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Chapter 2

Theology of Ministry

Introduction

Today much theological discussion centers on the topic of the pastoral ministry.  Much confusion exists about the nature and exact role of the pastor in the local congregation.  What is his "real" job in the parish:  theologian, counselor, or administrator?  Is he the minister or merely the "coach" who trains the real ministers in the congregation?  What is the relationship between the priesthood of all believers and the Office of the Public Ministry?  Where is his office "located" in relationship to God, the larger church, other offices in the congregation, other ministries in the congregation, and even in relationship to himself?  These are all vital issues in theological circles today; every Christian denomination is dealing with questions of ministry.

Pastors should deal with these issues, for of all the points of doctrine and theology, few hit closer to the pastor than the nature of the pastoral office itself.  As David Scaer points out: 

[This] is a bread and butter issue for ones who are designated ministers of the church.  It deals with how a pastor and a congregation relate to one another.  More importantly it treats a subject which deals with the minister's personal self-worth and self-esteem.

In this section, I will work through my theology of ministry in three parts.  First, I will look at the offices of apostle, elder, and overseer in Scripture.  Next, I will explore the Lutheran tradition of the pastoral office by looking at Luther, the Lutheran Confessions, and the historical developments of the Lutheran Church--Missouri Synod.  Finally, I will reflect on my findings and integrate them with my own experience as pastor in my present situation.

I.  Scripture Study 

A.  Jesus and the Apostles

Any discussion of the pastoral ministry which seeks to find its foundation in the Scriptures must begin with the ministry of Jesus and the apostles.
  There is no question that the office of the ministry in the "one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church" must in some way be grounded in the apostolic ministry which Jesus himself established.

The first key to understanding this ministry is that it is a ministry under the authority of another.  Neither Jesus nor his apostles has a self-authenticated ministry, all are under the authority of another.  When Jesus heals the centurion's servant, the centurion himself recognizes that Jesus is one "under authority" even as he is under authority (Matthew 8:9-10).  Jesus himself witnesses to the fact that he had been sent by the Father:  "The one whom God has sent speaks the words of God" (John 3:34).  In order to authenticate his message, Jesus performs signs and wonders.  These works, says Jesus, "bear witness that the Father has sent me" (John 5:36).  Jesus' authority is not self-derived.  His authority comes from the Father who sent him.
 

Likewise, the apostles' authority does not come from themselves, but from Jesus who sent them.  In Luke 9:1-6, Jesus sends the twelve whom he has chosen and calls them "apostles." He sends them out, "giving them authority" to cast out demons and heal diseases.  This authority is directly received from Jesus.  Therefore, they are to be received and treated as Jesus himself.  As Jesus himself summarizes their authority, "Whoever hears you hears me and whoever rejects you rejects me.  Whoever rejects me rejects him who sent me" (Luke 10:16).

What exactly is an apostle? How does one define the term?  Literally, the word apostello means "one sent with a message."  In Classical Greek usage, apostello referred to an envoy sent by a king as his personal representative with his full authority.

The New Testament picks up this term as one divinely authorized to speak for God.
  The New Testament uses the  term "apostle"  in a wide and a narrow sense.  Widely considered, it is apparently anyone who followed Jesus from the days of John the Baptist and witnessed the resurrection (Acts 1:21,22).  In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul notes that after the Twelve had seen Jesus, he also appeared to "all the apostles" (1 Cor. 15:7).  Under this definition, even the woman Junias may have been considered an apostle (Rom. 16:7)
 

However, in the narrow sense, an apostle was one chosen by Jesus as his personal representative.  In Luke, Jesus calls all of his disciples together, selects twelve, and he himself designates them to be his apostles.  This, by the way, is what makes the apostolic office unique:  their call from Jesus to be his apostles was direct and immediate.
  No other "church worker" can make that claim.  Paul himself notes that he was also chosen by the Lord, although as one "abnormally born" (1 Cor. 15:8).  This call from Jesus was obviously important to Paul and his understanding of his apostleship.  Three times the book of Acts relates Paul's conversion and his call (chapters 9, 22, and 26).  In 2 Corinthians 10, Paul responds to the "super apostles" who claim great experiences as the basis for their apostleship by contrasting his own call and appointment by Jesus by which he became an apostle (2 Corinthians 10:8,13).  Therefore, we must conclude that the office of apostle was unique in the church's history.  As Wollenburg notes, "Since they [were] directly commissioned by the risen Lord himself as his personal representatives and witnesses, their office does not continue in the church."
 

   This office cannot be transferred to another either through the church naming others apostles or through a supposed apostolic succession.  However, the Office of the Public Ministry is certainly built upon the work of the apostles and is in fact a kind of continuation of that office in the current era.  Although the pastor of today is not called directly and immediately by Christ, he is still one "sent with a message" since he is called to his office indirectly by the Spirit of Christ through the congregation.  As long as the pastor speaks the Word of God, he is to be accorded the honor given to Christ.  As Scaer explains, "If the ministry today should be characterized by one defect, it would be the failure of both pastor and people not simply to honor but to recognize the divine mystery of the pastoral office.  Ministers are not managers or executives, but the voice of Christ among God's people."

B.  The Continuing Ministry:  Overseers and Elders

The Apostles did not live forever.  Instead, they established the Office of the Public Ministry in the midst of the churches, appointing men to serve in this office.

Of course, they did not do so without a command of the Lord.  In Ephesians 4:20, Paul notes that "pastors and teachers" are gifts of God to his church just as are the apostles and prophets.  In Acts 20:28, Paul commands the Elders in Ephesus to "keep watch over . . . the flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers."  This is important.  The elders were not only appointed by Paul and/or elected by the local congregation out of some utilitarian need, but they were also appointed by the Spirit himself to carry out their work.  Last, when Paul writes to his fellow servant Titus, he reminds him that he left Titus in Crete "that you might amend what was defective and appoint elders in every town" (Titus 1:5).  Scaer notes, "Paul very carefully points out that unless a bishop or elder had been appointed something is lacking within the community of believers which leaves the community incomplete."
 

No difference exists between the offices of overseer or bishop (episcopos) and that of elder (presbyteros) in the New Testament.  This can be demonstrated in two passages.  In Acts 20 Paul speaks to the Ephesian elders on his way to Jerusalem.  He first summons the presbyteroi of the church in Ephesus and reminds them that the Holy Spirit has made them episcopoi in the church.  As such, they are to shepherd God's flock.  In Titus 1, Paul lists the qualifications of a presbyteros (v. 6) and then changes the word to episcopos (v. 7).  This is the same word that he uses in 1 Timothy 3:1-7.

Why then are two words used to describe one office?  Because the New Testament church was a mixture of Jews and Gentiles.  The word "elder" had a great impact on the Jewish members.  Elders are mentioned as early as the Exodus where they received the Mosaic Law.  In Deuteronomy, the elders are accorded clearly defined legal powers (Deut. 19:11-13, 21:1-9; 22:13-21).  At the time of Jesus, the elders of a synagogue were responsible for the religious guidance of the people.

In the New Testament era, elders are first mentioned at the Council of Jerusalem in Acts 15 where a letter is sent out "from the apostles and the elders."  Paul himself reports to James and the elders in Jerusalem upon his return from the mission field (Acts 21:17ff).  1 Timothy 5:17-19 indicates that elders are to receive protection from accusations and that they are to receive an income from their office.

An "overseer" on the other hand, comes from the Gentile tradition of the church.  The Theological Dictionary of the New Testament indicates that the word episcopos designates a particular office in Greek society.  The title was given to those public officials in the city of Athens who were sent to its colonies in the 4th and 5th centuries BC.  They were inspectors who were to supervise Athenian interests and enforce Athenian decrees.  An episcopos therefore was a government official who had certain duties of oversight.  This term was then adapted by Paul and applied to elders of the church as the ones who had "oversight" of the congregation's ministry.

C.  Duties of the Pastor:  Shepherd and Steward

Both Paul, in his exhortation to the Ephesian elders, and St.  Peter, in his first epistle (1 Peter 5:1-4), encourage the pastors to poimainen (shepherd) the church over which they are given oversight.  From the Latin word for "shepherd" we get the English word "pastor."

We should, therefore, understand what it means to shepherd the people of God.  Unfortunately, most of the pictures we have of shepherds come from watching little children dress up in bathrobes and towels in a Christmas Eve service.  But the word has some different connotations than the ideas associated with the Sunday School service.

From the Old Testament, we come to recognize that the true Shepherd of the sheep is none other than the Lord himself.  Psalm 68, Psalm 23, and Isaiah 40 all picture the Lord as the shepherd of his people Israel, who gathers them and carries them close to his bosom.  In Jeremiah 23, the Lord accuses the rulers of Israel of being unfaithful shepherds and declares that he himself will be their shepherd.  He will gather them together and appoint a new leader, the righteous Branch of David, who will rule over the people with right judgment.  Jesus applies these titles to himself in John 10.

The pastor is not so much shepherd as under-shepherd, one under authority and representative of the one true Shepherd.  He is, therefore, to discharge the duties of his office even as Christ discharged his duties, i.e. with a free and joyful heart (1 Peter 5:4).

The first and foremost task of the shepherd was to protect his flock.  Jesus himself used this picture when he spoke of the wolf coming and the hired person running away (John 10:11-12).  In contrast, the shepherd, the pastor, has been called by God and chosen by God to guard and defend the flock.  The shepherd does not abandon the sheep merely because his job has become difficult or even dangerous.  The sheep need a shepherd and the shepherd remains to protect them.  

The dangers come not only from outside the flock, but also from within it.  Paul warned the Ephesian elders that "from your own selves people will arise and distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after them" (Acts 20:30,31).  

In addition to protecting the flock, the shepherd is also to lead it.  He does not lead by coercive authority, but by example (1 Peter 5:3).  "Set the believers an example," exhorts Paul (1 Tim. 4:12).  The shepherd proclaims trust in God, joy in Christ, the need for confession and absolution, the need for humility, the importance of eternal life. He must live out these teachings in his own life.  He must, above anyone else in the congregation, know what it means to "deny yourself, take up your cross, and follow me" (Matt. 16:24).

In order to do this, a shepherd must have the conviction that God has indeed called him to do the Lord's work in a certain area.  Being the pastor of a congregation can often be very difficult.  Many of the demands placed upon pastors may even be outside a pastor's realm of expertise.  However, as long as a pastor can admit his sinfulness, receive Christ's forgiveness, and be firmly convinced that he is doing the Lord's work in a given place under his call, then he will meet with the Lord's approval if not always the congregation's.

At the same time Peter is encouraging the elders to lead the people, he also cautions them against using their offices for personal advantage by gaining mastery over the flock.  The pastor is not autonomous in his office.  He may be asked to give an account of his ministry to the congregation; he certainly will be called to account by his Lord.  The Office of the Public Ministry is not primarily an opportunity for self-fulfillment.  Such manipulation would be trying to exercise "lordship" over the Lord's flock.

Another view of the pastoral ministry comes to focus with the word "steward."  Paul says that people should regard pastors as "stewards of the mysteries of God" (1 Cor. 4:1).  In this passage he is writing specifically about himself, Peter, and Apollos, but I would argue the same could be said of any Christian pastor.  Paul himself stated that a pastor must be "unimpeachable as a steward of God" (Titus 1:7).

A steward (oikonomos) is one who administers the affairs of the house.  He has a unique authority in that he is a fully authorized representative of the owner and has the right to deal independently on his behalf.  At the same time, he will one day have to give an that owner account of his stewardship.

Pastors are stewards of Christ's Church.  They are his authorized representatives given to do the work of Christ in the midst of God's people.  As steward, the pastor is charged with the administration of God's house.  He is to administer the congregation in such a way that God's plan of salvation for all people is achieved and accomplished through the local congregation.  The pastor is to direct the course of the Gospel to its object and purpose.  This is not aimless activity nor is it the pastor's own activity.  His vision for the congregation, the objectives and goals of the congregation, and the way by which those objectives are accomplished must be derived from the Gospel itself.

The work of stewardship is not an easy task.  Therefore, the one key requirement of a steward is faithfulness (1 Cor. 4:1).  The confidence that the Lord places in him inspires responsibility in the steward.  Although the temptation is there for the steward to use his office to do as he pleases or achieve his own personal goals, he must remember that he is to keep faithfully what has been entrusted to his care (1 Tim. 6:20).  He will also remember that the unfaithful steward will be removed and replaced.

The pastor does not administer through coercion or manipulation.  He is not lord of the congregation.  He does not lead the congregation where he wants to go, but to fulfill the purpose for which the Lord has established the church:  the salvation of people.  Ultimately, he has only one thing he can use to accomplish his part of this mission, the preaching and teaching of the Gospel (Titus 1:9).  Through the preaching of the Gospel and the forgiveness of sins, he creates a relationship of trust with the congregation and leads them in the Lord's work.  Through it all, he must remember that as a steward he is first and foremost a servant:  a servant of God to the congregation as he stands in Christ's place before them.

D. Summary

The pastoral office is directly descended from the apostles, not in apostolic succession but in apostolic doctrine.  The work of the pastor is to preach and teach the Word of God to his people.  There is only one office.  Whether called "overseer," "bishop," "pastor," or "elder" the work is one and the same.  Finally, the duties of the office may be divided into two areas:  shepherd of God's flock and steward of God's mysteries.  Above all, he is servant to the people and through them he serves his Lord.  His duties as servant may occasionally bring him into conflict with his congregation.  At such times, he needs to be sure that he is listening to his Lord's voice and speaking with a shepherd's heart.

II.  Church and Ministry--A Theological History

Few denominations have had quite the discussion on the Church and its Ministry as the Lutherans.  In this section, I will review some of the main theological writings in reference to the Holy Ministry.  This section is divided into three sections:  the writings of Martin Luther, the Lutheran Confessions, and the discussions of the Lutheran church in the nineteenth century.

A.  The Ministry in the Writings of Martin Luther

For a Lutheran theologian to attempt to discuss a theology of ministry without a consideration of the writings of Martin Luther would be foolish.  However, while Luther was an exegete, he was not a systematician.  What he said in regards to the ministry must often be understood in terms of his opponents of the moment.  When addressing the Roman Church and its hierarchy, he is strongly supportive of the position of laymen.  However, when he is battling the Anabaptists and Enthusiasts (Schwärmerei), he fights against anticlericalism and upholds the Office of the Ministry.  At other times, Luther responds to concrete local situations and his statements must be related to that specific situation.

This has led to a great deal of confusion as to what Luther really taught.  One can find a passage of Luther to support almost any position one wishes to take in regard to the Office of the Public Ministry.  I hope to share Luther's position in a fair and honest way in this section so that we might understand what this great man of God has to teach us in this century.

In discussing Luther's writings, I will look at three major issues:  the universal priesthood of all believers, the universal priesthood and the Public Ministry, and the Office of the Public Ministry.  The basis for this discussion will center around four documents:  Address to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation, The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, and The Freedom of the Christian (all in 1520)
 and Concerning the Ministry (1523).
  Taken together, they effectively ended Luther's connection to the Roman Church and gave a new direction for clergy/lay relations.

1.  The Universal Priesthood of All Believers

As Luther saw it, there were three "walls" which the Roman Church hid behind.  The first was sacerdotalism, i.e. the teaching that the Office of the Public Ministry was better than, and had authority over, the secular realm.  Second was the claim of Rome to be the only interpreter of Scripture.  Last was the claim that only a pope had the right to call a Council.
 

Luther began his attack on the first wall.  Luther argued against the Roman view of the ministry which stated that priests were of a special spiritual estate.  He believed that all of God's people are priests before him and have all the rights of priests.  Basing his arguments on 1 Peter 2:9 and Rev. 5:9-10, Luther stated, "All Christians are truly of the spiritual estate, and there is no difference among them except that of office."
  All Christians are priests for all are baptized and have faith.  Faith alone "makes us spiritual and a Christian people."
 

 Since all Christians are priests before God, all have the right, indeed the obligation, to read Scripture and judge doctrine.
  Luther believed that all Christians are taught by God (John 6:45) and that the Office of the Keys was not given to St. Peter but to the whole Christian community.
  In summary, "It is the duty of every Christian to espouse the cause of faith, to understand and defend it, and to denounce every error."

Luther argued that if you destroy the first two walls, then the third, the pope's claim that he alone could call a Council, would fall on its own.  If all Christians are priests and all are called to read Scripture and judge doctrine, then what is left for the pope?  Luther backed up this logical argument by looking at Acts 15 wherein the elders and apostles, not St. Peter, called for a council.  He also noted that it was the Emperor Constantine, not the pope, who called for the Council of Nicea:  "Therefore, when necessity demands it . . . the first man who is able should, as a true member of the whole body, do what he can to bring about a truly free council."

Thus, in a few pages, Luther laid the groundwork for the doctrine of the universal priesthood, a doctrine that still rings true for Christians today.

Luther continued this line of argument in the Babylonian Captivity of the Church.  In this tract, he argued against the Roman view of seven sacraments and in favor of only two:  baptism and communion.  Along the way, however, he generously sprinkles his text with his view on the lay people in a congregation.  For example, he points out that the Roman Church was wrong to commune "in only one kind" (i.e. only the bread, not the cup) because "Christ gave all his disciples both kinds."
  Since all are disciples, then all are priests before God.  The same is true of baptism.  Baptism grants faith and forgiveness.  This is what it means to be a bishop and a priest, not the holding of a special estate or office.
 

However, his main arguments come in his section on ordination.  In this area, he sets out to show that Rome's understanding of ordination as a sacrament was unknown in Christ's time and an invention of the popes.
  Once again, Luther upholds that all "who have been baptized are uniformly priests in virtue of that very fact.  The only addition received by the priests is the office of preaching and even this with our consent."   Therefore, "Those whom we call priests are really ministers of the Word and chosen by us; they fulfill their entire office in our name."
  Because of this, every Christian "should be fully assured that all of us alike are priests, and that we all have the same authority in regard to the Word and the Sacraments."

His last tract of 1520, The Freedom of the Christian, was dedicated to Pope Leo X and was attached to a letter that Luther had written to the pope.  But the document itself was hardly reconciliatory.  Beginning with the thesis, "A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, subject to none.  A Christian is a perfectly dutiful servant of all, subject to all,"
 he discusses his understanding of the new and old person, faith, justification, and, of course, the ministry.

Since all are justified, all are priests.  Luther says that Scripture is mistreated when the church uses the term "priest," "cleric," and "spiritual" to refer only to the clergy.  As far as Luther is concerned, "Holy Scripture makes no distinction between them [laity and clergy]."
 

Another excellent place to see Luther's view of the universal priesthood is in his tract Concerning the Ministry, written to the people and senate of Prague.  Here Luther affirms that the office of preaching is the highest office in the church and that this office belongs to all Christians.
  The Office of the Keys, that is the ministry of Word and Sacrament, "belong[s] to the whole church and to each of its members, both as regards their authority and their various uses."
  Luther's reasoning is simple:  God gave the keys to all Christians when he made us heirs of God and co-heirs of Christ.
  In another document, Luther goes so far as to say:

We firmly maintain there is no Word of God than the one all Christians are told to preach; there is no other Baptism than the one all Christians may administer; there is no other remembrance of the Lord's Supper than the one any Christian may celebrate; also there is no other sin than the one every Christian may bind or loose; again there is no other sacrifice than the body of every Christian; also, no one can pray, but only a Christian; moreover, no one should judge the doctrine but the Christian.  These certainly are the priestly and kingly functions.
 

Therefore, that Luther wanted to erase any understanding of a special "spiritual estate" of the clergy is clear.  As James Pragman notes, "For Luther there is only one priesthood in the church . . . the community of God's people gathered around God's Word and sacraments."
 

2.  The Relationship Between the Universal Priesthood and the Pastoral Office

Why, then, do we have pastors? After all, if all are priests and all have the same rights to Word and Sacrament before God, then why have a ministry at all?

In his Address to the Christian Nobility, Luther uses the analogy of ten brothers, all equal heirs, who appoint one to administer the inheritance on behalf of the others.  He then applies this analogy to the Christian church:  by selecting one of their number to baptize, say Mass, administer absolution, etc., others in the church do not give up any rights of the universal priesthood, even though they acknowledge that not all of them are called to exercise the responsibility of the public ministry.
 

Luther says the same thing in his letter to the church in Prague.  While affirming that all are priests, he also affirms the necessity of a pastor in their midst.  The pastoral office is distinct from the universal priesthood; it is alongside of it, but does not arise from it:  "A priest is not identical with presbyter or minister.  For one is born to be a priest; one becomes a minister."
  The pastor does not abrogate these rights to himself, he is assigned these rights by the others.  The congregation calls the pastor to his office and gives him the authority to perform the functions of the priesthood publicly.
  This office may be filled by "one, or as many as the community chooses"
 but the person must be called by the congregation and not take this work upon himself.  James Pragman summarizes Luther's stance this way: 

The church is a priesthood, but it has an ordained ministry.  Thus the spiritual estate of all Christians is underscored, while the public proclamation and administration of the sacraments is met.  Those who are selected from among the priests to serve as pastors are not elevated to a position of lordship, but rather are invited to accept the work of serving their fellow priests.

3.  The Office of the Public Ministry

If Luther fought against the sins of sacerdotalism on one hand, he also battled against a hyper-individualism on the other.  For Luther, the pastoral office is not merely useful but divinely instituted.  He saw no other office in Christendom as high as the preaching office.
   Already in 1520, in his Address to the Christian Nobility, Luther noted the divine institution of the public ministry.
  As Eugene Klug observed,

In his Confession Concerning Christ's Supper (1528), Luther observed that there are "three basic institutions established by God for mankind's [sic] sake:  "The holy orders and true religious institutions established by God are these:  the office of pastor, the estate of marriage, and the civil government."
 

 Once again, we see Luther's view of all things being considered religious and his upholding of secular life even while extolling the office of the ministry.  Luther declared that there is only one office of the public ministry and all pastors are equal.  Any ranking of pastors is by human, not divine, arrangement.
 

The Office of the Public Ministry, like the congregation itself, is established by the Word of God.
  Therefore, the core of the ministry is preaching and teaching the Word.  There are many responsibilities, but all stem from the ministry of God's Word.

Everything that is done in the public ministry is done with, through, and by the Word:  For we teach with the Word, we consecrate with the Word, we bind and absolve sins by the Word, we baptize with the Word, we sacrifice with the Word, we judge all things by the Word.
 

There is one more issue to be briefly discussed:  the call into office.  For Luther, the call into ministry was absolutely essential.  No one dares to take the office of the ministry without a regular call.  To do so was a violation of the universal priesthood.  

Because we are all priests of equal standing, no one must push himself forward and take it upon himself, without our consent and election.  For no one dare take upon himself what is common to all without the authority and consent of the community.

This call into ministry is from God himself through the Christian congregation.  Luther did not believe an "inner call" to ministry would suffice.  There was only one call and that was given through the congregation.
  This right to call may be delegated by the congregation to another, for example when Paul, Timothy, and Titus placed men into office, but even "they could not do so without the will, the election, and the call of the congregation."

The importance of the call became an issue when some opponents questioned by what right and authority Luther was reforming the church.  Luther responded that the church itself called him to the office of preacher and teacher.  The sign of this call was his doctor's degree.
  For Luther, nothing was as important to the pastor's position as his call from the congregation.

4.  Summary

Luther saw the Office of the Public Ministry in tension.  On the one hand, he saw all Christians as equal in the universal priesthood.  There is no "spiritual estate" other than that which all Christians share by virtue of their baptism, faith, and the Holy Spirit.  However, not every Christian can use all of his/her rights all of the time.  Instead, the Christian congregation must elect one of their number to exercise the rights of all Christians on their behalf.  That one is the pastor of the congregation.  This office is not optional for the congregation.  On the contrary, the Office of the Public Ministry is divinely ordained and must be filled.  However, no person may take this task of ministry for himself; God, working through the congregation, must call him.  Once called and installed into office, the pastor is to serve the congregation just as Christ served his people on earth.

B.  The Office of the Ministry in the Lutheran Confessions

Before we enter into this discussion, a few things must be said about the Lutheran Confessions and how I approach them.  As a Lutheran pastor and theologian I, as do all Confessional Lutheran pastors, subscribe to the Apostles', Nicene, and Athanasian Creeds, the Unaltered Augsburg Confession, the Apology of the Augsburg Confession, the Smalcald Articles, the Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope, the Catechisms of Martin Luther, and the Formula of Concord as found in The Book of Concord (1580) without reservation.  At the same time, I understand that the Confessions are not equal to the Holy Scriptures but under them and drawn from them.  Typically, the Confessions are described as the norma normans (the norm that is normed [by the Scriptures]) and Scripture as the norma normata (the norm that norms [the Confessions]).  Therefore, the Confessions are always under Scripture.

As the same time, it must be understood that in the Confessions, "The church witnesses to the sum of Scripture and they are the norm according to which the thinking and speaking of believers is to be tested and determined."
  The doctrine of the ministry presented in the Confessions is the "considered Lutheran understanding of the doctrine of the ministry"
 and all other views, even Luther's, must be considered in their light.  This section, then, will serve as a consideration of this doctrine as drawn from the Lutheran Confessions.

The doctrine of the ministry is considered in several sections of The Book of Concord:  the "Augsburg Confession," Articles V, XIV, and XXVIII; the "Apology of the Augsburg Confession", Articles XIII, XIV, and XXVIII; the "Smalcald Articles", Article iv in Part II, and Articles ix and x in Part III, and generally throughout the "Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope."

1.  Augsburg Confession

In the year 1530, Emperor Charles V summoned an imperial diet to meet in Augsburg to discuss the religious strife in his empire.  The assembled Lutheran princes prevailed upon Philip Melanchthon to write a common confession to present to the Emperor.  Luther, who was not present at Augsburg, was consulted in the writing of this document.  The Augsburg Confession was presented to the emperor on June 25, 1530 and immediately achieved unique status as a public declaration of faith.  Apart from the Catechisms of Martin Luther, the Augsburg Confession is the most basic document within the Lutheran theological tradition.

In Article V of the Augsburg Confession, Melanchthon states, "To obtain such faith, God instituted the office of the ministry, that is, provided the Gospel and the sacraments."
  This basic sentence sums up everything that the Confessions have to say in regards to the Office of the Public Ministry.  Here, the confessors point to the basic work of the office:  Word and Sacrament ministry.  All other statements about the ministry within the Confessions add nothing to this article, they merely unfold it.

The first unfolding comes in Article XIV, where Melanchthon notes the importance of the call:  "Nobody should preach or teach without a regular call."
  For the Lutheran confessors, the call to the public exercise of the ministry is an absolute necessity.  As Pragman notes:  "The need for a call is assumed and understood throughout the Confessions."

Article V of the Augsburg Confession notes that the Office of the Ministry is a divine institution, given by God to the church.  Article XXVIII expands on this with the important notation that God gives the office holders a spiritual, not a temporal, authority.  Their authority is the "power and command of God to preach the Gospel, to forgive and retain sins, and to administer and distribute the sacraments,"
 but nothing else.  This authority is tied directly to the nature of the Church, for the very marks of the church are "the word purely taught and the Sacraments administered according to the Gospel."

This is not to say that these duties are all a pastor may do.  He may posses temporal authority, but he possesses such power "not by divine right, but by human, imperial right, bestowed by the kings for temporal administration.  Such authority has nothing at all to do with the office of the Gospel."
 

Bishops and pastors also have the right to introduce ceremonies and establish regulations in the church so that everything in the church is done in good order.  "It is proper for the Christian assembly to keep such ordinances for the sake of love and peace," state the Confessors.
  However, the bishops cannot establish anything "contrary to the Gospel" nor can they "require that they be observed in order to make satisfaction for sins."
  In short, the "structure of the ministry and the way in which the ministry is organized is immaterial.  What is importance is that the real functions of the ministry are carried out."
  Thus, the divine right of the pastoral office relates to "preaching the Gospel, forgiving sins, judging doctrine, and excluding from the Christian community the ungodly. . . . All this is done not by human power but by God's Word alone."
 

2.  Apology of the Augsburg Confession

After the Lutheran princes had given their Confession at the Diet of Augsburg, the Catholic theologians present responded with their own "Confutation."  In response, Philip Melanchthon, the author of the "Augsburg Confession", wrote and later published the "Apology of the Augsburg Confession" in which he responds to the "Confutation" on each article.  In the process, he continues to unfold the doctrine of the Lutheran Church, making explicit what is already implicit in the Augsburg Confession itself.

Melanchthon deals with the Office of the Public Ministry in his discussion of Article XIII, "The Number and Use of the Sacraments."  According to Melanchthon the Romanists do not understand the ministry properly.  They see it as "a Levitical priesthood to offer sacrifices and merit the forgiveness of sins for the people."  For the confessors, the only sacrifice had already been made on the cross of Christ Jesus. Pastors are therefore called "to preach the Gospel and administer the sacraments" through which Christ's forgiveness is given.

Once again, Melanchthon notes the divine institution of the Office of the Public Ministry:  "The church has the command to appoint ministers; to this we must subscribe wholeheartedly, for we know that God approves this ministry and is present in it."
  Melanchthon goes so far as to state, "If ordination is interpreted in relation to the ministry of the Word, we have no objection to calling ordination a sacrament."
  The Office is divine; the person is not.

Articles XIV (Ecclesiastical Order), XV (Human Traditions), and XXVIII (The Power of Bishops) all deal with the issue of the power and authority of the bishops.  Melanchthon notes that the Lutherans are willing to retain an episcopal polity
 and all human traditions 
 so long as the "bishops stop raging against the churches" and no longer teach that such traditions are a matter of salvation.
  Once again, Melanchthon notes that the office of bishop and pastor have been established to "preach the Word and administer the sacraments"
 and not to have temporal authority.  In all of these articles, Melanchthon notes the high esteem in which the office of pastor is to be held:  "For it is the office of preaching which is the chief worship of God."
 

3.  Smalcald Articles

In the year 1536, Pope Paul III called for a council to meet in Mantua the following May.  Although it did not actually meet until 1545, and then in Trent, the summons caused the Lutheran princes to decide what their attitude to such a council should be.  The elector of Saxony instructed Luther to write a statement indicating in which areas of doctrine there may and may not be compromise.

Although it was never officially adopted by the Smalcald League, the articles were endorsed by many clergy, and grew in acceptance.  At the time of the formation of the Book of Concord, they were adopted as an official confession of the Church.

Luther deals with the doctrine of the ministry mostly in a passing manner.  In Article iv of Part II (The Papacy) he points out that all Christians live under one head, Jesus Christ, and all pastors and bishops are equal in office.
  In Article ix of part III, he rejects any notion of pastors giving civil penalties to excommunicated members.
  The pastors have only have the authority of God's Word, and are not servants of the state.  In Article x of Part III, Luther upholds the right of the congregation to call its own pastor and attacks the bishops who refuse to confirm those calls.  However, they are not "true bishops" but only men concerned with temporal power.  Therefore, they are to be ignored.

4.  Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope

While the representatives of the Smalcald League did not accept Luther's articles, they did ask Philip Melanchthon to write a document on the pope and his power.  Within a few days, Melanchthon presented the assembled League with the "Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope" which was officially adopted.  The treatise contains the most extensive discussion on the doctrine of the ministry found in the Lutheran Confessions.

Melanchthon begins by attacking the notion that the pope is above all other pastors, that he possesses both a temporal and a spiritual sword, and that it is necessary to salvation to believe these things.
  These articles, says Melanchthon, are "false, impious, tyrannical, and injurious to the church."
 

Melanchthon first affirms that all pastors are equal.  Citing Luke 22:24-27, Gal. 2:2, and 1 Cor. 3:4-8, he points out that there is to be no "primacy among ministers."
  Paul did not seek ordination from Peter, nor did he consider Peter to be his superior.  Therefore, neither "Peter nor the other ministers should assume lordship or authority over the church, nor burden the church with traditions, nor let anybody's authority count for more than the Word."

Melanchthon spends a good deal of time refuting the arguments of the Roman theologians, especially in regards to Peter.  Melanchthon notes that when Jesus gave the keys of the Kingdom, he did not give them to Peter, but to the Church catholic:  "The keys do not belong to the person of one particular individual, but to the whole church."
  This also upholds the universal priesthood, for the pastor alone does not hold the keys, but the congregation as a whole holds them.

The church does not rest on Peter, but on the Word of Christ.  Therefore, the church exists "wherever God gives his gifts, apostles, prophets, pastors, teachers."
  The ministry of the Word of God is itself created by the Word.  The authority of pastors is the authority of the Word "to preach the Gospel, proclaim the forgiveness of sins, administer the sacraments, and excommunicate the godless without physical violence."
  This power belongs to all pastors, no matter what their title might be.  However, this is their only authority; they do not possess a temporal "sword" by divine right.
  Melanchthon's argument goes a step further:  even if the pope did possess superiority by divine right, he still should not be followed when he "defends godless forms of worship, idolatry, and doctrines which conflict with the Gospel."
  Through this statement, Melanchthon upholds the right of the church to judge doctrine and interpret Scripture.

Calling on St. Jerome as a witness, Melanchthon upholds that "the distinction between bishop and pastor is by human authority."
  He does not object to bishops per se; however, he does object to the bishops who refuse to ordain rightfully called pastors:  "Wherever the church exists, the right to administer the Gospel exists.  Wherefore it is necessary for the church to retain the right of calling, electing, and ordaining ministers."
  In emergency, even a layman may serve as minister and pastor of another in absolving sins and baptizing.

Finally, it should be noted that this is the only area in the whole of the Lutheran Confessions that refers to 1 Peter 2:9 and the declaration of the universal priesthood.  Based on this passage, Melanchthon declares that the local church has the right to call its own pastor since the church "alone possesses the priesthood."
  Another pastor may come in to confirm such a call (as in ordination), but that is the limit of his authority.

5.  Summary

This is only a brief look at everything the Confessions have to say in regard to the Office of the Ministry.  Since their publication, many commentaries on the Confessions have been published.  For a more detailed analysis, I will direct the reader to two of those commentaries.

At the same time, I think we can safely draw a few conclusions from this look at the Lutheran Confessions.  First, the confessors considered the Office of the Public Ministry to be divinely instituted.  God gave the ministry for one reason:  to create faith so that people might be saved.
  Like their mentor, Martin Luther, the confessors noted that there is no special "spiritual estate," but only an office to which one is called.  That office is not temporal but spiritual in nature:  the office of preaching the word and administering the sacraments.  All pastors and bishops are equal in standing before God.  All other ranks are of human arrangement.  Finally, the confessors noted the need for a call.  The pastor does not serve at his own behest, but at the call of the congregation.  Without a call, one may not serve.  Ordination is merely a confirmation of the call.

C.  Nineteenth Century Lutheranism

To consider the various views of the Office of the Public Ministry through the Orthodoxist and Pietistic periods which followed the Reformation is beyond the ability of this author and the scope of this project.  However, by the nineteenth century, the views of ministry came down into three basic schools.  At one extreme, there were those who saw a purely functional view of the ministry.  What is commanded in this view is not an office but a function, that of preaching and administering the sacraments.  At the other extreme, we meet the "episcopal school," which emphasizes the institution and character of the office.  Not only is the office commanded and instituted by Christ, but the office constitutes a special estate.  Finally, there is what some call the via media which rejects both extremes and sees the Office of the Public Ministry in tension between the functionalizing and episcopal view.

1.  The Functional View of Ministry

There were several among the nineteenth century Lutherans that held this view point, among them J. W. F. Hoefling from Erlangen.  As former Concordia Seminary president Karl Barth explains, "This view of the ministry sees the office as flowing from the universal priesthood of all believers.  The office does not flow from Christ's divine ordinance but was introduced as a human arrangement in the interest of good order."
  Therefore, the office of pastor is on the same level as the observance of worship on Sunday, a merely human arrangement.  Instead of the office being established on a divine command, it is merely a "free creation of the early church."
  A congregation can very well call every member a "pastor" on the basis that all do ministerial functions.  Indeed, all a pastor does is carry out certain functions that have been delegated to him by the congregation, functions that could just as easily be delegated to another.  In short, there is no divinely ordained Office of the Public Ministry, but a divinely ordered function, namely the preaching of the Word and administration of the Sacraments.  In effect, the Office of the Public Ministry has been devalued into a mere "job."

Those who hold to this view look to Article V of the Augsburg Confession for their support.  They uphold that when the Confession states that "To obtain such faith God instituted the office of the ministry, that is, provided the Word and Sacraments,"
 God only ordained a function, a way of doing things, and not an office through which the work is done.  "The word 'office' here should be looked at in other than clerical terms"
 is the comment made in a footnote of the Tappert edition.  This is the functional view of the ministry at its worst.

This view still has its adherents within Lutheran circles.  Of the major Lutheran synods, the Wisconsin Evangelical Lutheran Synod is the main champion of this view.  Even within the Missouri Synod, this view has a number of adherents, particularly those associated with the Church Growth movement, in which it is declared that "everyone is a minister" and positions such as "Minister of Office Affairs" and "lay pastors" are created.
  According to Missouri Synod Church Growth consultant Kent Hunter, the people are the real ministers of the church, the pastor is their coach who trains them for "real ministry."
 

This, by the way, points out a very real weakness of the English language for Lutherans.  As Kurt Marquart points out, so long as "minister" meant the "preaching office," the understanding between pastor and universal priesthood was fairly clear.
  However, the term "ministry" now often refers to any type of service (e.g. tape ministry, bus ministry, music ministry, etc.).  This loose usage generates a great deal of confusion.  For this reason, I separate the Office of the Public Ministry which is held by the pastor through his call from the functions of that office (other "ministries") which may be carried out by the members under his supervision.

2.  The Episcopal View

In contrast to Hoefling, men such as Martin Stephan, Wilhelm Loehe, and J. A. A. Grabau upheld a much more episcopal view of the ministry.  This view held that "God first established the office of the pastoral ministry, and then he established the congregation."
 

The chief spokesman of this view was Wilhelm Loehe, a pastor from Neuendettelsdau, Bavaria.  Although he never came to the United States himself, his influence was strongly felt in the Lutheran Church in this country.

Loehe believed that the Office of the Public Ministry was a special estate and above every human calling.  He did not believe that every Christian has all the rights and privileges of the Office of the Keys, but only the pastor.  Therefore, only the pastor could forgive sins, only the pastor could administer a valid communion, only the pastor could perform a valid baptism and only the pastor had the right to make decisions in the church including that of excommunication.  Loehe would admit to exceptions in cases of extreme emergency, however, those were suspect and the recognition of an emergency did not mean the universal priesthood ordinarily retained the rights of the keys.
  Loehe even went so far as to deny the congregation the right to call its own pastor.  Instead, a congregation must have an advising pastor with them when a call is issued, for it is through the clergy, rather than the congregation, that the Lord calls and ordains men for the ministry.  As Loehe put it, "The Office transplants itself.  Only he who has the Office can transfer it to another."

For Loehe, ordination is absolutely essential to the Office of the Public Ministry.  Rather than ordination being a human rite which confirms the call into office, ordination was a virtual means of grace.  Only a properly ordained and installed pastor of the church could do the work of preaching the Word and administering the Sacraments.  For Loehe, "Ordination is a vital and essential part of the public ministry and is part of God's plan for it."

Scripturally, Loehe appealed to the book of Acts.  There we see Paul starting churches and appointing pastors to those churches.  In Loehe's view, therefore, the local congregation flowed from the one who started it, who then also transferred his office to others.
  Loehe also appealed to the Lutheran confessions for his view, especially to Article XIV of the Augsburg Confession, which reads "No one should preach or teach publicly or administer the sacraments in the church without a regular call."
  For Loehe, the call of the church implied the need of the counsel of clergy and ordination.
 

This view of ministry is also still in existence in modern Lutheran circles, particularly in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America (ELCA).  The model constitution for the ELCA states that the pastor is also to be the president of the congregation.
  The Lutheran Book of Worship, the main hymnal in the ELCA, has no rite of emergency baptism because of its view of ministry.  At the extreme end, this is called the "Evangelical Catholic" viewpoint.

Loehe's episcopal view is gaining adherents in the Missouri Synod as well.  I believe this interest is largely a reaction to the Church Growth Movement and the growing proliferation of "ministries" and "ministers."  I admit that I cannot find much written material that upholds this view in Missouri circles, but I have found the attitude in speaking with various pastors.  One pastor, upon arriving in his congregation, did away with lay readers without consulting the congregation based on the fact that "I am the called pastor, not them."
  In a church newsletter article on the topic of excommunication, the pastor wrote, "The pastor alone is given the office of the keys and not the congregation."
  Other pastors speak of an "ontic" view of the ministry in which the call is from God to the pastor and the call gives the pastor full rights in his congregation.
 

3.  The Via Media
In contrast to both camps, the third party upheld both the divine nature of the Public Office and the importance of the priesthood of all believers.  While seeing them in tension, it also saw them as going together.

The chief exponent of this view was C. F. W. Walther, a German Lutheran pastor in St. Louis, MO, who served as first president of the Lutheran Church—-Missouri Synod and as the first president of Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, MO.

Walther's views on Church and Ministry were the result of deep distress in his life and the lives of the German colony that he helped begin in Perry County, MO.  From the years 1839-1860, Walther and the people of the Missouri Synod dealt with the issues of Church and Ministry on three different occasions, arguing against both the functional and episcopal views on behalf of his mediating position.  The first caused the removal of Martin Stephan from his position of bishop of the immigrant group of which Walther was a part.  His removal destroyed the morale of the company and caused many pastors to leave their positions.  The second occasion caused the end of his friendship with Wilhelm Loehe.  The last caused the "excommunication" of the entire Missouri Synod by Pastor J. A. A. Grabau of Buffalo, NY.  Therefore, this issue was and is quite close to the heart of the Missouri Synod.  Kurt Marquart correctly states that the heart of Lutheranism is justification by faith.
  However, I would argue that the Missouri Synod is unique from all other Lutheran bodies in its emphasis on the Church and Ministry.

Walther set forth his views on Church and Ministry in his book Church and Ministry:  Witnesses of the Evangelical Lutheran Church on the Question of Church and Ministry.
  In this book, he divides the topic of the holy ministry into ten theses and supports each argument with quotes from Scripture, the Confessions, Luther, and other sources.

Walther begins by acknowledging the arguments of the episcopal school and agrees with them that the Office of the Public Ministry is divinely ordained of God.  In a strong denunciation of the functional view of ministry and its belief that the Office of the Public Ministry flows from the priesthood of all believers, Walther states unequivocally, "The holy ministry, or pastoral office, is an office distinct from the priestly office which belongs to all believers."
  Nor is this office merely a human arrangement.  Rather it is "established by God himself"
 and the Church "has been commanded to establish it and is ordinarily bound to it till the end of days."
  Nor does Walther see all activity in the Church as being equal.  For Walther "The ministry is the highest Office in the Church, from which, as its stem, all offices of the Church issue."
  In other words, the pastoral office, the office of Word and Sacrament, is the root from whence all other offices in the church grow.  The pastor may delegate some of the functions of that office to others, such as teaching a Sunday School class, but he alone occupies the office.  Therefore, there is no office or function in the church over which the pastor does not have oversight.  He may not actually perform all of the functions of the Office of the Public Ministry, but he is responsible in God's sight for seeing that they are carried out and that they are carried out in accordance with Scripture and the Lutheran Confessions.

However, Walther was no friend of the episcopal view.  His struggles with Pastors Loehe and Grabau caused him to fight this view with all his might and knowledge.  His first salvo came in looking at the power of the office:  the power of the Word of God alone.  In Thesis IX, Walther states, "To the ministry there is due respect as well as unconditional obedience when the pastor uses God's Word.  But the minister must not tyrannize the church.  He has no authority to introduce new laws or arbitrarily to establish adiaphora or ceremonies."
  The pastor has no authority outside the Word of God.  He has influence, he may have a vote in the congregational assembly, but he has no absolute power.  If Scripture is silent on a matter, the pastor may not force his will on the congregation; he can only act in an advisory manner.  In an essay to the Iowa District in 1879, Walther wrote,

According to Holy Scripture then, no pastor has the right to order a congregation to do anything.  All he can do is to repeat our Lord's commandments and say, "That is what my Lord Christ says, therefore you must obey or you are lost."  But if the pastor tries to order the congregation to do something he personally wants, then every member of the congregation has the right to tell him, "Pastor, you don't have the right to boss us around, for you are not our pope.  Don't you know that we are Christians?  We will have nothing to do with anyone who tries to give us orders and command." So, if a smarty-pants pastor says, "I  must admit that I cannot prove that from the Bible, but you must respect my Office," then you tell him, "You don't seem to know what your Office is!"

Walther would certainly object, therefore, to C. Peter Wagner's adulation of a pastor who came into his congregation and informed them that he was going to dissolve the voter's assembly and that he would make all the decisions in the congregation.
  Such a view is an abuse of the administrative powers of the pastor which do not come from the Word of God but from the congregation's constitution.

Nor does the pastor have the authority of the Word to himself alone.  The lay members of the congregation also have full rights as the children of God and may judge doctrine, sit on Church Councils, and have a full vote in all things.
  It was Walther's insistence on the lay members having a voice in the doctrinal matters of the Church that led to his break with Wilhelm Loehe, who decried what he called Walther's "American mob rule."

Finally, for Walther, there is no special "spiritual estate," there is only a different form of service.  Walther writes, "The ministry is not a special, or in opposition to that of ordinary Christians, a more holy estate, as was the Levitical priesthood, but it is an office of service."
  Pastors have a different kind of service, a very high calling and are to be duly respected, but they are not lords over the congregation in any sense of the word.  In short, "any claim to be right ex officio is blasphemy and a sign of the antichrist, and such an episcopal view of the ministry must be repudiated."

4. Summary

The nineteenth century was a formative one for Lutheranism.  It gave birth to a number of Lutheran bodies, agencies, and strong theological discussion.  During this time, the prevailing views on ministry crystallized into three main schools:  functionalism, episcopal, and the via media.  The distinguishing question is a simple one:  Does the main power of the church lie with the lay people (functional view) or the pastor (episcopal view)?  The answer is "Yes" (the via media).  Both have the power and authority of God's Word.  Both are responsible for doctrine and the work of ministry.  Pastor and flock are called to be one, even as a married couple are one.
  There is no "yours" or "mine" in the work of the congregation and the relationship between pastor and people.  There is only "ours."

III.  Theology of Ministry:  Personal Reflections

At the time of this writing, I have served as a pastor for eleven years; four years in my present congregation.  Yet this is the first time since seminary that I found myself researching and writing extensively on the nature of the pastoral ministry and the duties and responsibilities of the pastor.  This is strange, given the great amount of debate on the pastoral office in the Christian Church today.  At the same time, maybe such is not so odd:  When one is busy being a pastor, one rarely has time to think about what a pastor is!

My own experience in pastoral ministry finds its heart with Walther; I consider myself to be "Waltherian" in my view and understanding of the holy ministry.  The pastor is neither above (in an authoritarian, demanding manner) nor below the congregation (as if he were merely another "employee" there to do the congregation's bidding); he is alongside them.  He neither commands nor obeys, he shepherds.  He speaks with a shepherd's voice; he cares with a shepherd's heart.

This leads me to four observations:

A.  There is no higher office in the holy catholic and apostolic Church than that of pastor.

There is only one divinely instituted office in the Church and that is the Office of the Public Ministry.  All other theological offices, Directors of Christian Education, Sunday School teachers, theological professionals, judicatory executives, etc. are auxiliary to that one office and exist only by human right.  Therefore, pastors should not belittle themselves or think poorly of their office.  Instead, they should bear the office with "humble confidence"--humbleness because they, though sinners, have been called to the best and highest office in the world; confidence because their Lord has chosen them for ministry and has given them the gifts needed to minister effectively.  

The title "pastor" is an honorable one.  When I first became a pastor, I didn't like being called "pastor."  "Call me Jim," was my usual response.  Part of it was fear of separating myself from the congregation through title.  Another part was simply being unfamiliar with the title; after all, I had never been called "pastor" before.  But I have changed in that view.  There is no greater title than that of pastor.  If a man has that title, he is called to the highest office in the Church.  He should not worry about the number of letters behind his name nor the size or prestige of the congregation.  To care, to love, to shepherd God's people, no matter what how large the flock, is a calling higher and greater than any other.  As Walther put it: 

When a place has been assigned to a Lutheran candidate of theology where he is to discharge the office of a Lutheran minister, that place ought to be to him the dearest, most beautiful, and most precious spot on earth.  He should be unwilling to exchange it for a kingdom.

B.  The doctrine of the Office of the Public Ministry and the priesthood of all believers compliment one another.

Even though the Office of the Public Ministry is the highest of all offices, the pastor has no right to "lord it over" the congregation.  The office is the highest in the Church, not the man who fills it.  He is to be "servant of all, lord of none."
  He is to look at himself as servant to the congregation and not lord of the congregation.

It is not "pastor vs. people" but pastor and people.  They belong to each other and both belong to Christ Jesus (Rom. 14:8).  Luther and the Confessions emphasized both the divine institution of the ministry and the universal priesthood of all believers.  The pastor is to teach and to preach so that the people might take upon themselves certain functions of the pastoral office and thus replicate the pastor in another place.  For Walther, there could be no greater joy than to see the pupils of the pastor become masters of Holy Scripture for their work is not built on themselves, nor a divine office, but only on Jesus Christ alone.
 

Part of the relationship between the office of the public ministry and the universal priesthood is that of accountability.  Pastors are first and foremost accountable to God for the discharge of their office as "stewards of the mysteries of Christ" (1 Cor. 4:1).  However, they are also accountable to their people.  After all, the keys of the Kingdom were not given to the pastors, but to the congregation.  Through the call, the congregation confers their keys to heaven to the pastor.  The congregation, therefore, has the right to make any reasonable request for information about the administration of the Office.  Granted, some things must remain confidential, but information regarding the number of calls and visits, use of office time, etc. are certainly valid.  The congregation also has the right to evaluate how effectively the pastor is using their keys to the Kingdom.  Pastors cannot and should not simply claim to be sacred because "I am the called shepherd," as if the call makes them unaccountable to their people.

At the same time, the people of God do owe respect and obedience in spiritual matters to the pastor.  He is not to be "hired and fired" like a janitor or secretary.  He is given a Divine Call, not a job contract, and is to be treated like the under-shepherd that he is.  The congregation also owes the pastor a fair living wage; his standard of living should accurately reflect that of the congregation.  A pastor should not live a life of luxury, becoming rich from his pastoral duties, nor should the congregation attempt to balance the budget on the backs of the pastor and his family. 

C.  Those in the pastoral office have no authority other than the Word of God.

One would hope that this simple statement would no longer need emphasis today, but it does.  Whether one is preparing to hold the office or has been a pastor for fifty years, one needs to be reminded of where the authority comes from:  the Word of God.  The Office of the Public Ministry is glorious, but it is an office of service not tyranny.  Pastors may not make decisions in matters not clearly decided by the Word of God.

Some disagreement exists as to what God's Word says, even in a fairly homogenous body like the Missouri Synod.  What happens when one pastor believes God's Word permits women to read the Scriptures in worship and another believes God's Word prohibits such a practice?  What about the use of contemporary Christian music and alternative liturgies?  In my mind, in such disputed matters, the pastor is best off to leave such decisions to the congregation and follow their practice.  That was one of the problems at Trinity when I came:  too many pastors, including myself, had attempted to make changes in areas of adiaphora.  Those changes caused a great deal of turmoil in the congregation leading to frustration.

However, a pastor simply remaining true to the Word of God may bring him into conflict with his congregation.  St. Paul warned the Ephesian elders that some within their own flock would rebel against them and the authority of the Word (Acts 20:30).  When such conflict happens, the pastor dare not correct the congregation based on his own authority, or the authority of his Office, but solely on the authority of the Word.  Nor should the Word of God be used as a club to beat the people into submission; instead he should use the Word to gently guide the people into the way of truth, being careful to watch himself lest he fall (Gal. 6:1).  Above all, he must let the Gospel predominate in his dealings with the people, lest he confuse them and abuse the Word of God.
 

In all things, the attitude of the pastor towards the congregation is important.  When he sees himself as their shepherd and servant all other things become clear.  On the other hand, when one presents himself as "chief-executive-in-charge" trouble will surely mount.  As Rev. Dennis Perryman, pastor of First Lutheran Church, Acton, MA, reminded me, "If you find yourself reminding other people that you are the pastor, you probably aren't, no matter what the call documents say!"

D.  The roles shepherd and steward must be carefully balanced.  

The role of steward grows out of the role of shepherd.

In the late twentieth century, there is a growing interest in the role of pastor as "steward," that is, manager and administrator of the congregation.
  This project reflects part of that growing interest.  The role of pastor as administrator is important.  Direction, vision, leadership are part and parcel of the pastor's task.

However, the role of pastor as steward must never be allowed to overwhelm the primary role as shepherd of souls.  The pastor must not allow himself to become "office bound," tied to the things that must be done thereby forgetting the people who have been entrusted to his care.  Love for the people and service to them must take priority in the pastor's life and ministry.

Only after one has loved the people of God can one truly lead the people of God.  In my experience at Trinity, I found very few people interested in my vision of the future or my understanding of our mission until after I had showed that I was interested in them.  Only after I was accepted as shepherd of the sheep could I be accepted as leader in the congregation.  This is simply servant leadership:  leading that does not come from administrative statements but actions lived out in love.

IV.  Summary

In this section, I have attempted to lay out a cohesive view of the Office of the Public Ministry.  Starting with Scripture and continuing with Luther and the Confessions, I have tried to present a view of the pastoral office in which the pastor is neither exalted nor deprecated, but viewed as the shepherd under Christ, called by his Lord to take care of his Lord's sheep.  The pastor has many roles, but the first and foremost is to heed the words of Jesus to Peter, "Feed my lambs.  Take care of my sheep.  Feed my sheep" (John 21:15-17).  If pastors can do that, then they will stand in the way of the apostles, the way of Christ Jesus, serving him faithfully.
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