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\ fichelangelo and Rembrandt
lVldepicted him bearded and robed,
seated and downcast, absorbed with
inexpressible grief. His hand cradles his
face, wrinkled from a lonely and thank-
less vocation. He was threatened, put on
trial, imprisoned, publicly humiliated
and thrown into a pit. He is Jeremiah,
"the weeping prophet," who announced
the Lord's judgment on Judah and called
on Hebrews to repent of their sins and
renew their covenant with Yahweh.

The word jeremiad entered our lexi-
con in 1780, referring to a narrative of
declension that, like the prophecies of
Jeremiah, identifies symptoms of decline,
contrasts the degenerate present with a
virtuous past, and calls for reform and

repentance. Other scholars have treated
the jeremiad before; Andrew R.
Murphy's contribution here is to distin-
guish two types of American jeremiad:
the traditionalist, which uses the past as a
model, and the progressive, which uses
the past as a promise and birthright. The
former is based on empirical facts while
the latter is based on ideals.

A professor of political science at
Rutgers University, Murphy uses this
typology to examine the speeches of
Puritans (Increase Mather, William
Stoughton), Civil War-era figures
(Henry Ward Beecher, Frederick Doug-
lass) and leaders of the Christian right
(Pat Robertson, James Dobson, Richard
John Neuhaus, Pat Buchanan). The jere-
miads of all these figures share a dialec-
tic of despair and hope; the goal of social,
political and religious mobilization; and
a belief that the United States is a chosen
nation, blessed and burdened by its
covenant with God. However trouble-
some biblically, the American jeremiad
serves a critical function in our national
identity. If the U.S. is a modern,day
Israel, then when its people stray from
"the path of rightly ordered politics and

society, the consequences are not merely
social and political but world-historical,
even transcendent, in nature."

We can no more rid ourselves of the
jeremiad than we can rid ourselves of
apple pie, baseball and jazz. But Murphy
tries. He aims to demythologize the gold-
en age of our founding period, to chasten
"zealous nationalism" by offering "pro-
phetic realism," and to loosen the reli-
gious orthodoxy underwriting the entire
narrative. In short, he elevates the pro-
gressive jeremiad-delivered by Abra-
ham Lincoln, Franklin Roosevelt, Martin
Luther King, Bill Moyers and Jim
Wallis-because the alternative's "use of
the past is too limiting, its view of the
present too despairing, its vision for the
future too divisive." The traditionalist
jeremiad, he says, "remains imprisoned
in an exclusionary . . . white European
Judeo-Christian paradigm."

Murphy is not blinkered by his advo-
cacy for the progressive jeremiad. He
cautions the reader against "the impres-
sion that there is a'true' narrative wait-
ing to be discovered, a story that is more
'authentic' to the evidence of American
history than that of its opponents."
Neither type of jeremiad has a complete
narrative or privileged access to the past;
they are both colored by their political
agendas. "They tell us far more about the
present situation in which their rhetoric
is produced, deployed, and consumed
than about the past that they supposedly
describe and evoke," Murphy writes.

Prodigal Nation sharpens our under-
standing of America's narrative imagina-
t ion and civ i l  re l ig ion.  g iv ing proper
historical scope to our narrow contem-
poraneity. Murphy's fine analysis
equipped me to recognize how President
Obama's victory speech in Chicago was
tethered to the progressive jeremiad,
with its sunny "Yes we can" optimism
about the nation's promise. "If there is
anyone out there who still doubts that
America is a place where all things are
possible," Obama proclaimed, "who still
wonders if the dream of our founders is
alive in our time, who still questions the
power of our democracy, tonight is your
answer." In his celebratorv moment.

Reviewed by Christopher Benson, a freelance
writer from Denver, Colorado.

3B

Anglican Studies
A NEW PATH TO

A Flexihle hogram far Full or Part Time Stady
, A p arlnenhip 0f the Di,cese 0f R1cheste\ C\lgate

Rochester C1oler Divinit! Schlol, tild The General
Theological Seninory

, Jmuu! a4d Septeiltbet SlatuIJp Dates

., Degree hograms-ilLDiv,, M.A., CeilWates

, U nique 0p port unities-Theologhtl Excellenu

, Ecumnical Schoul with Anglicm Concentration

C0NTACT USr

For Bore informrtion abouttle Arglicu'

Strdles Certiticate Progrrm! please coltacti

The ReY. Catron Dr, C, Denhe Yrrbrough
Director olArglican Studies

C0lgate R0chest€r Crozer DiyiDity Scho0l
ll00 Sooth Goodnrtr

Roc!€saerJ New York 14620 ,

illovrNG?
lF gou've mov@d or or@ plon-

ning to mov@, pl@os@ lot us

knou,r.

Send us o copv of gour moil-

ing lobel ond Vour n@ur

oddress or giv@ us o coll ot

r (800) 2o8-4o97.

Pleose ol loul  s ix to eighE

u;@@ks For on oddress chong@

Eo become effective.

Christian Century May r9, zoog



but Coffin had his own share of such
vigor. The printed sermons are no
match, of course, for actually hearing
Coffin preach, yet it is easy to imagine
how their many short, angular phrases
and hard-hitting expressions could well
have served as choreography for
Coffin's pulpit ballet.

As befits Coffin's Presbyterian her-
itage, the vast majority of these sermons
are biblical, drawn directly from the lan-
guage and themes of particular texts.
They are, however, not so much the intri-
cate scrimshaw of a careful exegete as
the broad thematic landscapes of an
artist who sees scripture as a grand
panorama of divine action. For Coffin,
the Bible was less a collection of details
and more a sweeping narrative of a
fiercely loving God determined to bring
a wounded creation to shalom and jus-
tice, and for Coffin preaching was the
voice of a human gathered up into this
redemptive intention.

If there is a surprise in this volume, it
is how profoundly christological and
theologically orthodox the sermons are.
Generating Coffin's sometimes radical
polit ics and undergirding his always
edgy commitments to disarmament,
racial harmony, sexual openness and
economic justice was a neo-orthodox
spirit and a rock-ribbed conviction that
because God is in Christ reconciling the
world, following Jesus is the whitewater
adventure of a l ifetime. One often
hears in these sermons the voices of
Barth and the Niebuhrs whispering in
the background, and even occasional
echoes of the frontier revivalist assur-
ing his hearers, as Coffin does in one
sermon, "You can take what seems like
a defeat at the hand of Satan and turn it
into the occasion for the victory God
always had in mind for you."

These sermons were preached during
the halcyon days of folksy, narrative
preaching in the American pulpit, but
Coffin seems to have fashioned his style
from older timbers. The occasional well-
turned anecdote appears, of course, but
the rhetorical energy of these sermons
flows mainly from two other springs.
First, almost every sermon forms itself
around at least one well-chosen literary
citation. Typical, and a Coffin favorite, is
G. K. Chesterton: "The world does not

lack for wonders, only for a sense of won-
der." Second, there is Coffin's own knack
for coining the pithy phrase. According
to journalist Ben McGrath, Coffin once
teased Joseph Lieberman, "Joe, you're
an orthodox Jew and a conservative
Democrat. It would be better if it were
the other way around." About the world
of business he said: "Even if you win a rat
race, you're still a rat!" About sex: "I
hope American Christians wil l
become less Victorian and more
Edwardian, less repressed, more irre-
pressible."

Naturally, not every sermon in this
collection soars. As a preacher I found it
reassuring to encounter a few that simply
meander around and to run across some
hasty three-point productions that con-
firm the homiletical truth that it's easier
to make a list than to craft a sermon.
However. the rare flat sermon in this col-
lection serves only to highlight the multi-
tude of sparkling gems.

As for the volume as a whole, the
only additional feature I would recom-

mend is historical notation for the ser-
mons. It would be helpful, for example,
to follow the development of Coffin's
stance toward nuclear arms as it evolved
in his preaching; fascinating to be
reminded of the context for the occa-
sional references to Jeb Magruder (who,
in testimony before a Senate committee,
pointed to Coffin's antiwar activity as
partial justification for his own Water-
gate illegalities); and intriguing to know
that the 1981 sermon "Homosexuality,"
in which Coffin denounced homo-
phobia, was preached not out of the blue
but as counterpoint to a sermon declar-
ing homosexuality to be a sin, preached
by an associate pastor at Riverside the
week before, a Sunday when Coffin was
away.

If, as John Ames avows, old sermons
are "a record of my life, after all," then
this volume of Coffin's sermons testifies
to a life well-lived, a life of creativity,
rhetorical brilliance, fidelity to the
gospel, wide-ranging influence and
courage.
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In this compelling and hard-hitting book,
Long responds to what he sees as the most

substantive challenges facing preaching

today, including the decline in the quai-

ity of narrative preaching; the tendency

of preachers to ignore God's action and
presence in our midst; the return of the

church's old nemesis, gnosticism; and the

absence of  eschatology in the pulpi t .

Once again, Long demonstrates why he

remains one of the most thoughtful and
intelligent preachers in America today.

Preaching from Memory to Hope
Thomas G. Long
Paper . 97 80664234225 . $1 9.95
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Obama minimized his lament about the
present in order to invoke "the enduring
power of our ideals: democracy, liberty,
opportunity and unyielding hope" and to
call his listeners "to reclaim the American
Dream and reaffirm that fundamental
truth that out of many, we are one."

Like al l  authors of  progressive jeremi-

ads, Obama showed "extraordinary con-
fidence in the emancipatory potential of
American ideals," a confidence that may
be misplaced-if not idolatrous, from a
Christian perspective. Those of us who
still believe in total depravity know that
the Union is not perfectible because
human nature is not perfectible. What a
prodigal people need is not a redeemer
nation. but a redeemer God. Eschato-
logical skepticism is in order whenever a
politician says, as Obama did, that we can
put our "hands on the arc of history and
bend it once more toward the hope of a
better day."

Vlurphy asks "just how capacious the
progressive jeremiad can be, just how
expansive its birthright, so long as it
remains wedded to an image of the
United States as God's chosen nation."
But the problem is not so much that the
progressive jeremiad is connected to the
idea that the United States is a chosen
nation as that it empties American
exceptionalism of its theological content.
The more pressing question, which
Murphy leaves unexplored, is what hap-
pens when the providentialist context of
our forebears is traded for the secularist
context of present-day American lead-
ers. Jeremiahs of a bygone era spoke
about chosenness. sinfulness and
redemption; Jeremiahs of today retain
the idea of chosenness, but they omit the
God who chooses, they soften sinfulness
as "failings," and they neutralize redemp-
l ion as promise or dest iny.

For a book that is subtitled Moral
Decline and Divine Punishment from
I,{ew England to 9/1 1, Murphy makes
almost no mention of whether heaven
frowns on our secular nation, except to
highlight what he calls "the histrionic
outbursts of marginalized extremists"
(the post-9/11 remarks of Jerry Falwell
and the post-Katrina remarks of New
Orleans mayor Ray Nagin). But is the
jeremiad even rhetorically intelligible or
persuasive without divine punishment?

Pens and Swords: How
the American Mainstream
Media Report the lsraeli-

Palestinian Conflict.
By Marda Dunsky.

Columbia University Press, 456 pp.,
$27.50 paperback.

I  t  the height of  the second Pales-

- /Lt in ian int i fada, Richard Gri f f i ths,
the edi tor ia l  d i rector of  CNN, admon-
ished me: "You have to remember. Walt.
there are two standards of reporting at
CNN. one for Israel and the other for the
rest of the world." Like many in U.S.
news organizations responsible for
Middle East coverage at that t ime,
Griffiths had just taken a terrible beating
from Jewish-American pressure groups
as well as from his own avowedly pro-

Israel management.
In Pens and Swords, Marda Dunsky

comprehensively documents the short-
comings of the mainstream U.S. news
media in their coverage of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict from the turn of the
millennium until 2006. As the former
Arab affairs editor of the Jerusalem
Posr, Dunsky knows well the blatant
social and economic inequities that exist
between the Palestinians and the pros-
perous and well-subsidized Israelis-
who, she points out, would not be living

in a viable state were it not for the $100
bil l ion in U.S. assistance they have
received over the years. Nor is she insen-
sitive to the fact that the Palestinians on
the West Bank and in Gaza live encir-
cled by the Israeli Defense Forces and
have only marginal control over their
own lives.

The book is thoroughly researched
and documents the central issues at the
core of the conflict: the Palestinian
refugee question and the legal right of
return under international law; con-
tention over Jewish settlements that
have been illegally expanded in occupied
Arab lands for decades; the violent sec-
ond Palestinian intifada in the spring of
2002; and U.S. policies that, Dunsky
claims, drive the dispute rather than
helping to resolve it.

Dunsky is at her best when she
reminds us how little reporting out of
Israel deals with the historical and legal
context ofthe expansion ofJewish settle-
ments by Israeli prime ministers, whose
continuing land confiscations daily fuel a
seething Palestinian sense of injustice
and victimization. She begins her chapter
on the settlements bv crvpticallv

Reviewed by Walter Rodgers, who is a former

senior international correspondent for CNN

and was CNN's longest-serving Jerusalem

bureatL chief. He is now a dbtinguished visiting

scholar at James Madison University.
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