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For my mom and dad,
as parents, pastors, and pilgrims,
you’ve shown me what it looks like to be born again,
and again.


Introduction 



We know that the whole creation has been groaning together

as it suffers together the pains of labor; and not only the creation,

but we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit,

groan inwardly while we wait for adoption,

the redemption of our bodies. For in hope we were saved.

Now hope that is seen is not hope, for who hopes for what is seen?

But if we hope for what we do not see, we wait for it with patience.

ROMANS 8:22-25




New life starts in the dark. Whether it is a seed in the ground,

a baby in the womb, or Jesus in the tomb, it starts in the dark.

BARBARA BROWN TAYLOR,
LEARNING TO WALK IN THE DARK







TUCKED AWAY IN THE DARKNESS OF PATIENT HOPE, a heart beats, a neuron flickers, a finger curls. Someday there may be onesies, birthday cake smeared on a delighted face, pudgy hands twitching to pull the cat’s fur. Please, God, let it be. But for now, there is waiting in the dark, where everything is possible and nothing is guaranteed.

Waiting in the darkness of patient hope is hard enough. Waiting is harder still when there is suffering, pain, and no clear, concrete promise of how it all will end. The pastor/apostle Paul knew this truth like a thorn in his flesh. How would he compel the church in Rome to persevere in faithfulness to Christ as Lord when they were living in the shadow of the Colosseum? This is usually the pastoral tension: God’s new creation sounds wonderful and all, but it’s awfully abstract and unclear. Who would be willing to endure suffering and persecution while waiting for a promised new reality they’ve never fully seen before? Without even an ultrasound! So, Paul employs a metaphor. He takes the abstract concept of God’s new creation, which is already arriving but not fully present, and compares it to the process of childbirth in which the waiting, pain, and suffering is productive, generative, and filled with a hopeful reality of new life.

I was thirty-seven weeks pregnant when our church went through a major crisis. The director of the church’s preschool got upset (mostly at me), quit, and walked off campus in the middle of the day, taking one of the teachers with her and leaving a school of seventy children without the leadership they needed. If handled badly, this could have sunk the preschool and put the church on the hook for too many liability issues to count. My seminary class in Church Leadership and Administration did not cover this.1 We jumped into crisis management, made sure all the classes had the appropriate number of licensed teachers, called an emergency meeting of the school board, communicated with parents to inform them and reassure them that their children were in good hands, coordinated with the church board and church staff, supported the teachers, and tried to remember to breathe. We had just put a temporary plan into place, created a strategy for the coming days and weeks, and closed the preschool for the day with all the children safely at home, all the classrooms in order, all the remaining teachers on board. My husband/copastor/coparent had been out of town while I was handling the church crisis and caring for our eighteen-month-old. He returned that night just as I put our son to bed. I lowered my aching, enormous body into bed, and just as we were about to turn out the lights I said, “I think my water broke.”

The midwives would later speculate that the stress of the crisis may have led to the early labor. The early labor led to a complicated delivery. My body was not ready for the task at hand, but like so much of pastoral ministry, ready or not, here it comes. For forty-one hours, I labored with my husband and two incredible, fierce midwives. This little birthing community helped me listen to my body and push through great pain and distress when my natural inclination was to seek comfort at all costs. Together we assumed different postures, positions, breathing techniques, all aimed at bringing new life into the world through a painful and bloody birth.

During those hours of labor with our daughter, I struggled to trust that my body and my spirit were capable of bringing this child into the world. It was taking so long. It hurt so bad. There were moments when I cried out, “I don’t think I can do this!” But the midwives knew I could. They had spent a lifetime at the side of women crying out in pain, and they bore witness as God worked the miracle of new creation again and again. When they told me, “Shawna, you were created for this,” I believed them.

The church was also in a metaphorical birth process. The crisis moment, which created enough stress to send my body into early labor, also created a situation in which we were forced to abandon old structures and systems, to take on new postures and endure some significant pain before we saw new life. The collision of these two different kinds of births—my body responding to both—led me to ponder, like Mary, the way in which new creation breaks into the world. After all, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above (Jn 3:3). And if new creation enters through wombs, labor, groaning, what might that mean for the role of the pastor, assisting the people of God in welcoming God’s salvific work in the church and the world?

In seminary I was taught that the pastor was the shepherd of the congregational flock. My role was to guide the sheep in and out of the pen to find green pastures and still waters, and to protect them from the wolves and robbers. The big church conferences told me that a pastor was a visionary leader, like Moses the shepherd, who had been to the mountaintop and would fearlessly lead the flock onward. That metaphorical image seems to connect in a church where congregations are full, pastors have a clear sense of where they are headed, pain is avoidable, and our innocence—like sheep—is unquestioned in the society at large. But we find ourselves in a very different social moment. In this moment, the church is in great pain: Congregations are dwindling, denominations are fracturing, church scandals have become a genre, church leaders are at a loss to navigate rapid change, Christians are co-opted by tactics of the empires of this world, and survival is threatened. This moment, for many has led to increased anxiety, despair, and disorientation. We need metaphors that capture the hopefulness of God birthing something new in the midst of the pain of old creation.

Each and every birth is a miracle that leaves the world forever changed. After the birth of our daughter, my life and the way I pastored transformed. The metaphor of midwifery has shaped the way I embody this sacred calling. But in the years after this experience, I knew there was more to uncover than my own personal experience as a birthing mother and pastor. I’ve birthed two children with the help of midwives and watched ten seasons of Call the Midwife, so I’d like to think I am practically a midwife. But that’s just not true.

I sometimes scoff at Paul using this metaphor of labor. What does a single man who considers marriage a prescription for “burning” know about childbirth? But perhaps Paul is echoing a story he knows well. In the exodus story, the people of God are in bondage, much like all creation, in the land of Egypt. Their baby boys, the new life and future hope of Israel, are under threat. They need rescuing. At some point the Hebrew people might need a shepherd, but right now they need a deliverer. Not the one who kills an Egyptian and tries to run from his calling but the ones who would deliver even this deliverer. The story of Shiphrah and Puah, the Hebrew midwives in Exodus 1, is one of my favorites. The Hebrew people are crying out to God for rescue while these midwives are tending to the mothers who are crying out in the pain of birth, helping them deliver babies that have already been claimed by death. There is agonizing hopefulness in the story of the midwives. There is an agonizing hopefulness in participating in the mission of God in this world. Because, as Paul reminds us, we are groaning while we wait.

I have become a student of the modern day Shiphrah’s and Puah’s: birth workers, midwives, doulas, OB-GYNS. Pastors make terrible students. We’ve spent so much time in rooms where people look to us to already have the answers, to say the thing that brings peace and calm, to give perspective that makes the unsensible make sense. But there is a world pregnant with intelligence of which we know nothing. The very process of learning from the lived experience of others is humbling. For me, taking on the posture of student, of learner, was another form of witness—the other end of witnessing—with which I had too little experience. In the next chapter, I will share how I came to learn from real birth workers, professionals who are trained and educated and who have a lifetime of experience bringing new life into the world. Their witness has changed the way I pastor and opened our congregation to receive the new life God is bringing.

Birth is all around us because our Creator God is eternally fertile. The more I study these images in Scripture, I can’t help but wonder, How did it take me so long to see this? Perhaps birth has been underrated by a society that is more fixated on death than the miracle of new life. Philosopher Jennifer Banks examines Western philosophy’s obsession with death, which culminates in Friedrich Nietzsche’s famous proclamation of the death of God. She considers why we haven’t been just as fascinated with the wonder and possibility of birth. Everyone will die, yes, but only because first everyone was born. And, as Hannah Arendt surmises, “The new beginning inherent in birth can make itself felt in the world only because the newcomer possesses the capacity of beginning something anew.”2 Everyone who is born has the potential of beginning again. Banks believes the reason birth has been so understated in the imagination of thinkers and leaders is that it has been assumed to be a feminine weakness, a vulnerability, and not, as it actually is, creatively powerful. “Our births were made possible by other people and were conditioned by the material world we arrive in, a world that is materially altered by our births. We exist in relation to the natural world, not in transcendence of it, and while we are agents in our lives, we are never really masters.”3 Like resurrection, birth gives new possibility to the created world. But even with the vast power of possibility, birth is dependent, connected, qualities that are often viewed as liabilities and not assets.

Andy Root in The Pastor in a Secular Age claims that these days, “the pastor either becomes the guardian and custodian of declining religion or needs to reinvent himself or herself as a religious entrepreneur, connecting busy, disinterested people with programs and products of the church.”4 Meanwhile, there is a world out there longing to experience miracles in the material world, the hope of transcendence in the midst of immanence. But when we demand control, we miss out on miracles.

Perhaps pastors, like me, are often much more interested in a theological framework we can have mastery over. Just look at how the Christian complex markets toward us: Workshops promise to make you an expert, podcasts connect you with voices who have triumphed over adversity, books give you a sense of control over something unknown. This is not one of those books because control is always an illusion. After all, “Birth confounds the binary. It is an experience of neither mastery nor powerlessness; it confronts us with our embodied, earthly creativity, with what we can control and with what we simply cannot control.”5 My greatest regrets in pastoral ministry are the moments I tried to be something I wasn’t: in control. My hope is that this book empowers you to come alongside your congregation somewhere between mastery and powerlessness, trusting in the Spirit of God, who brings new life in a fallen, beautiful world.

The promise of salvation was always that “unto us a child is born” (Is 9:6 KJV), a savior born into this world. The promise is not that unto us a king is crowned, or a president is inaugurated, or a pastor is ascending to the pulpit. A child born unto us is still our hope for the world. Learning to pastor like a midwife has helped me embrace what God is up to in our world and has given our church an opportunity to see new life in unlikely places.

Everyone has some experience with birth, even if it was your own—long forgotten by your brain but not by your body. For some, this metaphor is filled with beauty and power connected to experiences in your life. For others, this metaphor aches, sears itself into painful moments of loss, hurt, or even ambiguous grief for possibilities that will never be. Birth is all that, miracle and devastation. These pages contain a bit of the whole spectrum. Birth is rarely gentle, but you can be gentle with yourself as you read. If this metaphor is not life-giving for you, put this book away on the shelf until a day when it can be, which may never arrive. You have agency to decide.

Part one of the book sets the stage for the wisdom of the midwives to inform our pastoral identity. Chapter one invites the pastor to learn from lived experience and develops a theological anthropology that situates the image of pastor as midwife. This is where I explain my research with birth workers and how it has developed the themes of this book. Chapter two answers the question, “Why should I care what metaphor we use for pastoral ministry?” Metaphors, symbols, and imagination are the tools of the Holy Spirit, and they shape our aim for the work we do every day. Chapter three will enter into a scriptural and theological imaginary for the pastor as midwife.

In part two, we hear from the midwives and pastors who participated in the research and get to the practical application of this metaphor. Part two develops five themes uncovered in researching the work of midwives, each chapter unpacking what it looks like to pastor as a midwife to God’s new creation and offering practices that any pastor can implement. Chapter four begins with the Holy Spirit: a midwife knows the mother leads the birthing process as a pastor knows the Spirit leads the new creation process. In chapter five, we see a birthing community that cooperates with the work of the Spirit. Chapter six explores the embodiment of birth work and reveals the necessity of embodied pastoral work. Chapter seven portraits the posture of hospitality that opens the pastor to welcoming God’s new creation. Chapter eight describes trust as the hinge point of the whole birthing journey, when life and death hang in the balance. Finally, in the conclusion, I attempt to bring the shepherd metaphor and midwives metaphor together, partners in the birthing process, so we can see how these symbols and others can be life-giving and healing for work in the church.

I cherish my library of pastoral voices, such as Eugene Peterson, Will Willimon, Frank Thomas, Thomas Long, Dallas Willard, John Wesley, Barbara Brown Taylor; shepherds who take after the Good Shepherd. My hope isn’t to cast aspersions on these voices but to add to them, to expand the library and imagination of pastors, educators, missionaries of all kinds, church leaders, and everyday Christians who suspect there might be more to following Jesus than life in the sheep pen.

Over my seventeen years of pastoral ministry, there have been moments when it felt like the whole church was crying out, “We don’t think we can do this!” At times I chimed in with the chorus, church and pastor groaning together. My prayer as you read these pages is that you will hear the wisdom of midwives, handed down from the days of Shiphrah and Puah, across generations and continents, inspired by the Holy Spirit—so the fusion of their voices with the work of the pastor might open up a new horizon in the darkness of patient hope, where new creation is crowning at the margins of God’s world. Pastor, you were created for this!
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Midwifing a Metaphor 




[A metaphor is] capable of saying that which

may be said in no other way.

JANET MARTIN SOSKICE,
METAPHOR AND RELIGIOUS LANGUAGE





Out of the blank abyss a picture is formed by means of metaphor:

people see what they did not see before and are changed

by the image from anonymity into love. Words create.

God’s word creates; our words can participate in the creation.

EUGENE PETERSON, THE CONTEMPLATIVE PASTOR







I COULD HEAR MY HEART beating in my ears as I tried to listen carefully to the interview question the church board was asking. They were interviewing me to be their pastor. They had never had a pastor who looked like me: female. I had never pastored a church quite like this one: complex. I wanted to earn their trust, put them at ease, help them believe that if God was calling, we could do this together.

They asked the question every church board asks, the one I should have been prepared to answer, but I wasn’t. “What ideas do you have for our church? What kinds of things would you like us to do if you were to become our pastor?” All my seminary training told me that pastors don’t come into churches with all the ideas and impose them on congregations. The Spirit is already at work in a congregation, and the pastor is the lead listener. But try telling that to a board that is anxious about the future of the church and wants to guarantee this next season won’t be their last. They looked across the table and saw a possible shepherd, the primary metaphor, the symbol used to imagine the work of a pastor. They were saying, “Please tell us you know the way to green pastures and still waters?” (see Ps 23:2). I clumsily explained that we would find the way together, that I would listen to them, trusting God to work and lead us. But there went that heartbeat in my ears. Their eager faces leaned in, waiting to hear something concrete, a firm picture they could hold on to of the future of their church, like a new parent waiting to see the ultrasound. I couldn’t help but pepper in a few ideas. After all, I knew a thing or two about church life and what works and what doesn’t. Maybe I could relieve them of this anxious moment and give them the picture they so desperately wanted. My sweaty palms were trying to grasp onto a shepherd’s staff, trying to live into this imaginary image I assumed they had for my role. I stammered to find words that fit into this metaphor that shaped their paradigm for pastoral ministry. Like a kid playing dress-up, I put on the shepherd’s costume and stumbled around to see what it would be like to lead the sheep of this flock.

Imagination is the womb of human activity. Words shape worlds of imagination. The words we use to describe pastoral vocation not only say something descriptive about the task we have done and are doing; they also cast trajectory and point our aim at the kind of work we aspire to do. Metaphors are one type of symbol created through words that fills our human activity with meaning and direction.

We use metaphors every day, every minute, in fact. They are such a ubiquitous part of language that we often take for granted the power they hold. I’ve listened to sermons in which a well-used metaphor is planted in the soil of my soul, a tender seed that can bear fruit long after the final Amen. And I have heard preachers abuse metaphors, overextending some perfectly fine bit of rhetoric until the original meaning is unrecognizable and the listener is utterly lost. But pastoral metaphors are not necessarily or singularly about the words we use in sermons. Metaphors matter for more than sermons. They are about the images that orient our purpose and shape our way of being in the world. Spirit-inspired metaphors can take root in our imagination and in the imagination of our congregations, changing us so profoundly that it’s as if we are born again. But before we can understand the significance of metaphors for pastoral ministry, we must dive deeper into the sea of rhetoric and sift through both the brilliant and the perilous possibilities.


WHY METAPHORS MATTER

A birth takes place in every metaphor. While metaphor is primarily an act of language, language is powerfully creative. Metaphor is a Greek word composed of two simple words that together mean “transfer” or “carry over.” A metaphor transfers meaning from one word, object, or idea onto another, often dissimilar object or idea. By taking two different things and inviting them to interact with each other, a metaphor creates an entirely new meaning out of the two. This interactive understanding of metaphor suggests that when one is used it creates a “fusion of horizons,” in which both terms of reference take on new meaning in light of this connection.1 When William Shakespeare’s Romeo says, “Juliet is the sun” (Romeo and Juliet, act 2, scene 2, line 3), the burgeoning knowledge of the character of Juliet and the experience of the sun create a brand new understanding of Romeo’s experience of Juliet as it interacts with the audience’s experience of the sun. We hear these words, and a fresh understanding of love emerges. The metaphor is generative; it produces a perspective that did not exist before. Each metaphor has the power to give birth to a new horizon of possibilities.

Like birth, language is eventful, especially for people who believe in a God who spoke the heavens and earth into existence and entered the world as the Word become flesh. We depend on metaphors to say that which cannot be said in any other way. Janet Soskice’s work with metaphor recognizes that metaphors provide a vital resource for Christians in our “seemingly paradoxical conviction that, despite [our] utter inability to comprehend God, [we are] justified in speaking of God and that metaphor is the principal means by which [we do] so.”2 Rather than fall silent about the mystery of God, we dare to use language in creatively generative ways.

Metaphors hold power far beyond rhetorical persuasion. The outcomes of metaphors have real impact in the world, more frequently than most speakers even realize. In their groundbreaking work Metaphors We Live By, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson examine conceptual metaphors, in which abstract concepts are represented in terms of concrete, embodied images. When Johnny Cash tells us love is a burning ring of fire, an abstract concept, love, meets a concrete image, a burning ring of fire, and a new understanding is born. The listener grasps the anguished nature of love that can burn out of control. Lakoff and Johnson argue that we need conceptual metaphors to make sense of abstract ideas such as love and trust. Relatively few concepts are understood directly without conceptual metaphor.3

Since Metaphors We Live By was published, a whole field of research in social psychology has explored the power and influence metaphors have on the way we interact with these concrete realities. For instance, the idea of morality is often described in metaphorical terms of purity, opposing cleanliness with dirtiness. In their chapter “Dirt, Pollution, and Purity: A Metaphoric Perspective on Morality,” psychologists Chen-Bo Zong and Julian House explore linguistics, anthropology, and psychology to better understand how metaphoric language describing abstract concepts such as morality reveals and shapes our embodied human experience. This begins when we are very young. “During conceptual development, human beings first acquire lower level, concrete knowledge through direct experience with the environment before grasping more complex and abstract concepts. The concrete concepts learned early on can then serve as a metaphoric scaffolding to aid the comprehension of abstract concepts.”4 Young children first experience the concrete difference between temperatures, hot and cold, or distance, near and far. These experiences later help them to make sense of things such as anticipating a future event that feels “far away” or understanding a tense social interaction as being “cold.” Zong and House demonstrate how our understanding of morality is shaped by our concrete experiences with cleanliness and contamination, so much so that we make moral judgments about people based on how literally clean or dirty they are. In one study, individuals standing nearer to a hand-sanitizer dispenser made harsher moral judgments than those not placed near a dispenser.5 The closer a person was to a symbol of cleanliness, the more critical they were of the moral “cleanliness” of others.

Metaphors connect our interactions with the physical world with our earliest experiences, but they also affect how we act and interact in the physical world today, much more than we realize. No matter how old we get, we still have that child in our brain who needs to make sense of this complicated world of emotions and ideas through things we can see, touch, taste, hear, and smell. Pastor, your job description leaves a lot to the imagination. Every day you have to choose what you will tackle, what tasks you’ll make time for, what people you’ll make time for. Your decisions do not come out of a vacuum. You have been shaped by symbols and metaphors more than you realize. You have created, over time, a pastoral imaginary. Hopefully, that formation is grounded in the symbols and metaphors of Christian Scripture. The Holy Spirit has inspired Scripture to capture the power of metaphor, and we would do well to pay attention.

Scripture is bursting with metaphors. After all, the Word became flesh, not metaphorically but literally. The indescribable God entered into concrete physical, human reality. In the incarnation, God meets our childlike brain by becoming a child. In her book The God Who Provides, Juliana Claassens argues, “The Bible speaks the language of imagination and articulates beliefs about God and the world’s relationship to God in metaphor, symbol, and myth.” As a biblical scholar, Claassens recognizes the power of metaphor for understanding Christian faith. Metaphors have the potential to create new meaning and give birth to new understanding of our relationship with God and others. The God Who Provides is dedicated to giving a fuller examination of biblical metaphors for God’s divine nourishment because these metaphors bridge our imagination of a God we cannot see with the concrete realities in our world, such as a mother nursing her child. The concrete realities then give new understanding to God’s character, nature, and work in the world. A pivotal task of pastors and theologians, Claassens argues, is to uncover metaphors that have “the power to lure us into the world [Scripture] imagines and shape the way we view God and life in the world.”6

We will be shaped by metaphors whether we are aware of it or not. But we still have to ask: Are these metaphors faithfully pointing us to the scriptural witness of God’s life and work in this world? Will we be shaped by these metaphors in such a way that we resemble more and more the heart of God who took on flesh?

As a seminary student, I was asked to write a philosophy of ministry. What could be more abstract than a philosophy of ministry? To be fair, this was meant to be a practical tool, something I could send to churches searching for a pastor whose philosophy and worldview might fit well in their particular context. The work of pastoral ministry is highly contextual and fluid, adapting to locality, history, relationships, situations, and so on. For most, it’s a role that does not come with many clearly prescribed schedules or an instruction manual. As I have pastored in four states in a variety of congregational settings, that philosophy of ministry I wrote twenty years ago has been rather useless, a string of disembodied, abstract theological statements that are difficult to translate in concrete ministry circumstances. I’ve come to rely more and more on metaphors to help translate those abstract concepts. But I am realizing that using a metaphor is doing more than translating an abstract concept to make it understandable; it is creating a fusion of horizons between my hopes and aims for ministry and the place and people God has given me to serve.

Religious metaphors are much more than rhetorical seasoning on the meat and potatoes of theology and biblical studies. They provide new avenues to embody abstract concepts such as faith, hope, and love. The work of pastors and theologians in employing metaphors is to invite others into the world of God’s new creation. My deep hope for my work with the particular metaphor I explore in this book—pastor as midwife—is to invite pastors and church leaders into a world where God is making all things new and we have been called on to assist in the birth of the new creation. But I recognize that our imagination is much more shaped by other metaphors—too many to explore, to be sure. Just as no one metaphor alone can fully describe God, no one metaphor can singularly sum up the work of Christian ministry. We need a variety of metaphors, knowing that each and every one falls short of fully describing God’s work in the world. Even metaphors from Scripture are co-opted by our experiences in a world of empires and enemies rather than our experiences in God’s kingdom of neighbors. Those images, then, are running like a filter for the metaphors of Scripture, interpreting the abstract nature of God’s salvation with concrete actions and identities that might be a far cry from the scriptural witness. As much as metaphors can be life-giving and generative, it is vital to note that metaphors can go very, very wrong.




A METAPHOR GONE WRONG

Somewhere in nearly every pastor’s study I have even been in, there’s an image of a shepherd’s staff, maybe even a picture of cuddly sheep with a surprisingly well-groomed shepherd tending to its needs. Pastor as shepherd is perhaps the oldest and most vivid image metaphor for pastoral ministry still in use today. It is deeply rooted in Scripture, as we see that God is the shepherd and we are the sheep, loved, protected, fed in green pastures, and led by still waters (e.g., Ps 23). Jesus functions as the perfect model of the Good Shepherd—the one who binds up the weak, searches for the lost, and lays down his life for the sheep. In John’s Gospel, when Jesus declares, “I am the good shepherd” (Jn 10:11), it’s clear that he is drawing a comparison with bad shepherds. The people of Israel would have remembered Ezekiel’s scathing critique of the shepherds of Israel: “You eat the fat; you clothe yourselves with the wool; you slaughter the fatted calves, but you do not feed the sheep. You have not strengthened the weak; you have not healed the sick; you have not bound up the injured; you have not brought back the strays; you have not sought the lost, but with force and harshness you have ruled them” (Ezek 34:3-4). Ezekiel declares to these bad shepherds that God is coming to take back the shepherd’s staff they have abused.

Jesus, then, is not like any shepherd. Jesus is the fulfillment of God’s promise to the people of Israel. The staff is back in divine hands. Peter is then compelled to take on the work of Jesus and feed his sheep in Jesus’ absence as a labor of love (Jn 21:17). Obviously, Jesus is not asking Peter to literally go out to a pasture and graze a flock. Jesus is using a metaphor to create an imaginary role for Peter to live into. Pastors down through the centuries have imagined themselves, like Peter, feeding and leading the flock of Christ. Even the term pastor is derived from the Latin word for “shepherd.” But somewhere down the line of the tribe of Peter, the metaphor of pastor as shepherd has gone terribly wrong.

In a devotional blog reflecting on the Good Shepherd in John 10, Mark Driscoll unpacks his understanding of the metaphorical application of the sheep and shepherd and what that means for a congregation and pastor. In Driscoll’s imagination, sheep are described only in terms of their vulnerability and inability. Neither smart nor strong, they cannot defend themselves against the many perils that lurk around them. The shepherd, on the other hand, is described as the protector, who lives in isolation, dedicated to the work of defending the flock, and is the only hope these sheep have of survival. The message is clear: Without the spiritual leadership of a pastor, the Christian is in danger.7

Driscoll’s use of the metaphor assumes several things. First, the goal of the Christian sheep is merely to survive. Second, the world is a danger from which Christian sheep need protecting. Third, the primary responsibility of the shepherd is to defend the sheep against predators. While Driscoll’s vision of this metaphor is shared by many pastors today, even by some pastors who would want to distance themselves from Driscoll’s leadership tactics (which we will explore later), it is a great departure from the actual scriptural depiction of a shepherd who leads the flock to green pastures and beside still waters, opens the gate so the sheep can come and go, and—perhaps most significant for the Christian faith—lays down their life for the sheep.

In The Shepherd as Leader, an edited volume of several popular addresses from the Shepherds Conference led by John MacArthur, Steven Lawson takes the image of the shepherd as defender and protector to a different task. In a chapter titled “Guarding the Gospel,” Lawson argues that it is the gospel that needs defending, like vulnerable sheep under attack. Specifically, attacks are aimed at the purity and exclusivity of the gospel, evoking fear at the idea of the gospel being defiled. He notes a slogan in an athletic arena that reads, “We must protect this house,” a rallying cry to pump up a room filled with gladiators. He goes on to charge, “Shepherds, we must protect this gospel.”8 In the chapter, he tells stories of martyrs who have laid down their lives—not in the care of sheep/people but, according to Lawson, in the defense of the purity and exclusivity of the gospel. He tells many stories to illustrate his point, but in all these stories the only woman Lawson mentions is Mary Queen of Scots, the repentant villain who is spiritually slain by the sharp words of John Knox and begins howling “like a wounded animal.”9 Perhaps she sounded like a bleating sheep. Like Driscoll, Lawson’s image of the shepherd is geared primarily toward defense and protection, placing the church in a defensive posture toward the world. This metaphor of pastor as shepherd, not only in Lawson’s description but throughout MacArthur’s edited volume, takes on a hypermasculine, aggressive paranoia in which enemies are everywhere—a vision of a shepherd that would be unrecognizable to the biblical authors who first spun this metaphor into our imagination.

One of the first shepherds we see in Scripture is David, the youngest son of Jesse. David is small, and nothing about his physical appearance suggests that he is a natural warrior or defender. When David battles Goliath, he brings only the weapons of a shepherd: a slingshot and a few stones. In contrast, 1 Samuel 17 contains several verses describing the height, strength, and impressive weaponry of Goliath. Goliath is the gladiator anyone would want fighting for them. The sight of David preparing to battle Goliath is laughable only because we know how God will work and how the story ends. If we didn’t know how the story ends, this scene would be grotesque, horrifying, and unjust. The little shepherd boy is seemingly marching to his doom to be mangled for sport in front of a crowd with the blessing of the authorities. Incredibly, the little shepherd boy is not brutalized by the giant. He manages to bring down the aggressor with a child’s toy. This is the delightfully surprising and almost laughable image that Scripture gives to us of the shepherd leader. He is far from John Wayne on horseback and much closer to the suffering servant we see in Jesus.10

Our modern society knows little of the humble work of animal husbandry. In the place of that knowledge gap, we have developed a vision of leadership from the corner office. We have heard the story of the great King David so often that we have forgotten the joke, and it is easy to speak of the shepherd leader while imagining someone much more like Goliath than David. To be fair, who wouldn’t choose the gladiator over the runt?

The problem for the shepherd metaphor for pastors today has nothing to do with the beautiful Christlike imagery offered to us in Scripture and everything to do with the fusion of horizons created when we replace the image of David with that of Goliath. The shepherd leader becomes a CEO pastor or a dogma gladiator. The rod and staff can be used metaphorically to excuse any number of forceful tactics to prod people along, couched in the language of “protecting the flock.” While the psalmist finds comfort in the rod and the staff of the shepherd, the irony of this deformed image of the shepherd as protector/defender/gladiator is that it actually serves to protect the control and power of the pastor and not the flock.

In 2021 Christianity Today produced a podcast, The Rise and Fall of Mars Hill, that documents Mark Driscoll’s abuse of power at Mars Hill Church in Seattle. The story is complex, and Christianity Today’s telling of it is not without its own controversy. But the reporting makes clear that Driscoll’s authority and position led many to excuse his behavior toward staff and pastors and his dehumanization of women.11 He was their shepherd. According to Driscoll’s logic, without a shepherd the flock would be in danger. Fear is an easy tool to control people. When people are afraid, they will flock to gladiators. It is tempting to scapegoat Driscoll, to send him off into the wilderness (or in this case, Arizona, where he is currently pastoring) carrying our sins far away. His platform was so wide, and his offenses made so public; like Goliath, the bigger they are, the harder they fall. The church should be careful not to hide in his shadow the thousands of pastors who suit up to be the gladiator in the pulpit every Sunday with this image of the pastor as shepherd in mind, excusing tactics of control and manipulation of spiritual authority for the sake of the flock. It is no wonder that when the people of Israel wanted to make Jesus—son of David—their king, he left his role of shepherd to become the slain lamb.

These abuses of the shepherd metaphor don’t mean we need to abandon it altogether and lose all the illuminating images Scripture gives us to light the way of the Good Shepherd. But we desperately need new metaphors for pastoral ministry that create new fusions of horizons if we hope to break our obsession with power and control and be surprised with the goodness of the gospel. The pastor as midwife disrupts the assumptions of pastor as Goliath/shepherd. And just like the shepherd metaphor, there is a treasure of biblical narratives and illustrations to feed our imagination. Before we turn to those images, I hope you will take a moment to consider how the metaphor of pastor as shepherd might have shaped your imagination of pastoral ministry, the role of the body of Christ, the work of the Spirit, and the presence of neighbors and strangers. Hold it all loosely as we explore some new possibilities for life in ministry.
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