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The rhythm is certainly one of the most fundamental characteristics of the
utterance of a language. R.H. Stetson, linguist

Where I come from we say that rhythm is the soul of life, because the whole
universe revolves around rhythm, and when we get out of rhythm, that’s
when we get into trouble. Babatunde Olatunji, drummer

Rhythm might be described as to the world of sound what light is to the world
of sight. It shapes and gives new meaning. Edith Sitwell, poet

Meaning and rhythm are interconnected, bound together in Black preach-
ing, like “white on rice” or as “sweetness is to honey.”
James Henry Harris, professor

As a drummer for more than forty years, I am acutely aware of rhythm. Rhythm
pounds with a thump-thump in my chest and moves with the rise and fall of my
breathing as I awake. I walk with a rhythm in my step and talk with a thythm in my
speech. The rising and setting of the sun is a slow rhythm that shapes my daily life.
Rhythm is in the rain falling, the swish of windshield wipers, and the booming bass
of cars that pass by in my neighborhood. It is in the tick of the clock on my office desk
and the chirp of the bird outside my window. Rhythm becomes embodied as I slap a
goatskin drumhead or shake a gourd rattle. I am surrounded by rhythm.

Having been a preacher for almost thirty years, I noticed there was also rhythm in
my practice of preaching. There were many rhythms, polyrhythms, that I felt
resonating in my bones through the cycle of years as a pastor. Liturgical celebrations
from Advent to Pentecost created a sacred rhythm to the year. The up and down, back
and forth flow of my week had its own pulse. As I prepared and performed a sermon
there were accents and improvisation that gave the sermon my own swing. Syncopa-
tion regularly occurred between text, preacher, congregation, and social context. The
spoken word had a pace, pulse, and pause that gave the sermon a certain “homiletical
musicality.”! I discovered that there was a polyrhythmic character to preaching.

Rhythm can serve preachers as a musical metaphor to reflect on the polyrhythms
of their own practice of preaching.? Rhythm is not just a metaphor for drummers or
musicians. Everyone experiences rhythm in daily life. And in spite of a popular myth,
everyone has rhythm. Some are simply more skilled in the performance of making
rhythm. Every preacher has her or his own preaching rhythms. Awareness of the
diverse cadences of preaching is the beginning of developing the skills of homiletical
polyrhythm. Polyrhythm as a metaphorical groove may lead some preachers to a more
multilayered, lively, and rhythmic understanding and practice of proclamation.
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Polyrhythm and Preaching

West African drumming is characterized by polyrhythm.*> According to Simha
Arom, polyrhythm “consists of the superposition of two or more rhythmic figures,
each articulated in such a way that its constituent configurations (as determined by
accentuation, changing tone colour, or altering durations) will mesh with those of the
remaining figures, and create an effect of perpetual interweaving.” The repetitive
form of polyrhythm has the musical characteristic of an ostinato with “the regular and
uninterrupted repetition of a rhythmic...figure, with an unvarying periodicy underly-
ing it.””* Put simply, polyrhythm is two or more beats played simultaneously and in
repetition, interlocking and creating a complex texture of sound. It is the multiplicity
of interwoven sounds in a repeated pattern that creates not only the richness, but also
the meaning of the polyrhythm.

West African polyrhythm is not improvisational. These rthythms are composed of
traditional parts played by various drums with differing tones. Improvisation is
primarily the performance of the master drummer or soloist, who plays with, over,
within, and through the multilayered polyrhythm. Each rthythm within the polyrhythm
does not stand on its own, but is interconnected with the other rhythms weaving a tonal
tapestry. It is the combination of beats within a polyrhythm that make the rhythm what
it is. One rhythm defines another.® Played alone each singular rhythm does not make
sense. The combination of contrasting, and at times conflicting, thythms within a
polyrhythm provides the creative tension that drives the beat and gives it a dynamic
energy. The skilled drummer must not only be able to play the various parts of a
polyrhythm, but play one part in concert and tension with the other parts. Preaching
is polyrhythmic. It is more than the isolated preacher performing a solo improvisation
on a Sunday morning. Preaching is a complex interplay of diverse rhythms that
converge and interlock to create a multilayered practice.” There are many rhythms that
converge to create polyrhythmic preaching within the lilt of the liturgy and the swing
of the sermon. These diverse rhythms of preaching are neither performed nor
understood on their own, but are interconnected in a multidimensional practice. These
homiletical rhythms interpenetrate, interlock, and entrain with one another to form the
polyrhythm of preaching. The preacher plays the sermon with, over, within, and
through this homiletical symphony.

The Lilt of Liturgy

Congregational preaching is set within the context of the liturgy.? Music might
seem to be the most explicit place one might turn to in a discussion of thythm in liturgy.
Synchronization of music and preaching is an obvious arena for examining liturgical
rhythm. But, there is a silent rhythm that pulses in the order and patterns of worship
and liturgy themselves. Worship and liturgy provide the underlying rhythms that are
crucial to the preaching performance. The fixed patterns of liturgy are foundational
movements within and through which preaching finds its groove. The musicality and
lilt of liturgy are found particularly in its repetitive patterning.

Repetition is a basic part of liturgy, ritual, and music. It is a distinguishing feature
of African and African-American music.’ Jazz, blues, gospel, and rock music, which
have their roots in African music, are particularly structured by repetition. West
African polyrhythms are formed, like the patterns of African cloth, by repetition. In
woven cloth the repeated pattern forms the fabric into a meaningful whole. In

38 Journal for Preachers



percussive rhythm the repetitive pattern of beats is essential to the meaning of the
rhythm.!°

Repetition is an essential characteristic of ritual and liturgy.!' The celebration of
Christian holy days recurs within a yearly cycle. Worship, prayer, Eucharist, and
homily occur regularly within a weekly pattern.'? There is even repetition with certain
rituals and liturgy (e.g., saying “Amen.”). Repetition serves numerous functions,
which include formative, constituting a collective identity and experience;'
performative, conveying meaning to participants and observers;'* communal, allow-
ing full participation; and transcendental, moving beyond the words or rite to an
experience of the divine (e.g., mantras).”® Ritual repetition, like the repetition of
drumming rhythms, is essential to its meaning.

Ritual and liturgy can become performative icons through which to catch a
glimpse of the divine, rhythms that give sacred meaning and movement to worship.
The long, low rhythm of the ritual observance of the Christian year is like the
underlying bass line in music. Bass drum (djun djun) patterns in West African
drumming are often longer rhythms that establish a foundation for the drums with
higher pitches. The deep rhythm of the Christian year provides a slow, cyclical pulse
that underlies the changing tones of the weekly liturgy.

The Christian year re-presents the movement and rhythm of salvation history
embodied in the Christ-event: his first coming, birth, life, death, resurrection, ascen-
sion, exaltation, sending of the Spirit, second coming, and eternal reign. The prelude
of Advent, the procession of Christmas, the march of Epiphany, the dirge of Lent, the
stillness of Good Friday, the cymbal crash of Easter, and the cacophony of Pentecost
create a cyclical pattern that moves the body of Christ to a sacred, embodied, liturgical
rhythm. The shifting themes and moods of the Christian year provide the preacher a
perennial movement that supports the rhythm of the weekly liturgy.

The liturgy of weekly worship has its own rhythm. The structure of the worship
service is arhythm made up of the elemental beats of processional, song, silence, word,
water, praise, prayer, movement, Eucharist, offering, benediction, and recessional.'®
These elements create a sacred syncopation. Regular attendance at weekly worship
engrains a liturgical rhythm within us. When the order of service is altered there is an
almost unconscious awareness of a change in the rhythm of worship. If you have ever
visited another congregation after attending your own for a long time, you may sense
differences in the worship structure or style before you cognitively recognize the
dissimilarity. It feels different. Like drum rhythms, liturgical rhythms become
embedded within us. Broadening the worship sensibilities of a congregation may play
arole in opening the congregation to other people’s rhythms. Changing the rhythms
of worship calls for careful consideration. Preachers, pastors, and liturgists should be
aware of the rhythmic sensibilities of the congregation as they preach and construct
liturgies, but also be willing to risk new liturgical syncopations and backbeats.

Polyrhythmic Liturgy and Preaching

Mark Taylor has presented a polyrhythmic modality of liturgy and Word. He
advocates a “polyrhythmic sensibility” within the church’s liturgical practices, which
can open congregations to new rhythms of worship.!” Taylor draws upon the
polyrhythmic worship practices of Caribbean diasporic cultures as a means of
engagement with the world, adoration through collective performance and celebra-
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tion, remembrance of the story of Jesus, experience of social liberation, and resistance
to empire. Caribbean worship, drawing from its African sensibility, is intensely
communal. Within community, Word and Spirit are “replayed” as they move through
the members of the congregation (in sermon, story, or song) and repeated with
variations on the theme becoming a “rhythm word.”*® This polyrhythmic mode of
worship defies the binary rhythms that divide Word and Spirit. Through rhythmic
repetition in communal performance, Word and Spirit intensify, creating “polymor-
phic complexities that defy mere binary rhythms.”"

In polyrhythmic modes of worship the locus of the God-experience is the body.
Taylor is convinced that embodied praise and polyrhythmic practice are essential for
effecting social emancipation and resistance to empire. A polyrhythmic sensibility
honors the drum; allows the drum’s rhythms to pervade the whole gathering of the
community in worship; nurtures the flourishing of a diversity of rhythms (musical
styles); and thrives when people give their bodies to the rhythm.?

Taylor has tapped into a cross-cultural, embodied, polyrhythmic, world-engaging
understanding and practice of worship and Word. His theo-musical reflections are
more than a call for diversity in worship style or the addition of rhythm in congrega-
tions formed by binary rhythms. His understanding of “polyrhythmic sensibility”
leads to emancipatory adoration. Without denying the implications of Taylor’s thesis
for liberative, multicultural worship, I am suggesting that a polyrhythmic sensibility
for preaching recognizes that the divine pulse beats through the multiple rhythms that
make up the patterns of Word and worship. It is not simply the rhythm of the Other or
the “exotic” that can be transformative. Polyrhythmic preaching can tap into the
emancipatory potential within the diverse rhythms (i.e. liturgy, hermeneutic, context,
language, performance) that constitute the polymorphic practice of preaching.

The Swing of the Sermon

Within many African cultures rhythm and word are interconnected. This is rooted
in the relationship between language and drumming, which was noted earlier. Léopold
Senghor states:

...rhythm is indispensable to the word: rhythm activates the word; it is its
procreative component. Only rhythm gives it (the word) its effective
fullness; it is the word of God, that is, the rhythmic word, that created the
world.”!

African languages have been described as “tonal” languages, through which
different pitches determine meaning.”? Drums create tones that replicate language.
Thus, drums are often used to communicate messages from village to village or to tell
a story. A master Dagbamba drummer has stated that it is absurd to play a “talking
drum” unless the player can speak the native language of Dagbani, since every sound
has meaning not only as music, but also as language.? It was this ability of the drum
to “talk” that led white slave masters in North America to legally ban the use of the
drum among African slaves. * Drumming could call together slaves to plan rebellion.
Although the drum had difficulty surviving in some areas of the African Diaspora,
rhythm continued to be manifest in body, song, and the word. Poetry within certain
African cultures is embedded in polyrhythmics. Like polyrhythmic drumming, poetry
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uses multiple language forms, secondary rhythms, and repetition to create meaning.”
A rhythmic understanding of the word is particularly evident in Black preaching.”
Theomusicologist Jon Michael Spencer makes a direct connection when he says,

The ‘drumming’ of traditional black preaching (like that of black rapping)
includes kinetic, linguistic, and metric manifestations, which together
create a polyphonic multimetricity equivalent to that of African rhythm.?”’

There is a “homiletical musicality” to Black preaching based in the rhythms of
traditional African life.?® Evans Crawford describes preaching rhythmically as “holi-
ness in timing.”? He uses the word “timing” to describe the musical qualities he
examines concerning African American preaching. James Henry Harris recognizes
cadence and rhythm to be uniquely combined in African American preaching.** Harris
recognizes the indispensability of rhythm to the preached word in Black preaching.
Rhythm and word come together in a distinctive manner within African American
preaching.

The dialogical character of some African drumming is found in both the under-
standing of drumming as a form of communication that “conversational” relationship
between rhythms within a polyrhythm.®! Dialogue is also characteristic of both
African music and African American preaching.’2 Henry Mitchell goes so far as to say
that “without dialogue, there is no distinctively Black sermon, it is just that crucial to
Black preaching.”** Dialogue requires some form of conversation between speaker
and listener. Call and response, a musical modality found within some African music,
has shaped the dialogical nature of African American preaching. The rhetorical
rthythm is heard in audible responses to the preacher, such as “Well?” “Help ‘em,
Lord!” “Amen!” or “Hallelujah!” that at times may be punctuated by musical
instruments. This back-and-forth rhythmic conversation between preacher and con-
gregation reflects the call and response chants and drumming signals within certain
forms of African music.

James Snead makes reference to the “cut” as a rhythmic speech form found in
African American preaching with a counterpart in African music.* The “cut” relies on
repetition by abruptly moving back to a previous pattern or phrase. James Brown is
known for using the “cut” in his music. Following a cue, vocal or percussive beats, the
music will shift to a “bridge” or new mode, then, with another signal, the music “cuts”
back to the original tempo or chord progression. In preaching, the “cut” may be as
simple as a repetitive phrase (e.g., Praise God!) that interrupts the flow of the sermon,
but which creates a rhythmic pattern to the proclamation.

Another rhythmic form within the African American preaching is known as “the
hoop.” It is characterized by “vocal gymnastics that require gasping for air, panting,
long pauses, or rapid speech...Articulation is marked by elongation of vowels,
repetition of phrases or initial consonants, or omission of word endings” that leads to
an emotional and spiritual intensification.*® The practice of hooping in some ways
reflects the repetitive, rhythmic intensification of the drumming that often leads to
spirit possession that is found in Yoruban culture and its counterpart in Cuban Santeria.

Other rhetorical practices in African American preaching, such as repetition of
phrases, alliteration, acceleration of pace, vocal dynamics, and linguistic and thematic
improvisation have their rhythmic counterparts in African drumming.* Repetition
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occurs in the normal course of the sermon. Texts, sayings, or other “significant
statements are restated for emphasis, memory, impact, and effect.”>” As Inoted earlier,
repetition assists in clarifying meaning in some forms of African drumming. Repeti-
tion in African American preaching serves to produce, energize, and instill meaning.

When I teach drumming to beginners I tell the students that everyone has rhythm.
We all heard and felt the constant rhythm of our mother’s heartbeat for close to nine
months. One does not have to be an African or African American to have rhythm. It
is just that rhythm becomes more highly developed in some cultures and people than
others. Rhythm exists in sermons outside the African American preaching tradition.
It may be less developed or subtler, but there is thythm there nonetheless. There is
rhythm in the “movements” or “homiletical plot” of well-constructed sermons.®
Rhythm resides in the pulse of language, phrasing, punctuation, pause, and pace.
Every sermon has a rhythm and can be constructed in such a way as to enhance its
rhythmic qualities.

Preparing to “perform” the sermon involves practicing the sermon’s pulse and
pace. Thomas Long entitled a section of his seminal book on preaching “Finding the
Rhythm,” which is about rehearsing the sermon aloud. Speaking the sermon aloud
places the preaching in the role of listener. Long says, “Listening to our own sermon
being spoken makes us aware of the rhythms, movements, and intrinsic timing of the
sermon in ways that studying notes or a manuscript can never do.”* Rehearsing aloud
is a means of hearing and sensing the swing of the sermon.

Finding Your Polyrhythm

“Finding your voice” has become a metaphor for learning to express your own
distinctive self in preaching.” “Finding your preaching voice” is the path that leads
preachers to bring to the practice of preaching all the various elements of their own
uniqueness. Having a voice does not indicate a monotone. Through the preacher’s one
voice is expressed not only the polyphony of his or her own experience, but also the
conversation that the preacher has had with text, theology, liturgy, congregation,
community, and world. These elements are shaped by the preacher’s own voice.

Using the metaphor of polyrhythm, the preacher brings together the diverse
rhythms of text, contexts, liturgy, sermon construction, performance, and personality
to create a complex polyrhythm. As with drumming polyrhythms, these various
homiletical rhythms interlock, create tensions, play off each other, and converse in
type of call and response, while at the same time they are heard as one specific thythm
in the preaching event. Each rhythm has its meaning only within the complex structure
of the polyrhythm. Each homiletical rhythm (i.e., text, context, liturgy, personality,
etc.) does not stand alone, but is understood only within its relationship to the other
rhythms. For example, the meaning of the biblical text is interconnected with the
contemporary context. Meaning is constructed in a call and response conversation
between text and context, then and now, biblical world and contemporary world.

The interaction of diverse hermeneutical and homiletical rhythms gives the text
and the sermon its meaning to all those involved in the preaching conversation. It is
the conversation and energy from the interactions of the various thythms within
polyrhythmic drumming that communicates its meaning and causes the dance. It is the
preacher’s own creativity and energy in bringing together the diverse rhythms of the
practice of preaching into a sermonic polyrhythm that communicates sacred meaning
and causes the people to dance.
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