
[image: Couverture : JOHN P. BURGESS, JERRY ANDREWS, JOSEPH D. SMALL, A pastoral Rule for TODAY]






  JOHN P. BURGESS, JERRY ANDREWS,
and JOSEPH D. SMALL


    

  

    [image: Illustration]


  


  REVIVING an ANCIENT PRACTICE


  [image: Illustration]





To the members of the Core Cluster of Reforming Ministry,
with whom we experienced the grace of theological friends.

Jerry Andrews
Craig Barnes
John Burgess
Elward Ellis
Barry Ensign-George
Quinn Fox
Darrell Guder
Jill Hudson
Dedie Kelso
Michael Lindvall
Bradley Longfield
Kevin Park
Neal Presa
Melissa Ramos
Marianne Rhebergen
Joseph D. Small
Laura Smit
Leanne Van Dyk
Tom Walker
Rebecca Weaver
Charles Wiley
Steve Yamaguchi


Acknowledgments 

[image: ]


THE IDEA FOR THIS BOOK emerged out of an initiative of the Office of Theology and Worship of the Presbyterian Church (USA) called Re-Forming Ministry, which brought together pastors, seminary professors, and denominational officials in an effort to analyze the current situation of the church and to propose ways to strengthen the theological foundations of pastoral ministry. We are extremely grateful to our colleagues in the initiative, especially to Barry Ensign-George, who headed it up. His wisdom and foresight made it possible for the authors of this book to gather and begin their work. We are also thankful to the Religion Division of Lilly Endowment Inc., which provided generous financial support for the Re-Forming Ministry initiative.

While the three authors of this book reviewed and commented on one another’s work, Jerry Andrews had principal responsibility for the chapters on Augustine and Gregory the Great. We are thankful for his rich background in patristic thought and the Latin language. Joseph Small drafted the chapters on Benedict and Calvin. As the former director of the Office of Theology and Worship, Joe initiated two extraordinary programs—a Company of Pastors and a Company of New Pastors—that drew from Calvin’s insights in organizing a Company of Pastors in Geneva. Joe’s deep pastoral wisdom has helped guide our entire project. John Burgess was the principal author for the chapters on Wesley, Newman, and Bonhoeffer. We are grateful for his leadership in organizing our work and editing the entire volume. John offers special thanks to the National Institute for Newman Studies for awarding him a grant in the summer of 2016 to do the research for the Newman chapter. John also wishes to thank several pastors in Pittsburgh Theological Seminary’s doctor of ministry program. We have learned from their experience in writing and practicing a pastoral rule in conjunction with a class that John taught. Insights from Rev. Andrew J. Florio and Rev. Andrew T. Kort have been especially valuable to us.

Several anonymous readers offered invaluable suggestions for improvement as did Dr. Roger Owens at Pittsburgh Seminary. Finally, we wish to express our deep appreciation to David McNutt, our editor at InterVarsity Press. David has been both patient and understanding as he waited for us to complete the manuscript, and he has guided it skillfully through the editorial process. Thanks to people such as David, IVP is truly an outstanding press.






Introduction

Why PASTORS
NEED a RULE
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THIS BOOK IS AN INVITATION to think about pastoral ministry and what lies at the core of the pastor’s vocation. We, the authors, have many years of experience with pastoral ministry coming from several angles of service to the church, including seminary education, denominational resourcing of pastors, and pastoral work in particular congregations. We have become convinced that nothing today is more important for strengthening pastoral leadership than grounding it again in what Christians have regarded as the central spiritual practices of their faith: prayer, studying Scripture, theological reflection, and service to the world. We believe that when exercised in a disciplined way, these practices constitute a “rule” that helps pastors keep first things first amid the many possibilities and demands of their calling.

This book explores several classic rules from Christian history in order to stimulate our reflection on what a pastoral rule might look like today. We believe that the Christian past does not constrain our imagination but rather opens it to insights and possibilities for ministry that we have inherited but are not always aware of. This book does not call pastors back to some golden age of ministry that never existed, but it does assume that they do not have sufficient wisdom to sustain faithful ministry by themselves. Those great pastors who have gone before us cannot solve our problems, but, precisely because they are so different from us, they can help us think in fresh ways about our calling. This book is not an exercise in history for history’s sake but rather a grateful acknowledgment of how Christ binds us together with the saints and wise elders of every time and place.

Let us begin by asking about the current context of pastoral ministry in North America. What particular opportunities and challenges do pastors face? How is the shifting landscape of religion in North America reshaping the character of Christian community and therefore of pastoral ministry? What theological skills, training, and preparation do pastors need in order to serve effectively? Only as we pay attention to these dynamics of church service will we be able to appreciate the difference a rule can make for strengthening pastoral leadership.


PASTORAL MINISTRY TODAY

This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the mysteries of God. (1 Cor 4:1)



Pastoral ministry has been and continues to be a wonderful, privileged calling. Pastors have the honor and joy of accompanying people through the most important moments of their lives, as when parents bring children into the world, or sickness or tragedy strikes a member of the congregation, or a young person seeks to know how God is at work in his or her life. Pastors find deep satisfaction in nurturing Christian community among those who gather week after week for worship and service, and pastors love to think deeply about how to proclaim the good news of Jesus Christ not only to those who call themselves Christian but also to a world in which Christian faith is no longer an obvious option for many. Those who are called to pastoral ministry ultimately cannot imagine doing anything else. That is not to say that they never experience doubt or frustration. But in the end nothing seems more important than daily proclaiming the love and truth of God’s gracious presence to all humanity in Jesus Christ.

Pastoral ministry has always required a certain kind of nimbleness. Pastors must be good at quickly establishing trust with others. They must be good at judging other people’s character—their gifts for ministry as well as their foibles and weaknesses. Pastors must be able to think on their feet and find the right words for the situation. They must be on-the-ground theologians who are able to interpret winsomely, in light of the gospel, every question and problem that people pose to them. Flexibility yet rootedness, compassion yet honesty—the pastoral calling requires unique skills, some of which may come naturally, while others may develop with time and experience.

In every era of the church’s life, pastors have faced particular challenges to exercising their calling, and today is no different. In North America, the religious landscape is undergoing massive transformation. The so-called mainline Protestant denominations that have historically been dominant influences on American life have suffered deep declines in membership and significance, while evangelical Protestantism has grown rapidly. But the “nones”—those who claim no affiliation with a particular religious body—are now the fastest-growing portion of the American population. Historic congregations in parts of the country where dramatic demographic changes have taken place recently (racially, ethnically, or economically) often find that they can no longer afford a full-time pastor. At the same time, a wide variety of new worshiping communities has emerged—in storefronts, around restaurant tables, among new immigrant groups, and among young people committed, above all, to social justice and action. Christian communities will always need leadership, but whether they will need ordained pastors—and just what the functions of an ordained pastor will be—is not as clear as in the past.

New technologies raise further questions about the future of pastoral ministry. Church communities, both established and new, now rely on websites, email, texting, and social media in unprecedented ways. While Christians still gather in person for worship and fellowship, they also stay in touch with each other and learn about their faith by searching the internet and downloading various biblical and devotional apps. Pastors are increasingly seen not as honored authority figures but rather as facilitators and coaches who themselves are nimble with technology and use a variety of electronic platforms to reach out to people and invite them into Christian faith and fellowship. We do not know yet what all this will mean for how the Word will be proclaimed and how the sacraments will be celebrated in the future. But there is reason to believe that those who go into pastoral ministry will increasingly receive a theological education entirely or in part through distance learning—and will exercise their ministry in the same way.

Churches and pastors are responding to these new realities with bold and exciting experiments. Many seminaries and denominational church bodies have established initiatives in church planting and revitalization. Theological education is increasingly being integrated into students’ pastoral service in particular contexts of ministry rather than asking them to move to a seminary campus to focus on academic work. Congregations and pastors are exploring new forms of worship as well as asking what it means for Christians to be a missionary presence in a culture whose public institutions are increasingly secular but whose public life is characterized by a wide array of religious and nonreligious options from which individuals choose what works best for them.

At the same time, these changes have thrown many of us as pastors off balance. As much as pastors love their work, they struggle to find the right language for communicating the central affirmations of the Scriptures and the church’s great theological traditions. Even as new technologies enable them to stay in touch with the people they serve, pastors experience new forms of isolation and loneliness. In a time of rapid change and widespread experimentation in church and society, pastors suffer especially from constant distraction, interruption, and fragmentation. There are so many things to do—and many more things that they could do—that it is difficult for them to know where to begin, where to focus their energies. It is no wonder that many pastors look to management gurus and techniques to help them get a handle on all the business they are supposed to keep track of. Every cell phone text requires an immediate answer; every email should be acknowledged within a few hours; every preconceived plan for the day is subject to change and renegotiation, depending on who or what suddenly demands the pastor’s attention. Pastoral ministry has always been busy and demanding; what is different today is the perpetual sense of what we sometimes call “the tyranny of the immediate.”

A recent snapshot report of the state of ministry in the United States suggests that nearly half of all pastors report having experienced levels of depression or exhaustion that led them to seek a leave of absence. Seventy percent say that they have no close friends, and 80 percent worry that their work has negatively impacted their families.1 So, again we ask, What lies at the core of pastoral ministry? What sustains pastors for the long haul and guards against burnout? How do pastors remain true to their calling to serve God and God’s Word? How can pastoral service be appropriately “disciplined”—not in the sense of imposing more expectations on pastors to execute church or spiritual business (lest they be disciplined for failing) but rather in the sense of practicing spiritual disciplines that ground and strengthen pastors in their calling to be stewards of the mysteries of God for the sake of the salvation of the world?




CLARIFYING PASTORAL SERVICE

Therefore encourage one another and build one another up, just as you are doing. (1 Thess 5:11)



In our many years of working with and serving as pastors, we have observed that the pastoral office today is increasingly held hostage to a multitude of competing demands. The pastor is supposed to be, among many other things, preacher, teacher, therapist, administrator, personnel director, organizational manager, business entrepreneur, and CEO—all at the same time. Each of these functions is critically important; moreover, they belong to the reality of pastoral ministry today. We cannot pretend that pastors are immune from the multiple pressures that increasingly define every kind of work in a digitalized, globalized world driven by values of efficiency and productivity. There is no going back to an era in which the pastor could imagine “himself” (as was the case in those days) to be nothing more than the congregation’s resident theological scholar who would be honored for his educated sermons and wise pastoral counsel, while others took care of the church’s “business.”

But pastors also have a responsibility to shape our reality. We are not simply passive servants of the marketplace; we are called to live in the glorious freedom of the children of God. We can make choices about what is more or less important. We can strive for a measure of order that honors God even as we remain flexible in responding to the needs of the day as they come at us. We can seek to exercise our service with integrity, in the sense of wholeness, by reframing all that we do in light of what God has done and continues to do for the world in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. We will benefit by having a “rule,” a disciplined way of life that keeps us grounded in the principal calling of a pastor: to be faithful to God and God’s will for us and the people we serve.

What exactly is a pastoral rule? In English, the word rule implies something or someone with power and control over another. Sovereigns rule over their subjects. Parents make rules for their children. Employees are supposed to abide by the rules of their company. From an early age, we are taught that there are punishments for breaking the rules. Rule and ruling take us into the world of law and regulation. That kind of pastoral rule would hardly seem to correspond to the freedom of the gospel.

But there is a second sense to the word rule, as when a ruler refers to a measuring stick. A rule of life gives us a set of criteria for measuring our faithfulness to the gospel. A pastoral rule delineates basic rhythms and practices that define the life of a pastor. These kinds of rules are more than legal or bureaucratic obligations; they stimulate and encourage us to live out our calling in Jesus Christ more fully. They guide us, just as ruled paper (once upon a time) kept children’s handwriting in a straight line and within the margins, or just as a rule of thumb gives us a general sense of what to do in a certain situation (how much tip to leave after a meal, or how much lemon juice to substitute for a squeezed lemon in a recipe).

Consider the following example of a rule: A pastor makes a commitment to begin each day at the office with twenty minutes of prayer. He reads aloud to himself the assigned daily Bible passages of the Revised Common Lectionary and prays the morning prayer of the day from his denomination’s prayer book. He further commits to participating in a pastors’ group whose members read a serious book of theology and meet once a month over lunch to discuss it. He takes his turn in leading the discussion. This pastor also adopts a pattern of visiting one homebound member of the congregation every Sunday afternoon, and before leaving the church in the afternoon he reads online the local news section of his city’s newspaper to be aware of developments in his context of ministry. None of his rules is ironclad, and sometimes he has to make adjustments. But they come to define the rhythm of his ministry for the ten years that he serves in that congregation. They give him an anchor for remaining spiritually steady and upright as he attends to everything else that he has to do.

Another pastor’s rule consists of beginning each workday with a half-hour walk in a nearby park. She uses the time not only to stay in shape physically but also to consciously meditate on the beauty of God’s creation and the miracle of her own life. Once a week she gathers at noon with the church staff and any interested church members to pray aloud and spontaneously for the congregation as a whole and for any people who are in particular need. Over the course of a month, the group lifts up in prayer by name every person listed in the church directory. Further, this pastor commits to closing her office door and turning off her cell phone every afternoon at 3 p.m. and reading a great novel for an hour. One Saturday morning a month she gets together with another female colleague to process issues in ministry and to discern what she needs to be preaching about. And once a year she takes a weeklong retreat to a Catholic monastery on the other side of the state, where she meets each day with a spiritual director. Like the first pastor, she remains flexible in practicing her rule, and sometimes she finds it hard to keep it going. But eventually she comes to look forward to these basic rhythms of her day, week, month, and year. They give her a sense of rootedness in faith and service, no matter how hectic church business gets. And this rootedness feeds her preaching and pastoral care.

Rules of life have an ancient legacy in Christianity. Christians have identified certain spiritual practices and disciplines that guide their sanctification personally and with other Christians. To be sure, there is nothing mechanical or automatic about a rule of life; just because one follows the “rules,” one does not necessarily become a better Christian. But Christians have been confident that the Holy Spirit, while free to blow where it will, blesses us with certain ordered activities that help us die more and more to our selfish, sinful selves in order to live more and more fully for Christ and by the guiding power of his Spirit. As an important book about practicing faith put it twenty years ago, “Christian practices are things Christian people do together over time in response to and in light of God’s active presence for the life of the world. . . . All of them, woven together, suggest the pattern of a faithful Christian way of life.”2 It is such a pattern of practices and disciplines in the exercise of the pastoral office that we in this book are calling a pastoral rule.

A pastoral rule takes its bearings from the vows pastors make upon entering the ordained ministry.3 While the exact wording of these vows differs from one Christian tradition or denomination to another, they generally have two dimensions: reaffirmation of one’s baptismal vows of trusting in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, and additional vows of committing oneself as a leader to be guided by Christ, the Scriptures, and the church. A pastoral rule based on these vows both binds and frees. We can even say that it frees insofar as it binds, because a rule that binds pastors to their baptismal and ordination vows also frees them from the rules of technique, organization, management, and corporate effectiveness that too often distort the pastoral office.

Like St. Benedict’s rule for the monastic life, a pastoral rule begs God “to finish the good work begun” in us.4 Pastors have a special responsibility to practice spiritual disciplines that promote their personal growth in holiness, a dimension of pastoral service that has too often been obscured when ministry has been evaluated primarily in terms of numbers of members, programs, and dollars. At the same time, holiness is never simply a matter of personal spiritual achievements. Rather, the pastor’s commitment to holy living is for the sake of the gospel and its proclamation. Only as the apostolic witness truly takes hold of pastors and rules their lives will their preaching, teaching, and way of life become credible to the church and before the world.

Further, growth in holiness depends on practicing “life together.” Faithfulness to pastoral identity is best sustained not as an individualistic endeavor but rather among friends and colleagues in ministry. Pastors’ confession of faith becomes concrete and convincing as it takes shape in a community of faith. They benefit spiritually by forging and participating in collegial communities whose members pray together, read the Scriptures together, think theologically together, and serve the world together. Pastors need one another in order to remain true to the gospel’s guidance and correction. They depend on one another for strength and encouragement—and accountability—in those times in which, in Bonhoeffer’s words, they are “scattered like seed . . . [among] unbelievers.”5

We, the authors of this book, have learned to practice a rule of “life together” with one another and with other pastors and church leaders. Along the way, we have experienced for ourselves the blessings of basic spiritual practices, especially as they have shaped our way of life in Christian community. But we also recognize that something about the word rule may grate on pastors and provoke resistance. We understand because we, too, have sensed resistance within ourselves. We know that our culture awards personal choice and success, while a rule asks us to submit to a way of life together. We recognize that we and other pastors prefer to make our own decisions, whereas a rule tells us what we should be doing. Nevertheless, we are convinced that a pastoral rule meets the needs of our time. We believe that a pastoral rule, by helping us focus on the core of our calling, can free us from the avalanche of demands that otherwise oppress us. A pastoral rule challenges us to grow in holiness for the sake of the gospel. A pastoral rule invites pastors once again to hear the voice of their living Savior: “Follow me, and I will make you fishers of men” (Mt 4:19).




HISTORIC AND CONTEMPORARY RULES

For neither circumcision counts for anything, nor uncircumcision, but a new creation. And as for all who walk by this rule, peace and mercy be upon them. (Gal 6:15-16)



Christian communities over the centuries have been guided by rules of life and service. This book explores the wisdom that seven major Christian thinkers from over the centuries offer for defining and sustaining Christian ministry today. Each figure played a key role in inspiring and organizing communal life in his time. Each either wrote a formal rule for the Christian life or left behind ideas that others used in composing a rule for Christians in general or pastors in particular. In no way is our list exhaustive, but it does represent a wide swath of the Christian faith: Catholic and Protestant (Reformed, Methodist, and Lutheran), ancient and modern, monastic and lay. Neither have we sought to explicate any of these rules in their entirety. Rather, each chapter lifts up a particular practice or discipline that pastors may consider incorporating into the patterns and rhythms of their ministry today.

Our survey begins at the end of the fourth century with the great church father Augustine (chapter one). Although he never wrote a formal rule of life for himself, he reflected on Christian community extensively in his correspondence and writings, which later inspired others to compose a so-called Augustinian rule for the monastic life. At every stage of his life, Augustine sought out and depended on friends with whom he could discuss the biggest questions of life and faith. His Confessions, as personal as they are, are really about the practice of theological friendship, which is also central to sustaining pastoral ministry today. To be sure, theological friendship has a fortuitous dimension in that it comes as an unexpected blessing. But it also requires commitment and practice. How can pastors today find and cultivate not only friendships in which they unload personal burdens and let down their hair but also friendships that give them space to think about God and their lives before God?

A century later, St. Benedict emphasized the importance of learning obedience in the context of a community whose members have mutual responsibilities (chapter two). He saw great danger in those monks of his time (the so-called sarabaites) who had no law other than “the pleasure of their desires. . . . Whatever they have thought or chosen . . . they call holy.” He wrote a rule that would assist monks to “lay aside [their] own will” in order to “tread the path that [God] has cleared for us.”6 At the center of their lives was common prayer—seven times during the day and once at night. Today the word obedience is commonly associated with blind obedience, and many pastors would prefer to be free agents who determine their own path into the future than submit to a church hierarchy or bureaucracy. How does Benedict challenge us to learn obedience to God and each other and, especially, to a rule of prayer that we practice not only on our own but also with others?

Late in the sixth century, Gregory the Great, inspired by Benedict’s life and example, wrote a rule to guide pastors (chapter three), arguing that pastors, like monks, need a life of disciplined prayer. Only so can they recognize and begin to overcome their personal temptations and foibles. But for Gregory pastors ultimately practice holiness in order to serve. As pastors grow in personal holiness, they demonstrate to the world how the gospel realizes itself in attitudes and deeds, not just words. As pastors grow in holiness, they acquire the wisdom and insight to guide others into the Christian life. How can pastors today find the right balance between personal spiritual growth and ministry to others? Where does spirituality become too inward looking and passive, and where does ministry become too outward and action oriented? Alternatively, how can each feed the other?

Reform of the pastoral office by means of a common rule once again became a driving concern at the time of Europe’s sixteenth-century Reformation. As John Calvin headed up the reform of church and society in Geneva, Switzerland, he established the Venerable Company of Pastors, which met weekly for prayer and biblical and theological study (chapter four). Once a quarter, pastors could also take the opportunity “to speak in a brotherly way about the doctrine or conduct of another. This mutual supervision, too, served the cause of unity in doctrine and life.”7 Calvin challenges pastors today to consider how they might reach out to encourage and strengthen one another’s service. How can pastors meet together on a regular basis to discuss what they preach and how well it corresponds to the gospel? Such conversations make us vulnerable to criticism but can also save us from complacency and thoughtless conformity to the spirit of the age.

In the eighteenth century, John Wesley, working tirelessly to renew the English church, gathered believers into small groups (class meetings) in which they learned to practice mutual encouragement and accountability (chapter five). He also worked closely with the lay pastors who emerged out of these groups and committed themselves to riding on horseback across England to assist Wesley in calling even more people to a life of holiness. Wesley recognized that both the church’s proclamation and the sustenance of trusting Christian community depend on the practice of carefully choosing one’s words. Today, too, pastors need to be known as people who speak truthfully yet lovingly. In an era of “fake news” and endless social media exaggeration, how can pastors cultivate trustworthy words? What practices can discipline our tongues to proclaim the gospel rightly?

A century later, another Englishman, John Henry Newman, led another movement to reform the church and call people back to holy living (chapter six). Newman was no less active a preacher and organizer than Wesley. At least as much as Wesley, Newman found wisdom and guidance for his ministry in serious and sustained study of the Scriptures and the early church fathers, a practice that he made central to each day, to the very end of his life. Newman was convinced that pastors need to set aside protected time and space for reading deeply in the church’s theology for the sake of cultivating and communicating a rich vision of God’s presence to his people in Jesus Christ. How can pastors today make time and space for sustained study of, and reflection on, the Bible and the church’s great theological traditions? How can biblical, theological grounding help pastors respond not only pastorally but also theologically to the questions and problems that people bring to them?

After Hitler rose to power in Germany in 1933, Dietrich Bonhoeffer organized a Confessing Church seminary whose members practiced key disciplines of faith to keep them firmly grounded in their identity in the living Christ (chapter seven). As later recorded in his book Life Together, the community’s rule provided for morning, midday, and evening prayer; corporate singing; common meals, work, study, and play; and time for personal prayer and Scripture meditation. The members of the community pledged themselves to practice mutual forbearance but also to confess their sins to each other and to correct each other in love. They learned to practice being physically present to each other in lonely and difficult times. As we suggested above, today’s new technologies for instant communication do not eliminate the isolation and loneliness that pastors often experience as they seek to live by the gospel rather than by the foreign expectations that church members and society as a whole gladly impose on them. How can pastors reach out to each other in support and encouragement, and what is the special role of physical presence in sustaining their capacity for ministry?

We, the authors of this book, are well aware that in investigating these particular rules we have not explicitly acknowledged the key role that women have played in organizing and guiding Christian communities and the Christian life. Although historically men have written rules of life and ministry, these rules have been equally important to women. St. Benedict’s rule has guided thousands of monasteries, both male and female, over the centuries, and one of the most articulate contemporary commentators on his rule is Benedictine nun Joan Chittister.8 John Wesley’s rules were meant for small groups that included both men and women, and the holiness churches that arose out of his enthusiasm for gospel living were among the first Christian churches to recognize and affirm women’s gifts for pastoral leadership. Similarly, Bonhoeffer’s call for life together, while based on his experience with a group of male seminarians at a time when women were not yet ordained, was meant to stimulate the whole church and all its members, men and women alike, to shape more faithful forms of Christian community.

It is also clear that our historic rules do not include insights from global Christianity in its entirety or even from key movements and figures in more recent Western theology and church history, especially liberationist. Rather, our figures represent a seemingly “traditional” lineup of Western thinkers, beginning with Augustine. The global church, even as it teaches us new and necessary things, nevertheless draws on the rich legacy of each of these figures, sometimes in surprising ways. Augustine has never been strictly Western (he is also a saint to the Orthodox churches of the Christian East), and John Henry Newman’s writings have recently inspired the founding of an Orthodox university in Moscow. Wesley’s Methodism has become a worldwide phenomenon. Similarly, churches and theologians in various parts of the world have drawn on Bonhoeffer to insist that Christian “life together” includes a commitment to basic human rights for all.

Our task in this book has been to focus on key historical rules that still shape pastoral service, not to review every figure who can and should guide pastors in their ministry. Still, we hope that our list will inspire pastors to compose rules that draw on the rich spirituality of such figures as Martin Luther King Jr., Dorothy Day, Óscar Romero, and Gustavo Gutiérrez. These figures have been as concerned with shaping faithful Christian community and discipleship as Calvin or Bonhoeffer. And, like Gregory the Great, these more recent figures in Christian history have been deeply committed to integrating prayer and social action, theological reflection and church leadership. We need their wisdom to supplement what we in this book have distilled from the “classics.”

None of these rules can by itself define the pastoral office today, but each does challenge us to delineate rhythms and patterns of the pastoral life for our time and place. Indeed, in 2011 several of these classic rules helped us as ministers in the Presbyterian Church (USA) to formulate a contemporary pastoral rule. We know of other Presbyterians who have found it suggestive and helpful, and we offer it again in this book as an impulse for developing and practicing a pastoral rule (chapter eight). While our suggested rule may reflect particular historical emphases of a traditional mainline Protestant understanding of the pastoral vocation, we believe that it demonstrates more broadly the value of a “ruled” life, whatever shape it may take, for pastors of all Christian traditions.

Finally, in a brief conclusion we review what we have learned from personal experience as well as from the experience of other pastors who have attempted to observe a rule. We note typical problems and pitfalls but also the real blessings that rules have brought and can bring to ministers. And we look forward to learning from you, our readers, as you engage these reflections. We are thankful for your ministries and pray that our book may be a further encouragement as you continue to grow in Christian faith personally and in service to our common Lord and Savior and his church.
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The Grace of Theological
Friendships

AUGUSTINE
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THOUGH HE IS BELOVED by many for his very personal and severely introspective autobiography—the Confessions—this project was addressed to God alone. And though it introduces a new literary form of individual psychological self-examination, containing thoughts throughout that are profoundly idiosyncratic, Augustine lived in chosen and constant community. He was never alone.

This chapter follows Augustine’s life with friends and his thinking about his friendships, and it challenges us to think about who has accompanied us on our journey into the Christian life and ministry. What role have friends played in our thinking, speaking, and acting?

We may not agree with all that Augustine believed about friends and friendship. He and his friends in Hippo were celibate. Their community was gender exclusive. He defines friendship as agreement in things divine and human, accompanied by kindness and affection, in Christ Jesus our Lord, who is our true peace. He believes, in no uncertain terms, that friendship is true only between fellow believers.

Regardless of what we make of Augustine’s own example, he pushes us to ask whether we as pastors are in mutually accountable friendships. What barriers are there to this in our lives and ministries? How will we remove these barriers, for the sake of God, for the sake of the other, and for our own sake?

The Confessions blesses us with an intimate account of the journey that God had been leading Augustine on since his boyhood and that now, as a man, he had consciously committed to walk. Every step along the way was taken with others. To trace Augustine’s travels is to see a shared pilgrimage.

At first it was with family, dominated by his ever-present mother Monica and a gang of boys. Then it was fellow students who took their studies seriously and together sought the best in life. Here Augustine begins to distinguish himself within his circle of friends. Whatever they would decide, they would decide on it and live it out together. Their conversions to the Christian faith, though recorded as the work of God within individuals, were within a short space of time. Some of their baptismal dates were shared. Their calls to ordained ministry occurred one right after another as well, with Augustine leading the way. It is an overstatement, but nearly everyone who went to kindergarten with Augustine became a bishop.

Finally, what had begun in one of the most desolate places—Thagaste, a small village on the edge of the Sahara—and had ended in the bishoprics of the major cities of North Africa was, for the last part of the trail, characterized by intentional communal living and constant travel between the communities. In the violent days of the end of Roman rule, Augustine and his friends traveled dangerous roads to be with one another at the journey’s end. The night before the barbarians entered the gates of Augustine’s final home, the deathbed of the aged bishop was surrounded by leaders of the church in North Africa, many of whom had been his school friends. Augustine was never alone.


FRIENDSHIP AMONG THIEVES AND AS A PAGAN

Many of us vaguely remember the Confessions for a story told in painstaking detail—the childhood theft of a pear.1 A gang of boys, out late at night as was their custom, plotted and executed a theft of pears from a neighboring orchard. With Augustine among them, they stole an immense load, took a bite of a few, and threw the majority into a nearby hog pit. The boys were neither hungry nor poor, Augustine reports. They did it for the hell of it—he did not even like pears, he confesses. The crime itself was the attraction. “In its commission, our pleasure was purely that it was forbidden.”2 He did it for the love of evil alone, and truly loved it.

Augustine considers whether the company of that night influenced his deeds: Did my desire to be with and please them move me to do what I otherwise would not have done? No and yes, Augustine answers. He remained certain that he did this for the love of theft alone. That is what was in him all along, what came from within him that night. But, he says with equal candor, placing no blame on his teenaged companions, he knew for certain that he would not have done this if he had been alone. By rubbing against his late-night friends, the itch of his desires was inflamed. His accomplices did not put the distorted desire in him; they increased it and drew it out.

He reports that they laughed and laughed for having played a trick on the owners who knew nothing of it at the time and who, in time, they imagined, would become furious. And, he observes, people seldom laugh alone.

This, O God, is the still vivid memory of my heart. I would not have stolen alone; my pleasure was not in what I stole but that I stole; yet, I would not have enjoyed it if done alone; I would not have done it alone. O unfriendly friendship, you inscrutable seducer of the soul, you avid appetite to do damage to the other out of sheer sport and silliness without gain or glory, you, with merely the word, “Hey, let’s do it!” make us ashamed not to be shameful.


And with “I cannot bear to think of this any longer,” Augustine quits the story.3

But the sober, sustained consideration of friendship will be seen in many passages to come. Augustine will attempt to penetrate the “inscrutable” nature of friendship so that he and his friends, all now adults, may receive friendship as a gift given them by God. Another story from his early years will help us see the wounds that Augustine bore when he reconsidered the friendships that God intended for blessing.4

His first teaching post was in his hometown. So too was that of an old playmate and school pal. They were the same age (“in the flower of our youth”5), their intellectual interests were alike, and their friendship became very dear. Their common studies further united them upon reunion, and they spent their days together. Within a year, Augustine gladly recalls, this renewed friendship became sweeter to him than all other things in life.

They were both young and impressionable, but the friend was influenced more by Augustine than vice versa—all for the worst, Augustine remembers. He persuaded his friend to believe the same fairy tales he believed—those superstitions that caused his Christian mother to weep for him. They wandered in error together, and the togetherness was the dearest part of Augustine’s life. “Until,” he prays without complaint, “you, O God, who are at the same time both Lord of Revenge and Fount of Mercy took him from me.”6 All of this happened within a year’s time.

While the friend lay on his sick bed, sweating in delirium and fevers, Christians came and, without the sick friend’s consent or even knowledge, baptized him. Augustine paid little attention to this, knowing that when his friend’s sanity was restored they would both have a good laugh. But when the friend partially recovered and Augustine told him what had happened and began to mock the event, the friend did not join in. Instead, with a severe look he warned Augustine that if he valued the friendship he would cease his mockery. “I’ll wait until he fully recovers,” Augustine reports thinking.7 But his friend did not recover. The fever returned, and within a few days he died. “I was not there,” Augustine says with grief.

My heart was black with grief. Everything I saw looked like death; my hometown was a prison and my home an unfamiliar unhappiness; the things we had done together now became torture; my eyes searched for him, but he was not there; I loathed the spaces we had been because of his absence; and those spaces could not promise, “He will come soon again,” as they once could do whenever he had been absent before. . . . Tears took the place in the love of my heart he had held. . . . I have no doubt I would have died, if given the opportunity to be with him. . . . I was weary of life and afraid of death . . . he was “the half of my soul” [quoting Horace]. . . . I thought of my soul and his as one soul in two bodies; and my life became a horror to me because I was unwilling to live life halved. . . . I raged and sighed and wept and was in torment, unable to rest, unable to think; I bore my soul, broken and bloodied and which I hated to carry, because I could not find a place to set it down. . . . I hated all things. So I left the town of Thagaste and came to Carthage.8


There the narrative ends and Augustine’s reflections on friendship begin. He never repents of this haunting (though at the end troubled) friendship, nor will he speak of another with such sustained passion or mourn a loss with such inconsolable grief. But he will learn to think and speak of it in different terms than he experienced it. God, he will say now after much reflection and his own baptism, spared the friendship by allowing the friend to die in the joy of his baptism rather than in a shared scorn, so that this friendship now awaits renewal when Augustine joins him in death. What Augustine only wondered about in the fables of the pagans—Pylades and Orestes, who would have gladly died at the same time to be together, as he remembers the ancient myth—he now is certain of in the promises of God. His grief is consolable because his friend can be found again in new and eternal places.




THINKING AND RE-THINKING FRIENDSHIP

A boyhood prank submitted to such a rigorous self-examination and considered so thoroughly in terms of friendship was unknown in the ancient world. Sin, its discovery in the heart, and the exacting, agonizing confession of it would be a distinctly Christian contribution to the literature of late antiquity.

Other ancients had written to express their grief at the untimely death of a friend. Though Augustine’s rhetoric here was high, and few had risen to such heights in its telling, it was not unheard of. Death was universal, grief was common, and ancient authors had previously attempted to describe that grief, even in such powerful and personal terms.

Friendships too, of course, were known by the ancients and recorded in letters, journals, and speeches in both Greek and Latin literature. A few writers had written essays on the subject, Cicero chief among them. Augustine had very early on found his treatment of friendship persuasive, and he made reference to Cicero several times in his own essay on the subject and in passing in his letters.

Cicero’s well-known work On Friendship states, “Friendship is nothing other than agreement on all things divine and human, along with good will and affection.”9 Augustine will quote this definition in essays and letters with uniform approval. While the referents for what is to be agreed on in “things divine and human” would become distinctly Christian for Augustine, the definition remained unchanged. The late-night raiders and the two school teacher pagans had agreed on the wrong things, but the friendships were true nonetheless. One sees no variation in Augustine’s thinking about friendship.

Until, that is, the writing of the Confessions in his mid-forties. When revisiting the friendships of his youth, he reconsiders the nature and then the definition of those friendships. Cicero will never again be cited on the subject of friendship without addition or correction.

This is a postconversion transformation of thought. Augustine’s letters had cited Cicero approvingly without reserve after his baptism. But after the reflections necessary for writing the Confessions, friendship will come to have an altered definition, and Augustine will discuss friendships in more theological terms and with more spiritual urgency. He will repent of Cicero’s definition.

In one of the first letters sent immediately after writing the Confessions, Augustine speaks at length of friendship to his “oldest friend” Marcianus.10 With what can only be described as a sharp break with his earlier understandings, he declares that the two of them have only now become friends: “I really did not have you as a friend until we were bound in Christ.”11

He quotes Tully (Cicero’s nickname), “the greatest Roman author,” as he had often done before, but now he insists on a revision. After offering to Marcianus the familiar quote, “Friendship is agreement on things divine and human with kindness and affection,” he argues that the two of them never had that friendship before because neither had been a Christian. “We agreed on human things the way others (pagans) did, but our friendship was defective,” he states, “because we did not agree on things divine, which is the more important part of the definition.”12

Two things should be noted here. First, they were agreed, we would say, on things divine—both were pagans in their youth; they were both wrong about things divine, we would say, but in agreement. Yet Augustine has now defined agreement as not only shared thought but correct thought. Two “friends” equally wrong about things divine are no longer included in the definition of those who are “in agreement” or are “friends.” Second, Augustine concedes gladly and with fond remembrance that their agreement was “with kindness and affection.” Augustine is clearly enjoying the reconnection with his childhood friend, but he also takes the opportunity to announce his revised opinion on what makes a friendship.

Later in the letter he denies that he and Marcianus were agreed even on things human, for one must be agreed first on things divine, which are the basis for things human. Then, stating the matter more severely, he says they had no friendship then, not even in part. In arguing this, Augustine continues to gladly admit his genuine delight in the friendship he had with Marcianus then and now. They were affectionate toward one another then, he will say, but it was impossible to be friends in the truest sense. “How could we be?” he reasons. “I could not even be a friend to myself, so sinful was I.”13 Christian theology was trumping a kind and affectionate memory but not denying it.

Augustine wrote this letter upon the recent conversion of Marcianus. It allows Augustine to clarify his new thinking about friendship and, at the same time, with the same words, celebrate a friendship that, in God’s providence, had begun poorly in late-night pranks and that, just now, was begun again in the bright light of God’s salvation. This, Augustine says, is the reason for the joy he had because of Marcianus, who had for so long been a friend “in some kind of way” and that now is a friend “in a true way”: “You who formerly shared this passing life with me in the most charming kindness,” he writes, “have now begun to be with me in the hope of life eternal. . . . Now we are agreed even on all things human because we consider them in the light of things divine.”14
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