Ronald E. Osborn writes, the personal 
testimony of one individual to another, no matter how emotional or stammering, was “the 
leading edge of witness” and “the dominant form of speech to outsiders.”1 The testimony 
of martyrs such as Perpetua, Felicitas, and Eulalia held a particular place of honor and 
inspiration among the faithful; nothing was considered more convincing than the words 
of a witness willing to sacrifice her good name and even her life for the sake of the 
gospel. In fact, these martyrdom stories are actually the key to the derivation of the 
word: the word witness is derived from the Latin testis (a witness who testifies or swears 
on his virility, literally his “testes,” as proof of honesty), and was later absorbed into the 
Greek marturia (the witness as “martyr” who swears on his or her life, thereby blending 
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testis with the root smer—“to remember,” “to deliberate with much care,” and “to be able 
to tell”).2 In the most literal and corporeal sense, testimony is passionate truth-telling. 
 
Many contemporary homileticians mention testimony in passing, but few engage it in any 
depth, perhaps because it carries an evangelical flavor and fervor that some find 
distasteful. In feminist homiletical literature, testimony is a virtually untapped resource.3 
These are curious omissions that need to be addressed, for at least three reasons. 
First, testimony is a practice of the church with a long and vibrant history that in and of 
itself deserves greater attention. Yet the fact that testimony has been a practice of 
proclamation particular to marginalized Christians, including women, raises issues that 
homiletics and feminist homiletics would do well to explore. Why has the ancient practice 
of testimony survived and thrived in some churches while it has all but disappeared from 
others? Why is testimony recognized as a preaching practice of great power by 
marginalized Christian communities but so often ignored by homileticians who teach 
preaching in mainline seminaries? Why have women been allowed to testify when they 
have been forbidden to preach, and how have women negotiated the line between 
preaching and testimony? What is the nature of authority, power, and experience in 
testimony, and why is testimony a form of proclamation? As a practice, testimony raises 
many fascinating questions vital to homiletics and feminist homiletics— yet to date, 
these fields have shown little interest in raising them. 
 
Second, testimony is appearing with greater frequency in the work of biblical scholars 
and theologians. Paul Ricoeur’s seminal essay “The Hermeneutics of Testimony” (1980) 
was one of the first to explore testimony as the distinctive Christian hermeneutic; the 
witness character of testimony has always been a provocative and rich paradigm for 
New Testament studies.4 Yet testimony is surfacing now in the work of Old Testament 
scholars as well. Walter Brueggemann’s magisterial Theology of the Old Testament 
(1997), a work that draws heavily on post-modern scholarship, is organized around the 
concept of testimony: the character and mode of theological claim in the Old Testament, 
Brueggemann argues, is one of testimony, and the process of theological utterance and 
thought can be understood in terms of a testimony-dispute-advocacy model.5 Perhaps 
sensing the void in homiletics concerning testimony, Brueggemann develops his idea 
further in a book specifically geared for preachers, in which he speaks of preaching as 
“decentered testimony” in times of exile.6 Yet despite this biblical turn to testimony, the 
field of homiletics—testimony’s family of origin—is silent. 
 
Third, testimony is becoming more critical to the work of feminist theologians and 
scholars of all kinds. The word crops up with surprising regularity, in the work of literary 
critics like Elaine Showalter to that of poets and activists like Carolyn Forché.7 You can 
find it in feminist theologians Mary McClintock Fulkerson (Changing the Subject, 1997) 
and Rebecca Chopp (The Power to Speak, 1989), who use testimony to wrestle with the 
place of women’s experience in theological discourse and proclamation.8 Feminists 
everywhere, it seems, are giving serious consideration to testimony as a practice that 
pushes the boundaries of women’s subjectivity—everywhere, that is, but in the field of 
homiletics. 
 
I have to wonder about this. Why has contemporary homiletical theory said so little about 
a practice so integral to the tradition of preaching? Why has feminist homiletical theory 
paid such scant attention to a theory that is making waves in other fields of feminist and 
theological inquiry? Could the marginal location and character of testimony have 
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something to do with the silence? Does testimony challenge our assumptions about 
preaching in ways that are too disruptive, too dangerous, to explore? 
 
A Preaching Tradition . . . for Women and Men 

 
Testimony lies at the intersection of a conversation between homiletics, biblical studies, 
theology, and church history. It invites us to rethink proclamation as a marginal practice 
of the church, and to rethink our ideas about freedom, power, and difference. 
 
In short, here is what I hope to show you in this book: When we stand at the intersection 
of that four-way conversation about testimony, we can see the contours of a women’s 
preaching tradition, part of a long history of preaching by marginalized Christians. And 
this tradition has enormous potential for our postmodern context. 
 
But here is something else I hope to show you: Whether you are a woman or a man, this 
tradition is yours—and it matters! 
 
 
Let me be very direct here. At first, I thought I was writing a book for women, that only 
women would read. I figured there might be a few sympathetic men out there who would 
read it in solidarity, or because they are related to me, but I didn’t believe that testimony 
would hold much interest for men. That, of course, was before I actually talked to them 
about it. The pastors I have spoken with, both men and women, have taught me that 
testimony has everything to do with us. It is for all of us. I may have happened upon it at 
a particular historical and theological intersection, but that is certainly not the only place 
to locate testimony. Testimony springs up in marginal communities everywhere. 
Marginally located Christians have always known this. And as the so-called mainstream 
churches in the North American context get pushed farther and farther away from the 
power center they once enjoyed, these marginally located Christians will have much to 
teach their newly marginal sisters and brothers. . . .What do we have in common with a 
bunch of obscure women preachers from the pages of history? More than we know. And 
they have wisdom to teach us that in my opinion is long overdue. In fact, I will go so far 
as to claim that these women bring into focus a preaching tradition that is of greater use 
and value to the contemporary church than many of those that currently hold sway. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
 
 “This is a delicate, artistic blockbuster of a book that is sure to alter our thinking, our 
talk, and our practice of preaching. Florence brings subtle theological thought to her 
argument, but by the end of the book her words soar and sing with concrete speech and 
with practical theology of a most practical kind. The utterance that Florence sounds 
and invites cannot be left unsaid. Preachers will find in this book a guide, a companion, 
and a goad to fresh truth-telling.” 
—Walter Brueggemann, author of Mandate to Difference: An Invitation to the Contemporary Church 

 
“Preaching as Testimony is a much anticipated work by one of the brightest scholars in 
homiletics today. Florence shows how the great tradition of women’s testimonial speech 
models an authority for the proclamation of the gospel that does not, at its deepest level, 
require either the invitations or sanctions of the church. Because of this, testimony can 
bring to the church experienced meanings of God’s grace that it needs desperately to hear.” 
—John S. McClure, Charles G. Finney Professor of Homiletics, The Divinity School, 
Vanderbilt University, and author of Preaching Words: 144 Key Terms in Homiletics 

 
“While this warm, intelligent and compelling book by one of America’s outstanding 
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preachers will no doubt find its way into homiletics classrooms across the country, I 
hope that it will not stay there—for this is also a book about religious courage, faithful 
dissent, and the ongoing power of the Holy Spirit to reform the church of Christ. Anna 
Carter Florence’s writing is as fresh as her speech, and neither should be missed by anyone 
who cares about God’s Word.” 
—Barbara Brown Taylor, author of Leaving Church: 
A Memoir of Faith and The Seeds of Heaven: Sermons on the Gospel of Matthew 
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