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Abstract: This article suggests one possible way that perspective criticism, an emerging
methodology within biblical studies, can inform homiletics. Perspective criticism provides the
homiletician with an understanding of why it is that listeners might either condone or condemn a
character in the sermon. This being the case, the preacher can use the planes to either have the
congregation merge with a particular character or be distanced from a particular character.
Undoubtedly, one’s faith tradition shapes how one reads Scripture. When it comes to the
reading of biblical narratives, one’s faith tradition can influence the character in the story with
which one most readily identifies. For example, if Luke 15:11-32 is the text for the sermon, some
denominations have been conditioned to identify with the older brother while others will tend to
identify with the younger brother.1 Yet there may be times in the life of the church that a
congregation needs to identify with a new character in the story. How can the sermon function to
help the congregation move toward seeing itself as a different character in the narrative? This
study seeks to show how perspective criticism, an emerging methodology in biblical studies, can
inform the sermon in such situations.2
Wayne Booth’s evaluation of the novel Emma resulted in literary critics examining how
it is that authors are able to get readers to make favorable judgments about a character when, by
typical standards, the readers should condemn the character’s actions.3 Following Booth, the
work of Boris Uspensky has arguably been the most influential.4 Uspensky proposed that point
of view can be understood as functioning on five planes: ideological, phraseological, spatial,
temporal, and psychological.
The ideological plane addresses whose point of view the author assumes when the author
evaluates the world being described. The phraseological plane explains how a particular phrasing
may represent a shift in point of view. This plane explores the speech patterns of characters and
how a given character might tend to address another character in the story world.
The spatial plane and temporal plane are combined into one chapter.5 The spatial plane
examines the spatial location of the narrator within the story. The narrator may be very close to
the story, narrating intricate details, or the narrator may be far away from that which is being
narrated. The temporal plane concerns where the narrator is in relation to time. In many stories,
the narration is given in past tense. Finally, the psychological plane provides insight into the
character’s inner world, such as what the character felt or saw.
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In addition to these five planes, the informational plane developed by Steinberg has been
used by biblical scholars.6 Yamasaki has explored the implications of the informational plane to
biblical exegesis.7 The informational plane examines the amount of information available to a
character within the story versus the amount of information available to the reader.
Perspective criticism suggests that the narrator’s use of the aforementioned planes
influences the reader’s judgment of a character. A character’s function as either a protagonist or
antagonist is directly tied to the point of view supplied by the narrator to the reader. Certain
techniques can be used by narrators to either merge the reader with a character, thus resulting in
the reader making a positive judgment about a character, or distance the reader from a character,
resulting in the reader making a negative judgment about a character.
As early as the 1970s, biblical scholars began realizing that the planes could aid in the
interpretation of biblical narratives.8 Biblical scholars are just beginning to realize the potential
implications that perspective criticism holds for the interpretation of biblical narratives. 9 The
field of homiletics, however, has not yet fully explored how perspective criticism can inform the
sermon.
Point of View and Preaching
Most discussions of point of view and preaching can trace their lineage back to David
Buttrick’s Homiletic: Moves and Structures.10 Noting that point of view shapes “congregational
consciousness,”11 Buttrick discusses five categories of which the preacher should be aware. First,
Buttrick identifies stance. This is defined as the location from which one speaks. Buttrick
considers one’s location in space as well as one’s location in time. Second, orientation is
explained as the aim of one’s consciousness. Essentially, for Buttrick, this appears to be the
location of the congregation’s focus in the sermon, whether it be Jerusalem, one’s self, or others.
Third, Buttrick discusses distance. Distance can be created spatially, temporally, or emotionally.
Fourth, there is focal field. Using the illustration of a camera, focal field is explained as how near
or far an image is located. Fifth, Buttrick names lens depth. This is defined as the degree of the
self which is involved in the telling. “See the children” is a very different statement from “O
God, we feel utterly helpless.”12 Finally, Buttrick speaks of focal depth. This is “how far we may
be seeing into things and people.”13
Buttrick also observes that perspective is more than angles. Perspective is also attitudinal.
This may manifest itself in the social attitudes of the preacher and congregation. Buttrick’s most
influential assertion was that the same point of view should be held within a move.14 Various
points of view should not be expressed within one move, but rather a move in the sermon should
be expressive of a single point of view.
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Buttrick’s understanding of point of view can be found in more recent homiletical
works. While his understanding of the attitudinal element and the need for a single move to
contain a single point of view are helpful, his six categories seem to overlap. For example, stance
is described as being spatial and temporal, yet “Distance is a peculiar category that is spatial,
temporal, and perhaps even emotional.”16
Much has been written on “point of view” and preaching.17 However, these homiletical
discussions rarely address point of view in the same vein as Booth, Uspensky, and Yamasaki.
Usually, these discussions focus on the located nature of the preacher and congregation. Will the
preacher tell the story from a first-person point of view or a third-person point of view? Is the
point of view of female listeners different from male listeners? Will Caucasian members come to
the sermon with a different point of view than African-American members? While these issues
have been helpful in homiletical discussions, they should not be confused with the issues with
which perspective criticism is concerned.
Perspective criticism provides the reader with a means by which to make judgments
about a character. Even if a narrator does not make explicit statements evaluating a character’s
actions, the readers “may be receiving guidance in a less obvious fashion through the way in
which point of view is being used in the passage.”18 It is my contention that even if a preacher
does not make explicit statements about the actions of a character in a biblical narrative,
perspective criticism is a methodology which provides the preacher with an understanding of
how to give implicit clues which will inform the judgments that a congregation makes about a
given biblical character.
This being the case, perspective criticism provides a way of understanding how the
sermon can function to either merge the congregation with a character or distance the
congregation from a character. 19 Thus, it is possible to use point of view crafting to have the
congregation merge with a character, and then, use a different point of view strategy to have the
congregation become distanced from the character. It might be helpful for the preacher to first
identify the point of view character in the text, and then identify the character with whom the
congregation needs to identify.
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From Text to Sermon
The text used to provide an example will be Luke 10:25-37. Within this parable, a clear
point of view character does not emerge. Rather, the crafting of this story leads the reader to
view these events from the point of view of an objective bystander. This bystander witnesses a
man being stripped and beaten by robbers. The bystander then observes a priest and Levite who
successively pass by on the other side of the road before the man is aided by a Samaritan.
For the purposes of this article, I am primarily concerned with a congregation that has
historically identified itself as the Good Samaritan yet needs to become aware that perhaps they
have become more like the priest or Levite, simply leaving the marginalized on the side of the
road. Therefore, the sermon will function to align the audience with the priest, yet eventually
condemn his actions. One possible way that this can be achieved is by creating what Uspensky
calls “nonconcurrence” between the planes.20 It is possible that some of the planes can be used to
merge the audience with a character, while others can be used to distance the audience from a
character.
In the sermon below, the principles of perspective criticism will be applied in such a way
that the priest is established as the point of view character. Having merged the congregation with
the priest, the congregation will then be distanced from the priest. The sermon will contain
extensive footnotes, explaining how perspective criticism is informing the sermon.
The Sermon
A priest21 walks22 on the road. The smell of sacrificial animals still lingers on his hands.23
As he walks along, he gets a waft of another familiar scent. It’s something he’s quite acquainted
with: blood. As the priest finds the trail of the red substance and follows it with his eyes, it
doesn’t lead back to an animal on an altar but rather to a man in a ditch.24 The priest looks up and
sees the one from whom the blood is flowing.25 As the priest walks nearer to the man he can hear
a faint whimper, loud enough to be indicative of pain yet not quite loud enough to clearly
decipher. He feels that he should stop and do something, but he reasons that it’s not really his
responsibility.26 Whatever his reasoning may be, he walks by on the other side of the road.27
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The priest walked28 on the road. And he kept walking. As he turned away from the man,29
sounds of the man’s pain filled the awkward silence created by neglect.30 The man had a story to
tell. It was a story about the twists and turns of life that sometimes result in being on the side of
the road.31 But the priest didn’t give him the opportunity. Rather than listen to this story, the
priest continued to walk along the twists and turns of the path in front of him.32
How often do we turn away? Perhaps we can think of times that we have “turned down”
someone, but to turn down entails involvement. That is, you’ve heard the story but decided to not
enter the story. Perhaps we are not as guilty of turning down as we are of simply turning away.
We turn away and continue to walk along the path that we prefer—a path of solitude rather than
solidarity, a path of self-reliance rather than self-emptying, and a path of selfishness rather than
selflessness. It’s a choice between egotism and altruism. Which will we choose?
As the priest rounded the corner,33 red mud gave way to black dirt.34 No longer having to
avoid the man’s inconvenient stream of red, the path became predictable. As the priest continued
walking away, the path became safe for him once again. His gait became normal. There was no
need to step around puddles of blood. There was no need for him to walk cautiously, avoiding
potential defilement.
Too often, those on the side of the road become nothing more than a sight in the rearview
mirror. Yet we continue to speed away because “objects in mirror are closer than they appear.”
We long for a path more familiar—one that is replete with privileged, pretty people. On the
familiar path, we don’t have to worry about bloodstains on our shoes or the defilement of our
holy garments.
The priest became a small sight in the distance as he hiked over the hill.35 Surely, he must
have had places to go, things to do, and people to see. The man on the side of road did not fit into
this prefigured plan.
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Perhaps this is our great problem. Those who are successful in the eyes of the world are
often busy people. Their calendars are booked-up for weeks, if not months, in advance. Who has
time for the one on the side of the road—especially the one who doesn’t look like we do or think
like we do or believe like we do? Such a person just doesn’t quite fit into our world, much less
our calendar.
So, the priest vanished.36 In the text for this morning, he vanishes. Now, in our telling of
the story, he vanishes. And, may I add, in our memories he vanishes. This parable is never
referred to as the Parable of the Bad Priest. He is rarely remembered. Perhaps this is because
God does not remember those who profess holiness externally and yet are unwilling to step into
the story of another.
The one who is remembered is the Good Samaritan. Repeatedly, our Scriptures remind us
that God remembers the one on the side of the road. The Good Samaritan is a God-like character
in the story. Seeing that this is the case, the Good Samaritan is acting like Jesus. Luke frequently
recounts the occasions when Jesus spent time with those whom society had left in the ditch.
Whether it be tightfisted tax-collectors, promiscuous prostitutes, or unregenerate Gentiles, Jesus
stopped. He stopped to listen, he stopped to help, and he stopped to heal. Jesus was simply doing
what the God of the Israelites would have done, for the prophets frequently proclaim that God is
a God of the fatherless and the widow. Today, let us proclaim that our God is the God of “a
certain man” on the side of the road, regardless of how he got there.37
Conclusion
Perspective criticism holds great potential for the analysis of biblical narratives. This
being the case, homiletics should consider how this methodology can inform the sermon. In this
article, I have proposed one such possibility. Perspective criticism allows a means whereby the
preacher can begin to understand the process by which listeners make judgments about
characters. Characterization can occur in a sermon in such a way that the listener is either
merged with or distanced from a character. During different seasons of its life, the church may
need to identify with different characters in a biblical narrative. In such seasons, perspective
criticism could prove to be a helpful tool.
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