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INTRODUCTION

The call to ministry is never a simple matter. It is 
difficult to hear, to understand and to interpret. While 
the call may be existential, it is more than merely per
sonal. Although it may come through ecclesiastical ma
chinery, it is never tied to an institutional apparatus.

The call to ministry comes from behind us in the 
acts of God and his people in the past. It comes from 
before us in the hope and promise of a God who moves 
toward his end. It comes from around us as he speaks 
through our brothers and the events in our day. It comes 
from beyond us as we sense the mystery of meaning and 
are puzzled by the meaning of mystery.

The call to ministry comes by the Spirit through 
the Church in the world. It may not be taken lightly.

These three essays seek to explore and explicate 
some aspects of the meaning of the call to ministry in 
these days of toil and trouble. It is hoped that they will 
be helpful to all who seek to hear and respond faithfully 
to God’s call for their lives.

The Editor
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The Call To Ministry
Robert V. Moss, Jr.

Of the three volumes in the study of theological education pub
lished in the mid-fifties by II. Richard Niebuhr, Daniel Day Williams 
and James M. Gustafson, the one which has had the most enduring 
impact is Niebuhr’s The Purpose of the Church and Its Ministry.

One of the chief values of the volume is its contextual approach 
to the problems of church, ministry and seminary education. Nie
buhr reports that although the three theologians had been appointed 
to study theological education and make recommendations to im
prove it, they soon discovered that it was impossible to make judg
ments about seminaries until they had considered the nature of the 
ministry. In turn they discovered that they could make no decisions 
about the ministry until they considered the purpose of the church.

It will be remembered that in the book, which was the prefatory 
volume to the study, Niebuhr suggests as the purpose of the church 
“the increase of the love of God and neighbor,” proposes “the pas
toral director” as the emerging new conception of the ministry, and 
points to the theological school as “the intellectual center of the 
church’s life.”

More than a decade has passed since the appearance of the book, 
and it is clear that in many respects it was written for an age that 
has come to an abrupt end. No one would dispute that the increase 
of love of God and neighbor is still the purpose of the church, but 
our times demand a sharper definition of the church’s purpose. It 
is interesting that although the pastoral director was a major em
phasis of the book, Niebuhr had begun to sense the rediscovery of 
the ministry of the laity and yet did not seem to realize its implica
tions for the ordained ministry. Vatican II was not even in prospect, 
and as a consequence the book could not have foreseen the ecumen
ical impetus which is drawing theological schools together at an ever- 
increasing pace.

However, that section of the book which deals with “Pastors, 
Preachers and Priests” reveals Niebuhr’s profound theological grasp 
of the biblical, historical and sociological dimensions of the ministry. 
He observes that whenever in Christian history there has been a
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clearly definable and intelligible conception of the ministry four 
things were clearly understood about the office: (1) what was the 
chief work of the ministry; (2) what constituted a call to the minis
try; (3) the nature of the minister’s authority; and (4) whom the 
minister served.

Each one of these aspects of the ministry is developed by Profes
sor Niebuhr with such clarity and depth that the entire section can 
well be considered one of the classic statements on the ministry writ
ten since the Reformation. That part of the discussion which is most 
helpful and which has been most widely disseminated is his state
ment on the call to the ministry. Here he speaks of four elements 
which have implicitly been recognized as aspects of the call to min
istry: (1) the call to be a Christian; (2) the secret call; (3) the pro
vidential call; and (4) the ecclesiastical call.

The purpose of this brief article is to look at these four aspects 
of the call to ministry in the light of the new situation in which the 
church finds itself at the end of the sixties. Ecumenism, the ministp' 
of the laity, the changed attitudes of theological students, conflict in 
the church, specialized ministries-—all of these factors suggest the 
need for a fresh consideration of the fourfold call to ministry.

THE CALL TO BE A CHRISTIAN
One of the great services Niebuhr performed in his delineation 

of the fourfold call to the ministry was to remind us that the call 
to the ordained ministry rests on the more fundamental calling to 
be a Christian. As one reads through the literature of pietism and 
evangelicalism dealing with the call to the ministry, he discovers 
that the general calling to discipleship is virtually overlooked. The 
assumption seems to be that since nearly everybody in the commun
ity is a Christian, there is no great distinction in that calling. As a 
consequence, the calling to the ordained ministry is exalted at the 
expense of the Christian call and the relationship between the min
istry of the laity and the ordained ministry is virtually severed.

Perhaps the greatest benefit of recent ecumenical discussion of 
baptism and confirmation has been the realization that baptism and 
confirmation are a form of ordination. When one is baptized and 
confirmed, he is ordained into a “kingdom of priests.” It is no acci
dent that in all the major ecclesiastical traditions, baptism is com
pleted by the laying on of hands either in the sacrament itself or 
at a later time in confirmation. There is a sense, then, in which or
dination to the pastoral or other specialized ministry is a second 
ordination. In baptism and confirmation one has already entered 
the ministry of the people of God. He follows the Son of Man, who 
came not to be ministered unto but to minister. He carries on a min
istry of intercession for all who are in need. He makes himself avail
able, ready to give a hand to those who are around him, and he 
shares the promise of the gospel with those who are ready to hear.

It is interesting to observe that while careful attention has been 
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given to enrollments in theological seminaries over the last decade 
and a half and to the number of men ordained each year, almost no 
attention has been paid to indications that the average age of or- 
dinands has been rising. Most theological seminaries will testify 
that over the past fifteen years there has been a notable increase in 
the number of older persons who have opted for the ministry after 
spending five or ten years in some other profession or occupation. 
Almost without exception these so-called “late vocations” enter sem
inary after a period of intense involvement in the life of the church. 
Surprisingly few of them have served as “lay ministers”—that is, 
supplying vacant congregations under the direction of ecclesiastical 
authorities. Rather most of them have seen themselves serving as 
laymen in the church’s ministry to the community and to the world. 
They have seen the great need for men and women who can serve 
as ministers to a ministering congregation precisely because they 
have been assisted through the perplexities of discipleship by pastors 
who see their own calling within the context of the church’s calling.

But it must also be noted that today there is a marked change 
in the attitude toward the ordained ministry of students entering 
seminary directly from college. Whereas fifteen years ago most stu
dents would have indicated on admission to seminary that thev were 
preparing for the pastoral or the teaching ministry, today the ma
jority of them are concerned first of all to come to grips with the 
meaning of the Christian faith. Later they explore the possibility of 
an ordained ministry. It is a well-known fact that a large number 
of students entering seminary from college have been isolated from 
the church for four years, usually out of their own desire. As a con
sequence, they do not share with the late vocation any conviction 
about lay ministry in the church. On the other hand, one discovers 
that they have been engaged in such things as tutorial projects, ef
forts to improve communication in the colleges which they attended, 
political and social action, and occasionally the Peace Corps. It is not 
too much to say that they have heeded the call to be a Christian in 
these ways and that the primary question which they bring with 
them to seminary is this: Can I be a disciple of Jesus in the church? 
If the answer to that question turns out to be yes, then a student be
gins to think about the possibility of an ordained ministry. If the an
swer is no, he is likely to turn to another “helping” profession like 
teaching or social work or medicine.

It is encouraging to realize that today most men and women 
who accept ordination have engaged in some form of ministry, either 
in and through the church, or outside it. We no longer live in a day 
when preparation for ordination is achieved simply through academ
ic study and role-playing the various functions of the pastoral min
ister.

THE SECRET CALL
The day of the primacy of the secret call has pretty well passed. 

In contrast to the days in the first half of the century when candi
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dates for the ministry were required to set forth in narrative terms 
an account of their calling into the ministry, today’s ministerial can
didate is more than likely not asked about the secret call, much less 
asked to describe it. On the other hand, he may be asked how he 
understands the doctrine of the call, or he may be asked his view of 
the relationship between the ordained and the lay ministries.

For this shift in emphasis we can be grateful to H. Richard Nie
buhr. In the course of his treatment of the secret call, Niebuhr 
makes the point that a man’s call to the ordained ministry is incom
plete until that call comes to him, but he also reports that increasing 
numbers of ordained men say that the secret call came to them some 
time after they had undertaken the work of the ordained ministry.

What is the essential nature of the secret call? In a sense the 
archetypal call for all who believe themselves summoned to an apos
tolic ministry is the calling of Paul of Tarsus. In the popular accounts 
of the life of Paul it is significant that more often than not the Apos
tle’s own account of his calling is not cited. Rather, the dramatic but 
second-hand accounts of the writer of Luke-Acts are used (Acts 9, 
22,26). In these accounts Paul is on the way to Damascus. A blind
ing light appears, and he is thrown to the ground. A voice speaks to 
him. When Paul asks, he learns that the spokesman is Jesus. He 
is blinded for three days; then Ananias reveals to him that God has 
chosen him as the Apostle to the Gentiles. In contrast to this ac
count we have Paul’s own very reticent words in Galatians l:15f.:

But God, in his grace, chose me even before I was 
bom, and called me to serve him. And when he decided 
to reveal his Son to me, so that I might preach the Good 
News about him to the Gentiles ....

Now it is not suggested that the account which we have from Paul’s 
own hand in Galatians is the true account and the other a false ac
count. Could it not be, rather, that the Acts account is an externali- 
zation of the “inner call?” We know that it was the practice in the 
biblical world to put convictions in narrative terms. This is precisely 
what happens in the first chapters of Genesis and in the last chapters 
of the New Testament. The conviction that “in the beginning God” 
is put in story form in the creation accounts. The conviction that 
God will meet us at the end is put in narrative form in the book of 
Revelation. Neither is in any sense an historical account. In this 
light, can we not say that Paul’s own account in Galatians reveals 
the convictions of the awareness on which he based his ministry, 
and that the narrative accounts in Acts (which could have come from 
Paul himself) constitute an attempt to put in terms memorable for 
others an event which changed not only the Apostle’s life but the 
course of the church’s history. One could approach the differences 
between the brief account of the Temptation of Jesus in Mark and 
the longer narratives of the same event in Matthew and Luke in 
much the same way.
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If we accept this approach we can discern the essential elements 
of the “secret call’’ of the Apostle. First, he believed that God had 
set him apart for ministry even before he was born. In this respect 
he saw himself called as the prophets before him.

Before I formed you in the womb I knew you, 
And before you were born I set you apart, 
I appointed you a prophet to the nations.

Jeremiah 1:5
Listen, you coast-lands, to me;
Hearken, you peoples afar! 
The Lord called me from birth, 
From my mother’s womb he gave me my name.

Isaiah 49:1
Paul is here using a category of thought not uncommon among rab
bis of his time. To say that God chose him before his birth was a way 
of suggesting that his call fit into God’s plan for his people. More 
profoundly, it reflected Paul’s feeling that it could not have been any 
other way. That is, looking back on his call and his ministry since 
his call, he was fully convinced that he was living out God’s plan for 
his life. If we recall Niebuhr’s observation that increasingly the 
secret call seems to come some time after a man begins his ministry, 
we can learn from Paul that at least one aspect of the secret call is 
the conviction that one is doing what God intends for him to do. A 
man may look back and say that he entered the ministry by the grace 
of God. And yet at the time of ordination, for example, he may have 
had to make one of the most difficult and painful decisions of his life 
—with no assurance of an inner call.

A second aspect of the call of the Apostle appears to have been 
the realization that Jesus was who the Christians said he was—Son 
of God and Messiah. That God “decided to reveal his Son” to Paul 
meant for him that the gospel was true, that it held the key to the 
meaning of human life, of human history, and of the creation. If 
Paul is in any sense a model, then in the secret call one comes to the 
conviction that the revelation of God in Christ has an inexhaustible 
depth for those who put their trust in God.

And third, the inner call is a call to specific ministry, as Paul is 
called to preach the Good News to the Gentiles. The secret call is 
not complete until one has the inner assurance that he is engaged 
in the kind of ministry which God intended for him, whether it be 
parish ministry, chaplaincy, teaching, or some other form of service. 
Ministry in general belongs to the whole church, to the people of 
God. Ministry in particular is intended for those who are ordained.

THE PROVIDENTIAL CALL
A further facet of the fourfold call to ministry is the providen

tial call. That is, no one should be ordained into the ministry of the 
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church unless God has bestowed upon him the mental, moral, physi
cal and psychological gifts which are essential for the ministry and 
unless he has equipped himself to perform the work of a minister.

It is at this point that the candidate for the ministry comes into 
the most direct contact with the church. Since the church bestows 
ordination, it must decide through the proper persons and judicator
ies whether a person applying for ordination is truly equipped for 
ministry. The Epistle to the Ephesians speaks of apostles, prophets, 
pastors, and teachers as God’s “gifts” to the church (4:11). Thus, 
when a candidate for ordination appears the church has to determine 
whether he is in reality a gift of God to his people.

In the last decade and a half primacy has shifted from the secret 
call to the providential call. In a time when able and educated lead
ership is needed if the church is to meet the demands of rapid social, 
technological and theological change, communions can no longer af
ford to admit to the ordained ministry men or women whose only 
credentials are baptism and the secret call. No one would maintain 
today that the church has mastered the secret of educating men and 
women adequately for ordained ministry. But it is clear that theo
logical education is undergoing a quiet revolution which in the sev
enties may enable the church to cultivate more adequately the gifts 
God bestows on those whom he calls to be ministers.

THE ECCLESIASTICAL CALL
The ecclesiastical (church) call is the invitation to engage in 

ministry in a particular congregation or institution of the church. 
That is, God does not call men to ordained ministry in general. He 
calls them to serve in a particular place. This is sometimes very 
difficult for theological students to understand. Is not ordination a 
sign that one has completed the required preparation for ministry? 
It is only partly that. It is also a sign that a man or a woman has 
been called by the church to a particular place of ministry.

There is a scandal of particularity about the ordained ministry. 
In the period after the Reformation some of the Protestant churches 
insisted on re-ordaining a man who moved from one parish to anoth
er. While this has virtually disappeared today there is danger that 
the church will move in the opposite direction and grant ordination 
to those who are not ready to engage in the practice of ministry any
where. It is doubtful whether there is any acceptable theological or 
historical justification for ordaining men who intend to engage in 
the doctoral study of theology without being involved in ministry 
at a particular place.

To be sure, communions which grant ordination only to those 
who serve in parishes are being more restrictive than the New Testa
ment. It is necessary that the church continually take stock of the 
new forms of ministry which arise and which ought to be ordered 
and supported by the church.
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Some theological students today say that they are not interested 
in ordination primarily because they are afraid that it will set up 
a barrier between them and those whom they seek to serve. How
ever, when students begin to see ordination in the context of baptism 
and confirmation, some of their fears are allayed. It is to be hoped 
that a new theology of ordination will arise out of current ecumeni
cal discussions on the nature of the ministry.

One conclusion is clear; we ought always to underscore the word 
“call” when we are talikng about the call to the ministry. This term 
is fundamental to the biblical understanding of the relation between 
God and man. When in the tradition we read that God calls men, it 
is implied that the encounter between God and man is not unlike 
the encounter between persons. Because God calls, and does not 
coerce, man is free to heed or to reject the call. The whole story of 
man’s life before God is a story of God’s calling and man’s respond
ing or refusing to respond. The call to the ordained ministry is a 
summons from God to serve his people.

If you know of students now in college who might 
appreciate receiving a copy of this Bulletin, please send 
their names and addresses to Richard T. Schellhase, 
vice-president for development, Lancaster Theological 
Seminary, Lancaster, Pa. 17603.
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The Nature Of Ordination In The
Light Of Tradition

David C. Steinmetz
There is, and has been for some time, a marked decline in the 

number of candidates for the ordained ministry of the Church. This 
decline in the number of candidates for the ordained ministry has 
not been accompanied by a smilar decline of interest in the study 
of theology. On the contrary, both in Europe and the United States 
enrollment in theological faculties has remained relatively high. 
However, many of those now studying theology have no intention of 
entering the parish ministry and are, in fact, actively hostile to any 
suggestion that they take seriously such a vocational possibility.

The reasons for this state of affairs are highly complex and have 
been analyzed often enough in various journals for one to assume 
that the general conclusions of that analysis are fairly common 
knowledge. The decline in candidates for ordination may be directly 
linked to the general malaise in the Church at large. In a time of 
rapid social change, no one wants to be mired in the minutiae of in
stitutional self-preservation. In an age when theological frontiers 
shift radically overnight, few are willing to be the domesticated 
spokesmen of an acculturated and seemingly impotent middle-class 
Protestantism. There is not enough challenge or excitement in the 
average parish, not enough commitment to mission. And so the num
ber of ordinands steadily diminishes.

Add to this gloomy picture of the duties of the parish minister, 
the rediscovered theology of the laity of the last decade and the prob
lem is compounded still further. Under the stimulus of Hendrik 
Kraemer and others, the Church has begun to reclaim its under
standing of the Church as the people of God in which all, and not 
simply the minister, are involved in mission. Vatican II has also, in 
its own way, attempted to reaffirm the biblical ideal of the apos- 
tolate of the laity. For several years now the Church has been told 
again and again, at one conference after another, that the laity are 
the real presence of the Church in the world, that laymen form the 
cutting edge of the Church’s mission to secular society. With such 
a low view of the performance of the ordained clergy and with such 
a high view of the apostolate of the laity, it is small wonder that 
young men, confronted with the possibility of seeking ordination,
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shun it in order to remain more relevantly involved in the world as 
laity.

The crisis concerning ordination will not be resolved simply. 
Unless the Church itself begins to undergo fundamental reforms and 
unless it develops a theology for the ordained ministry commensur
ate with its theology of the laity, we can look, I think, for a continued 
decline in the number of candidates for ordination. Nevertheless, 
though the problem of the meaning of ordination will not be resolved 
easily, it cannot be resolved at all without raising the question of 
what ordination has meant in the Church during the past. A thor
ough examination of the meaning of ordination in the past would 
require a lengthy study, or, perhaps, series of studies. That is, of 
course, impossible to do here. What I would like to offer in this ar
ticle is not a lengthy and carefully documented study, but only a 
series of modest observations about the meaning or ordination in 
the light of the Church’s tradition.

MINISTRY AS A GIFT FROM GOD
The ordained ministry was regarded by the early Church as a 

gift of God to the congregation and not simply as representative lay
men chosen by the congregation to perform certain special func
tions. The Church recognized, of course, that individual charisma
tic gifts were granted to all the members of the body of Christ and 
not simply to a select few. Every Christian received the Spirit at 
baptism, and the Spirit equipped each Christian for service in the 
world. By the gifts granted through baptism each Christian shared 
in the unified ministry of the Church, which is the continuation of 
the ministry of Jesus Christ.

But the Spirit which grants differing gifts to each Christian in 
the Body of Christ also establishes the order which regulates that 
Body. The charismatic ministry of the Church is not an unstructured 
ministry, even though that structure may at times appear to be rath
er loose. Offices are regarded as a gift of the Holy Spirit to the 
Church, and there are important elements of Church order in the 
New Testament which are of a quite primitive origin. That does not 
mean, however, that the actual development of Church polity is sim
ply the working-out of a blueprint found in the New Testament or 
that there is no tension, for example, between the Pauline view of the 
Church and its later embodiment. But the principle at least seems 
clear: offices and order in the Church are regarded as gifts of the 
Holy Spirit.

Very early in the history of the Church the doctrine of the mon
archical bishop was developed. Unity with the Catholic Church and 
membership in it were dependent upon unity with a Catholic bishop 
by obedience to him. In Catholic doctrine, the hierarchy is essential 
to the existence of a Church. The Catholic formula might be sum
marized as no bishop, no Church; or at least no Church in the full 
and proper sense of the term.
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The Protestant Reformers rejected the idea that the Roman 
Catholic hierarchy is essential to the existence of the Church. But 
they did not reject the idea that offices and structure belong by di
vine ordination to the nature of the Church. Indeed, it is impossible 
to understand the origin of the Protestant Reformation without un
derstanding Luther’s high view of the office of a doctor ecclesiae. 
Luther was a medieval theological professor and had taken vows to 
defend the Church against false doctrine. Since Luther bore the 
office of a teacher in the Church, he felt that he had a responsibility 
to speak out when he believed that the gospel was being distorted. If 
he had only been a private individual, he might very well have kept 
his peace and allowed himself to be meekly instructed by others. But 
since he was a doctor of the Church, he dare not keep silence. It is 
this medieval understanding of the office of a doctor, and not the 
modem understanding of freedom of conscience which Res behind 
Luther’s protest.

There is, however, a doubleness in Luther’s doctrine of the min
istry, an unresolved tension which Luther himself does very little 
to clarify. On the one hand, a Christian congregation has the right, 
divinely granted to it, to select its own pastor. There is a sense in 
which the congregation antedates the ordained ministry and bestows 
on it the authority to perform certain public functions on behalf of 
the Church and in its name. On the other hand, the pastor is the 
bearer of the very Word, which antedates the Christian congregation 
and calls it into existence. There is, therefore, a sense in which the 
ordained ministry has received its authority to preach the gospel 
directly from God and prior to the creation of the congregation. Nev
ertheless, though there are ambiguities in Luther’s doctrine of the 
ordained ministry, it is possible to conclude that he regards the office 
of the ministry of the Word and sacraments as essential to the life 
of the Church, and not as an alien imposition on the life of the self- 
sufficient congregation, which can get along very well without the 
public proclamation of the Word and administration of the sacra
ments.

The Congregationalists resolved Luther’s dilemma by empha
sizing the priority of the congregation. For Congregationalists, as 
for Presbyterians, the pastor is a bishop or ordained elder. However, 
unlike the Catholics who argue no bishop, no Church; the Congre
gationalists argued no Church, no bishop. The Church exists as a 
covenant community before a pastor is called. And a pastor can 
only be a pastor as the pastor of some local congregation. For Cath
olics, there cannot be a Church unless there is a hierarchy. For the 
Congregationalists, there cannot be an ordained ministry, unless 
there is first a Church. The visible congregation is the fundamental 
reality. The pastor lives from that reality and is dependent for his 
office upon it.

Even in this view of the Church, however, the congregation is 
regarded as incomplete—or, as the early Congregationalists would 
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say, not “organical”—until it had called and ordained a pastor. 
Furthermore, the pastor, when he had been ordained, was not simply 
regarded as a functionary of the congregation. God, acting through 
the congregation, had bestowed on the minister the authority to pro
claim the judgment and mercy of God over against the congregation, 
and if necessary in the face of its opposition. The proclamation of 
the Word of God was not subject to the approval and ratification of 
the congregation. The pulpit became “the throne of God” and the 
minister in the exercise of his office was endowed with an authority 
which had been entrusted to the congregation only for a brief time, 
so that the congregation in turn might delegate it to a called and 
ordained minister.

There is, in other words, a motif in Church history which, how
ever various its form, recurs with remarkable persistence: although 
the whole people of God shares in the ministry of the Church in vir
tue of baptism, offices in the Church are to be regarded as a gift of 
the Holy Spirit. A Church which lacks an ordained ministry is in
complete, precisely because it lacks one of the gifts of the Spirit. 
Though there are differences of opinion as to what offices are essen
tial to the Church, there is at least agreement that the ministry of 
Word and sacraments belongs to that essential minimum.

A PUBLIC MINISTRY TO THE CHURCH
While baptism is the ordination of all Christians for ministry 

in the world, ordination is the act of setting aside some Christians 
for public ministry to the Church. That does not mean that ordained 
clergy do not have a ministry to the world; they share in that min
istry, as do all other Christians, in virtue of their baptism. That also 
does not mean that service to the Church may not involve the or
dained clergy in pioneering ventures outside the walls of the local 
parish. But it does mean that ordination is concerned principally 
with inner-Churchly functions. The parish minister is, to use one of 
the titles associated by long tradition with the office of the pope, the 
servus servorum Dei, the servant of the servants of God. His func
tion is to assist in equipping the people of God for their ministry in 
the world.

It would be an exaggeration to say that the laity have no inner- 
Churchly functions to perform. There is a common priesthood of all 
of the faithful in which all Christians participate. This common 
priesthood has many aspects. When the Reformers, however, spoke 
of the priesthood of all believers, they referred principally to the 
right of all Christian brethren to hear the confession of sin. Luther 
was not opposed to confession; he was opposed to making it a cleri
cal monopoly. All Christian brethren may hear confession and be 
bearers to each other of God’s Word of judgment and grace. To be 
such a priest is to be Christ to the neighbor.

What all Christians may do privately, the ordained ministry has 
been set apart to do publicly. The ordained ministers do not differ 

11



from their parishioners in essence (as Roman Catholics maintain) 
but solely in function. The principal task of the layman is mission 
to the world; the principal task of the clergy is mission to the 
Church.

PROCLAMATION OF THE WORD OF GOD
The function of the ordained ministry is the public proclamation 

of the Word of God in its manifold forms to the congregation. Or
dination is for the purpose of preaching and administering the sac- 
rements. Anyone who has been ordained to the ministry of the 
Church but who no longer is occupied with the public service of 
Word and sacraments is no longer performing the function for which 
he was ordained. Ordination is not a general commissioning for the 
service of God; that is the purpose of baptism. Ordination is so in
dissolubly linked to the service of Word and sacraments that it is 
meaningless apart from them.

In the Roman Catholic tradition ordination is directed specifical
ly toward the sacrament of the eucharist. Preaching has not been 
regarded by Catholics as the principal function of the ordained min
istry. The medieval understanding of preaching, which lies behind 
much of subsequent Roman Catholic thought, regards the sermon as 
a preparation for the reception of grace through the sacraments. 
The sermon calls men to the sacraments. The medieval image is the 
image of a priest, standing on the steps of the cathedral, calling men 
to come inside to the confessional booth, the altar rail, or the bap
tismal font. God does not give grace through the sermon—or, at 
best, he gives a kind of preparatory grace. But the action of God 
in forgiving sins takes place in the sacraments.

The Protestant Reformers, however, redefine the role of the 
ministry in terms of the proclamation of the Word of God. The Pro
testant understanding is that preaching is an action. It is a sacra
mental act. In and through the words of the preacher, the Word of 
God confers grace, works the forgiveness of sins, awakens and nur
tures faith. The role played by the sacraments in Roman Catholic 
thought is taken over in Protestant thought by the preaching of the 
Word of God. Even baptism and the Lord’s Supper are for the Re
formers only a visible Word, a visible preaching. It is not water 
which cleanses from sin, but the promise of God attached to the wa
ter which must be apprehended in faith.

FAITHFUL TRANSMISSION OF THE WORD
The Reformers understood the discharge of the office of min

ister as the faithful transmission of the Word which had been en
trusted to him. The Christian minister is not a free lance religious 
prophet, however much the work of the ministry may involve the 
concrete proclamation of God’s judgment and grace. Nor is he a 
homo religiosus, a man more sensitive than his fellows to religious 
values, more quickly overcome than they with the mystery and won
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der of human existence. The work of the ministry is rather prosaic 
in comparison with these more romantic notions of the meaning of 
ministry. To be a minister is, to put it bluntly, to be a servant. And 
the virtue most highly prized in a servant is not originality, but fideli
ty. An ordained minister has been commissioned to transmit a mes
sage which he did not compose and which he dare not alter. He has 
been called ,not to improvise his assignment, but to fulfil a role pre
scribed for him by someone else.

Fidelity in his calling does not mean, of course, that the minister 
passes on everything which he receives. A minister is not a curator 
of outdated techniques. He is not an echo chamber in which every 
voice which claims the attention of the Church may resonate unhin
dered. Fidelity does not exclude discrimination. The faithful minis
ter is not one who passes on unchallenged everything he receives in 
the Church. The faithful minister is the one who hears the voice of 
the Shepherd through the cacophonous clamour of all the voices 
speaking to and for the Church. “He who hears the Word of God,” 
said Thomas a Kempis, “is freed from a multitude of opinions.” 
Not everything we received should be passed on. True fidelity is fi
delity to Christ, not to the past per se.

Furthermore, faithful transmission does not do away with the 
necessity of interpretation. If a minister passes on what he received 
without further interpretation, he may pass on something quite dif
ferent from what he received. Theological formulations require in
terpretation if their intention is to be preserved.

Theology is a human enterprise. God has revealed Himself in 
history, and theology is reflection in time about that revelation. That 
means that all theological decisions are historically conditioned. That 
is to say, they are decisions of men who live and think in the cate
gories of their own time. Christians do not simply borrow their phil
osophical categories from pagans in order to make their faith intel
ligible. Christians do not live a supra-historical existence. They 
think in precisely the same categories as their pagan neighbors. 
Those categories are embedded in their own existence. While it is 
possible to gain perspective on these catgories, it is not possible to 
free oneself from them entirely.

All human categories of thought partly obscure and partly clar
ify the revelation of God with which they deal. There are no sacred 
categories or forms of thought. It has been the fashion in Protestant 
theology, at least since the middle of the 19th century, to exalt He
brew historical categories and to denigrate the Greek philosophical 
ones. What is Hebrew is authentic; what is Greek is corrupt—or so 
at least the theory goes. And there is a partial truth in this. God 
did reveal Himself in history, and the historical way of thinking 
which characterized Israel’s faith reflected this fact. The Greeks, on 
tlie other hand, had difficulty in believing that history could be the 
arena of divine revelation and action. But no human categories— 
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and that includes the categories of Israel—are adequate to the 
divine self-revelation. When God reveals Himself, He comes to men 
as they are; i. e., in their finitude, unreceptivity and sin. The Israel
ites, no less than the Greeks, were tempted to obscure their faith in 
the categories of a nature religion. Not the Neo-Platonism of the 
Greeks, but the Baalism of the Canaanites sang a siren song to the 
Hebrews.

It is a principle of evangelical theology that God comes to men 
as they are and not as He would like them to be. That means that 
He reveals Himself to men before they are ready to receive Him. 
Not only man’s moral life, but also his intellectual life is unpre
pared for the divine self-manifestation. God always takes men by 
surprise; He always comes when men are least ready for Him.

This means that theologies have a mixed character. They are 
partly true and partly false. Talk about God is a human enterprise, 
and like every human enterprise, it is marked by finitude, error and 
sin. That does not mean that the Church’s talk about God is so rela
tive that it has no authority at all; or that the Church is so humble 
that it no longer believes that it is witnessing about a matter which 
makes the difference between life and death. It does not mean that 
the Church surrenders its age-old claim to be led by the Holy Spirit. 
But the presence of the Holy Spirit in the Church does not guarantee 
that the Church is infallible any more than it guarantees that the 
Church is without sin. The Holy Spirit is, to use the language of 
Calvin, a pignus, a pledge, a downpayment. The Spirit guarantees 
that the Church will some day be without error as it will some day 
be without sin. But at the moment the Church stands under the 
sign of “not yet.” It has and it does not have. It is a deceiver, yet 
true. It is just and sinful alike. It is not one or the other. It is both 
at once.

The Church makes mistakes, but it also tells the truth. In spite 
of its finitude, sin, narrowmindedness, error, God works through it 
in the world and calls men into fellowship with Himself. The 
Church’s witness, its theology, its testimony are all human. It has 
its treasure in earthen vessels; it only knows in part. But the fact 
that the Church sins does not cancel out the reality of its claim to be 
the people of God. And the fact that the Church errs in its under
standing of the gospel, does not cancel out the truth of its proclama
tion that Jesus Christ is Lord and Redeemer. The treasure is in an 
earthen vessel, but it is real treasure.

A WITNESS AND A MESSENGER
In witnessing to the truth the Church dare not simply repeat, 

without interpretation, the formulae of the past. Robert Chiles, in 
his book, Theological Transition in American Methodism: 1790-1935, 
gives a shaking example of the way in which theological affirmations 
can have markedly different meanings in different historical con
texts. Wesley protested against the 18th century Calvinist doctrine 
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of predestination in the name of the freedom and sovereignty of 
divine grace. He argued that God was not the prisoner of a decree, 
but was free to be gracious to whom He would be gracious. In other 
words, God was free to be gracious to all men. Wesley stressed the 
sovereignty and freedom of divine grace.

In the 19th century, however, there is a subtle shift of emphasis 
in Methodist theology. Wesley stressed the freedom of God’s grace. 
Later Methodists, while citing Wesley copiously, stressed the free
dom of man’s will. What was a theological point for Wesley became 
an anthropological point for his followers. Wesley argued that God 
can be gracious to all men, but that man cannot come to God until 
moved by divine grace. His followers argued that men are free 
moral agents and that God’s grace cannot override the sovereign 
freedom of man. The formulae are much the same; but the point is 
fundamentally different.

Fidelity to one’s calling as an ordained minister of the Word 
and sacraments means that one must free oneself from the disposi
tion to take every theological affirmation from the past literally. 
Some can—and should—be taken literally, But not all. The Fathers 
worked with metaphysical categories and with philosophical assump
tions which we do not share. If we take many of the things which 
they say literally, we shall be forced to reject them. But rejection is 
a sign of a failure of nerve; it is a sign of the inability or unwilling
ness to penetrate beneath the culturally conditioned statement of a 
doctrine to its intention. Repeating a formula from the past without 
translation is very much like repeating a statement from a foreign 
language without translation. Its meaning has been lost, not because 
it is meaningless in itself, but because its meaning has not been 
translated into terms which are meaningful to us.

Many times the past speaks to us directly without the aid of a 
conscious act of interpretation. But many times it does not. And if 
we repeat what we have received, without making its meaning clear, 
we have failed to discharge our office responsibly. We are to deliver 
what we also received. But that act of delivery involves us in inter
pretation. Repetition without interpretation may be a sign, not of 
fidelity, but of incompetence.

The difficulty with the image of the minister as a messenger is 
that he is not merely a messenger. He is also a witness. He is claimed 
by the very message which he proclaims. There is in all Christian 
proclamation the Wesleyan note: “What we have seen and heard 
with confidence we tell.” There is in preaching always the note of 
witness: “Come, see a man who told me all that I ever did. Can this 
be the Christ?” (John 4:29)

There is a sense in which this aspect of Christian proclamation 
is the most embarrassing. No one who is honest with himself would 
want the credibility of the gospel to be measured solely by the im
pact of that gospel on his own life. And yet there is no way to escape 
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from the element of witness by compartmentalizing life. The gospel 
which is preached lays claim to the whole of life, and there is some
thing fundamentally wrong with a proclamation of the good news 
which is untouched by it. The preacher is a witness, who claims to 
know the reality of the matter of which he speaks otherwise than by 
hearsay. Bunyan claimed to preach “what he felt, what he smartingly 
did feel.” The minister is not simply a messenger. He is a witness, 
a man grasped by the power of what he proclaims.

And yet there is a sense in which the original image is valid. 
The Christian minister is not merely a witness. He is also a messen
ger. He has been commissioned by the Church, not to give his own 
testimony, but to carry its message. And that message is valid, 
whether or not he believes it, whether or not he profits from it, 
whether or not he enjoys it. The power and truth of the message are 
quite independent of the personal faith of the messenger who de
livers it. It is God’s counsel and promise which he declares, not his 
own. And God is truthful, though every man be false.

The late Carl Michalson of Drew used to suggest to his classes 
that they ought to preach the faith of the Church even if they could 
not claim the whole of that faith for themselves. The Church, he said, 
lives from the Word of God. It cannot live from heresay. Though 
what Michalson recommended sounded like a theological novelty to 
his students, he was actually doing nothing more than reaffirming 
the position of the Church against the Donatists. The Word and sac
raments of the Church are not the minister's personal property. He 
has no right to deny them to his parishoners simply because he 
finds no life in them for himself. Nor does his unfaith invalidate that 
Word and those sacraments.

We were horrified, as I recall, by Michalson’s suggestion. It 
seemed to us like hypocrisy to speak a Word which we had not made 
our own, perhaps could not. In the American tradition we equated 
preaching with the affirmation of personal religious experience. We 
grasped the witness element of preaching; we understood its sub
jectivity. But we did not grasp the extra nos dimension; we did not 
grasp the objectivity of God’s Word and work outside us. God is 
doing His work in the world, whether we participate in it or not, 
whether we understand it or not, whether we feel it or not. It is not 
through our religious experience that God brings life and healing to 
the world, though our experience may confirm for us the objectivity 
of God’s working. It is by His Word and sacraments that God brings 
men into fellowship with Himself, apart from our religious ex
perience and even, perhaps, in spite of it.

DEATH OF GOD THEOLOGY: A FORM OF PIETISM
It is very difficult for us to think objectively about the Word 

and work of God, because Pietism is so deeply ingrained in us all. 
The Death of God theology, at least in the version represented by 
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William Hamilton, is an evidence, however inverted, of the persis
tence of Pietism on the American scene. The Pietist lays primary 
emphasis on his own experience. He is suspicious of theology, and 
inclined to dismiss it as idle speculation about questions removed 
from life. When questioned about his own theological affirmations, 
he appeals to his own religious experience for the legitimacy of what 
he believes. Experience does not simply confirm his views; it is the 
basis on which his views rest and the touchstone to which he con
tinuously refers. He lays stress on silence, meditation, waiting for 
God. He feels, to some extent, alienated from the larger Church— 
and superior to it. He is drawn into the smaller fellowship of those 
who share the same experience through which he has also gone. He 
lays special stress on the man Jesus, to whose imitation he feels him
self drawn. Pietism makes experience primary and builds theory 
upon it.

The Death of God theology represented by Hamilton is very 
much in this Pietistic tradition. The difference is to be sought in 
the character of the experience rather than in the structure of 
thought. Whereas older Pietism represented a fellowship of the 
warmed heart, the newer Pietism represents a fellowship of the cold. 
And yet the stress on the primacy of experience, the distrust of 
theology, indeed, the theological inarticulateness, and the preoccu
pation with the man Jesus, are all the same.

Luther said that the most dangerous temptation of all is to have 
no temptation. And that is, perhaps, the temptation which we suffer 
most acutely: to sit in silence, between the times, bothered by nei
ther God nor the devil. Like J. B. we blow on the coals of the heart, 
but the fire has long since gone out and the coals are cold. Barren, 
cold, dry, confused, we huddle together for warmth, or look for 
meaning outside the fellowship of the Church.

But our religious experience—or lack of it—neither validates 
nor invalidates the message of the Church. The Lord God omnipotent 
reigns, whether I believe it or not, whether I feel it or not, whether 
I proclaim it or not. The state of my religious experience, however 
important it may be to me, is not the last court of appeal. There is 
an extra nos dimension of the gospel which we lose at our peril. It 
is obedience to the Word of God, and not the temperature of our 
heart, which is all that matters really. The medieval masters of the 
spiritual life used to make much of the fact that it was easy to serve 
God in the intensity of religious emotion, but to serve God when the 
heart was cold and unresponsive was far more glorious.

Men are not ordained by the Church to talk about their own 
religious experience. Rather they are commissioned to transmit a 
message which they did not compose, called to fulfil a role pre
scribed for them by someone else. They are more than witnesses; 
they are messengers.
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AN EDUCATED MINISTRY IS REQUIRED
The faithful transmission of the Word of God commits the 

Church to the provision of a learned ministry. The Reformers did 
not affirm the right of private judgment. There were, to be sure, 
radical reformers, who believed that the Bible in the hands of a 
ploughboy instructed by the Holy Spirit was better and more to be 
trusted that what a learned pastor or teacher taught them. But this 
was a minority position.

The Reformers envisioned a learned ministry—gifted men set 
apart by the Church for the study of Holy Scripture, for the study 
of theology, for the study of the Fathers. This learned ministry not 
only preached to the laity but also produced confessions, which were 
meant to be guides for young Christians and for those less learned, 
to lead them by clear paths into the meaning of Holy Scripture. The 
Reformers did not believe that any man’s position was as good as 
anyone else’s or that it made no difference what one believed, as 
long as one was sincere. The meaning of Holy Scripture was too 
important for the Church to treat it so casually. Pastors and teachers 
were given to the Church for its edification.

What the Reformers did reject was the doctrine of implicit 
faith. There is a sense, of course, in which the Reformers retained 
a doctrine of implicit faith. To be committed to the Christian faith 
does not mean that one understands every mystery of that faith. 
There is a sense in which one believes implicity what one does not 
yet understand. What the Reformers rejected was the idea that the 
laity, because they are instructed by pastors and teachers, have no 
theological responsibility of their own. One cannot simply say, “I 
believe what the Church teaches,” and assume that one has thereby 
discharged one’s responsibility to understand the Christian faith. On 
the contrary, every layman has the responsibility to understand his 
faith. That does not mean that every layman is a teacher of others, 
though the gift of teaching may be given to a layman as well as to a 
pastor. But it does mean that every layman seeks to understand 
what it means to be a Christian, what demands are laid on him by 
God and what is given to him in the gospel. Not private judgment, 
but the theological responsibility of the whole people of God is the 
thrust of the Protestant movement.

CONCLUSION
To sum up, then, one may say that there are certain elements 

in the tradition of the Church concerning ordination which are still 
important for contemporary consideration: (1) Although the whole 
people of God shares in the ministry of the Church in virtue of bap
tism, offices in the Church are to be regarded as a gift of the Holy 
Spirit; (2) while baptism is the ordination of all Christians for minis
try in the world, ordination is the act of setting aside some Chris
tians for public ministry to the Church; (3) the function of the or-
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dained ministry is the public proclamation of the Word of God in 
its manifold forms to the congregation; (4) the discharge of the 
office of a minister is the faithful transmission of the Word which
has been entrusted to him; and finally (5) the faithful transmission 
of the Word of God commits the Church to the provision of a 
learned ministry.
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The Church Call
Francis X. Pirazzini

The Call to the Ministry includes at least these four elements: 
the Christian call, the secret call, the providential call, and the 
church call.

This paper deals with the church or ecclesiastical call. There is 
no attempt made here to evaluate the importance of the other ele
ments in relation to the church call. There is the recognition that 
each is of significance and that all four are related and together con
stitute the Call. This paper unabashedly sounds the trumpet for the 
church call. It is written by one who sings out, “I love thy Church, 
O God.” It is written by one who knows well both the strengths and 
weaknesses of the Church, who is fully aware that there is a crisis 
in the Church as well as in the world, but who believes nevertheless 
that the Church is God’s unique instrument for communicating His 
unique Word to humanity.

I
We live in a world increasingly sterilized of any sense of the 

transcendent; a world in which the Deity’s death notice has been 
posted by professionals in the Christian religious establishment; a 
world increasingly lived out on the horizontal plane; a world in 
which secularism is taking over the minds of men; a world which 
according to Siegfried Giedion may be described by future genera
tions as one of “mechanized barbarism.” In this kind of a world, in
stitutionally speaking, the Church is not going to flourish. In this 
kind of world the Church will not flourish even if it does become 
more relevant to the needs of the human family. (Whoever said that 
men always respond gratefully and enthusiastically to what is good 
for them? Jesus was killed; not named “man of the year.”) An in
stitution which has at its heart the belief in the sovereignty of God, 
even though a loving Father, and in the servanthood of man under 
God, although he has come of age and acts responsibly, will not be 
popular in a flat world inebriated by a new renaissance.

Heretofore the man in the street has regarded the Church as 
the religious custodian of “the American way of life.” In keeping 
with this belief he has looked upon clergymen as the witch doctors 
of the national community upon whom he calls to shake the rattles 
before meetings of the borough council, the P.T.A., the service club,
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the high school graduation exercise, and the political rally. In recent 
years, particularly, to be a good church member was to be a good 
citizen, not of the kingdom of God necessarily, but of the United 
States of America. This author is not for fighting to preserve the 
marriage between the stars and stripes and the cross and for the 
preservation of the position of clergymen as witch doctors of the 
national community. This article is merely an effort to point out 
that for whatever reasons, be they good or bad, and regardless of 
results, the Church is entering into a time of minority status.

The prestigious position of the institutional Church is on the 
way out. According to a Gallup poll, in the years from 1957 to 1968 
the proportion of American adults who believed that religion is “los
ing its influence on American life” dramatically jumped from 14% 
to 67%. This pessimism means that a lovely, white frame, local 
church building may not remain a popular item either for patriotic 
posters or for pictures on calendars distributed by insurance agen
cies and retailers of building supplies; and a local clergyman may 
not maintain his preferred position in community life. He may not 
be called upon to shake the rattles at various public meetings and 
otherwise enjoy the benefits of a privileged group.

In this kind of social situation, those with leadership functions 
in the religious establishment, particularly the ordained ministers, 
will take on increasing importance within the establishment. Al
though in the world the ordained man may no longer be a prestig
ious person, in the Church he may acquire a new stature. The busi
ness of equipping the people of God for their ministry in an un
friendly world will take on increasing importance.

The Church, therefore, calls men and women who know in the 
depths of their being that, “Unless the Lord builds the house, those 
who build it labor in vain. Unless the Lord watches over the city, the 
watchman stays awake in vain.” (Psalm 127:1) The Church calls men 
and women who take seriously God’s word to man as recorded in 
the book of Genesis: “Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth 
and subdue it,”—but who do not forget that it is God’s world; that 
we are His creatures; and that God gave the command! Man’s no
tions of “godalmightiness” may well be his undoing. We do not af
firm our humanity by declaring God’s death. The Church calls re
cruits to the service of the living God and Lord in His Church.

n
In a world characterized by a mixed bag of secularism, human

ism, agnosticism, hopelessness and a new renaissance, faith in the 
Church as the people of God who are the custodians and witnesses 
of the Good News is being tested. But if we believe in the life-and- 
death character of that with which we have been entrusted, then 
there is hope. If we are too embarrassed about the institutional 
Church to sell it, and we will not challenge people to work for it, 
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then there is little hope. It is no wonder that others are not attract
ed. Running down the Church has worked against it.

A kind of sectarian notion is abroad in the Church, spawned by 
the world-drenched actionists and the social prophets, that the 
Church exists only where the action is. The being of the Church, 
they claim, depends upon whether or not it is with it. Not so. The 
Church is the people of God and the Gospel is the Good News, des
pite the quality or program of either Church or preacher. To be 
called of God is not to become qualitatively better than those out
side the Church, and it is not to be spared from unfaithfulness. The 
call is a testimony to the sovereignty of God, who calls whom He 
will.

If we believe that the theology and anthropology of the Church 
—the Good News about God and man—is indispensable to the pre
servation of mankind, then let us behave that way. Let us get with 
it and find the forms of ministry needed for today. Let us come up 
with a new understanding of the ministry which will help ordained 
ministers out of the crunch they are in. But let us believe in who we 
are and what we have to do, even if we are dissatisfied with the 
great amount of ecclesiastical irrelevancy which we find in the in
stitutional Church. The world takes seriously only the man who tries 
to convert it to what he deeply believes.

The theme of the 1969 Annual Meeting of the Conference which 
this author serves is to be “Healing the Brokenness.” The “broken
ness” refers primarily to that in the Church. Doubtless some of the 
world-drenched boys will say, “Here we go again. Ecclesiastical na
vel-staring. Self-centered institutionalism.” Such a response, how
ever, reveals more about the responder than it does about those who 
came up with the theme. There is a crisis in the Church as well as 
in the world. There is a need to focus on the Church as an instru
ment for mission.

The concern for the world, the efforts to turn the face of the 
Church away from staring at itself to the world, however necessary, 
have resulted in a neglect of the Church’s life and structures. There 
was a notion abroad in the Church that focusing on the world would 
automatically result in renewal in the Church and the establishment 
of forms for mission suitable for the second half of the 20th century. 
Not so. The truth is: no institution; no mission. The “underground 
church” will not produce a new church. It is simply a step on the 
way to the disappearance of Christians in the human blob. The call 
here is not for buildings, busyness and big memberships. It is a call 
to the Church as an instrument of mission and as a model of the 
kingdom of God. We have a morale problem in the Church. We have 
a crisis in the clergy. We have a lot of local Jesus clubs in need of 
renewal. And we must address this situation because of the calling 
which is ours, because of the world’s need of the Good News.

The world moves on the feet of dedicated minorities driven by 
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a dream, a cause and a will. Frankly, we are out to make converts 
for an ideology which has as its beating heart the belief that the 
Power behind galaxies and atoms, behind mice and men, is a God 
who is for man—a God who loves the world—and that consequently 
every mother’s son and daughter is of inestimable value. Right now 
that ideology is the motivation of a minority. Millions upon millions 
of persons embrace it in theory, but they are practical atheists. That 
situation must be reversed. God calls us to work with Him in the 
rehumanizing struggles of our time. In that struggle the Church’s 
role is unique even as its Word is unique. The Church is called to 
be merciful for Christ’s sake, not merely to mouth about mercy; to 
be just for Christ’s sake, not simply to pray for justice; to love the 
unlovely for Christ’s sake, not only to talk about love. And leaders 
are needed to equip the Church for that calling.

in
Let the man with doubts about the Church and the ordained 

ministry engage in a bit of contextual education. We come to a con
firmation of our beliefs through the process of involvement, and 
through the testing of them. Conversion and commitment occur in 
the striving. In the Gospel according to Matthew it is in chapter 4 
that we read of Peter’s leaving his nets and the fishing business to 
follow Jesus. It is in chapter 16 that the Big Fisherman replies to 
his leader, “You are the Christ, the Son of the living God.” In be
tween the decision to follow and the proclamation of faith are twelve 
chapters of involvement and striving when faith was being tested 
and confirmed.

Belief is forged in the furnace of experience. It is the product 
of firsthand knowledge. The challenge is to become involved. A man 
has to bet his life on something. Ministers bet their lives on the 
Church and the faith of which it is custodian. Start there. Although 
it is true that second-hand religion is no religion at all, it also is true 
that a man can be victimized by arrogant American piety, the notion 
which says, “Until it is mine, until I have experienced it, I cannot 
speak for it.” The Christian community calls men to serve it even 
as they work through their doubts. It asks them to lean on the faith 
of the community until it in fact becomes their own.

Some will respond to this call by stating, “But what about those 
who tried and copped out?” Okay. The fact is that the Church does 
not win them all. It is the author’s experience, however, that the an
swer to dropouts from the parish ministry is to be found as much in 
a man’s private sector as in his experiences in the institutional 
Church. Personal problems, poor human equipment, and economics 
have as much, if not more, to do with copping out than has a deci
sion to give up on the local church which doesn’t care at the moment 
to be anymore than a local Jesus club. On the other hand, there is 
an increasing number of men who know the faults and foibles of 
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the Church quite well but who still leave responsible and high-pay
ing positions in business and industry to serve as ordained ministers.

There is no doubt that there must be a change in the job des
cription of men in the pastorate. The understanding of the function 
of the pastor must be updated in terms of the second half of the 20th 
century, even as the understanding of the Church’s mission and 
consequent structures for this age must be updated. The two are 
hooked together.

There is no denying that we have a crisis in the clergy. One of 
my ministerial colleagues who serves a local congregation describes 
the crisis as threefold: 1) There is the internal or psychological cri
sis. It raises such questions as these, “Is this what I really want to 
be doing? Am I doing anything significant? Useful?” 2) There is the 
external or sociological crisis. It raises such questions as these, “Is 
this institution structured to do anything meaningful with regard to 
the social ills of our time? Do the people in it want to enflesh the 
Gospel?” 3) There is the economic crisis. The question it raises is 
this, “With seven years of higher education and some real skills, 
why should I settle for ?6,500 a year plus parsonage and utilities 
and always have to be in debt for necessities?”

There is also no denying the words of the late Fred Hoskins. 
“There never was a greater need for first-rate ministers of local 
churches than right now. There never was a time when opportunity 
for significant ministry was so wide and high and deep.”

“Granted all the weaknesses of the Church and the limita
tions of the ministry as a profession, where can one invest one’s 
life where it can be made more effective in as many direc
tions?”

Leaves from the Notebook of
a Tamed Cynic—Reinhold Niebuhr
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