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Introduction

TODD WILSON AND
GERALD HIESTAND


IT WAS AN UNUSUALLY WARM EVENING in early November of 2015. The sanctuary of Calvary Memorial Church in Oak Park, Illinois, where we serve as pastors, began to fill with an admirable and diverse group of pastors, professors, students, non-profit executives, publishers and others—all eagerly gathered for the first-ever conference of the Center for Pastor Theologians. For the next two-and-a-half days, several hundred men and women enjoyed a rewarding feast of fellowship and conversation. While not everyone hailed from the same ecclesial background or theological tradition, they all shared a deep love and concern for the state of theology, the state of the church and the state of the pastorate.

You may know that pastors these days are going through something of an identity crisis. By and large, they don’t know who they are or what they’re supposed to be doing. Behind the benign pastoral smiles and inspiring sermons and multi-million dollar building campaigns and ever-expanding ministry footprints, there lurks in the hearts and minds of many pastors confusion as to what a pastor is and what a pastor does. In the words of Princeton Seminary president Craig Barnes, the hardest thing about being a pastor today is simply “confusion about what it means to be the pastor.”1

Think about that. There’s probably not another profession that suffers from such a lack of clarity as to what the job itself is all about. The net result is that your average pastor has been reduced to little more than what Stanley Hauerwas calls “a quivering mass of availability.”2 This may be why so many pastors resign their posts every year, or leave the ministry and never want to return, or make often-insane attempts to conceal their confusion and burnout with different forms of self-medication, from drinking to pornography to affairs to overeating to obsessing about money or power to complete emotional detachment from the lives of their people—or from God himself.

What makes this crisis of identity among pastors especially tragic is that there used to be such clarity about the pastoral calling. For centuries, the church held out a clear and compelling vision of what a pastor is and what a pastor does. In short, a pastor is a theologian. But this ancient vision has been obscured by the separation of the roles of pastor and theologian—a tragic division of labor that continues to bedevil the Christian ministry and the church.

This is why in 2006 we cofounded an organization devoted to putting the calling of the theologian back into the identity of the pastor. We first called it the Society for the Advancement of Ecclesial Theology. But that was way too geeky—even for us—and it was clunky to communicate. So we changed it to the Center for Pastor Theologians. This is not, we admit, a very creative name. But it’s clear and its mission is compelling. We exist to resurrect this ancient vision of the pastor as a theologian—not as an end in itself, but for the renewal of theology and thus the renewal of the church in its ministry and mission to the world. That’s why we decided to host a conference on the theme of “The Pastor Theologian: Identities and Possibilities.”

We were so encouraged with the content of the presentations at this conference that we were eager to make them available to the wider public. The five chapters that make up part one were the plenary addresses at the conference, each of which approaches the theme of the pastor theologian from a slightly different yet complementary angle. The four chapters in part two present historical examples from leading pastor theologians like John Calvin and Thomas Boston. And part three contains six chapters that explore the all-important theme of the pastor theologian and Scripture.

While each of the contributors shares our enthusiasm for the vision of the pastor theologian, there is a wonderful diversity of perspectives and voices represented here. The authors come from a variety of different denominational and theological backgrounds, and we couldn’t be more thankful for that. It’s part of the very DNA of the Center for Pastor Theologians to carry on this conversation about the pastor theologian within the rich and wide stream of tradition C. S. Lewis (and Richard Baxter before him) called “mere Christianity.”

The heartbeat of the Center for Pastor Theologians, as well as the personal pastoral burden behind this book, is the renewal of the church. So we offer you these essays on the important theme of the pastor theologian in the hope and with the prayer that the church’s best days are yet to come!

Soli Deo Gloria!
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The Pastor Theologian as Biblical Theologian

From the Church for the Church

PETER J. LEITHART


THE SUBTITLE OF MY CHAPTER, “From the Church for the Church,” expresses a vision for an ecclesial biblical theology, a biblical theology produced by pastors who serve local congregations for the edification of fellow believers in their own and other churches. In laying out this vision, I expound three points:


	Over the past few centuries, biblical scholarship has not arisen from the church and is not readily usable by the church.


	There is a vast, largely unpopulated terrain for the development of a biblical theology from the church for the church.


	To populate this terrain, pastor theologians have to develop ways of reading and writing that diverge from the methods of academic scholarship.




My treatment of these points is uneven. I will make only brief comments about the first, and the second will be largely implicit. I will spend most of my comments on the third.


THE ENLIGHTENMENT BIBLE


Let me begin with brief, not to say perfunctory, remarks about modern biblical scholarship. This offers occasion for a moment of obligatory Enlightenment-bashing.

In his 2005 book The Enlightenment Bible,1 Jonathan Sheehan describes changes in the Bible’s role in Germany and England between the late seventeenth and the middle part of the nineteenth century. Sheehan is not concerned primarily with biblical criticism but with the shifting location of the Bible within European culture. In his account, the Enlightenment is not a philosophy or a secular mood but a “new constellation of practices and institutions”—philology, text criticism, modes of translation, coffee houses, scientific societies, journals—that dislodged the Bible from its central place in the Western imagination. This involved an intellectual revolution. As Europeans became skeptical about divine inspiration, the Bible became post-theological, no longer “Scripture” but an ancient text to be studied alongside Gilgamesh and Hesiod’s Theogony. No longer considered revelation from outside this world, the Bible was “reconstituted as a piece of the heritage of the West” and “transformed from a work of theology to a work of culture.”2

What Sheehan describes is not so much a loss as a reconstruction of biblical authority. This is linked to the Bible’s fragmentation, which began long before higher criticism dissolved it among incompatible sources. Scripture was demoted from sacred text to cultural artifact as it was subjected to the probing of new analytical tools. The Enlightenment Bible had authority but its authority “had no essential center,” since it was distributed among the disciplines that scrutinized it, each of which “offered its own answer to the question of biblical authority.”3 None of these disciplines, of course, studied the Bible with the tools of precritical exegesis. Prescientific interpretation was precisely what the Enlightenment consigned to the dustbin. Institutionally, the Enlightenment relocated the Bible from the church to the university. Pre-Enlightenment biblical scholarship was largely from the church for the church. The Enlightenment Bible was studied in the academy, its scholarship produced for academics.

We should not exaggerate the changes, and we should not romanticize premodern biblical study. Neither Europe nor America was ever a continent-wide scriptorium in which each Christian spent his every waking hour poring over, listening to or singing Scripture. And we should not despair about the present either. Though it is no longer the authoritative text for the cultural at large, the Bible remains a basic religious source for many. It is arguably still the most important single book in American public life. For example, in the 2016 campaign for president, John Kasich argued that our nation would be judged by how well it cares for the “least of these.” That staunch Presbyterian Donald Trump flashed his personal Bible at rallies, a gift from that other stalwart predestinarian, Norman Vincent Peale.

It is easy to find examples of technical academic work that have little evident value for the church, but even within the academy much biblical scholarship is done by believers who regard Scripture as authoritative and who seek to serve the church in their scholarship. They examine historical, linguistic or grammatical features of the Bible, but are also interested in its spiritual import. A glance at a recent, randomly selected issue of the Journal of Biblical Literature—a flagship journal of technical exegesis—includes essays on the following: “Furnace Remelting as the Expression of YHWH’s Holiness”; “Circumcision in Israelite and Philistine Societies”; “A Stratified Account of Jephtah’s Negotiations and Battle”; “The Politics of Psalmody”; “The Poetry of the Lord’s Prayer”; and “Love Conquers All: Song of Songs 8:6b-7 as a Reflex of the Northwest Semitic Combat Myth.”4 No doubt there is much in each of these articles that I would be reluctant to tuck into a sermon,5 but my main reaction to that table of contents is one of childish glee. I know there will be gems here, preachable gems.6

Besides, for all the wisdom, charm and interest of precritical exegesis, patristic and medieval biblical commentators suffered from glaring (and entirely innocent) limitations. These include ignorance of the historical contexts of both Old and New Testaments and often of the languages of the Bible, as well as—to be blunt—occasional ham-handedness in interpreting literary texts. We would do well to remember that for a millennium most Western theologians were ignorant of Greek, not to mention Hebrew. These limitations sometimes arose from deep sources in premodern theology. In the introduction to his commentary on the Song of Songs, Robert Jenson observes that precritical readers of the poem regularly ascend to a spiritual reading and leave the sensuousness of the poem behind. “The older exegesis indeed did the Song violence,” Jenson charges, and he affirms the “vital moment of truth” in what he calls modernity’s “rebellion” against precritical interpretation. Whatever else we say, “the poem remains . . . sensual love poetry.”7 It would be a grave mistake for Christians to renounce the disciplines that arose around the Enlightenment Bible so thoroughly that we fail to receive its gifts with gratitude.

Even with these qualifications, I venture a rough caricature of the current state of biblical theology: The library of biblical studies is divided between popular devotional works, on the one hand, and technical, highly specialized studies on the other. There is biblical scholarship from the academy for the academy; there is devotional literature from the church for the church. What is missing—what is currently being filled in by the various branches of the “theological commentary” movement—is serious literary and theological study of the Bible that arises from the church and is written for the church. What is missing is ecclesial biblical theology, with equal emphasis on ecclesial and theology.




THE NATURE OF ECCLESIAL BIBLICAL THEOLOGY


To fill the empty shelves in our theological libraries, however, pastor theologians cannot mimic the idiom of the university. Academic scholarship is written in technical language, makes heavy use of the biblical languages and other relevant ancient languages and theorizes about history and textual interpretation at a rarefied level. There are good reasons for all this apparatus—precision and rigor among them. More questionably, biblical scholarship, like all scholarship, has its rites of entry and its gestures of membership; every discipline has practitioners who write impenetrable prose to prove they belong in the club. Ecclesial biblical theology must be theology for the church. This means that at least it should be written in plain English (or French or Spanish or Swahili or Chinese)—winning, witty, engaging English, but plain for all that. It should be readable by all who want to read it.

Ecclesial biblical theology also comes from the church, which is to say it is written by pastor theologians (and others who serve the church) from within the liturgical and common life of a local congregation. The pastor theologian is an endangered species of the genus pastor, but we cannot be so worried about reviving the species that we neglect the genus. Whatever we may say about the work of pastor theologians, we must say first and always that pastor theologians are pastors, shepherds of the people of God. That is what they are authorized to do by virtue of ordination; that is all Jesus authorizes them to do. Pastor theologians may take on specific ministries within the church, may pursue special teaching roles in writing and speaking, but they remain first and foremost ministers of word and sacrament. That is the setting of their theological work. In that sense, all pastors are pastor theologians, all engaged in the work of applying the word of God to the world.8 Whatever pastor theologians are and do, it is an extension of their fundamental calling.




ECCLESIAL BIBLICAL THEOLOGY: HERMENEUTICAL, HOMILETICAL, LITURGICAL


In the remainder of this chapter, I offer a set of coordinates that converge toward a biblical theology from the church for the church. First, over against the tools and methods of academic biblical studies, I offer some comments on the old-new hermeneutics required for the cultivation of ecclesial biblical theology. Second, over against certain uses, abuses or lack of uses of Scripture in preaching, I offer homiletical encouragement. Finally, over against preaching that is done outside of a Eucharistic setting, I offer sacramental and liturgical observations. The first section imagines the pastor theologian in the study; the second in the pulpit; the third fondly imagines that every pulpit has a table nearby, spread for communion.

Hermeneutical. The hermeneutics of ecclesial biblical theology will draw on precritical sources as well as on the calibrated tools of Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment scholarship. But ecclesial biblical theology will not rest on grammatical-historical interpretation.

Limiting analysis of a text to grammatical and historical concerns makes sense in certain settings. Social scientists who want to determine what happened in a particular episode of history will not be interested in the poetic resonances of a text. Anthony Kennedy’s majority opinion in Obergefell v. Hodges excepted, legal scholars are known more for the logic of their arguments than for the elevated (not to say purple) prose of their opinions. Postmodern theory has taught us to be suspicious of apparently straightforward literalism. Interpretations are already embedded in texts—in the selection and arrangement of the parts, in the minute rhetorical maneuvers that shape a reader’s judgment about the substance. All interpreters are interested interpreters. Nowadays, everyone is a literary critic. We can set that knot of problems to the side for another day. Whatever we might say about texts in general, we certainly cannot stop with grammatical and historical analysis of Scripture, and that for two main reasons. The first has to do with the character of Scripture, and the second has to do with the setting in which the results of biblical exegesis are publicized.

The Bible is, so Christians believe, a unified book of books with theological and literary coherence. We believe that the Bible is such because the same God who spoke the world into existence spoke again and again through angels and prophets to Israel, spoke again in the last days through his Son who is his eternal Word. This author did not grope from beginning to end, or vice versa, but knew the end at the beginning because he is the Lord who is, who was and who comes.

It is true that Scripture has many authors; it makes use of many sources; it is written—if I may be excused an unhelpful anachronism—in various genres. Academic scholarship has pointed all this out, sometimes with insight, often to the point of tedium, often quite erroneously. Academic biblical studies has institutionalized this fragmentation with its departments of Old and New Testament. But the fragmented Enlightenment Bible is not the Bible of the church. Pastors and pastor theologians must learn (again) to read and study the Bible as a single book. No single book or passage can be isolated from the whole. We might wish to draw from the new historicists, but our first aim is to be something closer to the new critics, examining the text in its own terms.

That involves, in the first instance, taking each book as a unity in itself, reading with the grain of the text. In Revelation 17, when the Spirit whisks John into the wilderness, he sees a harlot riding on the back of a scarlet beast. Some biblical scholars will tell us that this chapter is strung together from shiny textual beads. One string consists of 17:1-2, 3b-6a, 7, 18 and a few clauses of verses 8-10. Another includes most of the rest—17:11-13, 17 and 16. In the first, “Semitic” text, the beast symbolizes the Roman Empire; in other fragments the beast is Nero, and in still others he is Nero redivivus.9

When we break the beast up like this, however, we miss the whole point. Several beasts have appeared in Revelation; it is the Bible’s bestiary. But the beasts form a sequence into which the scarlet beast of Revelation 17 fits. In Revelation 13, one beast came from the sea to make war on the saints, another from the land to propagandize for the sea beast. The land beast made an image of the sea beast and forced the people of the land to worship that image. Throughout Scripture, the sea signifies the surging world of the Gentiles, which rages against the land, representing Israel. As they take monstrous form, Gentiles and Jews together strive to overcome the saints.

None of these earlier beasts is described as “scarlet,” so we might wonder if the beast of Revelation 17 is yet another beast, dragged from the bullpen in the late innings to finish off the church. But there is a red beast earlier in Revelation, the original beast, the dragon who stalks the pregnant woman through the sky, waiting to devour her newborn son (Rev 12:1-3). He fails to eliminate the child—again and again he fails—and he eventually has to delegate, calling up the sea and land beasts to prosecute his war. When the sea beast first emerges, he is a leopard with bear paws and a lion mouth, but he is not scarlet. In the intervening chapters, he has been scarletized, which means he has become dragonized and satanized. The scarlet beast is the sea beast—Rome—transformed into the image of the serpent of old.

Reading a unified Bible also means reading with the grain of the entire canon. Again, Revelation 17 provides a suitable illustration. Commentators regularly point to the luxuriousness of the harlot’s garments, which are scarlet and purple, with gold and precious stones and pearls (Rev 17:4). Many suggest that she wears royal colors and draw the conclusion that the harlot city is Rome riding on the bestial empire. When we read the text within the canon, however, a different conclusion becomes more plausible, almost inescapable. “Purple” (Greek porphyros) is one of the dominant colors of the tabernacle curtains and the priestly robes (LXX Ex 25:4; 26:1, 31, 36; 28:5, 8, 15, 33), as is scarlet (Greek kokkinos; LXX Ex 26:36; 27:16; 28:5, 8, 15, 33). This pair of color terms occurs together twenty-two times in the Septuagint of the tabernacle texts of Exodus, and otherwise only in the descriptions of the temple in 2 Chronicles (2:6, 13; 3:14). Further, the best-known jeweled robe in Scripture is the breastplate of the high priest, which includes threads of gold as well as inset precious stones.10 The name plate on the harlot’s head seals the case. Beast worshipers in Revelation receive the name of the beast on their forehead and right hand, and the harlot is the queen of beast worshipers. For idolaters and the harlot, the image is drawn from the garb of the Aaronic high priests, who wore a golden plate on the forehead inscribed with “Holy to Yahweh” (Ex 28:36).11 In an idolatrous twist, harlot Babylon is devoted to no god beyond herself. She is Babylon the great, and her head is consecrated to Babylon the great, mother of harlots and of abominations.

Reading the text with the whole Bible in view, we draw the conclusion that the harlot is not an imperial figure but a priestess, and a Jewish one. That she rides on the back of a beast with heads like seven hills indicates she has formed an alliance with the beast of empire.

Reading with the grain of the canon also means becoming attuned to fainter echoes of earlier texts. The second, third and fourth movements of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony do not repeat the same notes as the opening motif, but the theme of each movement is built on the opening motif. The symphony is full of formal, rhythmic echoes of the famous opening phrase.

Scripture is a symphony, replete with repeated themes and variations. So at the end of Revelation 17, the ten horns join with the beast in slaughtering the harlot city Babylon. It is a macabre scene, marked by five relentless verbs—hate, desolate, strip, eat, burn—that describe a bizarre sequence of actions. Many Old Testament texts come into play, including Deuteronomy 13, which requires Israel to carry out the ban against an apostate city, and Leviticus 21, which demands that a priest’s daughter who plays the harlot in her father’s house be killed and burned. Babylon is an unfaithful city and a harlot. She is, as we have already discovered, a priest’s daughter, and so it is fitting that she is not only slaughtered but burned.

But the text comes clear as a whole when we recognize in it the faint outline of a sacrificial ritual. In preparing an ascension offering (Lev 1), the priest would skin the animal, then burn its flesh. Though it is not specified that other offerings were skinned, many would have involved both burning and eating. The treatment of the harlot is a sacrificial sequence, but a twisted one: The horns hate her, desolate her, strip her naked, eat her and, having eaten her, then burn her with fire so that the smoke of her sacrifice arises forever and ever (Rev 18:9, 18; 19:3). It is a symmetrical eye-for-eye punishment. For her abominations and desolations, she is desolated. She drank saints’ blood, the life of the flesh, and her flesh is given to the beast’s horns (as Jezebel was given to dogs). She sacrificed the saints, and in recompense she is sacrificed. It is not an animal offered by a human, but a human offered by a beast and his cohort of kings. As James Jordan has argued, every offering is a gift of “bridal food” (ishsheh) to Yahweh the Divine Husband. Every sacrifice is part of an ongoing wedding feast. The slaughter of the harlot is an inverted parody of sacrifice, the slaughter and burning of a harlot rather than a bride.

These examples from Revelation 17 are designed to reinforce this point: Ecclesial biblical theology assumes a unified canon and must develop habits of attentive reading suitable to that assumption. This is the first reason that ecclesial biblical theology must move beyond strictly grammatical and historical and literal analysis.

Homiletical. The second is that the setting for ecclesial biblical theology is quite different from that of biblical scholarship. Biblical scholars present their findings in academic seminars, journals, expensive monographs written for wealthy specialists and research libraries. As I have made clear, I am far from despising the work of such scholars. It is a great gift. Yet pastor theologians are not interested in the historical meaning of a text as an end in itself or for the way it might clarify ancient history or society. They are interested in the text because they want to deliver the text as gospel to the people of God. Ecclesial biblical theology must orient its hermeneutics toward homiletics.

What Scripture is determines what Scripture is for. It is the Spirit-breathed gift of God that grants wisdom to salvation and is profitable for teaching, reproof, correction and training in righteousness, equipping the man of God for every good work (2 Tim 3:16-17). A pastor theologian teaches these texts to equip the people of God for the work of ministry and for the mission of God. A literal, historical reading will not suffice. If the text is to be preachable, the literal must open into the spiritual senses, into Christological allegory and tropological exhortation.

I illustrate again with Revelation 17. The harlot Babylon, we are told, is a mystery (Rev 17:5), one that the angel promises to unravel (17:7). The term mystery is a clue to the sort of evil she represents. In the New Testament, a mystery is something hidden that can be known only by revelation, and for the New Testament writers there is one great mystery, which Paul describes variously as “Christ in you, the hope of glory” or, more ecclesially, as the knitting together of Jew and Gentile into one body in Christ (Col 1:27; Eph 3:6). In the categories of the Apocalypse, the evangelical mystery is the gathering of the inhabitants of the land with those from every tribe, tongue, nation and people. That mystery is finished during the time of the seventh trumpet (Rev 10:7), when the 144,000 martyrs are hounded and harvested, when those who shed their blood are raised above the firmament to join Jesus on heavenly thrones. The gospel mystery comes to its climax in a marriage supper, the feast of the Bride and the heavenly Lamb, after a new Eve has been formed for the last Adam.

Of all this the harlot is a parody. She is the final expression of the Babel project, the gathering of the human race to build a city and a tower. As prostitute-priestess, she is a counterfeit church. The Reformers who interpreted the harlot as the church of Rome were right to this extent: She is not a political figure but an ecclesial one. In the first-century context, her alliance with the beast represents a counterfeit of the union of Jews and Gentiles in the church. And throughout the ages, the harlot represents the continuing threat of an unfaithful bride who climbs into bed with bestial powers.

The text preaches itself. We are not living under a Soviet regime, when many in the Orthodox Church cozied up to the brutes who ran the Gulag, when the Orthodox hierarchy was salted with KGB operatives. We do not live in Nazi Germany, when the Protestant church prostituted herself to Hitler. But we are living in an age when many churches, liberal ones, are intent on making their peace with the sexual libertinism of our age, and when others, conservative ones, ride cheerily on the back of an American tank.

And when we recognize that the harlot is a false bride, we also take note of the cup in her hand. She is a pornē who drinks a cup full of abominations and the unclean things of her porneia. In Torah, abomination has a specific connotation: Unclean things defile the sanctuary so that it needs to be purged, but abominations pollute the land until the land can be purged only by the expulsion of its inhabitants. First Canaanites, then Canaanito-Israelites, were vomited from the land because of their abominations. Three sins pollute the land: idolatry, sexual immortality and the shedding of innocent blood. The harlot is guilty of all three. She is a purveyor of sexual sin, here an image of spiritual and liturgical infidelity, and she drinks the blood of witnesses to Jesus (Rev 17:6). For John’s original readers, the setting would be clear: Jerusalem was the source of murderous opposition to the early church; eventually the dragon turned Rome scarlet and it became an enemy of Christ. Both attack the saints, but the harlot drinks holy blood. The one who most relishes the blood of martyrs is not the oppressive empire but the prostituted church. Even to the present, our enemies will be members of our own household.

There is encouragement for martyrs as well, because the harlot’s gold cup is not the only cup in the book of Revelation. She drinks from a gold potērion, full of the blood of the saints, but only a few verses earlier we are told that God gives her the “potērion of the wine of His fierce wrath” (Rev 16:19). Two cups, but they are ultimately one. The harlot drinks down the blood of the saints with gusto, but the cup of holy blood that is part of her victory feast is the cup of the fierce wrath of God. In an application of the lex talionis, God gives blood to the bloodthirsty: “Righteous are you, who are and who were, O Holy One, because You judged these things; for they poured out the blood of saints and prophets, and You have given them blood to drink” (Rev 16:5-6 NASB). Drinking holy blood, she becomes drunk, and drunk cities are, like real drunks, unsteady on their feet. Drunks eventually stumble and fall (compare Jer 25).12 The whore and the beast join in a common purpose, but as they execute their common purpose they execute God’s purpose. Thus they fall into the very trap that they set for the saints.

Ecclesial biblical theologians are thus inevitably, naturally, public and political theologians. Public theology is embedded within their task as ministers of word and sacrament. If they are going to preach the text of Scripture, they cannot avoid talking about beasts and whores and their alliances and their triumphs and defeats. And the text alerts us to a dimension of political theology that we may otherwise miss. Our interest in the political and cultural ramifications of the faith may distract us from the enmity that counterfeit, prostituted churches bear toward the faithful.

I am trying to demonstrate how Revelation 17, read within the sweep of Revelation and the whole Bible, becomes preachable. I am illustrating how a whole-Bible hermeneutics leads into a public homiletics. To do that well, the pastor theologian must trace the edges and contours of the text, not only in the study but in the pulpit. We will miss much of the import of the passage if we do not recognize that the harlot is dressed like a priest. We will skim over the theological profundity if we do not take seriously how the common purpose of the horns is enclosed within and overridden by God’s word and purpose. We cannot preach this passage responsibly without attending to its details.

And that means that the sermon has to be a Bible study. It does not need to be a study of the Greek grammar, but it does need to engage the text of Scripture. Ecclesial biblical theology, in short, does not tolerate jaunty sermons that collapse into a pious version of self-help. Let me say it bluntly: Preachers who spend their sermon time telling cute anecdotes or reviewing the news or commenting on the World Series are guilty of pastoral malpractice. You are commissioned by the Lord Jesus to be a minister of the Word. So minister it.

Liturgical. I have established two of my coordinates: Ecclesial biblical theology demands the development of new-old ways of reading Scripture, and the pastor theologian’s most important theological publication is the sermon delivered to the local congregation. To those I want to add a third coordinate: The sermon itself takes place in a liturgical setting. The pastor does not prepare or deliver a sermon for an academic conference, gathering information to relay to the people. The Lord’s service is a different sort of event. Pastors speak from the table of the Lord, and the words they speak, as much as the bread and wine, are food and drink. Ecclesial biblical theology is necessarily also liturgical and sacramental theology.13

Revelation 17 again illustrates. I have indicated that the harlot is a priestly figure, robed in priestly garments and adorned with priestly jewelry. She is clearly a counterfeit priestess; she is, after all, a whore. Several details reinforce her anti-priestly status. For starters, she is seated, and she claims her seat is permanent: “I sit as a queen and I am not a widow, and will never see mourning” (Rev 18:7 NASB).14 Aaron and his sons were ordained to stand and serve; as Hebrews points out, the Aaronic priests never sat down because their work was never done. They never entered Sabbath rest, because the blood of bulls and goats that they slung and sprinkled around the sanctuary could never take away sin. Until the heavenly sanctuary was cleansed by the blood of God, there was no rest for the weary priest. This priestess has settled in, as if she has entered the eschaton, as if she has reached sabbath.

The angel promises to show a harlot who “sits on many waters,” and later explains that the waters represent the “peoples and multitudes and nations and tongues” (Rev 17:1, 15 NASB). Her temple is a house of prayer for all nations, but only because it has become a house of prayer to all the gods of the nations. When John actually sees her in the wilderness, though, she is not on the waters but seated on some rough, slouching beast. She is in bed with a beast, and her porneia includes spiritual bestiality. The more damning point is more subtle. In Scripture, there is another royal figure who rides enthroned on the back of composite beasts: Yahweh himself, enthroned above the four-faced cherubim, who rides on the cherub-chariot that is his storm cloud. This priestess/goddess has not only taken rest, but she has taken rest on a counterfeit cherub throne. It is as if this priestess has marched into the most holy place and plopped herself on Yahweh’s own seat above the cherubim.15 It is appropriate that she wears the name of her patron goddess—that is, herself—on her forehead, for on her beast she is more the enthroned goddess than the servant who stands in attendance.

A final detail also highlights her effort to immanentize the eschaton: She violates the rules of priestly service not only by sitting but by drinking. Wine was strictly forbidden in the sanctuary for the same reason as sitting was prohibited. As James Jordan has put it, wine is omega drink, the drink of sabbath rest, the drink of completed work. Since the priests’ work was never completed, they were never to drink wine in the presence of Yahweh. The harlot priestess, though, drinks from a wine goblet as she sits complacently on her cherub throne. Worse still, she drinks blood. She commits continuous sacrilege by drinking holy blood (compare Lev 17).

If the whore sits enthroned, drinks, and drinks blood, then we might imagine the bride must do the opposite—she must stand, refuse wine and renounce the consumption of blood. But the harlot priestess in her false sabbath is a parody of the genuine sabbath of the bride. When Jesus feeds multitudes, he invites them to sit. He gives sabbath wine at the Last Supper and Paul tells us to continue drinking the wine of gladness until Jesus comes again. Just as much as the harlot, we drink blood, martyr blood, the blood of the first and truest witness, Jesus. Drinking this blood, we commit ourselves to shed our own, following Jesus to the cross.16 A pastor theologian preaching this text will have a ready application. Do not feast at the table of demons or whores; come, enjoy the sabbath wine of Jesus, the witness and firstborn of the dead.

Detached from the Eucharistic liturgy, preaching is at sea. We announce the gospel and call our people to faith. We also want to give them something to do. There are dangers on both sides. We may so much emphasize the grace of God that we provide sophisticated excuses for passivity and inaction, if not sin; or we may so emphasize the duties of the Christian life that our preaching becomes little more than moralizing. We want to tell our people to do something; we want an altar call. But we do not want them to think that they are somehow achieving status with God by doing what we call them to.

The best altar call is . . . well, an altar call—a call to the altar-table of Jesus, where he offers himself to us by his Spirit through bread and wine. Liturgical biblical theology has a ready-made application: “Do this!” This is clearly not a meritorious doing, because the command is an order to receive a gift. If we think that is too little to call people to do, we do not grasp what it is we are doing. For in calling the congregation to do this, we are calling them to abide in Jesus, to eat and drink and breathe him, to share in his death as faithful witnesses, to renounce the table of demons, to share bread with the hungry and all their goods and gifts for the common good, to rejoice with thanksgiving in all things, to live together as Christ’s Spirit-filled body, to mount resistance to the violent, to be the political body of the age to come in the present age. All that, and far more, is entailed every time we call on the congregation to the broken bread and the cup of the Lord.

If you are preaching without bread and wine, then your first task is to put an end to that anomaly as quickly as possible.





CONCLUSION


Pastoral ministry is the most wide-ranging, challenging vocation known to mortals. The ideal pastor would have the rhetorical panache of a Churchill, the compassion of Mother Teresa, the tenacity and courage of a Navy Seal, the intellect of a lawyer, the patience of Job and the vision of Ezekiel, the creativity of an entrepreneur and the management skill of a CEO and the magnetic energy of a rock star. They must be exemplary in their devotion to Jesus and the uprightness of their character. And they must be everywhere for everything. A doctor comes when you are ill or injured; you ask for a lawyer when you face legal challenges; you hire a consultant to revive or expand your business; you call in the nurse or the hospice worker to care for an aging parent. We have specialists for every moment and stage of life, but pastors are generalists. They are there at birth, at the bedside, through the trial and the lawsuit, when a child is fighting for life and when a parent is slipping into the grave. Pastors are generalists in all the forms and varieties of human misery. If pastors are specialists, they are specialists in death, in actual physical death and in all the lesser shocks of death that flesh is heir to. They are present at all of these gravesides as a representative of the Good Shepherd. They are the visible, tangible presence of Christ and the church at every moment of crisis. Pastors have one word to speak—the word of the gospel, the word of life in the midst of death, the promise of a life that begins rather than ends with death. They have one thing to do—to offer the challenge and consolation of the word, sensibly conferred in water, bread and wine.

I might have written a chapter on ecclesial biblical theology that made the hospital room or the counseling session the primary context for reflection. I kept it simple by imagining ecclesial biblical theology in the context of sermon preparation and delivery. This is the primary context for biblical theology, not mainly because the work must be delivered as a sermon before it reaches a wider public. Ecclesial biblical theology is not done only in sermon preparation or in the book or article that emerges from the sermon. It is also done when the Lord’s servant speaks the word of the Lord to the Lord’s people who are gathered by the Lord’s Spirit at the Lord’s table on the Lord’s day in the presence of the Lord. That, above all, is where and when ecclesial biblical theology is done.
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The Pastor Theologian as Political Theologian

Ministry Amidst the Earthly City

JAMES K. A. SMITH


WHILE WE OFTEN SPEAK OF THE “PUBLIC SQUARE,” the metaphor is antiquated and unhelpful. Our political lives are not sequestered to a particular sphere; there is no square with discernible gates. The political is less a space and more a way of life. The political is not restricted to our capitols; there’s no square there.1

The political is less a realm and more a project. When we reduce the political through a twofold spatialization and rationalization, what is lost and forgotten is an appreciation of the way the polis is a formative community. We do well to remember that, according to the very first line of Aristotle’s Politics, “every polis is a koinonia, and every koinonia is established with a view to some good.”2 Political participation requires and assumes just such formation—a citizenry with habits and practices to live in common and toward a certain end, oriented toward a telos. Even if this Aristotelian (and Augustinian) intuition has been buried by the rationalistic proceduralism of modern liberalism, that doesn’t mean it isn’t true. Political animals are made, not born.3

This is why our political theologies need to worry less about policing boundaries and securing a platform for expressing our beliefs. Instead, they should carefully consider the ways political life is bound up with the formation of habits and desires that make us who we are. What if we aren’t fundamentally thinking things who enter the “space” of politics with ideas to get off our chests? What if we are creatures of craving, defined by our desires, who make our way in the world governed by what we long for? And what if the political is not just some procedural gambit to manage our mundane affairs but an expression of a creational desire and need, a structural feature of creaturely life that signals something about the sociality of human nature? What if politics, as John von Heyking puts it, is really about “longing in the world?”4

Politics, then, both forms us and requires formation. The political is more like a repertoire of rites than a space for expressing ideas. Laws, then, are not just boundary markers; they are social nudges that makes us a certain kind of people. Institutions are not just abstract placeholders for various functions; they are incubators of habituation that shape character and identity.

When we recover an appreciation of politics as a repertoire of formative rites—as a nexus of habit-forming practices that not only govern us but also form us—then we will remember that politics is bound up with matters of virtue.5 And truly appreciating the dynamics of virtue requires recovering a sense of teleology, a purview on the political that takes into account the ends we are pursuing, the vision of the Good that animates our collaboration and common life.

For Christian thought, zooming out to take account of teleology is intimately bound up with eschatology. Our teleology is an eschatology: a hope for kingdom come that arrives by the grace of Providence and doesn’t arrive without the return of the risen King. This changes everything. A teleology that is at once an eschatology will be countercultural to every political pretension that assumes a Whiggish confidence in human ingenuity and progress. And precisely because Christian eschatology is a teleology of hope, it will also run counter to cynical political ideologies of despair that reduce our common life to machinations of power and domination. Furthermore, a Christian political theology attuned to eschatology will run counter to a kind of postmillennial progressivism to which the so-called justice generation seems prone.

But if Christian hope reframes the political in light of eternity, we might say that Christian faith resituates the political in light of creation. If eschatology relativizes the political from above and beyond, a biblical theology of creation and culture also relativizes the political from below. This is why my quarry is not just a political theology but more broadly a public theology. I want to encourage us to overcome a narrow fixation on certain modes of electoral politics and realize that much of what constitutes the life of the polis are modes of life in common that fall outside the narrow interests of state and government.6 So a Christian account of our shared socioeconomic-political life might be described more properly as a public theology—an account of how to live in common with neighbors who don’t believe what we believe, don’t love what we love, don’t hope for what we await. The institutions of government are a part of that life in common, but only a slice of a much wider web of institutions and practices that govern our common life. We might say that it is not only government that governs; the state is not the only—or even the most primordial—mode of solidarity.


A LITURGICAL LENS ON THE POLITICAL


My task, then, is to look at the political through the lens of liturgy. What difference will it make for our theological reflection on politics if we begin from the assumption that the same human beings who are, by nature, zoon politikon (political animals) are also homo adorans (liturgical animals)? What if citizens are not just thinkers or believers but lovers? How will our analysis of political institutions look different if we attend to them as incubators of love-shaping practices, not merely governing us but forming what we love? How will our political engagement change if we are not only looking for permission to express our views in the political sphere but actually hope to shape the ethos of a nation, a state, a municipality to foster a way of life that bends toward shalom?

But my concern in this essay is more specifically with the role of the pastor in such an ecclesial understanding of the political. Even more specifically, I want to ask what the role of the ecclesial pastor theologian is in the church as polis. Does this turn into some vision of the pastor as “mayor,” a reversion to the prince-bishop?

The pastor is always already a political theologian. What’s needed is not the adoption of a role but intentionality and sophistication about that role. In suggesting the role of the pastor as political theologian, I’m not advocating the pastor as partisan endorser or electoral meddler. To the contrary, I am suggesting that a robustly orthodox political theology will relativize the cult of electoral politics, retooling our very conception of the political while making us attentive to the formative rites of the regnant polis that have nothing to do with the state. At the same time, I will argue that citizens of the city of God are nonetheless sent as ambassadors and emissaries to the earthly city, taking up their human vocation to cultivate creation and love their neighbors. So the pastor theologian is not the mayor of some pure alternative polis that prides itself on escaping the permixtum; to the contrary, the pastor as political theologian is a shepherd of the sent church, equipping the saints for the messy work of living in the saeculum.

I will suggest that the work of the pastor as political theologian can be summarized in two key roles: first, the pastor as ethnographer, exegeting the cultural rites of the empire; and second, the pastor as liturgical catechist, explicating the vision of the Good that is carried in the practices of Christian worship. In the spirit of Gerald Hiestand and Todd Wilson’s desire to “resurrect an ancient vision,” I will close by considering St. Augustine as a case study.7

In suggesting a role for the pastor as political theologian, I will also be focusing on a role the pastor plays as local theologian, to use Hiestand and Wilson’s term.8 However, I’m not sure I share their implicit ranking of the pastor theologian’s role—from local, to popular, to ecclesial. In particular, I’m not sure I buy their claim that “evangelicalism will never reclaim the emerging generation of theologians for the pastorate if our only conception of the pastor theologian is that of a local or popular theologian.”9 I think there are pastors who find the unique challenges of local theology to be exactly the intellectual challenge they’ve been looking for; I don’t see the priority of local theology as diminishing. And I think the particularly local, contextualized challenges of political theology pose a challenge worth tackling.




CULTURAL EXEGESIS OF THE RITES OF EMPIRE


The first task of the pastor as political theologian is to serve congregations by being ethnographers of the rites of the empire that surround them, teaching them to read the rituals of late modern democracy through a biblical, theological lens.

As I mentioned above, the political is not just the administration of law—as if political life boiled down to trash removal service and keeping the traffic lights operational. The political is not merely procedural; it is formative. The polis is a koinonia that is animated by a vision of the Good. And while Aristotle couldn’t imagine competing visions of the Good within the territory of the walled city, this reality of competing poleis and rival goods was something Christians appreciated from the beginning. There are rival poleis within the confines of the nation-state. The formative power of the polis is not embodied in its sword but in its rituals. In this respect, the reach of the polis’s vision of the good life is carried in all kinds of non-state rhythms and routines that reinforce, say, the libido dominandi of the earthly city, or the ultimate mythology of independence and autonomy that is not only articulated in a constitution but enshrined in a million micro-liturgies that reinforce our egoism.

So part of the pastor-as-political-theologian’s role is apocalyptic: to unveil and unmask the idolatrous pretensions of the polis that can be all too easily missed since they constitute the status quo wallpaper of our everyday environment.10 It requires thoughtful, rigorous, theological work to pierce through the everyday rituals we go through on autopilot and see them for what they are: ways we are lulled into paying homage to rival kings. This requires what Richard Bauckham calls a “purging of the Christian imagination.”11 At stake here is nothing less than true versus false worship.12

So part of the pastor theologian’s political work is to enable the people of God to “read” the practices of the regnant polis, to exegete the liturgies of the earthly city in which we are immersed. This is an essentially local, contextualized task, both in time and space: the political idolatries that tempt us and threaten to deform us are localized. The political hubris of today is not the same as the political hubris of even eighty years ago, let alone of fifth-century Africa or sixteenth-century New England. Such cultural exegesis has to be local and contextual, but it also has to be theological—and, I might suggest, theologically sociological.13 If you want to deepen the theological capacity of the church, try offering a theological ethnography of Independence Day.14

Again, we can find ancient exemplars of this. One standout is a sermon Augustine preached on New Year’s Day in 404, likely in Carthage, in which he offers a theological and cultural exegesis of the pagan festivals that would dominate the city that day.15 He takes as his text a line of Psalm 106 they’ve just sung: “Save us, Lord our God, and gather us from among the nations, that we may confess your holy name” (Ps 106:47). How do you know if you’re “gathered from among the nations,” Augustine asks? “If the festival of the nations which is taking place today in the joys of the world and the flesh, with the din of silly and disgraceful songs, with the celebration of this false feast day—if the things the Gentiles are doing today do not meet with your approval”—well, then you’re gathered from the nations.

But this isn’t just pietistic moralizing. Augustine launches into a theological and philosophical analysis of the rites of pagan feasts. At stake, he argues, is faith, hope and love:

If you believe, hope, and love, it doesn’t mean that you are immediately declared safe and sound and saved. It makes a difference, you see, what you believe, what you hope for, what you love. Nobody in fact can live any style of life without those three sentiments of the soul, of believing, hoping, loving. If you don’t believe what the nations believe, and don’t hope for what the nations hope for, and don’t love what the nations love, then you are gathered from among the nations. And don’t let your being physically mixed up with them alarm you, when there is such a wide separation of minds. What after all could be so widely separated as that they believe demons are gods, you on the other hand believe in the God who is the true God? . . . So if you believe something different from them, hope for something different, love something different, you should prove it by your life, demonstrate it by your actions. (Sermon 198.2)


The remainder of Augustine’s sermon is a sustained cultural exegesis that aims to make implicit the (pagan) faith, hope and love that is carried in the city’s feasts and rituals, which too many of his parishioners merely considered things to do rather than rites that do something to them. The burden of Augustine’s theological analysis is to highlight the incoherence of singing the psalm and participating in the festivals.

This is an ongoing task. One of the responsibilities of the pastor as political theologian, then, is to help the people of God read the festivals of their own polis—whether it be the annual militarized Thanksgiving festivals that feature gladiators from Dallas and Detroit or the rituals of mutual display and haughty purity that suffuse online regions of “social justice.” Our politics is never merely electoral. The polis doesn’t just rear to life on the first Tuesday of November. Elections are not liturgies; they are events. The politics of the earthly city is carried in a web of rituals strung between the occasional ballot box. Good political theology pierces through this, unveils it—not to help the people of God withdraw but in order to equip them to be sent into the thick of it. When we are centered in the formative rites of the city of God, Augustine reminds his hearers, “even if you go out and mix with them in general social intercourse . . . you will remain gathered from among the Gentiles, wherever you may actually be” (Sermon 198.7).




LITURGICAL CATECHESIS AS POLITICAL THEOLOGY


This points to the second, constructive function of the pastor-as-political-theologian. It is not sufficient to unmask the rites of earthly city politics. We also need to help the people of God cultivate their heavenly citizenship. Citizenship is not just a status or a property that one holds; it is a calling and a vocation.16 I can hold a Canadian passport and a Canadian birth certificate and yet fail to be a good Canadian citizen. Citizenship is not only a right; it is a virtue to be cultivated. The pastor as political theologian plays a role in shepherding civic virtue in citizens of the city of God (compare Phil 3:20).17

If Christian worship constitutes the civics of the city of God, then liturgical catechesis is the theological exercise by which we come to understand our heavenly citizenship. In other words, a key theological work that is charged with political significance is to help the people of God understand why we do what we do when we worship. Liturgical theology is political theology. Cultural exegesis of Christian worship makes explicit the political vision that is carried in our liturgy. The pastor theologian has responsibility to unpack the telos—the substantive, biblical vision of the Good—that is implicit in Christian worship.

Baptism, for example, signals our initiation into a people. Through baptism God constitutes a peculiar people that makes up a new polis, a new religio-political reality—what Peter Leithart calls a “baptismal city.”18 This new polis is marked by the obliteration of social class and aristocracies of blood. It is a motley crew: “Not many of you are wise by human standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth,” as Paul points out to the Christians in Corinth (1 Cor. 1:26 NRSV
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