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Biography:


Rev. Gardner C. Taylor has endured the struggles of life, and done his best.  He was raised in Baton Rouge Louisiana, the only son of a Baptist Preacher.  He didn’t come to be Christian “until his involvement in a 1937 car accident in which a white man died.”
 He is often referred to as “The dean of Black Preachers.”
  


He was educated at the Oberlin Graduate School of Theology from 1937 to 1941.  Rev. Taylor has an immense vocabulary, which could be characteristic of further study after seminary or an educated parental environment.  The oppression of his race, and the civil rights movement has an overwhelming impact on his theology of preaching.

 Rev. Taylor developed his reputation while the senior pastor of Concord Baptist Church of Christ in Brooklyn, NY.  “The Reverend Gardner C. Taylor so enthralled the congregation in its Centennial Celebration of 1947 that he was called to be the pastor in 1948.”
  He gave the invocation in the inauguration of President Clinton, and was later honored with Presidential Medal of Freedom by Clinton in 2000.
  Dr. Thomas Long said that he is not just the dean of all black preachers, but also the dean of all American preachers.

General Sermon Information:


Rev. Taylor may be best described as a liberation theologian.  His words of encouragement for freedom from oppressions echo in the hearts and minds of the listener.  He uses certain scriptures in most of his sermons.  Judging by his poetic nature, and continual reference, he favors the Gospel according to John.  His choice of gospel begs the question that his personality on the Myers Briggs may be NT, however his movements for action may mean he has a J.  He provokes and incites the listener to action.  He allows the listener to draw conclusion with leading stories.  He must be best tilted towards the storyteller motif, but is capable to using all forms of presentation.  


 There are many commonalities amongst his sermons.  After reviewing several recorded sermons, common scriptures and patterns were found.  In two of his sermons, found in the Swilley Library, he uses the scripture in John 15:2 repeatedly.  He finds a way to use imagery of the purging and cutting of the vine in order to incite emotion in his listeners, so they may bear fruit.  He is able to relay scripture in a pleasant story format, so that the common listener learns from it.


He uses a plethora of techniques according to the type of audience and subject matter he is presenting.  His sermons are more meaningful when heard, however they are not shallow on their theological basis.  It would be a great misfortune to have read all his sermons, but never once hear his voice.  “It has been said, ‘he has the voice of God, only deeper.’”

Sermon from Odyssey’s Great Preachers:

Rev. Gardner Taylor delivered this sermon to the congregation of the Galilee Baptist church of Trenton, NJ.  Having not been given a title, a fitting one may be “Not Yet.”  He uses the scripture from Philippians 3:13-14.  He harps on the words that Paul uses when he says, “Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet;”(Phil 3:13a) His repeated chorus was “not myself” as it would be written in the King James Version.  He compared the humility that brought Paul to write those words, to Paul’s own actions.   He caused the congregation to take Paul’s life into account, and then look at their own.  Paul demonstrated humility, as we ought to admit our own.  


He connects the congregation with the community of our nation.  “We must confess that we have not yet reached what this nation ought to be.”
 He goes into the political arena by describing the troubles of our nation.  He calls for the black American to stop hiding behind the excuse of slavery, for their shortfall.  

He attacks pro-life ideology with the accusation that they insist on a child being born, but stop there.  “They must be born, then starve them, then put them to death, and that’s called pro-life.”
  He is very confrontational, and speaks what he feels is the truth.

Other than his ideas presented in the lesson, he voice is emotional, yet controlled.  He is able to use a form of hooping in order to arouse the crowd, and then quickly bring them back down to the point, which he almost whispers.  In this sermon he remained rather controlled in comparison to another sermon where he uses almost the same words but insights the congregation to more emotion.

Sermon on Video Titled Effective Preachers #10 April 15, 1997:


This sermon would best titled “Seeing our Hurts With God’s Eyes.”  His scripture was from John 15:2&3.  He also mentions that while reading John, one might find that in the 13th chapter the persona shifts.  He claims the Bible is “not a strong book on why.”
  He explains, “The Bible is a tremendous book on how.”  He is known to use this idea in other sermons.  He began this sermon with humorous stories to lead into the change from all the overly complimentary introductions he received.  Even though the kind words said about him by Fred Craddock and others were true, his sermons have a certain humility about them that needs to be maintained.  


He used the two humorous stories, which seemingly had nothing to do with his sermon, to change the feeling in the room.  He was able to use humor to build a relationship with the hearer.  Instead of doing like some preachers, and coming right out with their point through announcing the importance of what they are about to say by asking the congregation to listen up, he simply gets them to enjoy listening to him from the beginning.  


This sermon was less unified then the “Not Yet” sermon he preached for Great Preachers.  He covered several different problems, but didn’t leave a continuing phrase echoing in the listeners’ head.  It seemed as if he was less prepared and was caught off guard by the gracious introductions.  The listener can remember very important statements about certain topics he approached.

The main theme was that we can do more.  If we see the pain of this world through God’s eyes, instead of crying we ask, “What more can we do?”  He used intimate imagery to describe our pain and sorrow.  It was as if he himself was speaking directly to you when he said, “I know,” after each vision of suffering he described.  He spoke on behalf of God, and he brought to life the compassion of Jesus in his words.

Essential Taylor:

In “Essential Taylor” six sermons by Rev. Taylor are showcased.  He uses different motifs throughout these sermons including the Storyteller, the Herald, and a combination of the two.  These sermons are examples of his versatility and development over the years.  Fortunately some of these sermons are the same, or use some of the same stories, as other sermons that have been reviewed for this project.  


One of his sermons on this tape is titled “Seeing our Hurts with God’s Eyes.”  This name should be familiar, because it is also the same sermon that was recorded for the Essential Preachers Video.  Even though the message, scripture, and many of the stories are the same, these two renditions are very different.  The video recorded sermon was given more recently, and the tape-recorded sermon was given in 1991.
  It is most likely a sermon he has been preaching for sometime, and he has had the opportunity to refine and develop this sermon over the years.  The difference between these two examples of the same sermon is a result of the audience to whom he is speaking.  


Rev. Taylor is very audience savvy.   He is able to take into account his audience seemingly as soon as he views them.  He made references to what Black Americans need to hear separately from what White Americans need to hear.
  In the 1991 audio-taped sermon, he incites the spirit in the audience, and causes them to begin the yell out.  He embraces their enthusiasm and feeds off of them as he himself hoops the words into poetic rhythm.  His audience in the 1991 sermon is accustomed to this form of worship environment, and he felt more than comfortable with this style.  In the later sermon, he is surrounded by more of a diverse group, most of which were white, and most likely not used to the before mentioned form of worship.  He demonstrated restraint, and self control.  He spoke almost verbatim in each sermon, but with a different and voice, mood, and persona.  He was equally effective in both sermons in relaying his message. 


The sermon on tape titled “His Own Clothes” is an excellent example of vivid imagery, and he tilts towards story telling as he describes the brutal mocking and beating of Jesus.  He compares this biblical story to the dehumanizing of the African American.  This sermon roused the crow to action.


In the sermon “A Strange Question in a Cemetery” he stories of suffering of certain individuals.  He relates with the audience by sympathizing with their pain.  He then tells the story of Mary Magdalene going to the tomb and finding Jesus had risen.  The angles ask her the question, “Woman, why are you weeping.”(Jn 20:13)  He described it as strange, because a cemetery is a place to cry.  This sermon would have been good at a funeral for the comfort the words and his message relay.


In the sermon titled “The Strange Ways of God” Rev. Taylor compares John the Baptist to Martin L. King.  This sermon may be better called a eulogy, because it lacked in application.  This sermon was accurate in showing the importance and impact of John the Baptist and Martin L. King life in history.  He was prophetic in his words.  


Rev. Taylor used the scripture from Luke 3:1,2.  He repeated the words, “In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar …”
 These repetitive words set up a rhythm, and a mood that brought about great emotion in the hearer.  When changed the words to, “Dwight D. Eisenhower president of the United States…” the crowd roared.
  The listener realized where he was headed with his point.  It was magnificent, however it lacked in meaning for the listeners life.  No challenge was made to the listener, and it was unclear what to do with all the emotion that were stirred up inside.


 “A Cry in Disappointment,” is the earliest sermon reviewed for this project.  There are differences between this sermon, and the other later sermon.  This sermon was given in 1959 for the National Radio Vespers Hour.  He starts out relating to the audience by asking “what then” after describing examples of life tumbling in.  This was the only sermon reviewed where he used an Old Testament story.  He told the story with imagery, and made it more interesting.  He used words like feminine when describing Jacob.  He told the story from the perspective of Esau.   He used poetic words from other preachers and writers to express thoughts to the audience.  This sermon was also different, because there was no audience present for him to feed off.  His poetic ways of expressing ideas was characteristic of a Gospel of John Theologian.   He spoke of disappointments of biblical figures throughout the history, and topped these figures off with Abraham Lincoln.  He could have used any American President, but most likely chose Lincoln because of his historical relevance to the African American.  His point was made clear when he said, “I think there is a place in God’s service and among God’s children for everything except quitting and turning away.”
  He went into Job showing how we may cry out in anguish, but we should never stop trying.  This sermon was the most personally non-prioritized or non-biased sermon on the tapes.  Even though all his sermons make a strong point for justice and peace, each of them seemed to be read in order to make a political or social point.  When he preaches sermons under those terms, the words have a tendency to speak to only a certain group of people.  This sermon was useful and meaningful for all who heard it.

Conclusion:


Rev. Gardner Taylor is one of the most poetic, fluent, and interesting preachers in the English-speaking world.  His words ring in the listeners’ head, and continue on after the sermon has ended.  He makes use of several forms, styles, and motifs to express his ideas.  He effectively uses the storyteller motif to teach a lesson.  He is a champion for socio-political justice, and steps on toes from time to time.  He has been very effective in preaching; especially to the African American community.  

It would be a shame to be a young African American and not have heard Gardner Taylor.   Martin Luther King is a household name in many African American homes, and Gardner Taylor should be there in the same breath.
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