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      “When Christian authors of late antiquity are read or consulted today, it usually has to do with matters of doctrine, like their superb and absolutely fundamental reflections on the Trinity, for instance. But their thoughts on piety, pastoral leadership, and soul care are also of immense value for our day. To be sure, they lived in a world quite different from ours in all kinds of ways. However, such basic issues as human pride, abuse of power, and sexual lust were as common in their world as they are in ours. And their wisdom on how to deal with these matters as well as their pungent and powerful reflections on spiritual formation are of enormous value in our bent world. This is a book to be read slowly and treasured.”

      Michael A. G. Haykin, Professor of Church History and Biblical Spirituality, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary

      “Ancient Wisdom for the Care of Souls is a brilliantly conceived volume, weaving together faithful biblical interpretation, engaging historical theology, thoughtful spiritual formation, and practical pastoral care as seen through the window of the church fathers and classical Trinitarian thought. It draws from the rich tradition of the church’s early centuries and provides pastors, students, and church leaders examples of great wisdom for the rigorous and complex challenges of ministry in our contemporary context. This book offers insights regarding the virtue, spirituality, theological depth, and ministry skills needed in those charged with the responsibility of spiritual oversight and the care of souls. Three cheers for Coleman Ford and Shawn Wilhite for writing this wonderful book, which will serve as a treasured resource for many for years to come.”

      David S. Dockery, President and Distinguished Professor of Theology, Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary; President, International Alliance for Christian Education

      “Pastoral ministry lies at the heart of the church. Its outward form is constantly changing, but its underlying principles remain the same. The distilled wisdom of the past is an encouragement in the present, as this guide to the teaching and practice of great leaders of the early church makes plain. It is a precious resource for us to ponder and to use in our service to the Lord today.”

      Gerald Bray, Research Professor, Beeson Divinity School

      “Sometimes it takes getting out of our own culture to see our misguided assumptions, including those about ministry. As pastors, we need to prioritize Scripture as our authority and glean wisdom from the local church, the global church, and the historic church. This helpful volume takes us back to the early church so we can learn from the church fathers about pastoral spirituality, theology, and ministry.”

      Christopher W. Morgan, Dean, School of Christian Ministries, California Baptist University; Pastor, Immanuel Baptist Church, Highland, California
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      Foreword

      When we Christians recite the Apostles’ Creed in our worship services, we affirm not only “the holy catholic church” but also “the communion of saints.”1 These two articles of faith are related, of course, but they are not identical. The holy catholic church is the whole body of people throughout time, anywhere and everywhere, who have believed in the Lord Jesus Christ. The communion of saints is the ongoing fellowship and solidarity among those believers in Christ. It’s their shared life together. The first is an entity, the second an experience.

      The communion of saints is one reason why this book matters. Our sympathies flow out toward the whole church. Yes, we are compelled by history and geography to gather together in local churches, which might appear more like separation than communion. But in our hearts, we cherish, we affirm, we revere the communion of saints as a grace from our Savior God (Eph. 4:4–6; Heb. 12:22–24).

      So, then, we have an answer to the question, Why go back to the patristic era for pastoral wisdom today? The answer is, we today are located within the ancient, medieval, and modern communion of saints! We should instead ask, Why not go back?

      Our pastoral resources are not limited to our time. We have helps for our generation from beyond our generation. Let’s not leap mentally from the apostles of the first century to the Reformers of the sixteenth century, as if God’s people in the intervening centuries had nothing to say. Thomas Cranmer, the English Reformer, believed that the church had lost its way only in the three or four centuries prior to his own time. He believed that, in going so wrong, the church had departed not only from the Scriptures but also from the fathers.2 Let’s take full advantage of the profound resources God has provided for us today in those saints then!

      Coleman Ford and Shawn Wilhite’s new book, Ancient Wisdom for the Care of Souls: Learning the Art of Pastoral Ministry from the Church Fathers, opens a door for our generation of pastors to be enriched by this ancient wisdom. It’s as if a circle of elderly pastors from those centuries long ago is standing together, discussing pastoral ministry, each one contributing his own experience and insights. Ford and Wilhite are over here, standing with us, pointing to them over there and saying, “Those saints aren’t all that far away. Just a few steps. And we could learn from them. Want to walk over and listen in for a while?” Who would refuse such an offer?

      Thank you, Coleman and Shawn, for helping us get free of the narrow limits of our time. We’re tired of hype and celebrity. We long for gospel ministry that’s been time-tested, that’s real and solid and lasting. Thank you for showing us a path into the communion of saints deeper and richer than we have known thus far—and all by God’s grace alone, for his glory alone.

      Ray Ortlund

      Renewal Ministries

    

    
      
        1  Chad Van Dixhoorn, ed., Creeds, Confessions, and Catechisms: A Reader’s Edition (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022), 13.
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      Introduction

      The Contemporary Pastor and the Classical Tradition

      I (Shawn) remember the first time that a local church’s philosophy of ministry collided with my vision of theology. I was an associate pastor at the time and it was a surreal moment as I realized how many cultural assumptions in this local church did not match my evolving theological vision. During this season, I was unaware of the classical tradition of the church.1 Unable to change the culture of this local setting, I became quite discouraged—jaded in many ways. I settled for a less-than-ideal church culture and resolved to live with my pastoral and theological idealism.

      On another occasion, I remember walking down the hall of an emergency room to visit a church member. She had been recently admitted and was hooked up to a ventilator by the time I arrived. These machines essentially enabled her body to remain functioning for hours. We later discovered that she had a stroke earlier in the morning and presumably died at that moment but had been revived. Several friends and church members would come throughout the day to kiss her forehead, whisper in her ear, and mourn at her feet. Merely two weeks before her death, I visited her in the hospital, where she recounted how the gospel had transformed her life. As I sat near her while she lay dying in her hospital bed, I was reminded of two different realities: the beauty of Jesus’s work of transforming lives and the burdens of pastoral ministry. That day, her pastors and friends from our church family sang hymns around her bedside (written hundreds of years before this very moment), prayed for her, and read Scripture with her as she slowly passed from this life into the presence of Jesus.

      These stories highlight a certain tension within pastoral ministry: how does a theological vision shape pastoral ministry? The complexities of Christian theology ought to be reflected in the cultural life of the local church and the shepherding duties of its pastors. But a quick glance at local churches and denominational structures may reveal a host of problems—abuses of leadership, an inappropriate adoption of CEO models, minimizing theological depth in the name of reaching the lost, a diminishing value of church membership, confusion regarding the qualifications and role of a pastor, and much more. It takes a skilled and winsome pastor to observe and speak into these patterns and present a rich vision of Christian theology for the church.

      Coleman and I are quite happy to watch a philosophical shift toward older traditions within the Protestant landscape as believers feel disillusioned with modern models of ministry. As several Christian thinkers focus on classical traditions, a ressourcement—that is, a mode of theology that listens to voices from different eras in order to learn from, be shaped by, and resource them for modern expression—is occurring within the Protestant theological culture.2 Henri de Lubac, a French Jesuit in the twentieth century, said, “Every time, in the West, that Christian renewal has flourished, in the order of thought and that of life . . . it has flourished under the sign of the Fathers.”3 We hope the resurgence of classical traditions is not a fad but a true recovery of spiritual and theological vitality for the modern church. We hope patristic and medieval ressourcement is more than a growing trend and serves as the philosophical and theological medicine that will help cure shallow evangelical practice.

      Though Christians pursue formal and informal theological training to serve local churches, we are aware that pastors are neck-deep in the throes of pastoral ministry. We also understand that burnout in pastoral ministry is a real and present danger. Often it comes about when we are operating at a spiritual deficit rather than surplus. Pete Scazzero observes that “spiritual deficits typically reveal themselves in too much activity. Unhealthy leaders engage in more activities than their combined spiritual, physical, and emotional reserves can sustain.”4 As budgets need to be met and attendance numbers need to grow, pastors may be tempted to explore ministry gimmicks or shortcuts to meet these practical concerns. But what you use to win people, you will probably use to retain people. If we primarily entertain churchgoers, we will need to continue entertaining in order to keep them around.

      Coleman and I believe that ministers should instead use the depth of the Scriptures, a vision of the Trinitarian God, and wisdom from the classical traditions as the foundation of local and global ministry. Pastors should help people see the beauties of God as displayed in Scripture and active in the life of the historic church and show them how the triune God is the source of all things and how the ancient creeds of the church tether us to an orthodox vision of God. These three anchors—Scripture, Trinitarian theology, and church history—stabilize the church’s moorings in an ever-shifting world. We echo what Trevin Wax has observed:

      The ancient Christians worked for decades on arriving at a place of clarity concerning the nature of Christ’s identity, not because they were obsessed with the smallest of details or had a propensity toward theological wrangling, but because they knew orthodoxy wasn’t some dry, abstract definition—it was a portrait of a real and living God.5

      Pastors and their people must dwell in the life of God for the good of their souls and the good of the world.

      As we watch the modern and late-modern experiments fail to satisfy our souls, we believe the recovery of classic Christian traditions should increase. According to L. O. Mills, “the history of pastoral care is largely unclaimed and unknown” today.6 Additionally, Andrew Purves suggests, “Contemporary pastoral care is, by and large, uninformed by historical practice.”7 As a result, pastors are not taught what the church’s theological heritage says about pastoral ministry.8 But this heritage has much to teach us.

      Discovering a Classical Vision of Pastoral Ministry

      Early in ministry, Shawn and I often heard, “The pastor is supposed to do such and such” regarding various extrabiblical tasks. Several people had expectations that were not rooted in a biblical vision of the pastoral office. It certainly took time for us to learn (and continue to learn) how to remain teachable to some and lead others toward a biblical vision of the pastoral office. But, in general, too many items have been added to the pastor’s job description. According to Scripture, the pastor first and foremost prays (Acts 6), shepherds his people (1 Pet. 5), lives a virtuous life in the Spirit, and upholds sound teaching in local settings.

      While writing this chapter, I (Coleman) overheard two women describing their church experiences over the last few years. One heard a feel-good message and was then herded out of the sanctuary; she did not feel known or seen. The other said she wanted to be in a church that was more rooted in the community. Both were expressing the desire to attend church in the town where they live, be integrated with others in the community, and be known by their church family and its leaders. This casual conversation in a suburban coffee shop in north Texas over iced lattes perfectly represents why we wrote this book. While we don’t want to idolize a specific vision of church life, we do want to bring the ancient voices of the church fathers to bear on this topic. We offer a simple vision of a pastor who prays, tends to people’s souls, and preaches the life-giving word of God. This kind of pastor pursues virtue, contemplation, and slowness. He equips the church and shepherds people’s souls. He cultivates communal and individual liturgies. He leads a local church that, though unknown to the rest of the world, is vital to the surrounding neighborhoods. Overall, the classical pastor is the quiet pastor who displays a peaceful temperament and ministers to souls in his local setting.9

      In order to do this, the classical pastor contemplates and proclaims the beauties of the triune God, the gospel, and the Scriptures, using this to walk with people through their current life into the next. He takes these beauties and shows people how to find joy and happiness in God during this life. In a single day, he may walk with someone who shared the gospel for the first time, someone who criticizes his last sermon, someone whose marriage he officiated but who is now on the verge of divorce, and someone expressing an interest in missions work. Such pastors administer the riches of God to address the complexities of various situations in his congregants’ lives, model godly living, and equip others for ministry. Navigating this pastoral life is, as the fathers said, the “art of arts.”10

      More precisely, a classical vision for ministry is characterized by the following marks:

      1. Classical theology: classical pastoral ministry confesses a theology that rests on the historic confessions of the church—including the three Western creeds (the Nicene, Athanasian, and Apostles’ creeds) and the Chalcedonian Definition—and is informed by the church fathers.

      2. Virtue: classical pastoral ministry holds in high regard the health of the church—especially for the purpose of theological clarity and spiritual care—and this is seen in the flourishing of Christian virtues. Further, the primary qualifications for a pastor are these virtues.

      3. Integrated spirituality and theology: classical pastoral ministry places no unneeded dichotomy between theological study and spiritual feeling. In other words, classical pastors think deeply about the divine mysteries and personally experience them.

      4. Local community: classical pastoral ministry offers pastoral theology and care within the locus of the local church, and this then spills outward to the wider church for its benefit (not vice versa).

      5. Care of souls: classical pastoral ministry is a ministry of soul care—for both ministers and the congregation. Care, or curing, of souls is using biblical wisdom to bring true, sustained, and holistic health to the life of the church.

      In addition to these marks, we can also identify a main guiding principle of classical vision for pastoral ministry, namely, what the fathers called the “double love,” or love of God and neighbor according to Matthew 22:37–40. Here, Jesus said, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind. This is the great and first commandment. And a second is like it: You shall love your neighbor as yourself. On these two commandments depend all the Law and the Prophets.”

      In the pastoral office, to love God is to thoughtfully and prayerfully commune with God, to contemplate and spend time with him. This activity cannot be measured on a chart and is rarely seen by others. To love one’s neighbor is to thoughtfully and prayerfully connect with people in one’s congregation and community through preaching, soul care, discipleship, evangelism, and presence. These activities can be measured but not necessarily the results.

      Thus, in this classical vision for pastoral ministry, depth of theology and care of souls go hand in hand. Defining theology as a purely intellectual enterprise betrays a misunderstanding of theology altogether. And pursuing soul care apart from a deep well of theology leads to dry human pursuits with parched human solutions. Instead, we must drink from the deepest well of contemplative theology to minister to all those who are thirsty. Early Christian pastors dug a deep well of theology to bring forth water for the care of souls, and we can glean many insights from this tradition that will help us deepen our ministry, enrich our theological reflection, and vivify our spiritual communion with God. This book will help you dig that well afresh (or anew).

      Corrections to Pastoral Ministry in Our Modern World

      Overall, recovering this classical vision of pastoral ministry can help us correct three misunderstandings regarding the nature of ministry today. First, the role of the pastor is not to serve as a CEO of a business but to walk the neighborhoods and visit the homes of Christians. We realize that a local gathering of believers must pay rent for a building and process weekly, monthly, and yearly expenditures—many items that require business skills. But we must resist the temptation to allow the church’s business to override the pastoral functions. Pastors are not just the holy CEO charged with keeping the doors open and the church budget in the black—they must concern themselves with souls.

      Second, the role of the pastor is not to meet a quota of souls who attend services but to provide care for souls. Faithful pastoral ministry may translate into more people in the pew, but it is not the decisive factor. We know many faithful churches that have hundreds and thousands of members shepherded by godly ministers. We also know faithful pastors who shepherd just a few dozen souls. And though an evangelistic culture in the church is a good thing, it’s not good when pursued at the expense of deep formation and theological precision. So how can we recover the model of local pastors who are known deeply by their local community, whether in a small country parish or a larger suburban church? A single pastor can efficiently and faithfully shepherd, at most, fifty to eighty people. If a local church is home to five hundred members, then that local body of Christians may need at least ten elders to shepherd each person well (a 1:50 ratio). Pragmatism often impedes such a vision, but pastoral ministry is about shepherding people—full stop. Church elders must have time and space to get to know people and care for their souls.

      Finally, the role of the pastor is not to make decisions primarily on the basis of what is convenient but what is theologically true. I (Shawn) remember a pastor saying, “I have preached expositionally through Hebrews for a full year, and it didn’t work,”11 and Coleman remembers planning a meeting where someone advocated for adding a Saturday evening service to accommodate families and young adults. Such comments reveal pragmatic commitments. We understand the need to serve our people and address the effectiveness of our preaching and teaching, but we believe local pastors must maintain a clear theological vision that upholds doctrine and pursues deep theology for the church’s health.12 We do not do things primarily because they produce certain results; we do things because we are convinced they are based on good theology and because they are the best things to do for the souls in our congregation.

      Looking Backward to Move Forward

      As previously stated, this book is one of ressourcement. Another word for this is retrieval. According to John Webster, “The major achievements of theology in the mode of retrieval have been to commend a more celebratory style of theological portrayal and to rehabilitate classical sources of Christian teaching and draw attention to their potential in furthering the theological task.”13 Patristic studies have rightly influenced modern hermeneutical theory, Trinitarian doctrine, and selected studies of Christian spirituality.14 We aim to continue this trajectory of patristic ressourcement with an eye toward pastoral ministry.

      Todd Billings posits, “If the idea of reading very old commentaries on Scripture is new to you, it may seem counterintuitive. Aren’t we supposed to interpret the Bible as God’s word for today?”15 This question frequently enters the pastor’s study as he prepares to say something meaningful about his people’s struggles.16 Why would we consider reading something antiquarian to address modern concerns? For some, the ancient authors seem odd, and so do their interpretations of Scripture. For others, what these authors wrote about seems irrelevant to the modern issues pastors need to address today.

      But it is precisely by retrieving these sources that pastors can most effectively minister to their people. Timothy George, a theologian and church historian, has brilliantly referred to this kind of retrieval as “retrieval for the sake of renewal.”17 He explains,

      What is retrieval? It is not just refurbishment. It is not just going back and finding something or someone famous four or five hundred years ago and dusting them off and letting them shine again in all of their glory. There is nothing wrong with that, but more is involved in retrieval. Retrieval is more of a rescue operation. It recognizes that there is a great deal of our Christian past that has become obscure, that we just don’t know about anymore. Retrieval looks at these figures as our fellow sojourners in the life of faith. We are one with them in Jesus Christ. They are guiding lights for the people of God throughout the ages. That sometimes means we have to ask new and different questions of them, different from what they were asking in their own day. We have the right, and even the responsibility, to do just that.18

      Michael Allen explains this kind of retrieval using archeology as an illustration, saying that when we dig deep into the tradition of our heritage, we discover the well and repository of the satisfying riches in Christ and his bride.19 Rowan Williams thus calls theological retrieval “creative archaeology.”20

      This does not mean that theological retrieval is an uncritical acceptance of ancient readings of the Bible or theological affirmations, a prioritizing of older voices over newer voices, or a rejection of modern methods of Bible interpretation.21 It is good and right to analyze writings from the past, and, as people living in the twenty-first century, pastors cannot ignore modern scholarship on the Bible.

      Rather, theological retrieval is excavating the past and allowing ancient sources to influence and contribute to modern ideas. It assumes that doing theology is studying God and all other things in relation to God, including the past. Our theological progress is incomplete but arriving at greater and greater clarity as the church continually engages with the Scriptures, the culture it lives in, and the tradition it has received. This process helps us to consider texts critically and diligently as we mine the Christian tradition, recover its valuable features, and use all the riches of the Spirit’s work in the church, including those from history. Billings helps us bring all of these ideas together when he says,

      In the end, we should read premodern exegetes in particular not because we always agree with their positions. Indeed, they often disagree with each other. We should not read them because they replace or make obsolete the insights that come from critical studies of the Bible. Premodern interpreters are fallible and limited, as are we. But they also reflect the work of the Spirit in the past, and they show great insight into how to interpret all of Scripture as God’s own word in Christ.22

      Thus, in the spirit of renewal or ressourcement, each chapter of this book will seek to learn from a particular church father regarding (1) the virtues and spiritual life of a pastor, (2) the theological vision of a pastor, or (3) the ministry of a pastor. As you read, we hope these facets will come together to provide a holistic picture of classical pastoral ministry. Only a few pastoral treatises exist in the patristic tradition—Gregory of Nazianzus’s In Defense of His Flight to Pontus, John Chrysostom’s On the Priesthood, Ambrose of Milan’s On the Duties of the Clergy, and Gregory the Great’s Pastoral Rule. We will interact with each of these in various chapters throughout the book.

      In addition to this, we will also consider some important Scripture texts on pastoral ministry and reflect on our ministerial experience. As Protestants, we view Scripture, tradition, and experience as helpful aids to uncovering truth. Though the tradition examined in this book—the church fathers—is not on the same level as Scripture, we desire to listen attentively to their wisdom.23 John Jewel (1522–1571) highlighted what we aim to follow:

      But what say we of the fathers, Augustine, Ambrose, Jerome, Cyprian, etc.? What shall we think of them, or what account may we make of them? They be interpreters of the word of God. They were learned men, and learned fathers; the instruments of mercy of God, and vessels full of grace. We despise them not, we read them, we reverence them, and give thanks unto God for them. They were witnesses unto the truth, they were worthy pillars and ornaments in the church of God. Yet may they not be compared with the word of God. We may not build upon them: we may not make them the foundation and warrant of our conscience: we may not put our trust in them. Our trust is in the name of the Lord.24

      In seeking to glean wisdom about the pastoral office from the great tradition for ministers today, we are not offering a full-fledged philosophy of ministry, a definitive view of the church fathers, or a systematic critique of modern ministry models. Rather, we seek to offer broad reflections on pastoral ministry while in conversation with patristic mentors. We write this book for pastors, churches, and students alike, with our own beloved communities in mind. We hope you are encouraged and challenged along the way. May we slow our lives, walk the parish of our local church, tend to the stillness of our soul with God, and learn from the traditions of old as we love God and neighbor. Join us as we travel ancient roads and bring back treasure to share with those we love and serve.
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