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In African-American sermons today, the call and response is one of the most prominent 

discourse functions. This particular participation framework “obliges listeners to participate 

verbally and actively in speakers’ messages and delivery”—a development that is arguably 

“ritualized in the preacher’s sermon style in the traditional [and contemporary] Black Church” 

(Smitherman 101). As a result, ethnographic analysis of the call and response within individual 

communities is a valuable and necessary undertaking, enabling a deeper understanding of the 

social and linguistic features in black sermonic speech. 

 

Existing studies of the call and response in African-American sermons, however, failed to 

examine the full spectrum of the discourse function as employed today. In “Amen and Hallelujah 

Preaching: Discourse Functions in African American Sermons,” for instance, Cheryl Wharry 

examined five predominant discourse functions that she observed. While her research was 

significant in providing quantitative data to challenge that notion that the call and response is the 

sole function in black sermonic speech, where Wharry’s study essentially failed is her refusal to 

examine variations in resulting congregational responses and the role of those responses in 

determining what should constitute a sermonic call.   

 

Contrary to Wharry’s perspective, when a sermonic statement does in fact elicit a response—one 

that is inherently varied, one must consider the prospect that the call is just as varied and 

unpredictable as the response. Under this interpretation, statements that speak to the emotions 

and the needs of the congregation should therefore be considered examples of a sermonic call, 

according to their specific discourse function. In this paper, I return to the claim that through in-

depth study of the call and response’s co-determinant relationship, we can reach a better  

understanding of how those linguistic features work in the construction of the black church as a 

discourse community with a unique and constantly varying linguistic identity. 


