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Pulpits 
 

“Whenever the pulpit is usurped by a formalist, 
then is the worshipper defrauded and disconsolate.” 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, in an address to a Senior Class in Divinity College (1838) 
 

The pulpit in the church where I had my second ministry was what was 

known as a “typical Free Church pulpit”. The church had been built in 1870, 

a few decades after the establishing of the Free Church following the 

Disruption of 1843. The pulpit was central to the church building, 

dominating the chancel area and dwarfing the Communion Table below it. 

Accessed by stairs on either side, it was tall – so that the preacher could be 

seen from the three-sided gallery – and very wide – so that the preacher 

could move about and not be static. The pulpit was central. The preacher 

was central. The sermon was central. The Word was central. Everything else, 

church furnishings and other aspects of worship, were less important.  

  This style of pulpit represented the Church’s approach to worship. 

Preaching was “didactic” (from the Greek word didache meaning 

“teaching”). The approach was declaratory. The jibe – originating from the 

commonality of such high pulpits – that the preacher was “six feet above 

contradiction”, sums it up for me.  

Some of the pulpits in the churches which I’m now familiar with on 

Islay are the same. And I haven’t set foot in one yet! That’s partly because 

of where people sit. If there’s no one in the gallery, why would the preacher 

need to be way above everyone else? But it’s also liturgical for me. My 

preaching is not, and should never be, above contradiction. It may on 

occasions be declaratory. It might even be helpfully didactic. But it is never, 

I hope, beyond challenge and exploration. The Word is to be shared, teased 

out and learned from. It should challenge and inspire us. It should be open 

to interpretation and retain its mystery, and wonder, and depth. But it 

should never be fixed, defined, beyond contradiction.  

There should be no place for such central pulpits in our churches. They 

represent nothing short of preaching as performance and the congregation 

as an audience. The Word of God is surely worth more than that. 
 

A prayer for today 

Lord, help us to be open to receiving your Word, in all its forms,  

even in church sometimes. Amen 
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