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The Prompting Problem 

The cry has been heard from time to time that we lack pastors in our 

churches. The complaint is valid. Our frustration may, however, signal that our 

orientation is wrong. Our supermarket mentality leads us to think that when we 

need a pastor we simply go to the convenient shelf where they are on display and 

make our selection. Our supply and demand mentality prompts us to run an ad and 

expect that applications will come in. The present instant renewal mentality 

leads us to believe that the fault lies with the simmer-level of spirituality 

in our churches. If we can find the formula to turn the switch, spiritual 

intensity will return and our problems will be solved. I propose that we seek 

the solution at the level of fundamentals, namely the biblical understanding of 

ministry in the church. Hopefully some practical suggestions will emerge from 

there. 

I have chosen to run two strands through the paper, namely (1) a 

critique of the pastor system presently employed in most of our churches, and 

(2) a clarifying of the biblical model. There is perhaps a little too much 

delight in the critiquing on the one hand; and certainly a less than compre-

hensive grasp of the biblical understanding of ministry on the other. This 

~perfection and unfinishedness of the paper should be ample invitation for 

further dialogue. 

The specific concern of this paper is a recent one, since we have 

only recently moved to the paid-pastor system in the Canadian Mennonite Brethren 

Conference. The question which needs to be raised alongside the concern about 

the shortage of pastors is whether there is more generally a lack of spiritual 

leadership, and perhaps a misunderstanding of ministry in the church. If we 
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are to speak with integrity of the call to the pastoral ministry, we must look 

closely at the kind of ministry the churches expect persons to be called to, 

the kind of ministry individuals envision when they are called, and how these 

expectations square with the Bible. More precisely the question is this: Does 

God call some persons to a professional administrative pastoral role and expect 

them to move from place to place exercising it? 

Certainly, the New Testament portrays a bishop concept. There were persons 

of exceptional leadership ability (not necessarily administrative) who functioned 

as focal points in a particular, though perhaps extended, locality. Peter was 

such a man in Jerusalem; later he was succeeded by James. Paul was such a man in 

the territory he covered in his first missionary journey; later he assumed such a 

role in Corinth, and still later in Ephesus. He assigned Timothy and Titus to 

s~ilar roles in Ephesus and Crete respectively. John seems to have been a s~ilar 

kind of leading elder later in Ephesus. It is clear that Paul's work was in part 

administrative. His letters to Timothy and Titus indicate such an administrative 

activity at the very eve of his death. 

This is not, however, the kind of role we have in mind when we look for 

a pastor for the Reimerville Mennonite Brethren Church. What is it we are looking 

for~ We want a man who will assume single-handedly the task of making a particular 

congregation go and grow. He is to plan and perform the mission of the church, 

visit the homes of members, counsel the couples, bury the dead, support the bereaved, 

preach the gospel, teach the doctrine, manage the finances, organize the children's 

clubs, push pet programs of various groups, lead the worship, prompt to prayer, 

and give the church a respectable name in the community. Indeed, he is expected to 

do what the church is expected to do. His task is to keep the program running-

better and bigger. If he can't do it, we call for a vote of confidence, which is 

frequently a hint of non-confidence. 
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It would be superfluous here to spend much time demonstrating that the 

New Testament understanding of church leadership and ministry is team-leadership 

and team ministry. Brother Waldo Hiebert has done this very well in his recent 

series in the M. B. Herald. This paper assumes that concept. 

For the benefit of those, however, who did not read (or have forgotten) 

Waldo Hiebert's articles, let me explain the term briefly in my own way. The 

ministering and leadership team in the church is that group of persons equipped 

through the Spirit and selected by the church to function in those ministries 

which have t.o do with the shepherding of the flock, the upbuilding of the entire 

body (teaching, guarding, overseeing, caring, etc.; see Acts 20:26-31; Eph. 

4:11-16). The team becomes a group covenanted to each other and to the church, 

the body of which they are members and in which they serve. Their differences in 

endowments are not seen as in&cations of inadequacy, or as measures by which their 

relative value is compared, but as indications of God's very fundamental principle 

e 
of compl)mentariness. "It is not good that the man should be alone." (Gen. 2:18). 

The team, then, is not a group of persons taking turns preaching, but a 

group of ministers working together, aiding each other to do their best, evaluating 

the church and their ministry and praying that God might achieve his purposes in 

the body of the saints. 

What it seems we have done in our churches is to reinterpret the New 

Testament concept of bishop to make of it a constitutional monarch, and then we 

have transposed it into the local congregation, i.e., that group which meets regu-

larly in a designated building. 

If, therefore, we wish to speak helpfully about the shortage of pastors 

and of God's calling to church ministries, we need to look first at the biblical 
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understanding of ministry. It is to ministry as he understands it that the Spirit 

of God is calling people. First, however I would like to look at a few aberrations. 

Some Easy Assumptions which North American Mennonite Brethren Churches 

are making about the pastoral ministry. 

We have fallen heir (or prey) to the tradition of North American 

evangelicalism. A significant part of that heritage is the monarchical 

system of church leadership. We have crossed that concept with a dis

torted understanding of brotherhood (distorted by the concept of democracy) 

and have emerged with a kind of constitutional monarchy which lends itself 

admirably to politicking and manipulation. 

What are some of these easy assumptions which have accompanied 

this degeneration? 

1. That the "pastor" had best be an import. He will function better 

if he comes in cold, knowing nothing of the church's problems. 

At the same time the wiser ones among us have admitted that such 

a "pastor" really does not get inside the lives of most people in the first 

three years of his stay. And anyway, the factions in the church race to 

get to him first and gain advantage. 

The record is clear, to be sure, that the New Testament churches 

had itinerant preachers. The apostles became such. To be an apostle came 

to mean to go where no Christian group had yet been gathered . In the case 

of the Twelve, it also meant to visit new Christian groups and ensure ~heir 

wholesome rootedness in the teachings of Jesus. When the apostles died, 

others took up these tasks. The church has always had its pilgrim preachers. 

But our "pastor" concept hardly fits that role. 
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When the Antioch church could function on its own, the ~ports, 

Barnabas and Saul, were sent away (Acts 13). The much lauded concept of the 

indigenous church may well have reference to boundary restrictions which are 

narrower than the national borders we have thought of. 

2. That the task of an administrative pastor is to be a full-time job. 

Indeed, it seems that we are beginning to measure the spirituality 

of a church by the number of additional staff. A church with a youth pastor 

or an associate pastor on salary is regarded as spiritual. The barbed 

question comes not infre~uently: "What's wrong with Elmwood that they 

don't have a youth pastor?" 

The leaders in the churches which Paul founded on his first journey 

probably kept with their gainful employment outside the church even when 

they were voted into the leadership ministry (Acts 14) . 

True, Paul instructs T~othy about the salary of teachers in the 

church. However, the regulation seems related immediately to the quality 

of their work (I Tim. 5:17-18) . The gist seems to be that if a brother is 

particularly apt, he should be given support so that he can give more t~e 

to the ministry. We jump too far too readily if we think we hear Paul 

speaking of a professional ministry. 

3. That the "pastor" does the important things in the church. 

The pastor has come to be seen as the official functioner. It is 

he who speaks for the church when there needs to be an official representa

tion. He does the baptizing and the burying. He "performs" the marriage 

ceremony and administers the communion; he does the preaching and the praying, 

the counseling and the disciplining. 
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We1 therefore, "speak with forked tongue" when we extol the great 

doctrine of the priesthood of all believers. We claUn to be a community 

of priests who serve each other. We laud the revolutionary actions of Conrad 

Grebel and his friends when they baptized each other and of Heinrich HUbert and 

those who stood with hUn in 1860 when they celebrated the Lord's Supper without 

the officiating presence of the church authorities but we are aghast when anyone 

even vaguely suggests that we ought to duplicate those actions. 

4. That the "pastor" is to be recognized by the state and that he functions 

officially, ~n part at least, because he has been vested with authority by the state. 

This is particularly evident in marriage ceremonies. The minister is 

heard to say in conclusion, "As a minister of Jesus Christ and of this church and 

by the authority of the government of this province, I pronounce • " A less 

objectionable version may be, "· •• in accordance with the laws of this province. • • • 

We have come to view rather highly the recognition the state affords. 

(P.M. Friesen already documents this sentUnent . ) Therefore, it is necessary 

to have a person who is visible in ways the state is progr ammed to see. All 

the t~e we know that our authority is in God and in his Word, and is recog

nized and endorsed by the Christian community, not the state. If the state 

wishes to recognize what the Christian community has decided, it is free to 

do that. We do not ask for its recognition , nor require it for our functioning. 

We will, for the sake of orderliness , submit to procedural requirements which 

the state imposes, but we do not in any way submit to its authority in matters 

of church polity or faith issues. We do not shape the leadership of the church 

in ways that make it convenient for the state. 
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The New Testament Model 

The basic pattern of leadership and ministry in the New Testament is the 

practise of dovetailing gifts and needs. Of course, personal spiritual 

qualities are paramount. The men who were chosen to be the first deacons 

were to be full of Holy Spirit and endowed with wisdom. Their particular 

gift, however, was to be able to get close to those who felt cheated. Thus 

they were to bridge the cleavage in the church. Their gifts and the church's 

need were fitted together. 

When the New Testament speaks more generally of the functioning of 

the church as a body, it speaks of gifts by which the members of the church 

meet each other's needs both in one-to-one and in more public situations. 

(See I Cor. 12 and Rom.l2). The lists of gifts in the pertinent passages 

are not to be seen as exhaustive, yet they do suggest significant and basic 

areas of functioning. 

However, when the Spirit gives instruction specifically about the 

Word ministries, he states that these gifts are given to the church so that 

the church as a body will grow to become what it is intended to be (See 

Eph. 4:11•16). 

We have at least two options for the practical implementation of 

the Ephesians 4 model. We can regard the apostles, the prophets, the evangel

ists, the pastors and the teachers as having been given as gifts to the 

church at large. These special persons would then become itinerant ministers. 

Or we can think of these as having been given to the church community 

of a geographically more restricted area. All of these gifts (persons) then 

could be present in a local congregation, and together would become the 

ministry/leadership team. This group would be responsible for the nurture 
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and direction of the congregation, and for the fundamental decision-making. 

(Cf. Acts 13 and 15. Acts 20 sees this leadership/ministry team as relating 

to an entire city.) 

If we place this leadership/ministry responsibility solely (or even 

aLmost solely) on the shoulders of one person, we rob the church of much of 

its necessary nutrition. The menu becomes rather limited if one person is 

made the sole chef, unless, of course, that person has infinite capacity, 

flawless and complete perception, and the humility and wisdom that allows 

for appropriate accommodation to all needs. 

We have found some less than ideal ways of resolving the problem 

of such congregational malnutrition. We have assigned a few men in the 

conference to very special tasks (such as evangelist, Bible expositor, 

or educator) in the hope that churches will invite these in order to com

plement their pastor. 

Or we rotate pastors on a rather regular basis in the hope that each 

succeeding one will bring to his task a configuration of gifts which is dif• 

ferent from his predecessor. With the right kind of ministerial migration 

we could feed the flock with all the necessary food stuffs even though it 

would mean the good folk would be eating salad for three years and then baked 

potatoes for four. What happens, however, (be it ever so subtle) is that each 

succeeding pastor exercises his personal bent (wittingly or unwittingly), fails 

to recognize that his ministry needs to be complemented, and belittles his pre

decessor. Thus all too frequently one breaks down what the other has done, rather 

than recognizing it, affirming it, and building on it. Each sees his own task 

as of utmost significance and appropriateness, a kind of epitome performance, 

and fails to recognize that he must lay the groundwork for his successor. 
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The New Testament solution for the problem of congregational malnu• 

trition is that of team leadership and team ministry. The gifts of a team 

complement each other. If the team functions as a team ought, the ministry 

will be balanced and will achieve wholeness in the church. At the same 

time, each member of the team is encouraged, checked, and instructed by 

the others. 

The effectiveness of such a ministry team is not to be measured 

by the smooth running of a program. Any committee that puts heads together 

under average administrative direction can do that. The ministry team is to 

achieve more. They are responsible for helping the church become the church- 

a body of believers relating helpingly and healingly to each other, worshipping 

God together, learning to obey Jesus the Christ, and celebrating the oneness 

into which they are bonded. 

This functioning as a body, which is to be the experience of the 

entire church, must be modeled in the leadership/ministry team. They must 

find their own personal needs met by the gifts of the others. They must put 

their hearts together, not only their heads. 'lhey must have a "koinonia" exper• 

ience in the team. Only then can they help the church to be, not only to run. 

In such a team a functional structure will emerge. Different per sons 

may well be more apt at leading the group in different kinds of activities or 

encounters. In our present system, the person who is paid to be the "pastor" 

ought certainly to take the initiative in helping the group find its natural 

structure. The fact that he is salaried does not make him the natural leader 

of the team in every aspect of its activity. 

The leadership/ministry team must guard its priorities jealously. The 

apostles in the early church are a model here. They refused to allow the 

urgently necessary immediacies to distrac t them from their primary function 
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(Acts 6). Things are not different in today's church. The ministry/leadership 

team must see to it that all the necessary things are done to ensure the har

monious functioning of the entire body. Perhaps they could appoint a secretary 

(either male or female) to do administrative work. Or they might appoint an 

intake person whose job it would be to direct people to those who can help, or 

to direct concerns to those who need to make decisions. Certainly the clerical 

work in the church ought not to be done by those who should be spending their 

energies in the Word ministry. 

Let me conclude this section by attempting to merge the New Testament 

sketches of ministry and leadership into one unified picture which we can frame 

into our situation. 

In Acts 6 the preaching/teaching team is the initial leadership team 

of the church. The pastoral team (deacons) is added and is seen as assisting 

the Word ministry by seeing to the personal problems of the congregation. The 

first deacons were certainly shepherding persons (pastoral). Their task was to 

deal with the grumblers, those who felt cheated. That is a counselling task. 

It is clear from the account that we must allow for some shift between 

the two categories. The deacons in Acts 6 did not abide by the rigidly defined 

task restrictions which the apostles imposed. And even where the deliniation 

of work is retained we must insist that an ongoing dialogue between preachers 

and deacons is assured so that those who preach are in touch with the needs of 

the people. 

The later concept of the church elders describes a leadership team 

which includes preaching/teaching gifts as well as pastoral gifts (Acts 14:20; 

Eph. 4:11; Pastoral epistles). The leadership of the church clearly comprised 

the entire team, and the tasks were divided within the team so that the Word 
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ministries and personal ministries could both be carried out. Yet Paul at the 

end of his life returns to the same distinction of ministry which was made in 

Act 6 (See I Timothy 3). 

If we want to move toward this biblical pattern without being dis

ruptive, the "pastor" under our present system would be expected to call into 

being and see to the effective functioning of this team (or these teams). 

Depending on his own peculiar gifts, he may be the administrator of the church 

and see to the mobilizing of the teams. If he has pastoral skills he may 

function as the playing coach of the pastoral team (deacons), or if he has 

preaching skills, he may function as the coach of that team. It may even be 

that he can coach both teams, but he does not assume the work of the teams. 

The Call to the Ministry 

We have now a context within which to place the burden of this paper. 

There are a number of matters which have created difficul t ies for us in the matter 

of the call to ministry. I would like to enlar~e on these and provide some practical 

suggestions which grow out of the model which I have dealt with above. 

1. We have thought of the call largely as a call to a paid-pastor role. It 

is because of this that some young men have refused ordination. They felt they 

were binding themselves to a specttic mode of functioning, and that, should a church 

call them to such a role, they would have no option but to accept. 

Other young persons under a sense of God's call had no other mode 1 within 

which to respond to the call, and offered themselves to a paid-pastor ministry, only 

to find that they were not suited to the task as the church conceived of it. 

Rather, we must again come to see the call to the ministry as a call to 

function with a particular gift in the Christian group in which that gift is recog

nized and the service required. Few persons who are committed to the Christ will 
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resist a call when they feel that the call is fitting their specific gifts to an 

~ediate recognizable need. If, then, in the providence of God, another congre

gation sees in the person and the gift a particular contribution which is necessary 

for their s:i.tuation, they are free to "call" the person to a specific functioning, 

and the person is free to accept or refuse the invitation. 

2. We have made too much of ordination, and, consequently, are making too 

little of it. We have linked ordination to the occupational model, rather than 

seeing it as the church's affirmation of a gift and its acceptance of the person's 

leadership as he uses the gift. The culturaJ understanding of our society determines 

the meaning of ordination for us. We do still have some churches which have ordained 

ministers who are not the "pastor," but ordinarily even these can justify their 

ordination by some special conference function. We do not think seriously of 

ordaining a person who is functioning in a preaching role in the church if he has 

some other way of making a living. To ordain h~ may on the one hand mean that we 

stand to lose him, since some other church might drop a bait. On the other hand, 

to ordain him means we have to accept his leadership (as a member of the leadership/ 

ministry team) and that might bring about unwelcome changes. So we use hUn, but do 

not affirm him fully. 

The ordination of Paul and Barnabas to the mission enterprise sheds 

some additional light (Acts 13). Both had already been functioning as teachers 

in the church for years. In all probability they had been ordained before. 

But now they were ordained for a specific task. When they had completed the 

task, they reported to the church and the transaction was complete. They 

had accomplished what they were ordained to do. The further mission activity 

of Paul was undertaken by his own initiative. 
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We would do well to disassociate ordination from the professional/ 

occupational model and use it more freely. Ordination is the endorsement of the 

church given to one who functions in that church in some specific and significant 

public capacity, namely in some Word/Life/Leadership ministry. Always we must 

keep in mind that those whom we ordain are not to do the work of the church but 

are to see to it that the church becomes the church and functions as a church, 

ie, that the church accomplishes its ministry. Few persons whom the church wishes 

to affirm with ordination for a specific ministry within a congregation will 

resist that kind of call. 

Yet ordination has high significance. Paul uses that event as a way of 

anchoring Timothy to his responsibility. In such an instance ordination becomes 

one stage in the growth of a person's commiement to the ongoing task or to the 

exercise of a continuing gift. If, then, in the providence of God the congregation 

to which the person belongs (or some ~ther) decides to ask for more of his t~e, 

it is an invitation to extend a ministry which he was already doing and in which he 

had already been affirmed. It will probably not be difficult to accept such an 

invitation. 

3. We have tended to look among the young for those who are called to the 

ministry. (Deacons, of course, can't be young!) Certainly there are young persons 

who have the hand of God on them for the· preaching ministry. These ought to be 

discovered, encouraged and harnessed. 

But perhaps we have been conditioned to look too exclusively among the 

young persons for those who will give their life to the ministry. God also calls 

those who have established themselves in a vocation. Amos was a shepherd when 

God burdened htm with a message. It is not clear whether he left his profession 

permanently or not. There is no reason why a man couldn't be a watch-maker by 

profession and a preacher in the exercising of his gifts in the church. There 
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are among us older persons who have spent a large part of their lives in same 

vocation and now feel called to involve themselves more directly and intensively 

in the life of the church. Such persons need to be tested, and, if they are 

suitably gifted, ought to be inducted into the ministry/leadership team for 

further validation. This is more than letting them have their turn once in a 

while. If then God moves these persons to give themselves full - ttme to some kind 

of ministry either within their own congregation or elsewhere, well, praise God! 

The middle years can prove to be a freeing stage of life, a new kind of mobility 

for ministry. 

4. We have left the matter of the call almost exclusively with the indi-

vidual. The congregation carries a large measure of the responsibility for 

drawing persons into the ministry, as well as for curbing those who aspire to it 

but are not equipped. The task of the congregation is made doubly difficult when 

that which an ill-equipped person aspires to is not to preach but to be a preacher, 

not to help those in need but to be a pastor. Some among us sought to be 

approved and applauded for their Christian devotion and therefore told us they 

wanted to go into the ministry. We, the church, did not want to quench their 

commibment, so we smiled slowly and they read it as encouragement. By our lack 

of courage we wronged both the individual and the church. The church is obligated 

to test the gift quite consciously and deliberately, remembering that God calls 

persons to a form of ministry, not primarily to a position from which to minister. 

The congregation must also test the quality of the person, since, as the 

sermon in large measure is the preacher, so a service in large measure is the 

servant. The church will have to discern whether the person is l azy and sees the 

ministry as a soft job, or whether he is power hungry and sees the ministry as a 

means of control, or whether he has personal problems which he has failed to deal 

with and sees the ministry as a way of escaping that necessity by focusing on the 

problems of others. 
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Just one more word about the responsibility of the congregation in the 

call of persons to its ministry. The state of the church as a body is a significant 

force in either drawing or repulsing one who is considering a call. Lethargy in 

the membership, utter predictability in the way the church functions, lack of 

freshness in the way the members relate to each other and to God, unconcern about 

slipshod ministry and hackneyed preaching,--these things will repulse the better 

persons and attract those who are inappropriately motivated. 

The home, too, is influential in turning the children toward church 

ministries. Parents who wish to keep their children open to God's call to shepherding 

the flock will have to speak well of the flock. That means, of course, that they 

must love the flock, because one cannot say sweet things and harbor bitterness 

and expect the children not to catch the inconsistency. Also, parents must speak 

app~ciatively of those presently serving the church. Faultfinding parents cannot 

expect their children to think highly either of the church or its ministry. On 

the other hand, to speak glowingly of theminister when it is clear to the child 

that his work is mediocre, will not draw him to such servanthood either. 

Certainly the individual must hear the call from God personally. He 

who is compelled by God to preach or shepherd will have an "all-absorbing desire 

for the work" (Spurgeon). However, the church must discern whether it is this 

divine drive to the work or the compulsion to attain the office. 

It is in the congregation that a person's gifts for public instruction, 

proclamation and/or shepherding are validated. The hearer must affirm that God is 

getting his work done when the brother preaches. 

Where such validation occurs, the person will be affirmed by the corres

pondence between the inner urging and the church's reflection, and he will not find 

it difficult to follow the call further to new areas or to full-time ministry. 

In regard to the calling to the ministry of persons who are 30 years old 
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and beyond, it is the members of the ~ody who have a particular obligation to 

each other. We must help each other to be loosely bound to our careers and earning 

machines and to be faithful to people. Adults just beginning to put down their 

domestic roots need to be helped to see life whole, and to keep God's values 

primary. Adults in their 30's and 40's can, within the security of the Christian 

fellowship, risk hearing God calling them to some kind of service and cut themselves 

loose from the security which profession or trade offers. It is easier to follow 

God's call into the unknown when the support of the Christian community is assured. 

Congregations need to assume again the responsibility of providing their own 

ministers in this way. 

5. We have thought of the call to the ministry too restrictedly in terms of 

a once-for-all call. There is no doubt that there are those who know in their 

innermost that God has selected them to proclaim his truth, and that this activity 

is to occupy prime time with them, or indeed a lifetime. Again it is an erroneous 

concept of ordination which h~s gotten in the way. To be ordained, we have thought, 

precludes any other vocational activity and is binding for life. We feel uncomfor-

table, too, with those who were once ordained to the preaching ministry but now 

find themselves passed over when the congregation looks for leadership and for 

biblical instruction and exposition. 

We need to allow for a limited calling for a specific task in keeping with 

one's present capabilities and circumstances. Perhaps, too, it is necessary to 

allow that God's calling may be a kind of process with some and a once-for-all 

enlistment for others. Certainly God calls various persons at different stages 

of their development to lay down their livelihood tools and move fully and perma

nently into some ministry of the church. But God also calls particular people at 

particular times for particular tasks. When the task is done, the call has ceased. 

When another need arises, the call may be renewed. God calls through need as well 

as through an inner consciousness of a gift. The call may come to one person at 
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various t~es to perform various tasks, each validating some gift which he has. 

For one not yet weathered in the ministry it may prove to be a freeing thing to 

be able to~ink of the call in segments of t~e so that he is free at checkpoints 

to seek re-direction or a temporary unharnessing. Perhaps the sense of lifet~e 

bondage scares people away. 

6. We have been overly ready to find models in the world which we have trans-

planted into the church ministry. The pattern can be found in various other 

aspects of the church. We have looked for those who are successful in business and 

have elected them to the board of trustees. We simply assume that professional 

teachers will do well in Sunday School. An e ducat iona l administra tor quite naturally 

becomes the chairman of the Christian education committee. We take our cues from 

other professions: social work, medicine, law, engineering. If it works there, 

it must work in the church. 

Other professions can inform the ministry, to be sure , but they are never 

the meter stick by which the ministry is measured. I t i s from t he New Testament 

that we derive our directives, and often those directives turn the wisdom of the 

world upside down. The cross remains the supreme example of that . 

Persons who themselves are deeply spiritual and who want to take the church 

seriously but balk at this secularization of the ministry , willnot easily respond 

to the call to serve in it even though they are commi~ed m serving the Christ. They 

see the monumental task of changing the church's c~ncept of itself and of its 

ministry before they themselves would feel comfortable in it , and so they despair 

before they get started. 

To focus our understanding of the cal l and to strengthen the impact of the 

call, we will have to move deliberately from the conce pt of a professional pastor 

to a more fundamental concept of church ministry, that is, each being involved in 

the church where he is a member and serving people with his gifts. 
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There is, of course, a healthy kind of "being professional" in the sense 

that the person is competent but acknowledges the limitatiou of his competence, 

that he can function on a team in a disciplined and responsible way, that he is 

open to self-evaluation and further learning, that he is sensitive to people 

where they are and provides a service, functioning according to basic principles. 

This is being professional in a wholesome way. Certainly to allow gross incom

petence in the name of piety and sincerity is unbecoming of the church and its 

message. 

The danger of an unhealthy kind of professionalism is always with us. 

J. Lawrence Burkholder has listed some of the characteristics of a professional, 

which, when translated into the church and applied rigidly, make for a church 

which is less than the New Testament ideal. Professional, says Burkholder, implies 

the fo !lowing: 

a) full or nearly full-time employment; 

b) full or nearly full support in the form of salary; 

c) special training (normally a B.D.); 

d) special functions, i.e. functions or duties not expected of ordinary 

people; 

e) membership in professional associations, guilds, unions, etc.; 

f) consciousness of the existence of professional peers and professional 

standards set by peers. (See Concern, February, 1969, P• 12) 

In this sense "the church is viewed as an occupational system" (Wm. 

McElvaney, Journal of Pastoral Care, March, 1976). There are those who feel a call 

of God to a ministry but have only this professional/occupational ~odel within which 

they know how to respond to the call. If the church informs them that their gifts 

are such that they do not fit this model, they will experience painful frustration. 

On the other hand, if it is the church that is stuck on such a model, and the person 

to be called rejects the model, there is frustration too. 
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1. We have freighted the concept of the ministry with an ~possible 

load. Here is a list I found of the qualifications most of us expect of a 

pastor. He must have the strength of an ox, the tenacity of a bulldog, the 

daring of a lion, the patience of a donkey, the industry of a beaver, the 

versatility of a chameleon, the vision of an eagle, the melodies of a nightin

gale, the meekness of a lamb, the hide of a rhinoceros, the disposition of an 

angel, the resignation of an incurable, the loyalty of an apostle, the faith

fulness of a prophet, the tenderness of a shepherd, the fervency of an evangelist, 

and the devotion of a mother. 

That list is intentionally facetious, to be sure. But even when we 

become serious about what the pastor is to be and do the list is equaily colos

sal. Let me give a partial list of our expectations of h~: 

- able to interpret sensitively the teaching of the gospel in contem-

porary life 

- able to relate well to children, youth, and adults of all ages 

- able to develop a family spirit in the congregation and be one of them 

- able to stand for the truth even when he stands alone 

- able to hold people's attention when he is preaching 

- able to lead a congregation into and in worship 

- capable of penetrating theological thought 

- practicing personal evangelism 

capable in individual and group crisis counselling 

- capable of leading business and committee meetings 

capable of managing his and the church's finances well 

- open to counsel and learning yet unwavering in his convictions 

- informed on current regional, national, and international matters 

- courage and insight to speak to moral issues 
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- emotionally stable and morally strong 

- an exemplary husband and father 

- etc. 

No wonder stalwart men are tmitating Miss Muffet. Until we scrap this 

superman vision of a minister and get back to the biblical vision of the ministry 

of the church as a team ministry where each serves as he can with the gifts he 

has, and each remains a member within the body and not outside it, and each is 

allowed his limitations and his personal needs and may legitimately have his 

own needs met--until such time we will have difficulty finding men to serve. 

Let me quote from Walter Klaassen in an article in Concern, February, 

1969 (p.8). I share his concern that we have locked ourselves into ~ professional/ 

occupational model of ministry while at the same time placing impossible demands 

on our ministers. 

II among Mennonites too we have the problem of the separation 

n.. 
of the clergy and the laity. We too make the primitive demands of 

our 'priest.' He must be above the normal aberrations of living; 

he may not have the passions we have; we expect him to be paternal-

istic, blessing us from his elevated sanctity; we expect him to be 

holy for us; we expect him to have all the answers for all the ques-

tions of life, and we expect him to give us clear, unequivocal, 

authoritative answers to these questions." 

When such expectations are prominent in the church, it is no wonder that 

even those who feel themselves called of God will not respond. We cause frustration 

and guilt in persons when our expectations do not jibe with the call of God to 

ministry. 

What emerges out of this is the fact that the salaried minister need not 

fit the very narrow mold we have made for him, but that he must relate functionally 
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to the leadership/ministry team and through them to the church and its ministry. 

The leading minister may be an administrative head who accepts the responsibility 

for providing coaches for the ministry teams and helping them see and fulfill their 

tasks. At the same time he might supervise all of the other programs of the church 

and see to the clerical details . 

Or the leading minister may be the playing coach of the preaching team 

or of the pastoral team, or both. He would then delegate administrative responsi

bility to others, perhaps to a church moderator, the secretary, or someone the 

church assigns because of specific gifts. The leading minister would see to the 

functioning of the teams so as to ensure the spiritual nurture and the mutual 

functioning within the church body. 

It is the leadership/ministry team which is responsible for the ongoing 

evaluation of the church's direction and condition, checking this against the 

Biblical norms, and making such mid-course corrections and teaching adjusbnents 

as current events warrant. 

Capable and suitable gifted persons who would humbly shy away from the 

unmanageable load which the church's expectations now place on him, would answer 

the call positively if they saw it as a call to join a group which exercises the 

ministry together. 

Conclusion 

Fundamentally, then, congregations ought to be looking for ministry and 

leadership to be provided from within the body. It is there that the calling 

and initial testing and affirming is done. 

If any church at any time feel s that it lacks some specific gifts in 

its leadership/ministry team and finds those gifts in a person living and ministering 

elsewhere, it is free to invite that person to assume a task and a leadership role 
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in the church. The invitation might include the assurance that he would receive 

financial support from the church, or it may mean the person would assume other 

vocational employment. In any case it is an invitation to join a body of believers 

and become one with them rather than an invitation to occupy a professional role--

to "run" the church. 

Let me say it in another way. The calling of a specific person to a 

specific church must be for the purpose of complementing or developing the ministry/ 

leadership team. It cannot be for the purpose of shifting to his shoulders the 

ministry load. 

It is to a team ministry that a person is called in the church, not 

to a professional role. The call does not make him any less a part of the body. 

If the church is prepared to draw persons from among itself into such a ministry 

in such a relationship, the chance is excellent that the refusal rate will be 

minimal. 

Within this team a novice can try a variety of tasks to ascertain his 

gifts as well as those areas in which he needs training. The training can come 

through the relationship in the team as well as through schools designed for this 

purpose. 

One who feels that God is calling him to some form of Christian ministry 

may get training in a school in order to help clarify that call and develop some 

giftsand skills. The intention is to go back into a church body and find endorse-

ment and an area of ministry. 

--John Regehr 
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