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The Ministry of Baptist Deacons
by Robert Sheffield

From New Testament times deacons have been providing 
effective ministry. The Ministry of Baptist Deacons shows 
how deacons today can recover the biblical model of dea
con ministry. Content includes: 

• The biblical role 
of deacons.

• An updated un
derstanding of the 
ministry of deacons 
in Southern Baptist 
churches.

• Organization for 
deacon ministry.

• Guidelines for 
electing 
deacons.

• The 
ministries 

qualified

deacon 
of pro

claiming, caregiving, 
and leadership.

• Suggestions for equipping deacons service.
Deacons and their spouses will find in this new book 
many helpful ideas for serving together as a ministering 
couple.

Order copies for all your deacons today by calling 1- 
800-458-BSSB or your Baptist Book Store. $4.95.
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A Historical Look 
at Deacon Ministry
BOB SHEFFIELD

The history of deacon ministry shows a 
development marked by great diversi
ty. Far from having a consistent pat
tern from the beginning until now, 
many different patterns have ap
peared. Some remnants of these pat
terns exist today.

The value of studying the develop
ment of deacon ministry lies in the per
spective such a study gives. The history 
teaches us the roots of some traditional 
ways of accomplishing deacon minis
try. As we look at this history, we can 
gain some useful guidelines for accom
plishing our present-day ministry. We 
shall study the history by looking at the 
development of deacon ministry in the 
early centuries, the Middle Ages, the 
reformation period to the 1600s, the 
1700s to the mid-1900s, and the mid- 
1900s to the present day. This will nec
essarily have to be a brief glimpse but 
one that can be instructive.

The Early Centuries
In the beginning of the church, all 
Christians served as diakonos. As the 
church grew, the formal office of dea
con was established. Although the ex
act time their establishment occurred 
cannot be established with certainty, 
we know deacons existed by the time of 
Paul’s first letter to Timothy (A.D. 60). 
These first deacons were chosen in re
sponse to needs evidenced within the 
membership of the early church. Dea
con ministry lay at the heart of the 
early churches. Charles Deweese noted: 
"The New Testament church organized 

the work of diakonia in a concentrated 
form in the office of deacon. Deacons 
were not incidental to the church but 
were an integral part of it.”1 Thus the 
early church developed two officers— 
bishops and deacons (see Phil. 1:1; 1 
Tim. 3:1-13).

From sources of this period including 
Cypian, Eusebrus, and Hermos, we find 
more specific information about the 
ministry deacons conducted. These 
early deacons had duties relating to 
charity, administration, education, and 
worship. Regarding caring for the 
needs of people, their activities were ex
tensive.2 "They visited martyrs who 
were in prison, clothed and buried the 
dead, looked after the excommunicated 
with the hope of restoring them, pro
vided for the needs of the widows and 
orphans, and visited the sick and those 
who were otherwise in distress.”3

Material found in The Ante-Nicene 
Fathers, Apostolic Constitutions and 
Antiquities of the Christian Church re
veals that deacons were meaningfully 
involved in worship.4 They helped in 
the observance of the Lord’s Supper 
and in baptisms. Interestingly, they 
also were often responsible for keeping 
order in the worship services. They ad
monished those who were whispering 
and laughing and woke those who had 
fallen asleep. They also made sure ev
eryone sat in the proper place. From 
this list we are reminded that these ac
tivities have existed in worship services 
from the beginning. They did not just 
start in recent years.
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During this time the church was re
garded as a group of people who pos
sessed equal rights and privileges. Each 
member was essential to the proper 
functioning of the church, as all parts 
of the physical body are essential to the 
functioning of the body. No hierarchi
cal group existed with the right to con
trol the church. This was true even 
though bishops and deacons were rec
ognized as the officers of the church. 
They served in positions of leadership 
and not of control.

We know, also, that the deacons 
taught the new converts during this pe
riod. They exercised spiritual discipline 
regarding members by reporting mem
bers with problems to the bishop so that 
the bishop could try to prevent a more 
serious situation from happening.

The earliest information concerning 
the ordination of deacons comes from 
the third century. These sources indi
cate that deacons were to be examples 
by living pure and blameless lives. 
They were severely disciplined when 
caught varying from disciplines of the 
holy life, and they were dismissed as 
deacons if they neglected to carry out 
their assigned ministry.5 Serving as a 
deacon was not a matter to be taken 
lightly. Responsibility was assigned, 
and accountability was required.

In the second through the fourth cen
turies, the ministry of deacons devel
oped in importance within the organi
zational life of the church. Deacons 
existed as a separate office in the 
church. Individually they were seen as 
examples worth following. Collectively 
they ministered in many ways in the 
church. They served as partners in 
ministry with the pastor (bishop). They 
exercised servant leadership and were 
deeply involved in caring ministries, 
worship duties, and disciplining church 
members. This all changed during the 
Middle Ages (500-1500).

The Middle Ages
During the period A.D. 500-1500, sev
eral developments within the Catholic 
Church profoundly influenced the min
istry of deacons. Some of these factors 
include:

An increased emphasis on the liturgi
cal tasks of deacons.— This led to a de
emphasis on deacon involvement in 
care ministries.

The assignment of deacons to a role 
subservient to that of the bishop or pres
byters.— In the East this meant that 
deacons served as assistants to the pres
byters. In the West they were placed 
within the cursus honorum (course of 
honors). This came to the church from 
the Roman civil government and im
plied a succession of steps, each of 
which had to be reached before attain
ing the one above it. According to ordi
nation practices of the day, an early 
prayer for the ordination of deacons in
cluded a petition that they might be
come worthy of merit promotion to a 
higher rank. The diaconate, thus, sim
ply became the first stage in the ad
vancement toward the priesthood. Dea
con ministry ceased to be an important 
function of its own within the life of the 
church.6

This resulted in several 
consequences.

• The church as an organism with 
interchangeable parts and essential 
and distinctive functions was 
destroyed.

• The unbiblical concept of hierar
chy came into the practice and termin
ology of the church.

• The way the church classified its 
leadership changed. Previously the 
bishops, presbyters, and deacons were 
regarded as functions instead of offices, 
with no one of the groups having more 
spiritual significance than another. 
Grades of ministry were introduced 
which led to emphasis on position and 
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privilege rather than function. The 
term office came into use to indicate 
this new approach.

• A professional distinction between 
clergy and laity was instituted. This led 
many deacons to seek the office of 
priest rather than serve as a deacon ac
cording to the early-church pattern. 
One consequence of this was the effort 
by some deacons to gain more power 
than other deacons and especially the 
presbyters. These, evidently, did not so 
much want to become priests in the for
mal sense as they wanted the power in
herent in the position.

• The position of archdeacons came 
into being. These ’’chief deacons” fre
quently became ecclesiastical justices 
of the peace and legal representatives 
of bishops. As time went on, the posi
tions of archdeacon became political.

• The monastic orders assumed the 
caring ministries once done by deacons. 
Thus the caring function was separated 
from the duties of the diaconate.7

The Reformation Period
Beginning in the early 16th century, 
the Reformers led in a recovery of dea
con ministry as developed prior to the 
Middle Ages. Key leaders in this move
ment were Martin Luther and John 
Calvin. Edward Hardy noted that the 
Reformers ’’saw no great similarity be
tween the ceremonial or political diaco
nate of the sixteenth century and that 
which they formed in the New Testa
ment.”8 Special emphasis was given to 
the caring ministries of deacons and 
less to the formal liturgical duties of 
worship. Martin Luther noted, ’’The di
aconate is the ministry, not of reading 
the Gospel or the Epistle, as is the 
present practice, but of distributing the 
church’s aid to the poor.”9

Calvin wrote: ’’Scripture specifically 
designates as deacons those whom the 
church has appointed to distribute 

alms and take care of the poor, and 
serve as stewards of the common chest 
for the poor. . . . Here, then, is the kind 
of deacons the apostolic church had, 
and which we, after their example, 
should have.”10

All of this does not mean, however, 
that the deacons of the Reformation 
era had the same standing as the pre
Middle Ages deacons. Differences were 
still made between the clergy and the 
laity. The clergy still were preferred for 
serving the ordinances, counseling, and 
preaching. In principle all Christians 
could do these things as appointed by 
the church, but in practice the clergy 
were seen as better able to accomplish 
these and other tasks.

Charles Deweese noted this contribu
tion of the Reformers. ’’The Reformers 
challenged the excessive desire of dea
cons to seek promotions in the ecclesi
astical structure and put them back to 
work in a variety of service ministries. 
As a needed corrective, the Reformers 
made clear the New Testament teach
ing that the diaconate is a legitimate of
fice in its own right. Anabaptists and 
English Separatists set the stage for the 
rise of Baptist deacons.”11

1700s to 1900s
Beginning in the late 1700s and con
tinuing until the mid-1900s, many cur
rent traditions among Southern Bap
tist deacons were evident. The 
historical background for this begins 
with developments during the Middle 
Ages and includes developments dur
ing the period under consideration. 
These include the following:

The influence of corporate structures 
on the organizational nature of the 
church.—During the 1700-1800s, the 
predominant organizational model 
came from that of corporations. These 
corporations operated with a chief ex
ecutive officer and a board of directors.
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The need for deacons to exercise 
strong leadership.—In many of the 
churches of this period, the pastor 
served in a part-time capacity. Deacons 
were needed to give leadership to the 
entire church. This led deacons gradu
ally to develop a tradition of making de
cisions for the church.

The writings of significant leaders in 
the Southern Baptist Convention af
firmed the managing model through 
books for deacons.—Especially signifi
cant among these writers were R. В. C. 
Howell, pastor of First Baptist Church, 
Nashville, Tennessee, and P. E. Bur
roughs, secretary of the Church Admin
istration Department of the Baptist 
Sunday School Board. Howell in his 
book, The Deaconship, encouraged dea
cons to give priority attention to ad
ministering the temporal affairs of the 
church. He referred to deacons as "a 
Board of Officers or the executive board 
of the church, for her temporal 
department.”12

P. E. Burroughs had an even more in
fluential role in molding the actions of 
deacons in Southern Baptist churches. 
His Honoring the Deaconship served as 
the key resource book for deacons from 
1929 until 1956. As a result of reading 
this book, many present-day deacons 
formed their opinions concerning the 
duties of deacons. Burroughs encour
aged deacons to do much the same 
things as Howell. Specifically he wrote:

In the division of labor and the assign
ment of a place to the deacon, a fairly 
clear line was drawn in the relation of 
the deacon to the church. On one side 
of the line stands the pastor. He is, 
shall we say, the ranking officer espe
cially entrusted with the ministry 
which is more distinctly spiritual. On 
the other side is the deacon, standing 
next to the pastor, and entrusted with 
the care of the material interests of 
the church. He is to care for the prop

erties of the church, its building, its 
pastor’s home, and its other material 
holdings. He is to direct and safe
guard the financial side of its minis
try. As contrasted with the pastor he 
is to serve in what may be called the 
materialities of the church.13

He also suggested that deacons have re
sponsibilities concerning the poor in 
the church, the church ordinances, 
church disciplines, church fellowship, 
and church leadership.

Because of these developments, the 
main emphasis of deacons centered on 
the administrative functions of the 
church. Deacons most often expressed 
their ministry as an administrative 
board and/or church financial manag
ers. Care ministries were conducted in 
a limited way. Gradually, over the 
years, the caring ministries took on less 
and less importance with many deacon 
groups. The administrative-board/fi
nancial-manager concepts came to be 
the acceptable form of deacon ministry.

In 1956, Robert E. Naylor’s The Bap
tist Deacon was published. Naylor 
wrote strongly against "a ’board’ com
plex and a general feeling that deacons 
are ’directors’ of the church.”14 How
ever, he did not completely divorce the 
duties of deacons from the business 
function of the church. Among the vari
ous ways he suggested deacons could 
serve, he wrote that the area of busi
ness and church property is one in 
which the deacon is peculiarly fitted to 
render an unusual service.15

Not until Howard Foshee’s The Min
istry of the Deacon appeared in 1968 
was a clearly definitive statement on 
the new approaches to deacon ministry 
given. Foshee wrote decrying both the 
"board” approach and the financial- 
managers approach for deacon minis
try. He defined deacons as partners and 
team members with the pastor. He en
couraged deacons to minister within 
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the framework of the pastoral ministry 
tasks of lead, care, and proclaim. The 
main responsibility for deacons, as set 
forth by Foshee, involved the Deacon 
Family Ministry Plan. In setting this 
plan forth as a priority for deacons, 
deacons were given a clear organiza
tional structure for their caring minis
try. The purpose was to counteract the 
strong tradition of business orientation 
on the part of deacons by a strong em
phasis on care.16

Since 1968 deacon groups in church
es have slowly been evolving toward a 
return to early church patterns. Henry 
Webb’s Deacons: Servant Models in the 
Church3 * 5 6 7 8 9 IO 11 12 * * 15 * * 18 and Equipping Deacons as 
Partners in Ministry1* have been valu
able resources in helping this to 
happen.

3Ibid.
“Cyprian, Epistles, X.l in The Ante-Nicene Fathers, 5:291; Con

stitutions of the Holy Apostles II. iii.xvi in The Ante-Nicene Fa
thers, 7:402; Joseph Bingham, Antiquities of the Christian 
Church, vol. 3 (London: William Straker, 1834).

5Deweese, 14-15.
6Ibid., 16-17.
7Ibid., 18.
8Edward R. Hardy, "Deacons in History and Practice,” The Di- 

aconate Now, ed. Richard T. Nolan (Washington: Corpus Books, 
1968), 26.

9Abdel Ross Wentz and Helmut T. Lehmann, eds., Luther’s 
Works, 36 (Philadelphia: Muhlenberg Press, 1959), 116.

IOJohn T. McNeill, ed., and Ford Lewis Battles, trans., Calvin: 
Institutes of the Christian Religion, vol. 2 in The Library of Chris
tian Classics, XXI (London: SCM Press, 1960), 1061.

“Deweese, 21-22.
12R. В. C. Howell, The Deaconship: Its Nature, Qualifications, 

Relations, and Duties (Philadelphia: American Baptist Publica
tion Society, 1904), 122-23.

,3P. E. Burroughs, Honoring the Deaconship (Nashville: Sunday 
School Board of the Southern Baptist Convention, 1929), 21-22.

‘“Robert E. Naylor, The Baptist Deacon (Nashville: Broadman 
Press, 1955), 3.

15Ibid„ 89.
18Howard Foshee, Ministry of the Deacon (Nashville: Conven

tion Press, 1968).
“Henry Webb, Deacons: Servant Models in the Church (Nash

ville: Convention Press, 1980).
18Henry Webb, Equipping Deacons as Partners in Ministry 

(Nashville: Convention Press, 1985).
‘“Robert Sheffield, The Ministry of Baptist Deacons (Nashville: 

Convention Press, 1990).
2°Robert Sheffield, The Deacon Ministry Planning Guide (Nash

ville: Convention Press, 1989).

Still another step is now being taken 
in this journey "back to the future.” 
Building on the pastoral ministries 
model, deacons are encouraged to de
velop a broad, deacon-ministry ap
proach. This includes equal emphasis 
in the lead, proclaim, and care areas. 
This is accomplished through develop
ing lead, proclaim, and care ministry 
plans composed of one or more projects. 
Information about these new approach
es can be found in two new resources 
for deacons—The Ministry of Baptist 
Deacons1* and The Deacon Ministry 
Planning Guide.20

This altogether too brief summary of 
the developments in deacon ministry 
lead to some summary observations.

1. Deacons have always been influ
enced by the culture and society in 
which they serve. This made the busi
ness model of deacon ministry seem 
appropriate.

2. Traditions should be examined 
and revised periodically. Traditions not 

properly based on biblical principles 
and Baptist polity can lead us into po
tential problem areas, even though 
they may serve to work in a pragmatic 
way.

3. The majority of deacons want to 
do what they believe should be done. 
They respond positively to those who 
seek to give them guidance through 
written resources. Written resources 
for Baptist deacons, therefore, should 
endeavor to reflect the New Testament 
and early church practices of deacon 
ministry.

4. If deacon ministry in the years 
ahead achieves that for which it was es
tablished, deacons and churches must 
be willing to commit to a broad-based 
ministry approach.

‘Charles W. Deweese, The Emerging Role of Deacons (Nashville: 
Broadman Press, 1979), 12.

4bid., 12.
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Conflict Management 
in the Church
ROBERT W. KIRKLAND

The dictionary provides an understand
ing and a challenge about conflict man
agement. Conflict comes from the Latin 
word conflictus which refers to an "act 
of striking together.” Conflict is an "an
tagonistic state or action (as of diver
gent ideas, interests, or persons).” Man
age means "to handle or direct with a 
degree of skill or address.” Conflict 
management is receiving some overdue 
discussion in the contemporary church.

Out of the Church Closet
My recent pastoral preaching pilgrim
age through the Book of Acts included a 
sermon on conflict management in the 
church. Further research of the subject 
resulted in a shocking discovery—the 
literature related to conflict manage
ment in the church is in its infancy. 
Two of the earliest works were Church 
Fights: Managing Conflict in the Local 
Church by Speed Leas and Paul Kitt- 
laus; and Conflict Ministry in the 
Church by Larry L. McSwain and Wil
liam C. Treadwell, Jr.1 John Wallace in 
Control in Conflict referred to Leas and 
Kittlaus’book as a "pioneer in church 
conflict management.” He also said 
that the work by McSwain and Tread
well was "the first book on conflict 
management for the local church from 
the perspective of Southern Baptists.”2

Although the literature related to 
conflict management in the church 
seems to be in its infancy, the fact of 
conflict among God’s people is not new. 
Wallace suggested that the biblical 
record is permeated with conflict.

The Bible is a study of conflict. In 
Genesis, satanic argument brings 
death to the human race. Dissension 
permeates the Old Testament. In the 
New Testament discordant notes of 
strife sound from beginning to end. 
There is a theology of conflict in these 
pages. Our salvation is an obvious per
sonal battle. Jesus gave instructions 
for individual behavior when faced 
with differences. Luke 22:24 records 
how even the disciples were not free 
from quarrels. Acts is a history of con
tentions in the early church. The writ
ings of Paul, especially 1 and 2 Corin
thians, give guidance to Christians in 
disagreement.3
The New Testament contains only 

two references to Jesus’ use of the word 
church. Both were set in the context of 
conflict. Wallace elaborated:

Harmony among church members is a 
New Testament ideal. . . . Even Jesus 
recognized there would be alienating 
differences among his followers. In 
the only places recorded where our 
Lord mentioned the church by name, 
conflict is present. Matthew 16:18 
quotes Jesus: ’’Upon this rock I will 
build my church; and the gates of hell 
shall not prevail against it.” No mat
ter how you interpret "the gates of 
hell,” the church is obviously involved 
in struggle. In Matthew 18:15, Christ 
tells how offended believers should 
behave. He was sensitive to the reali
ty that not only in the world will we 
have tribulation, but at church we 
will have trouble.4

12 Search



The biblical record is permeated with 
conflict among God’s people, and even a 
casual glance at church history reveals 
the perennial presence of conflict. Thus 
a penetrating question is in order— 
Why is the literature pertaining to con
flict management in the church in its 
infancy? Perhaps the church has tried 
to keep its conflicts hidden in the 
church closet. I propose that image in 
my efforts to help the contemporary 
church regarding the managing of con
flict. Recent writers have brought the 
fact of the church’s struggle with con
flict out of the church closet. Now ev
eryone knows that Christians experi
ence conflict!

Recent insights related to conflict re
veal that the church-closet approach to 
handling conflict is perhaps the least 
satisfactory method. Paul A. Mickey 
and Robert L. Wilson wrote: ’’Thus, 
avoidance or denial of conflict is the 
least favorable resolution. It is ulti
mately the most painful and expensive 
way of responding to a situation.”5 Con
temporary churches are searching for a 
better way to manage conflict, and they 
may have reasons to be hopeful.

Hope from the Paradoxical 
Nature of Conflict

McSwain and Treadwell emphasized 
that ’’every church lives with the daily 
struggles of life east of Eden in the land 
of Nod.” They referred to a church as 
”a pilgrimage of persons seeking the 
better way of the Father and finding it 
as a struggle with principalities and 
powers”6 Though conflict may be expe
rienced as painful and frightening, it is 
’’the fire in which a healthy organiza
tion is tempered.”7 From this fire a new 
ray of hope shines for the contempo
rary church as it attempts to manage 
its manifold conflicts. Thus, this new 
ray of hope shines from the paradoxical 
nature of conflict itself.

Highlighting the paradoxical nature 
of conflict, Leas and Kittlaus confessed, 
”It does seem that if someone is in con
flict with us, he does not care about us, 
but the exact opposite is true.”8 Using 
the description of marriage given by 
George Bach in The Intimate Enemy 
and applying it to the analogy of the 
church, they suggested that the church 
can ’’learn that only if we care about 
the church and the people in it will it be 
possible for us to be in conflict.”9 Con
trary to the ’’big assumption inscribed 
in the folklore of the church that anger, 
hostile feelings, conflict, and differ
ences of opinion are signs of sickness, 
selfishness, and failure in a church,”10 
Leas and Kittlaus contend that conflict 
is ’’inevitable in healthy organizational 
life and is a sign that people care about 
the organization and are investing 
themselves in its life.”11

The atmosphere of intimacy in the 
church makes the church particularly 
susceptible to conflict. McSwain and 
Treadwell explained:

Conflict can occur only in the context 
of personal interaction. . . . Strangers 
seldom fight. Conflict is most likely 
within families, business partner
ships, groups with a lengthy history of 
personal care for individuals within 
it, and organizations which have fos
tered deep personal relationships. It 
is for this reason that churches are es
pecially susceptible to conflict.12

Contemporary writers (including Wal
lace, Mickey, Wilson, McSwain, and 
Treadwell) provide the impetus for dis
covering hope in the paradoxical na
ture of conflict. They are helping Chris
tians to understand that conflict seems 
to be inevitable in the church and that 
the same context which is most suscep
tible to conflict also provides the hope 
for managing it properly.

The present glimmer of hope shining 
from the paradoxical nature of conflict 
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sheds some light on the early church’s 
attempts to manage its first incident of 
serious conflict (see Acts 6:1-7). Follow
ing is a modified version of a sermon I 
preached in an effort to present the 
early church as a model for conflict 
management.

A Biblical Model 
for Conflict Management

Without a doubt, all incidents of con
flict faced by the early church were not 
handled as skillfully as the first serious 
disturbance in the life of the church. 
However, that experience of conflict 
management provides a model for the 
contemporary church. From Acts 6:1-7, 
we can draw some lessons related to the 
managing of conflict in the church.

Learn the facts.—Acts 6:1 reveals 
that the number of disciples was in
creasing in those days. As the number 
of people increases, the conflict poten
tial also increases. Mickey and Wilson 
cited population growth as one of the 
reasons for the increase of conflict in 
our society. "There are simply more 
people to get into squabbles with their 
fellows.”13

I use the word complicated in coun
seling sessions with prospective mar
riage partners as I try to help them re
alize that the more people involved the 
more complicated life becomes. I ex
plain that their lives will become more 
complicated when they are married, 
and their lives will become even more 
complicated each time a child is born 
into their family. Those of us who work 
with people are well aware that the 
people business can become 
complicated.

Wallace shared a formula which re
vealed the possibilities of different rela
tionships within a group. "It is the 
number of people in a group times that 
number, minus one. For example, 
among six people: 6x5=30. Within a 

committee of six people there are thirty 
different possible relationships. ’ ’14 
When the conflict possibilities involved 
in other matters (meetings, sermons, is
sues, budgets, buildings, committees, 
membership, debts, education, insur
ance, staff, etc.) are added to the rela
tional dimension, the potential for con
flict in the church is staggering.

Each incident of conflict involves cer
tain people, occurs in a particular time 
frame, has its unique environment, etc. 
The more persons know about the set
ting of a particular incident of conflict, 
the better position they are in to help 
manage that conflict skillfully. State
ments such as, "I think,” "I heard,” 
and, "It seems to me” generate antago
nism; but specific, factual information 
is valuable in resolving differences.15

Acts 6:1 contains important, specific 
information related to the setting of the 
conflict confronting the early church: 
"There arose a murmuring of the Gre
cians against the Hebrews, because 
their widows were neglected in the dai
ly ministration.” Knowledge of and 
sensitivity to the facts revealed in verse 
1 were valuable in the church’s hand
ling of the problem.

Most likely, the "murmuring” 
(grumbling half under the breath) went 
through the church and community 
like shock waves. Those distinct sounds 
revealed a delicate situation which re
quired wise treatment. Knowledge of 
the cause of the murmuring was cru
cial. The early church provided a daily 
ministry of food, money, and other es
sentials for widows, one of the most 
needy groups in that ancient society. 
Knowledge of the two groups of widows 
involved was crucial. The "Grecians” 
probably were Greek-speaking Jews 
who had been influenced by the culture 
established by Alexander the Great, 
and the "Hebrews” probably were Ara
maic-speaking Jews who had been in
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fluenced primarily by traditional 
Judaism.

Perhaps an old communications ad
age provides some good advice regard
ing conflict management: "'Who said 
what to whom, when, where, why, and 
with what effect.” Every bit of factual 
information one can learn about a con
flict situation will help him deal with 
that conflict.

Be careful what you say.—Early in 
life I learned to sing the words of a tre
mendous lie—’’Sticks and stones may 
break my bones, but words will never 
hurt me.” As I sang those words, I knew 
I was singing them to someone who had 
said something which had hurt me.

Words spoken in the context of con
flict are crucial. One could hardly over
emphasize the need to exercise wisdom 
with words when dealing with prob
lems. The power of words can help to 
develop understanding and to resolve 
differences. Knowing when and where 
to apply a ’’tourniquet of reasonable 
and controlled discussion” can be sig
nificant in conflict management.16

Acts 6:1-7 reveals the importance of 
the spoken word in the early church’s 
handling of its first major conflict. This 
passage reveals the power of the ”ei- 
ther/or potential” in spoken words. 
The murmuring emphasized in verse 1 
contained great potential for harm, and 
this paragraph of Scripture revealed 
the helpful potential contained in the 
apostles’ words which ’’pleased the 
whole multitude” (v. 5).

Spoken words do contain an either/ 
or potential. Words may break hearts 
and emotions, or they may encourage 
hearts and inspire the creative chan
neling of human emotions. Words may 
start a fight, or they may prevent one. 
Words may wreck or revive. Words 
may ruin or restore. Words may make 
the conflict worse, or they may help 
manage it skillfully.

Out of the ancient past come some 
wise words from Solomon: ” A word fitly 
spoken is like apples of gold in pictures 
of silver” (Prov. 25:11). Acts 6 reminds 
us that fitly spoken words were crucial 
in the early church’s wholesome hand
ling of their conflict.

Select good leaders.—One of the pri
mary lessons in Acts 6:1-7 is the impor
tance of the people who deal with con
flict. One notices immediately that the 
leaders of the early church were select
ed by the church: ’’Look ye out among 
you” (v. 3). The church’s responsibility 
for selecting leaders is an acute matter.

Acts 6:1-7 provides valuable help re
garding the selection of leaders for the 
church. From this passage notice two 
biblical characteristics of good church 
leaders.

First, a good church leader is a per
son of ’’honest report” (v. 3). Persons 
who are asked to serve in leadership po
sitions in the church should already 
have good reputations because of the 
way they have lived and are living.

Second, a good church leader is one 
who is ’’full of the Holy Spirit and wis
dom” (v. 3). Notice the close association 
of the Holy Spirit and wisdom in the 
biblical statement. Someone described 
wisdom as ’’sanctified common sense.” 
In essence, wisdom is doing the best for 
all concerned. The wisdom of the seven 
selected by the early church was re
vealed in their actions which were best 
for themselves, for the church (the Gre
cian and the Hebrew members), and for 
the Lord. Leaders who possess these 
biblical qualities are a tremendous re
source for conflict management.

Most likely each local church already 
has ’’among you” people who possess 
these biblical qualities of leadership. 
Any church would be wise to select and 
keep people of this caliber in leadership 
positions. Thus, the church can avoid 
many potential conflicts and be pre
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pared to handle conflicts wisely when 
they arise.

The choosing of seven quality leaders 
to deal with the early church’s problem 
also involved not choosing others. Se
lection also involves omitting. Realisti
cally, a few people should be avoided 
when the church is selecting leaders! 
They are often easy to spot. They are 
not sensitive to others’ feelings or 
needs, or they are uncomfortable with 
any mention of disturbance or negative 
matters, or they are rigid with their 
rules and regulations.

Some dangerous tendencies also need 
to be avoided when selecting church 
leaders. Some of the most obvious are 
selecting leaders because of their popu
larity or family ties, to prevent hurting 
their feelings, and to get them involved 
in the church.

The church’s selection of leadership 
also carries with it an either/or poten
tial. The church may make bad situa
tions worse by the selection of leaders, 
or the church may enhance the ability 
to manage conflict skillfully by careful 
selection of leaders. Tremendous care 
should be exercised in selecting leaders 
because the wise managing of a specific 
conflict may hinge more on who deals 
with it than on the cause of the conflict.

Achieve good results.—Acts 6:1-7 is 
not a fairy tale but the record of a con
flict which involved real people with 
concerns, fears, frustrations, and ques
tions. The results of the early church’s 
wise handling of its first major conflict 
provides encouragement and challenge 
for contemporary churches. Christians 
can find hope in the midst of conflict. 
Conflict can be managed skillfully, and 
the skillful managing of conflict carries 
a wake of good results though the row
ing may be difficult.

The conflict management stressed in 
Acts 6:1-7 had two primary results. 
First, the harmony of the church was 

maintained and strengthened. Some
times silence is a major testimony to 
good things. People tend to talk more 
when bad things are occurring. The 
fact that the conflict focused on in this 
passage was never mentioned again in 
the Bible is a miracle! A catastrophe 
was avoided, and the fellowship of the 
church was enhanced.

Second, the church’s sensible hand
ling of conflict enhanced its impact on 
the community. People in the commu
nity saw that the church handled this 
problem well; they listened to the 
preaching of the Word; and many unit
ed with the church (see v. 7). Good con
flict management resulted in a strong, 
vibrant church which could major on 
important matters such as ministering 
to people in need and preaching the 
Word, both of which had a good influ
ence on the community.

The church lives in the midst of a 
world in conflict. The world is search
ing for solutions. The church’s ability 
to handle its own conflicts properly will 
influence its own vitality and its impact 
on the world. Properly managed con
flict is one of the church’s greatest 
assets.

‘Speed Leas and Paul Kittlaus, Church Fights: Managing Con
flict in the Local Church (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1973); 
Larry L. McSwain and William C. Treadwell, Jr., Conflict Minis
try in the Church (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1981).

2John Wallace, Control in Conflict (Nashville: Broadman Press, 
1982), 113.

3Ibid., 25.
4Ibid., 16.
5Paul A. Mickey and Robert L. Wilson, Conflict and Resolution 

(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1973), 27.
6McSwain and Treadwell, 193.
7Leas and Kittlaus, 158.
8Ibid., 44.
9Ibid.
10Ibid„ 44.
“Ibid., 68.
I2McSwain and Treadwell, 35.
13Mickey and Wilson, 9.
“Wallace, 24.
l5Ibid., 82.
16Mickey and Wilson, 72.
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Facing the Challenge 
of the Changing Family
DEAN REGISTER

[This article was the keynote address 
for the "Caring for the Family of the 
90s,” a Family Enrichment Leadership 
Training Workshop at New Orleans 
Baptist Theological Seminary, Febru
ary 23, 1989.—Editor]

In Megatrends John Naisbitt indicated 
that we are living in "the time of the pa- 
renthesis, the time between eras.”1 We 
have not quite left the past behind, and 
we have not embraced the future com
pletely. The time of parenthesis is a 
time of change and questioning. We 
cannot avoid the feeling that all around 
us many things nailed down are coming 
loose and familiar foundations are be
ing shaken by strange movements.

Sociologists agree that the tradition
al American family is struggling in the 
web of change and the strain is increas
ingly evident. The dissolution of home 
life, the shocking number of teenage 
suicides, and the mounting crimes 
against children tell a painful story. 
Even close-knit families feel an unrav
eling of cherished relationships.

Urie Bronfenbrenner of Cornell Uni
versity claims that "a major stress on 
families today is the complexity of mod
ern life that goes with work, such as 
shifting schedules and frequent inter
ruptions. Children can cope with com
plexity, but not instability—they need 
predictability.”2 All too often, however, 
the stress of complexity gives way to 
the distress of instability.

The winds of change are blowing. Ac
cording to a study, "Families and Chil

dren in the Year 2000” by Arthur J. 
Norton, assistant chief, U. S. Bureau of 
Census, fewer young adults will marry 
than at any previous time in history. In 
1986, one third of all women and one 
half of all men who were 25 years old 
had never married. Norton added that 
while the long-standing theory regard
ing age of marriage and likelihood of di
vorce would in this case point to more 
stability in marriage, a noticeable de
cline in the divorce rate is not 
expected.3

Other changes are expected. More 
mothers will be in the work force than 
before. The Bureau of Labor statistics 
reports that in the last decade the labor 
force participation rate for women with 
children under three years of age in
creased from 38.4 percent to 53.6 per
cent.4 More children will be confronted 
with drugs and sexual activity.

Mobility and urbanization will also 
increase. Hundreds of thousands of 
children will not know what a home
town is, and millions will live in sky
scraper neighborhoods inhabited by 
strangers. Technological advancement 
will precipitate alterations not only in 
existing vocations but in educational 
curricula as well. The rapidity of 
change will require us to shift gears 
technically and psychologically as evi
denced in studies of stress and anxiety 
in high-pressure vocations.

Joyce Kilmer’s insightful poem, "The 
House with Nobody in It” may become 
prophetic for our times:
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Whenever I walk to Suffern along 
the Erie track

I go by a poor old farmhouse with 
its shingles broken and black.

I suppose I’ve passed it a hundred 
times, but I always stop for a 
minute

And look at the house, the tragic 
house, the house with nobody in 
it.

So whenever I go to Suffern along 
the Erie track

I never go by the empty house 
without stopping and looking back,

Yet it hurts me to look at the crum
bling roof and the shutters fallen 
apart,

For I can’t help thinking the poor 
old house is a house with a broken 
heart.5

While we should applaud the 
achievements of technology and the ad
vancements of science that have made 
life much more convenient and 
healthy, we must also recognize that 
the carousel of progress can lead to the 
monorail of destruction if we neglect 
the primacy of family in the midst of a 
rapidly changing sociocultural and 
technological environment. Countless 
houses are not homes, and too many 
homes have broken hearts.

Recently I was impressed with the 
comment made by CBS anchorman 
Dan Rather in a rare interview. He de
scribed "the return of the family as the 
breaking story of the 1990s.” He said, 
"When all is said and done, praise and 
money and fame and glory and career 
don’t matter as much as our children 
do. As much as our families do.”6

I hope Rather is right. I hope the next 
decade records not only the return of 
the family but the restoration of the 
family to full health.

The idea of a traditional family, me
morialized by the "Ozzie and Harriet” 

image of the 1950s is obviously gone. 
Many homes today are led by single 
parents, and the trend is likely to con
tinue. Nine out of ten single-parent 
families are mother-child or mother
children families. While Ozzie and Har
riet could look with pride on their neat
ly dressed, problem-free children, 
parents today and certainly parents in 
the next decade will face problems that 
require patience, keen wisdom, and 
consistent discipline. I am not a 
prophet, but it doesn’t take a telescope 
to foresee that the rise of peer pressure, 
group advice, and herd thinking will 
function as a surrogate parent for too 
many teens.

Some may be surprised to learn that 
the traditional family of husband and 
wife and two children is not necessarily 
the biblical archetype. Actually the 
Bible speaks of many different kinds of 
family structures. In Old Testament 
times the large, extended family was 
common. Abraham claimed not only 
his wife and son but all his nephews 
and nieces as well. By contrast was the 
family of Naomi and Ruth, a mother-in- 
law and daughter-in-law who func
tioned as a family following the death 
of their husbands. In the New Testa
ment several types of families are men
tioned. Lazarus, Martha, and Mary 
lived together as a brother and two sis
ters. Timothy lived in a home with his 
mother and grandmother. Jesus lived 
in a family of at least 9 individuals— 
Mary and Joseph, four brothers, and at 
least two sisters (see Matt. 13:55). And 
it is possible, as some Bible scholars 
suggest, that Joseph died sometime af
ter Jesus spoke in the Temple when He 
was 12. Jesus, therefore, could have 
been personally acquainted with a sin
gle-parent home.

Families in the Bible were constitut
ed by birth, marriage, adoption, and 
choice. No matter what kind of family 
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structure people lived in yesterday or 
live in today, change was and is a part 
of it. Change is inevitable and inescap
able. It can stimulate us to grow in 
faith, or it can force us to grope in fear.

Let me suggest some ways to cope 
with the change positively. For me to 
paint a picture of the winds of change 
would be unfair, tossing the family ship 
on a turbulent sea without reminding 
you that He who conquered the wind 
and the sea is also the One who holds 
the anchor fast.

First, we can emphasize the biblical 
truth.—God has placed a premium on 
the family. Before He called out His 
church, He called together a home. He 
intended for the family to be the basic 
structure in His creation and to reveal 
the blessings of His purpose. He intend
ed for a marriage to be a rewarding, 
lifetime commitment. Divorce shatters 
God’s ideal for the family. The tragedy 
of divorce is that people suffer immea
surable damage emotionally, socially, 
and spiritually; and often, when chil
dren are involved, they are the ones 
who suffer the most.

No Christian should aggressively and 
gleefully seek the death of his or her 
marriage. However, in some cases, a 
mate can do all that is possible; and still 
divorce occurs. Quick theological tid
bits offer little consolation. Glib finger 
pointing provides no balm for healing. 
The biblical truth is that divorce hap
pens, and God doesn’t like it; but He 
calls His people to minister in the bro
kenness of such situations. Courtesy, 
love, and understanding are vital emol
lients to aid the healing process.

In Thornton Wilder’s play The Skin 
of Our Teeth the character Mrs. Antro- 
bus says to her husband, ”1 didn’t mar
ry you because you were perfect. ... I 
married you because you gave me a 
promise.” She takes off her ring and 
looks at it. "That promise made up for 

your faults. And the promise I gave you 
made up for mine. Two imperfect peo
ple got married and it was the promise 
that made the marriage.”7

The truth is that we are all imper
fect. We are all sinners. We may have a 
picture of a perfect partner, but we 
marry an imperfect person. So we have 
two options: Tear up the picture and ac
cept the person, or tear up the person 
and accept the picture.

The biblical truth points to God’s ide
al for the family, but it also depicts per
sons’ sin and failure to fulfill God’s pur
pose. We must not reduce God’s ideal to 
conform to our sociological condition, 
but we must apply His truth to the 
wounds of our society.

Second, we can model our faith effec
tively.—A significant influence in the 
family comes not so much by preaching 
or teaching but by modeling. The most 
cherished values are caught more easi
ly than taught.

Modeling our faith effectively in
volves communication and consistency. 
Vance Packard noted in his book Our 
Endangered Children: Growing Up in a 
Changing World that the dominating 
communicative guru in the American 
family is the television and it is addic
tive.8 With the continued trend in high 
technology, we can be assured that the 
screen medium will seduce the family 
into passivity and the end result will be 
the neglect of active, personal commu
nication. Admittedly a lot more talk 
than communication occurs in the fam
ily. Talk is a one-way exercise of the 
larynx. Communication is a mutual ex
change of meaning that involves atten
tive listening. When a husband and 
wife or a parent and child truly commu
nicate, responsibilities rather than 
rights take precedence.

In Bill Orr and Erwin Lutzer’s clever 
book If I Could Change My Mom and 
Dad, hundreds of children were asked 
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to give specific changes they would 
make in their parents if they could. A 
12-year-old girl said, "If I could change 
my mom and dad, I would teach them 
to hug me and tell me they love me.”9 
Here is a need for demonstrative and 
verbal communication, and it can be 
multiplied in thousands of homes. 
James Dobson claims that "the number 
one marriage killer” today is overcom
mitment. He asks, "How can a man and 
woman communicate with each other 
when they’re too worn out even to 
talk?”10 Good communication takes 
time and energy, but the investment 
can pay spiritual and emotional divi
dends that will protect the family 
against a volatile future.

Consistency is equally important as 
we model our faith in Christ. Consis
tency refers to our ability to stand firm 
in adhering to personal convictions. A 
wise single parent discovers this quali
ty to be indispensable in relating to a 
child or children. A child that has both 
mother and father in the home looks 
for consistency and will test the bound
aries of parents’ beliefs. A child with 
one parent in the home does the same, 
but the difference occurs in that a sin
gle parent has not the luxury of rein
forcement from a mate and is tempted 
to compromise convictions in order not 
to appear as a stern and implacable di
rector. But the child needs to know that 
the boundaries and limits are secure. 
Every member of a family benefits 
from consistency, but adults especially 
must demonstrate it.

Third, we can focus on forgiveness.— 
No saint, however loudly he sings, pow
erfully he preaches, piously he prays, 
or sanctimonious he looks, is free from 
sin of some sort. We are all in need of 
forgiveness, and nowhere is the need 
more urgent than in our families. Is the 
17-year-old girl who loses her convic
tions in a moment of passion unforgiv

able? Is the 30-year-old mother of two 
and Sunday School teacher a stigma
tized woman because her husband di
vorces her? If Jesus promises complete 
forgiveness, why do we often withhold 
forgiveness from a sister or brother 
who confesses such a failure?

Do not misunderstand me. I am not 
suggesting that we adopt a casualness 
about forgiveness that glosses over the 
wrongs. That would be cheap to both 
the offender and the offended. But I am 
saying that we ought to forgive in the 
full awareness that we are not immune 
to sin ourselves. And if we do not dem
onstrate forgiveness, could it be that we 
fear the shadows of our own life where 
dark deeds still lie unforgiven, too?

Hetty Wesley was a beautiful, witty, 
and intellectual young lady. She grew 
up in the home of two famous brothers, 
Charles and John Wesley. Though she 
was unusually gifted and equally as tal
ented as they, her life meandered down 
a different road.

At age 25 she fell in love with a young 
man, but her father did not approve 
and sent her away to be a domestic ser
vant. She complained to her brother 
John and described her loneliness and 
hurt in several letters. Driven to des
peration, Hetty gave in to lust and soon 
discovered she was pregnant. She re
turned home to an unforgiving family. 
Within a few days her father forced her 
into a marriage with a coarse and crude 
man. Hetty’s baby was born and died. 
Two other children were born in time, 
and both died. For years Hetty needed 
one thing—one thing that she wanted 
intensely—her father’s love and for
giveness. But he was not a man of mer
cy. It never coursed through his veins. 
Samuel Wesley died without offering 
his acceptance to his daughter; and 15 
years later, Hetty died a broken and 
bruised woman who missed the one 
thing needful—the one thing that could 
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have rewritten her life and changed 
her whole story—mercy.11

Family members will fail us. We will 
fail them. Given the domestic context 
of imperfection, the beatitudes of Jesus 
should strike a responsive chord in our 
hearts: ’'Blessed are the merciful: for 
they shall obtain mercy” (Matt. 5:7). 
Mercy is the compassion that attends 
forgiveness. It is the sympathetic love 
that embraces the guilty.

Not long ago I knelt beside my son’s 
bed to pray with him. He seemed un
usually pensive, especially for a Little 
League baseball player and an active 
young athlete. When I finished our 
prayer, he began to weep softly. He 
turned his head toward the wall. As 
most parents know, when you ask, 
"What’s wrong?” you often get an an
swer that sounds like a muffled, "Noth
ing.” I probed a little deeper, and final
ly he said, "Well, Dad, do you 
remember a few weeks ago when those 
boys got in trouble at the church for 
marking all over the walls in the Royal 
Ambassador room?”

"Yes,” I said.
"Well, Dad, it wasn’t just them,” he 

sobbed. "It was me, too!”
Suddenly, I felt as if I were experienc

ing a holy moment. My mind swirled 
with thoughts of all the times I, too, had 

come face to face with my own wrongs. 
As an earthly father, I had an opportu
nity to take my son in my arms and say: 
"You are forgiven. I forgive you, and I 
love you.” And with tears coursing 
down my own cheeks, I lifted my head 
to my Heavenly Father and said: "Fa
ther, do you know all those things that 
get others in trouble? Well, it’s not just 
them, Lord. It’s me, too. Forgive me, 
Father.”

Facing the challenge of the changing 
family requires sharp minds and warm 
hearts and our deepest dependence on 
Christ who is "the same yesterday, and 
today, and for ever” (Heb. 13:8).

‘John Naisbitt, Megatrends (New York: Warner Books, 1982), 
249.

2Quote confirmed in phone conversation between Dean Regis
ter and Urie Bronfrenbrenner, September 1, 1989.

3Arthur J. Norton, "Families and Children in the Year 2000,” 
Children Today July/August 1987, 6-9.

4 The World Almanac and Book of Facts (New York: World Al
manac, 1988), 157.

5Alfred Joyce Kilmer, "The House with Nobody in It,” Poems, 
Essays, and Letters (New York: George H. Doran, 1914), 1:220.

“Jeff Rovin, "Dan Rather’s Difficult Days,” Ladies Home Jour
nal, January 1989, 80-83.

7Thornton Wilder, The Skin of Our Teeth in Best Plays of 1942- 
43, ed. Burns Mantle (New York: Dodd, Mead and Company, 
1943), 129.

8Vance Packard, Our Endangered Children: Growing Up in a 
Changing World (Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1983), 93- 
96.

9Bill Orr and Erwin Lutzer, If I Could Change My Mom and 
Dad (Chicago: Moody Press, 1983), 27.

10James C. Dobson, Straight Talk to Men and Their Wives 
(Waco: Word Books, 1980), 136.

“Arnold Dallimore, A Heart Set Free: The Life of Charles 
Wesley (Westchester, IL: Crossway Books, 1988), 176-81.
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Christian Ministers 
as Problem Solvers
warren McWilliams

For several years I’ve noticed attempts 
to summarize life in a short saying, usu
ally beginning, ’’Life is....” A fast-food 
restaurant once advertised, ’’Life is a 
biscuit,” presumably one of their own 
breakfast specials. A sweatshirt an
nounced, ’’Life is uncertain, so eat des
sert first.” One of my favorites is M. 
Scott Peck’s ’’Life is a series of prob
lems.”1 As a counselor, Peck stresses 
that problem solving is an essential 
skill for all of us. As a teacher of Chris
tian ethics in a Baptist university, I 
agree. How do we as Christians respond 
to the dilemmas and problems of life? If 
life is a series of problems, what is the 
shape of Christian problem solving?

Christian ministers face the chal
lenge of problem solving on two lev
els—the personal and the professional. 
We face issues that affect us as individ
uals and as leaders of congregations. 
Whenever we respond to a problem, we 
become role models for our coworkers 
and parishioners. Just as children often 
learn more from their parents’ actual 
behavior than their explicit instruc
tion, our colleagues in ministry often 
learn much from the way we respond to 
the decisions we face.

We may occasionally feel over
whelmed by the choices confronting us. 
In a recent television ad, for example, a 
woman can’t decide which flavor of 
food to buy. A few years ago a magazine 
cover portrayed a businessman sur
rounded by the people and institutions 
that made demands on his time. In this 
brief essay we will focus on some gener

al guidelines for Christian problem 
solving. Ideally, these guidelines will 
help us tackle the ordinary, mundane 
issues of life as well as the big issues.

Approach problems from a distinc
tively Christian standpoint.—As Chris
tians we are frequently caught between 
’’what is” and ’’what ought to be.”2 
Once we recognize what the problem or 
issue is, we then try, as Christians, to 
reach a solution that reflects our faith. 
Most Christians acknowledge the Bible 
as the primary authority for determin
ing what a Christian response to an is
sue might be. Rational and empirical 
studies are also helpful in Christian de
cision making, but our highest stan
dard and source of guidance is the 
Bible.

In attempting to develop a distinc
tively Christian standpoint, at least 
two questions demand our attention. 
First, do you understand what you 
read? This concern appears in Acts 8:30 
and points us to the whole arena of bib
lical interpretation. When we disagree 
on the proper response to a contempo
rary issue, we often are also disagree
ing at the level of interpretation. We 
may agree on the authority of the Bible 
but reach different conclusions about 
the relevance of the text. Many of the 
issues we face today are not specifically 
addressed in the Bible, but general 
principles can help us face the issues. 
The generality of the principles, how
ever, often allows for some disagree
ment about application. For example, a 
large urban church might decide to as
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sign parking spaces on the basis of the 
moral principle of justice. Handicapped 
parking would probably be a priority 
since justice might include a concern 
for need. Should visitors have other 
choice spots? Should the staff have re
served spaces? What seems fair to some 
might seem unfair to others.

Second, is your decision influenced 
more by your culture than by the Bible? 
H. Richard Niebuhr’s classic, Christ 
and Culture, reminds us how easily our 
culture can affect our decision mak
ing.3 Some of our traditional perspec
tives might be more culture bound than 
biblically based. Sometimes Christians 
disagree about contemporary issues be
cause their cultures differ, influencing 
their view of Scripture. Increasing geo
graphical mobility can create the op
portunity for a clash of cultures in al
most any church today.

As a freshman in college, I was sur
prised to learn that my roommate, a 
Baptist from a different state, did not 
think mixed swimming was a sin. In his 
home church beach parties were a stan
dard part of the youth program. In my 
home state mixed swimming was taboo 
at Baptist youth activities and the state 
Baptist assembly. We both knew the 
passages about lust and modesty, but 
our cultures had helped us reach differ
ent conclusions about young people 
swimming together.

Be concerned about contemporary 
problems.—Long ago I heard that the 
two biggest problems we face are igno
rance and apathy. "I don’t know” and 
"I don’t care” are frequent comments 
in our society. In one "Peanuts” comic 
strip Sally answers the phone and re
sponds to an opinion pollster. Sally 
says: "Who cares? How should I know?” 
As she hangs up, she tells Charlie 
Brown, "I love opinion polls.” Unfortu
nately, too many people in American 
society reflect this ignorance and apa

thy. For many, however, more knowl
edge can lead to more concern.

Ministers will often be involved in 
consciousness raising, helping others to 
see the relevance and significance of is
sues for the congregation. Too often we 
are reactionary in the sense of develop
ing our response to a problem after it 
reaches crisis proportions. As much as 
possible we need to be proactive, antici
pating issues and developing responses 
early.

Our typical concern about problems 
could be diagrammed with a series of 
concentric circles. We naturally feel 
most deeply about issues affecting us 
and our families directly. We might feel 
a little less concern for our community, 
state, and nation. We tend to have even 
less concern for the needs of those 
around the world. As we attempt to re
solve problems, we need to ask our
selves, "Is this decision egocentric or 
ethnocentric?” For example, our cul
ture encourages us to be narcissistic, 
looking out for number one. As Ameri
cans, we oft en are guilty of a provincial 
outlook rather than a global perspec
tive. In my state recently TV ads about 
litter have asked us to treat our whole 
state like our front yard. Ideally we 
should consider the whole world as part 
of our home. Indeed, the term ecology 
comes from the Greek word for house.

Develop a comprehensive ethical con
cern.—If we can escape from the apathy 
that pervades our culture, we should 
strive to have an interest in a variety of 
ethical issues. Individual Christians 
and local congregations might need to 
specialize in a selected number of issues 
in order to minister more effectively. 
One danger to be noted, however, is be
coming a single issue crusader who ig
nores other issues. Once we are com
mitted to a particular solution to a 
specific problem, we could easily as
sume that other issues are less impor
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tant. Frequently, when I finish teach
ing ethics for a semester, I am emotion
ally exhausted. Teaching about a wide 
range of contemporary issues reminds 
me of how many problems we have and 
how limited is my involvement in find
ing solutions. Effective ministry, how
ever, requires a wise stewardship of 
personal and congregational resources.

Also, we need to be consistent in ex
pressing our concern. For example, if 
we are "pro-life,” we need to realize 
that many issues are affected by the 
sanctity of human life principle.4 If we 
are concerned about abortion, we 
should have some concern about the 
threat of nuclear war, pornography, 
and child abuse as well.

At the level of our church, state con
vention, or national Convention, we 
need to be sensitive to both "hot” and 
"social” gospels. The so-called hot gos
pel is sometimes identified with evan
gelism and meeting the spiritual needs 
of individuals. The social gospel is iden
tified with addressing the secular needs 
of groups such as the poor and home
less. Ideally we will develop what has 
been called the "whole” gospel, demon
strating a concern for all of life. As one 
writer explained, we need to view the 
Christian life more as a chicken pot pie 
than as a TV dinner.5 Life is all mixed 
together rather than being neatly 
compartmentalized.

Across the years our denomination 
has developed several days for special 
emphases. Many of these highlight cru
cial issues that we need to face individ
ually and collectively. For example, we 
have Soul Winning Commitment Day 
as well as Sanctity of Human Life Sun
day. Minority groups are the focus on 
Race Relations Sunday and Senior 
Adult Sunday. Other days draw our at
tention to family concerns, citizenship, 
world peace, and world hunger. The vis
ibility of these special days will help us 

balance our ministry and have a com
prehensive, ethical concern.

Recognize the complexity of most 
problems.—Life would be so much sim
pler if the choices we face were clear
cut, black-and-white issues. A recent 
rerun of a 1950s domestic comedy, "The 
Donna Reed Show,” had the mother 
facing the dilemma of being in three 
places on the same evening. Her loyalty 
to her husband, son, and daughter cre
ated a hard choice. Although she was 
able to solve her problem within the 
time frame of a 30-minute situation 
comedy, life is not always that simple.

One of my roles as a teacher of ethics 
is to help students see the many facets 
of a problem and the possible solutions. 
I frequently use case studies as a teach
ing tool. On the chalkboard I highlight 
three categories they need to consider 
in their decision-making process—val
ues, options, and others who count. 
Typically the class realizes that the sit
uation is complex because several im
portant values seem to conflict, and 
several options are available. As we 
work through the problem, we some
times reach a sense of closure about the 
best alternative. Occasionally we have 
to agree to disagree.

As ministers, our concern to speak a 
positive message sometimes inclines us 
to oversimplify the issues and the an
swers. Such oversimplication, although 
understandable, could cause a lack of 
credibility with our audience. One tele
vision ad depicts financial dilemmas 
facing us and concludes with the slo
gan, "Real life, real answers.” In our 
ministry we will be more effective in 
presenting the "real answers” of the 
Christian faith if we are responsible in 
presenting the complexity of the issues 
in "real life.”

Understand that character, commu
nity, and choices are interdependent.— 
Our American, rugged individualism 
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needs to be corrected with a new aware
ness that we are interdependent. Our 
identities are at least partly derived 
from the communities that have 
shaped and molded us. I am who I am 
because of the influence of my parents, 
my family, my teachers, my colleagues, 
my church, and my friends. Ideally I ex
ercise some influence on them, just as 
they have influenced me. Paul warned 
the Corinthian Christians that bad 
company can corrupt good character 
(see 1 Cor. 15:33). A cartoon showed a 
man talking with a committee: "This 
might not be ethical. Is that a problem 
for anybody?” Obviously, if you or I 
lived in an environment that manifest
ed a total disregard for ethical stan
dards, our behavior would begin to 
change.

The church can serve as the context 
for decision making in a variety of 
ways. One recent study suggested that 
the church can be the shaper of moral 
identity, a bearer of moral tradition, 
and a community of moral delibera
tion.6 The community can influence 
who we are, share the wisdom of previ
ous discussions of moral issues, and 
serve as a decision-making body. A 
church discussion of an annual budget, 
for example, is an excellent case study 
for revealing our priorities and our un
derstanding of how problems should be 
solved. If budget funds are limited, 
tough decisions must be made. A 
church leader might turn the anguish 
of the decision into a teachable moment 
for the congregation. One young couple 
joined our church because they visited 
a business meeting in which we wres
tled with a difficult issue. The respon
sible way we addressed the issue sig
naled to the couple that we were 
mature Christians who were not over
whelmed by difficult issues.

As we make choices, our character is 
molded and modified. Each time we 

make a decision, we increase the proba
bility that we will respond in a similar 
way to that kind of issue in the future. 
The Christian virtues are our habitual 
ways of responding to the dilemmas of 
life. We do not make our decisions in a 
vacuum; nor do we start from scratch 
each time we face an issue. Our basic 
character predisposes us to respond in 
a certain way. We often do what comes 
naturally. As Christians, our nature 
should have changed, and our decisions 
should reflect our new nature.

Be courageous in your decision mak
ing.—Making decisions is sometimes 
easy, sometimes agonizing. Acting out 
the decision is often more difficult than 
making the decision. Some of my col
lege students have learned to consider 
all aspects of an issue in order to re
spect the complexity of an issue. Unfor
tunately, they catch what has been 
called the paralysis of analysis and nev
er make a decision. They continue to re
examine the issue, hoping for a simple 
answer and fearing making a mistake. 
Lewis Smedes entitled one of his chap
ters in Choices, "When You Can’t Be 
Sure, Be Responsible.”7 Sometimes we 
have to act when we do not have an ab
solute certainty about the issue. As 
Paul reminded us, we live by faith not 
sight (see 2 Cor. 5:7).

Christian decision making highlights 
the intimate relationship of orthodoxy 
and orthopraxy. Orthodoxy, or correct 
beliefs, should eventuate in ortho
praxy, or correct behavior. Careful 
study of an issue and the relevant bibli
cal principles should lead to a respon
sible Christian action. To paraphrase 
James 2:17 on the relation of faith and 
works, decisions without deeds are 
dead.

Don't forget that actions have conse
quences.—Whatever you decide to do 
about the problems of life, your actions 
will have consequences. One of the big
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gest tasks many face is recognizing the 
ripple effect of their actions. We live in 
a fast-food culture and are conditioned 
to consider the short-term rather than 
the long-term consequences of an ac
tion. In my classroom analysis of case 
studies, I include the category, ’’Others 
who count.” Typically my students will 
see the relevance of the issue for family 
and friends. Only occasionally will they 
see the impact of the issue on people in 
other countries or later generations. 
One of the real benefits of the recent de
bate about ecology is that many have 
begun to see that decisions we make in 
the last decades of the 20th century will 
affect future generations.

So much of our local-church planning 
looks only a few weeks or months 
ahead. Once when I served on a Church 
Council, we spent most of our time dis
cussing events on the immediate hori
zon. We soon realized that a long-range 
planning committee was needed to ana
lyze where we were going as a church 
for the next several years.

If actions have consequences, the 
failure to act also has consequences. A 
familiar distinction between sins of 
commission and sins of omission illus
trates this. A sin of commission, steal
ing for example, has consequences for 
the thief and the victim. A sin of omis
sion, as described in James 4:17, is 
knowing the right thing to do and fail
ing to do it. Most of my friends and co

workers are much more likely to be 
guilty of sins of omission than sins of 
commission. We are generally able to 
avoid the ’’big” sins such as murder, 
adultery, and stealing. Through apathy 
or ignorance, however, we sometimes 
fail to act when we should to live out 
our Christian faith in the contempo
rary world.

On the television series ”M*A*S*H,” 
one of the characters mentioned a book 
entitled Life Is a 7-10 Split. As a novice 
bowler, I recognized that a 7-10 split 
would be an appropriate image for a 
life full of dilemmas and difficult deci
sions. A good bowler has learned to get 
the ball barely to bump one pin, caus
ing it to slide into the other pin. As 
Christian ministers, we face some per
sonal and professional decisions that 
are difficult and seem to preclude easy 
solutions. Adopting the problem-solv
ing stance sketched out in this essay 
might be a starting point for resolving 
some of the 7-10 splits of life.

lM. Scott Peck, The Road Less Traveled (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1978), 15.

2Henlee H. Barnette, Exploring Medical Ethics (Macon, GA: 
Mercer University Press, 1982), 25.

3Reinhold Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New York: Harper, 
1951).

4Evangelicals for Social Action Staff and Ronald J. Sider, Com
pletely Pro-Life (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1987).

5W. Bingham Hunter, The God Who Hears (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 1986), 39.

eBruce C. Birch and Larry L. Rasmussen, Bible and Ethics in 
the Christian Life (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1976), 125-41.

7Lewis B. Smedes, Choices: Making Right Decisions in a Com
plex World (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1986), 91-114.
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Rites of Passage 
and the Role 
of the Church
WAYNE PRICE

Several months ago I received a letter 
from a friend in another city. He re
ceives my church’s newsletter. He no
ticed that I was devoting some worship 
services to the theme, "The Rites of 
Passage.” He said he was glad I was in
volved in this sort of thing; he wished 
his church would do something like 
this.

He went on to say that he is in the 
middle of a mid-life crisis with his mar
riage and career. His son has gone to 
college. His mother is suffering from 
alzheimer’s disease. According to his 
perception, his church has had nothing 
to say to his most pressing concerns. He 
perceives his church as "operating by 
its own agenda.” In his words, their 
agenda largely focuses on numerical 
growth.

The contemporary church need not, 
cannot neglect human transitions. Yet 
the church need not ignore pragmatic 
concerns in order to pay attention to 
the need for celebration and pastoral 
care during the movement of members 
from one stage of life to another. In 
fact, the nature of our society seems to 
require the church to address crises— 
times of need. The church needs to fill 
the roles of caregiver and extended 
family in ways never before required in 
its history.

The moving van has carried us from 
the little communities where we grew 
up. Most of us live far away from par
ents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and grand

parents who make up our extended 
families. We have journeyed to the end 
of the rainbow to find our pot of gold, 
but we discover few people there who 
have any deeper roots or more connect
edness than the rest of us. So our babies 
are born without the tender hands and 
gentle voices of our own past. Our chil
dren are often baptized without the full 
support and presence of the two or 
three previous generations. Marriages 
are celebrated before clergy who barely 
know the couple, in a sanctuary which 
has few spiritual echoes for either bride 
or groom, and in the company of friends 
of a few short years rather than de
cades. Death may be attended by one or 
two family members and a host of 
white-clad medical professionals.

If the traditional passages—birth, 
baptism, marriage, and death—occur 
apart from roots, generations, and col
lective memories, so do the more mod
ern transitions—graduation, retire
ment, career change, divorce, and 
moving. And they all tend to be jour
neys with rather uneven ecclesiastical 
involvement. Part of the fault is the 
transient nature of our society; part of 
the fault is surely the abdication of re
sponsibility by the church. Perhaps the 
time has come for the church to become 
more intentionally involved in all of 
these transitions not as a matter of 
duty but as an opportunity to offer 
grace in times of need and celebration 
in times of joy.
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The term rites of passage has tradi
tionally belonged to the discipline of 
anthropology. This social science has 
contributed enormously to our under
standing of transitions in the life-cycle: 
birth, childhood to adulthood, mar
riage, and death. Anthropology has 
studied these transitions by observing 
the rituals that attend them in various 
societies.

Psychology has also contributed to 
our understanding of the passages by 
the investigation of the stages of hu
man development. Our culture gener
ally accepts such terminology as infan
cy; early, middle, and late childhood; 
adolescence; and young, middle, and se
nior adulthood. This discipline has 
helped us understand the emotional, 
relational, and psychological charac
teristics of each of these stages.

Some of the rituals connected with 
the stages/passages may be considered 
secular; others are obviously sacred. 
Yet in ancient cultures no such dichoto
my existed. Religion was the guardian 
of all rites of passage because no divi
sion of sacred and secular had been 
made. For modern people of faith, no 
distinction need be made either. For 
Christians any such division dilutes 
both one’s faith and the transition.

Those in the free-church tradition 
have tended to be suspicious of ritual 
and ceremony. Efforts to distance the 
church from high-church formality 
have often meant rejection of some rit
uals and ceremonies almost essential to 
the healthy process of passing from one 
life stage to the next. Separating these 
events into sacred and secular and re
jecting ceremonies and rituals has 
robbed these passages of much of their 
power.

My own unwitting venture into the 
rites-of-passage issue and the place of 
the church occurred at the birth of our 
first child. The church I served at the 

time cared deeply for us, gave us a won
derful baby shower, and generally en
tered the excitement of our expectancy 
and the miracle of the birth of our 
daughter. But something was missing. I 
remembered my Roman Catholic rela
tives and the christenings I had attend
ed as a child. I conferred with church 
leaders, planned a baby dedication as a 
part of a worship service, and began a 
tradition for my own family and for 
that church. My parents bought our 
daughter a white dress. A chaplain 
friend preached the sermon and offered 
a prayer of dedication. It was a beauti
ful ritual of passage for all of us, and 
similar ones are celebrated in that 
place and in the two churches I have 
served since. These and other rituals 
such as baptisms, weddings, and funer
als provide enormous spiritual re
sources for Christians in some of our 
most intensive transitions. They pro
vide for some looking back and letting 
go, or taking hold and looking forward.1 
In these life needs and transitions the 
church has opportunity to bring to bear 
the resources of public worship, prayer, 
Scripture, theology, and community.

Some of the questions the free church 
must ask have to do with the transi
tions themselves, the kinds of rituals 
which are natural to our faith life and 
worship, and the persons in the church 
who can and will provide leadership. To 
which passages will the church attend? 
What is the place of worship in the pro
cess? How can pastoral care meet these 
needs? What are the roles of both cler
gy and laity?

An Overview of the Transitions
Four traditional and ancient passages 
demand attention; five more should be 
included. A brief word about each is in 
order.

Birth.—The arrival of a baby is tran
sition from nonbeing to being. It is tran
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sition for the parent(s) from less to 
greater responsibility and from one 
kind of family identity to another.

Most first-time parents imagine 
bliss, fulfillment, and great pleasure in 
becoming parents. They know their 
lives will change, and they are general
ly aware of the difficulties of the task of 
parenting. Few of these parents, how
ever, are prepared for the degree of dif
ficulty and change or the enormity of 
the tasks. They have little basis for un
derstanding the ways in which their 
own lives will be transformed by the 
birth of a child. Morning sickness; a dif
ficult labor and delivery; a colicky 
baby; competition among mother, fa
ther, and child; all-night crying; fear of 
crib death, accident, or major illness; 
struggles with finances; and decisions 
about the mother’s going back to work 
prove to be mere prelude to a twenty-to- 
thirty-year parenting process. The 
birth of a baby is a joy time requiring 
celebration; it is also a need time re
quiring care of the church, a surrogate 
extended family.

Baptism.—In many religions, and in 
some expressions of Christianity, bap
tism is a birth ritual, associated with 
naming. The use of water is fraught 
with symbolism. In the free-church tra
dition baptism must be consider£d a 
rite of passage separate from birth and 
more specifically associated with re
birth. This ritual may even signal some 
movement away from childhood and 
into adolescence, a period of decision 
making, individuation, and commit
ment to what is higher and greater 
than oneself. Yet it is under the guard
ianship of the faith community.

On the surface the Baptist rite of pas
sage is a subjective profession of faith 
by the candidate and a simple ritual of 
symbolic immersion in water. In fact, 
the profession and the baptism will 
prove with time and experience to have 

been far more profound in ways 
churches may or may not mark or in
terpret. I recall vividly my own profes
sion of faith—which was never inter
preted with me or for me. Everyone 
assumed what was happening; and the 
only statements came in the simplest of 
terms, almost in the form of cliches. My 
baptism proved to be a moving experi
ence, literally and figuratively. The 
bottom step, on which little fellows 
about 11 years of age stood, broke un
ceremoniously as I was being lowered 
into the water.

In spite of such a flawed passage into 
the inner circle of the church, I felt and 
experienced what would require years 
of thought to explain. No one present 
sought to understand or interpret any 
of it with me or for me. Perhaps sym
bols are best left alone, but at the time I 
felt too little attention was being paid 
to the depth of what I experienced. Far 
more was at stake for me than the 
kinds of surface things that were said. 
Could this be more generally the case 
than the church admits? My experi
ence as a pastor of more than three de
cades says yes. Baptism is a joy time but 
also a need time.

Marriage.—Perhaps of all the transi
tions society has the greatest stake in 
this one. After all, the family perpetu
ates the race and guards the mores and 
folkways of society. The entire culture 
should have enormous interest in the 
regulation of marriages. Therefore, 
weddings are generally regulated by 
both the religious institutions and the 
state. The ceremony may be either reli
gious or civil, but marriage must be 
scrutinized by the culture at large. El
ton Trueblood years ago insisted that 
marriage is a matter of commitment 
rather than contract, and as such, must 
always be public rather than private.2 
Our culture and the church have a 
great deal invested in marriage.
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Further, marriage—the wedding cer
emony in particular—is one of those 
transitions into greater responsibility 
as well as a deeper level of joyful rela
tionship. The man and the woman may 
already have left their families of ori
gin, or they may yet reside with their 
parents. In either case the preparation, 
the ceremony, and the reincorporation 
into the culture as a family unit carry 
heavy and powerful emotional 
baggage.

All the fears of embarking on a new 
venture, especially one as significant as 
a lifetime partnership, seem to reach 
their peak at the time of the bridal 
showers, the rehearsal, the ceremony, 
the reception, and the honeymoon. The 
presence of the church as officiant, as 
celebrant, and as community provides 
stability in the face of these fears. But 
once again, as in the case of baptism, 
the church tends to get caught up in the 
customs, trappings, and cliches of the 
wedding ceremony only to overlook 
those deeper needs for interpretation 
and sharing.

While the church is most aware of 
and involved in the actual ceremony— 
the walk through the gateway—great
er attention is needed during the period 
of preparation and then in the process 
of reincorporating this new family of 
two.

Death.—Perhaps birth is the ulti
mate passage, but death is surely the fi
nal one and the one most feared. Ironi
cally the church, family members, and 
friends tend to avoid discussions with 
elderly people who want to talk about 
their impending deaths. Every pastor 
has several stories about the senior 
adult who wants to discuss her/his fu
neral, but nobody will talk. "Oh, moth
er, you’re healthy and active; you don’t 
want to worry about that now!” Even 
some ministers shrug off a church 
member’s desire to plan for death, a fu

neral service, and burial. Yet, for the 
aging person, preparation is of the es
sence; the service of worship is reserved 
for those left behind, as is the process of 
healing during the grieving period. For 
the elderly, planning is part of the 
ritual.

We have also insulated ourselves 
from the moment of death—the "mo
ment” which often lasts for days and 
occasionally for weeks! The sterile envi
ronment of a hospital relieves the fam
ily of some caregiving pressures but 
places the dying in an artificial and 
lonely setting. Fortunately the hospice 
movement has taken the lead in help
ing all of us, especially the church, to 
view the entire process of dying as part 
of a life transition which requires sensi
tive, gentle, and affirming rituals.

As with every transition, the second
ary participants require as careful at
tention as do the primary ones. Of 
course the dying need to be heard, 
cared for, loved, and affirmed all dur
ing the death process. The family and 
friends need the same degree of com
passion over an even longer period of 
time. More rituals are involved than 
the visit to the funeral home and me
morial service.

Every culture and every society cele
brate the passages of birth, baptism (or 
some religious initiation rite), mar
riage, and death. Each has highly visi
ble and broadly communal rituals with 
which to mark these transitions and 
assist those journeying through them. 
Modern western culture has created at 
least five others in which the church 
can assist with rituals and pastoral 
care. These are graduation, retirement, 
divorce, moving from one community 
to another, and career change.

Graduation.—In so-called "primi
tive” cultures, the passage from child
hood to adulthood involves elaborate 
initiation rites. They include sexual 
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transitions, tests for manhood and 
womanhood, the awarding of ritual 
symbols or dress or ceremonial scars. In 
modern, western culture too little at
tention is given to this transition. The 
reasons are many. Acceptance into 
adulthood comes later because of for
mal education. Adolescence is made to 
last longer. Marriage is postponed in fa
vor of a longer maturing process in a 
more complex society and because of a 
desire for financial stability.

Because the passage takes place in 
some vague time frame well after 12 or 
13 years of age, nobody is ever sure 
when it happens. No institution sets 
any formal rituals. The informal ones 
have to do with acquisition of adult 
symbols of power: keys (a driver’s li
cense), money (a part-time job), and sex 
(dating and varying degrees of sexual 
exploration). The transition is often felt 
to be complete at marriage, but the con
fusion is compounded by increasing 
numbers of single adults and much 
later marriage ages.

Graduation from high school—and 
some substitute ritual for those who do 
not complete high school—can mark 
the transition from childhood/adoles- 
cence even though most 18-year-olds 
have not really completed the adoles
cent tasks by the time they graduate. 
However, with more careful prepara
tion and more significant rituals, that 
transition process may not require 
nearly as many years as it now seems to 
demand.

Retirement.—Generations now living 
are the first to witness massive retire
ments from decades of formal employ
ment. Our prosperity means more peo
ple may now stop working while they 
are healthy and expect to live active 
and productive lives without worrying 
about having enough money for basic 
necessities. Many retirees enjoy a high
er standard of living after retirement 

than before. But all is not easy or well 
with retirement. Those sad words from 
Shakespeare, ’’Othello’s occupation’s 
gone,” speak for many retirees.3 The 
thought of not producing, of not being 
needed, of not continuing to earn a pay
check haunts many who retire. The 
prospect of the countdown to death and 
the fear of being a burden on one’s fam
ily often prevent such people from be
ing reincorporated into society in a new 
role.

Nevertheless, the testimony of many 
senior adults affirms the actual value 
and the joy of the retirement years. The 
greater numbers of retirees in the 
church call for its involvement in re
tirement preparation, the actual tran
sition, and the reincorporation into the 
community as persons with a changed 
role.

Divorce.—The church has not han
dled divorce well. We have preached 
grace, forgiveness, healing, and com
munity support. We have at the same 
time tended to take a harsh and unfor
giving stance toward those whose mar
riages fail. Yet a divorce is a transition, 
a passage which includes enormous 
pain and need, a gateway to a new kind 
of life. So uninvolved or negative is the 
church at this time that the journey is 
often out of the church as well as out of 
the marriage.

The tragedy may not be the failed 
marriage alone; just as terrible is the 
fact that the couple, their children, and 
their extended families often retreat 
from the church at a time when grace is 
most needed. Divorce is not condemned 
from the pulpit as readily as it once 
was; it is simply given the silent 
treatment.

Sheila Davis, a welfare officer in Bir
mingham, England, wrote a few ’’posi
tive sentences” as a means to help re
duce the ’’rancor and recrimination” of 
parents locked in child-custody dis
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putes. She asks couples to join hands 
and say: "Goodbye and thank you for 
the good times we had in our marriage. 
I wish you all the best. Our relationship 
will continue as father and mother of 
our children, but not as husband and 
wife. Good luck.”4 Obviously Davis has 
not written a liturgy for the church; she 
has suggested a ritual answer to sepa
ration which is more than a civil de
cree. The church might do as well and 
should do better.

Moving aivay.—Another transition 
the church seems to have underesti
mated is that of moving from one com
munity to another. Even when the 
church recruits newcomers as church 
members, we tend to do so with abso
lutely no regard for what they have left 
behind or the pain they bring. Our cere
monies of welcome almost never ac
count for the places they have left and 
the healing which needs to take place 
before they can be incorporated into a 
new community.

I recall vividly a lesson from my fam
ily’s last move, the only one our daugh
ters ever experienced. The prepara
tions took several months and were 
much more difficult for the girls than 
we recognized. One day our six-year-old 
in one breath spat out months of ten
sion: "Will the people think we don’t 
love them anymore? Will the movers 
scratch our furniture? Do we have to 
put all those boxes out?” There is was— 
rejection, pain, and inventory—three 
elements in every move. The larger 
question has to do with whether the 
church can speak to this transition in a 
creative manner. The church tends to 
do well in welcoming and incorporating 
new people into the congregation; the 
church does a rather poor job of dealing 
with the emotions brought to intensity 
by leaving and by entering.

Career change.—The church has al
ways taught us that work is not only 

honorable but should also be voca
tion—a calling. Not everyone’s work 
can necessarily be considered vocation. 
Others discover their vocations later in 
life and must retrain. Others experi
ence a new call in mid-life or in later 
life. Just because they go with excite
ment and anticipation to what is new 
should not be understood to mean they 
leave the old career painlessly. The 
same goodbyes need to be said to what 
is left, and in some cases some kind of 
ritual permission and blessing facili
tates that leaving.

Modern society often sees retirement 
from one career as an invitation to an
other. The changing role of women now 
means that when the children reach a 
level of some independence, their moth
ers may set out on a new career, some
times beginning with a stint in college. 
And anyone’s mid-life transition can be 
an invitation to redream an ideal 
pushed into the subconscious 20 years 
earlier.

Social prognosticators are telling col
lege students to expect three careers in 
their lifetimes. Leaving a career may 
mean suffering a measure of criticism 
by family and peers. A friend who left 
the pastorate to become a counselor 
joked, "My mother thinks I’ve turned 
my back on God’s call to preach.” A 
businessman who went to college to get 
a teaching certificate, and to take a sal
ary reduction of 50 percent, found him
self constantly called to justify his deci
sion to business associates and teaching 
colleagues.

Some ritual preparation, transition, 
and reincorporation can provide such 
people with healing, inspiration, and 
support. Each of the nine passages, 
gateways, transitions have in common 
the same three categories: preparation 
or separation, transition, and incorpo
ration. Each of them in varying degrees 
beg for some higher authority to estab-
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lish and oversee significant rituals, rit
uals which underscore the fact that 
many people go through these same 
passages. And each of these transitions 
offer the church the opportunity to 
heal, assist, and empower.

The Involvement of the Church
The church enjoys the highest level of 
involvement in the primary rites of 
passage—birth, baptism, marriage, and 
death. We neglect almost totally all the 
others. Few churches offer formal and 
informal support for these transitions 
at such a level as to be completely satis
factory. Much can be said about what 
the church ought to do, but oughtness is 
itself a burden drained of compassion.

More intense and strategic involve
ment in the rites of passage need not 
add to a sense of duty and more pro
grams to the church. Within the con
text of regular worship—which needs 
planning and preparation 
anyway—and the flow of the life of the 
community, some improvement can 
take place. A case could be made easily 
that careful attention to the rites of 
passage of those connected with the 
church will feed into everything else 
the church is and does. Three sugges
tions seem appropriate to any effort by 
the church to become more specifically 
involved in transition times of the 
membership.

First, both the professionals and the 
laity can seek to become more aware of 
impending transition times.—Some of 
these are generic: In May and June peo
ple graduate. Most weddings take place 
in the summer. People with schoolchil
dren tend to move to a new community 
in the summer.

Other transition times have little to 
do with the calendar, but an observant 
congregation can read the handwriting 
on the cultural walls. We often know 
when death is coming. We know when a 

couple is expecting a child. Retire
ments are often announced early. The 
clergy need always to be more in touch 
with the dynamics of their people than 
with the church program. And when 
professionals model such priorities, lay
persons tend to follow.

Every transition involves prepara
tion of some sort with the possible ex
ception of sudden death or an entirely 
unexpected divorce. Those who experi
ence such crises need to hear from 
church leaders who know what is pend
ing, who are aware of the mounting ex
citement and joy or the impending ter
ror or the normal anxieties. Sometimes 
detailed counsel is required; at other 
times a casual but significant word of 
assurance is invaluable.

Bob and Sarah have one child, a son 
who will go to college at the end of the 
summer. The pastor sees the couple at a 
church supper and finds a few moments 
with them. He says: 'Tommy’s getting 
ready to go to the university. It sounds 
exciting, but Гт sure it will change 
things in your household. Are you 
handling this all right?” The couple 
may say they are not, or they are, or 
they need to talk with the pastor, or 
they appreciate the fact that he is 
aware of the transition. Such can be the 
case when we are simply aware of what 
lies ahead for our people and acknowl
edge it.

Second, transitions need to be attend
ed and tended to by the church.—Baby 
dedications, baptisms, graduations, 
marriages, and deaths can be celebrat
ed or acknowledged as part of the for
mal rituals of worship. Some can be 
noted as a small part of a regular wor
ship service. Graduates, for example, 
can be asked to stand and be recog
nized; their names can be listed in the 
worship bulletin. The worship service 
nearest to Labor Day can be designated 
to deal with work and vocation; this is a 
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natural opportunity to recognize retir
ees. A family moving to a new commu
nity can be called to the altar area and 
told goodbye; the pastor can offer a 
prayer of blessing for them. Some for
mal rituals like baptisms, funerals, 
baby dedications, and weddings deserve 
an entire service complete with careful 
planning and broad-based 
participation.

Other transitions such as divorce or a 
career change may require a more cre
ative and less public kind of ritual. Ev
ery passage requires a corresponding 
ritual—some more elaborate than oth
ers, some more formal than others, 
some more public and corporate than 
others. The church which is sensitive to 
impending transitions will have the 
time and the foresight to prepare the 
rituals when the actual time of the pas
sage arrives.

Third, to be significantly involved in 
times of transition, the church should 
follow up on persons' needs.—Those 
who pass through a major event in the 
life cycle go from one place, circum
stance, or condition to another. They 
must be incorporated into a new condi
tion or reincorporated into one they 
left.

Those who grieve remain for a time 
in a kind of "lonesome valley.” The 
faith community can provide only so 
much company. But the church can be 
waiting, in view, on the other side of the 
most intense grief.

The bride and groom, now a new fam
ily unit, must be welcomed and re
ceived, incorporated, into the commu
nity. They are no longer a part of their 

parents’ households but a new family.
A reverse incorporation is required 

of those who divorce. The involvement 
of the laity in what is normally a less 
formal incorporation ritual may be 
greater than that of the clergy. Those 
sensitive men and women of the faith, 
those with a long history in the church, 
know what has happened.

Laypersons have been involved in 
many such rites of passage. In gentle 
and wise ways they offer support, direc
tion, and practical assistance for new 
parents, new Christians, newly mar
ried couples, new retirees, new fam
ilies. They are those in the Sunday 
School, on the committees, in the pews. 
They meet these people in the neigh
borhoods and marketplaces. Their in
formal "aftercare” is often the most im
portant part of the church’s caring in 
the journey through the rituals of pas
sage. A wise pastor will acknowledge 
these saints and sages, encourage 
them, and seek their referrals for the 
pilgrims who become stuck in the rites 
of passage.

Little has been said in this context 
about specific rituals and pastoral care 
appropriate in the various transitions. 
Each church can develop its own meth
ods most appropriate for its context.5

‘Arnold Van Gennep, The Rites of Passage (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1960) speaks about rites of separation, transi
tions and incorporation. I generally follow this division but occa
sionally see the separation category as one of preparation.

2D. Elton Trueblood, The Common Ventures of Life (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1949), 42-46.

'Othello 3.3.357.
*Lloyd Shearer, "Intelligence Report,” Parade Magazine, 28 

May 1988, 10.
5One resource for the church is W. Wayne Price, The Church 

and the Rites of Passage (Nashville: Broadman Press, 1989).
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Going for the Gold: 
Keeping Seminary 
Curriculum on Track
CRAIG SKINNER

The verb educate derives from the Lat
in and means the art of developing or 
drawing out the potential of persons 
until they become actualities. The idea 
encapsulated in the word curriculum 
comes also from the Latin and means 
literally a race course or a running 
track. We use this latter term to em
brace the sum of all the experiences 
given students in a particular school 
program. It emphasizes that the 
stretching we seek for our students re
quires patience and continuity of effort 
by those training as well as by those be
ing trained. But too many classroom ex
periences appear to hold more in com
mon with a breathless one-hundred
meter dash or an exhausting 10-mile 
marathon than they do with a steady 
course of well-paced progress.

The director of the Central Pennsyl
vania College Consortium, who leads 
faculty workshops, recently reported 
on a most interesting analysis relevant 
to the teaching of critical thinking to 
undergraduates.1 After several confer
ences in which the leaders sought to in
troduce a model created by William G. 
Perry, Jr.2 concerning the progression 
of students in critical thinking, he 
asked them to analyze student assign
ments for their own estimates of such 
progressions. He also instructed the 
professors to look at the materials for 
characteristics of mind and tempera
ment other than student ability and 
diligence.

The groups identified student atti
tudes, reflected in their written assign
ments, as showing the following 
dichotomies:

1. High tolerance for ambiguity/low 
tolerance for ambiguity.

2. Belief in absolute truth/belief in 
relative truth.

3. Active attitude toward learning/ 
passive attitude toward learning.

4. Insistence on the concrete/accep- 
tance of the abstract.

5. Interest in college only as a cre- 
dential/interest in learning for its own 
sake.

6. Narrow-mindedness/broad- 
mindedness.3

The final outcome of their research 
and discussions suggested a model 
through which students appeared to 
process from ignorance to maturity in 
critical thinking. This process involved 
an initial "anti-intellectual” phase 
where facts appeared paramount and 
anything abstract was rejected, fol
lowed by a "relativist” phase where the 
presence of contradictory viewpoints 
(and the apparent impossibility of 
choosing among them) led some into 
anguish and others into complacency. 
The third-stage "multiplicity” led stu
dents to feel that no right answers ex
isted but also to accept this ambiguity 
as a point of departure for future think
ing.4 After further discussion they 
agreed that a fourth stage termed "af
firmation” also arose in mature stu
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dents where they asserted self-chosen 
values after ’’the unsettling experience 
of anarchic relativism had demonstrat
ed the necessity of enlightened 
choice.”5 Not surprisingly these results 
virtually duplicated the model pro
posed earlier by Perry.

Such a judgment appears to confirm 
the truth philosophers and educators 
have long believed that the mature ac
cept positions as personal choices rather 
than from totally reasoned conclusions. 
But they reach such decisions only af
ter their enlightenment about the mat
ters concerned has reached a level 
which is as full and as complete as pos
sible. How then do seminary teachers 
facilitate a desirable maturity and 
nourish responsible choices by their 
students?

Every well-trained teacher knows 
that an effective curriculum needs gen
eral objectives and specific goals. It 
must also employ appropriate strate
gies to accomplish these. Each course 
should offer its content in definable 
units which allow for a sense of sequen
tial growth and for an increasing mas
tery of the subject as learners process 
through their class schedules.

But such a well-organized learning 
plan may remain nothing but a blue
print. The house can only be built as 
the contractor who directs the learning 
cements these building blocks together 
faithfully while actually on the job site. 
From my formal course work as a stu
dent in nine institutions of collegiate 
level or above and from over a quarter 
century of teaching in five theological 
schools, I find at least seven dynamics 
to be essential for good seminary 
teaching.

Academic Rigor
Effective seminary teachers will natu
rally expect a responsible and thorough 
scholarship from their students. To this 

end adequate text and reference re
sources must be provided and class 
members alerted to those curriculum 
elements which stand above other con
tent in significance. A disciplined ap
proach to quality instruction also de
mands that we design all examinations, 
term papers, and other assignments as 
those which require careful analysis, 
emphasize productive research, foster 
critical thinking. No assignment 
should merely be busywork.

Few of us fail in such student-orient
ed responsibilities, yet we all too easily 
forget that effective educators must dis
play a like commitment in their own 
approach to teaching tasks. In 1959, Cy
rus H. Gordon (chairman of the Depart
ment of Mediterranean Studies and 
professor of Near Eastern Studies at 
Brandeis University) responded to a re
quest for some data which could negate 
concepts which were the foundation of 
some of the extreme hypotheses of 
higher critics of the Old Testament. Af
ter he shared these facts, Gordon dis
covered that his inquirer decided to 
continue in the older and more progres
sive system (as he saw it), stating: 
’’What you have told me means I 
should have to unlearn as well as study 
afresh and rethink. It is easier to go on 
with the accepted system of higher crit
icism for which we have standard 
textbooks.”6

Gordon’s summary comment says it 
all: ’’What a happy professor! He re
fuses to forfeit his place in Eden by tast
ing the fruit of the tree of knowledge.”7

If you think this is unusual, ask the 
next Old Testament professor you meet 
what he knows about the linguistic 
data British Egyptologist Kitchen and 
others have reported from Ebla. This 
evidence suggests much of the carefully 
constructed and extremely late dating 
of Hebrew words which some have used 
to reject the antiquity of the biblical 
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records needs rethinking.8 Or inquire 
from the next New Testament profes
sor you meet what she knows about the 
contemporary arguments which sup
port early dates for the Pauline 
pastorals.9

Some may be well aware of these 
matters, but too many may not be. The 
point is not the validity of the argu
ments presented or otherwise; it is the 
necessity of professorial academic rigor 
in continuity if teaching is to be 
healthy. In state universities I have 
found professors continually devouring 
the journals and latest volumes in their 
fields. I have no means of evaluating 
how seminary teachers match in such 
disciplines, but match they must if 
scholarship is to be authentic.

Balanced Reasoning
During World War II some German 
psychologists honed their presenta
tions of Nazi propaganda to a fine art. 
By the zealous repetition of untruths 
and half truths without balancing ra
tionales, they convinced thousands 
that their one-sided arguments were 
genuine and accurate. The only ethical 
approach to seminary teaching is that 
which presents arguments for the vari
ety of interpretations probable in most 
areas with reasonably equal strength 
and attention. However distasteful 
some conservative positions may ap
pear to more progressive scholars, a 
clear responsibility still exists to share 
them alongside of their own convic
tions. No matter how unpalatable some 
perspectives taken by those on the left 
side of theology may seem to others 
who stand more to the right, a decision 
to avoid presenting these robs learners 
of their rights to information to which 
they are entitled before reaching their 
own conclusions.

One-sided arguments propagandize. 
Only balanced reasonings educate. The 

only ethical way to change others is to 
put them through the kind of experi
ences which have changed us. Unless 
those experiences also include a bal
anced and continued exposure to the 
full force of opposing views, our own po
sitions may also be unethical in that 
we, too, can be victims of propaganda. 
This again affirms that good teaching 
demands that we keep absolutely cur
rent in our fields.

Responsible Freedom
The idea of freedom includes a proper 
liberty for self-expression and for the 
actualization of potential in the indi
vidual. But my personal liberty never 
means that I possess an absolute li
cense to do as I please. The rights of oth
ers always enter into relation with my 
own rights. My liberty must therefore 
always be a responsible freedom.

Academic freedom, as we practice it 
today, came from ideas prevalent in the 
Berlin and other German universities 
of a century ago. Professors were free to 
inquire into the subjects of their inter
est and to profess the results of such in
quiries. But the unlimited character of 
such liberties, when also extended to 
students, resulted in such indolence, 
nonattendance at classes, and general 
failure for so many students, that the 
system, when transferred to America, 
was restricted to faculty alone.10

Integrity demands that we critically 
and honestly think about our disci
plines and remain free to express our 
convictions without unnecessary re
strictions. But such scholarly integrity 
addresses only one side of the question. 
Like any responsible school a seminary 
exists for the full development of its 
scholars, both faculty and students. 
However, a seminary is an institution
alized organization of individuals in as
sociation to effect objectives authorized 
by their supporting constituency.
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This kind of arrangement involves 
other rights besides our own. Our ac
countability to the constituency which 
supports and employs us will always 
condition the freedom we exercise so 
that this becomes responsible and nev
er absolute.

Arthur F. Holmes sees academic 
freedom as a form of liberty under law 
which requires the teacher to operate 
within the framework of belief con
fessed by his school and as '’freedom to 
explore the truth in a responsible fash
ion.”11 We can define few specifics for 
this difficult area other than the gener
al principles stated above. However one 
implication stands clearly in the affir
mation that we must allow students to 
be persons in their own right. No pro
fessor can force a class to adopt the per
spectives presented. Each one must be 
encouraged to define his or her own 
standpoints.

To pass a particular course a student 
may well be required to demonstrate 
(by examination) a mastery of the argu
ments which sustain the teacher’s in
terpretations. But a student cannot be 
marked down because of a personal 
failure to accept these. However, if oth
er perspectives are held, those holding 
them can be required also to advance 
cogent arguments which confirm their 
own positions. Adoption of any inter
pretation always requires a supporting 
rationale.

Mutual Respect
Little place exists in the seminary 
classroom for derision, satire, or sar
casm. Where the teacher advocates a 
view which differs from the main
stream, orthodox, or the expected, such 
a presentation should be characterized 
by sensitivity, kindness, and courtesy. 
Some teachers appear to delight in 
slaying ’’sacred cows” and revealing an 
iconoclastic spirit which challenges 

anything that is traditional just be
cause it is so.

But a cornerstone of the liberty cen
tral to our liberal and democratic cul
ture lies in the presumption of inno
cence until guilt is proven ’’beyond any 
reasonable doubt.” So also in the class
room the onus of proof lies always at 
the door of those who desire to chal
lenge and to change. An adequate re
spect shown to concepts and ideas 
which have served theology well in 
times past (even if they must now be 
changed) is a mark of maturity among 
those who propose such modifications.

The same is also patently true as con
servatives face new ideas. I studied 
some undergraduate subjects first in an 
orthodox theological environment (al
though by no means a fundamental 
one). I emerged from that experience 
convinced that the classic view of the 
atonement (with its penal and substitu
tionary overtones) was the biblical one 
and, therefore, the only tenable one.

From my own reading and further 
studies I later saw that if passages such 
as 1 Peter 2:21 be true, then the moral 
influence theory (the effect that 
Christ’s death has upon His followers) 
must also possess real merit. I also 
found good support for triumphal inter
pretations of the atonement (Christ as 
Victor over evil powers) in words such 
as those of Colossians 2:13-15. The reve
latory view of the atonement (which 
centers on the cross as declaration of 
God’s love) also came into fresh view as 
I weighed the import of passages such 
as 1 John 4:9-10.

Previously I regarded the orthodox 
interpretation (linked as it was to my 
own personal spiritual experience of 
forgiveness by grace and through faith) 
as so vital that I had little time for any
thing else which sought to replace it. I 
now see that the New Testament pre
sents a kaleidoscopic variety of teach
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ing about the atonement. So I now find 
that no one analogy or explanation can 
suffice to cover all of its dimensions in 
their entirety.

In my subsequent teaching of system
atics, I learned to present all positions, 
from Iranaeus and Origen, through An
selm and Abelard and beyond to the 
more contemporary insights (including 
especially Aulen). These can be shared 
responsibly with an honest discussion 
of the full weight of arguments avail
able for each. Only through such thor
oughness am I able to help my students 
to reach their own enlightened 
conclusions.

A serendipitous plus arises from such 
totalities. Only through such careful 
treatment combined with a rigorous re
spect for other perspectives did I discov
er that a penal and substitutionary 
view need not be regarded as negating 
some others. Instead I now see the clas
sic perspective as the one most signifi
cant interpretation given in the Scrip
tures. Thus, while each aspect contains 
truth, and none is adequate to interpret 
the many-sided cross work of Jesus 
completely, by its quantitative appear
ance and qualitative placement in the 
entire New Testament, this explana
tion can still remain central and su
preme for the biblical theologian.12

For me this results in an increase in 
my adherence to that position as the 
one which enters most deeply into my 
own faith experience and best facili
tates my proclamation of the everlast
ing gospel. Such an increment would be 
impossible had I not begun with a mu
tual respect for some viewpoints I igno
rantly first discarded as in opposition 
when, in fact, upon responsible exami
nation, they revealed themselves as 
supplementary and supportive to the 
mainstream concept.

Mutual respect means that examina
tion questions should be phrased in a 

manner which best nourishes personal 
freedom in the student. I recall facing 
an examination question that asked me 
to "prove the multiple authorship of 
Isaiah from arguments studied and dis
cussed in class.” Such a lock-down de
mand gave no room for students who 
have not reached the conclusion as
sumed behind the question. If their 
thoughts are still in process, they are 
forced to conclude them to prove a mat
ter which the question requires. The 
more sensitive examiner might phrase 
the question this way, "Detail the argu
ments used by proponents of a multiple 
authorship for Isaiah as studied and 
discussed in class, and comment on 
their strengths and weaknesses.”

Experiential Learning
An effective teacher facilitates the 
growth of learners by encouraging 
them to mature in the art of teaching 
themselves. The cardinal dictum of pro
gressive rather than transmissive edu
cation is that the teacher refuses to do 
anything which the learners can do 
more effectively for themselves. The 
operative words in that sentence are 
"more effectively.”

Content materials exist in every 
course which require instruction from 
the professor because of their complex
ity or because of a need to define their 
relevance, connection, or application. 
But most courses contain much mate
rial which comes alive best only as stu
dents discover it for themselves. Many 
of us suffered through some course in 
biblical studies where a professor lec
tured interminably through inchworm 
exegesis, 90 percent of which we could 
have studied for ourselves had he cho
sen the right commentary as a text. 
With such a resource we could have 
mastered what we were able through 
preclass reading and actualized our 
own potential by so doing. Such self-dis
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coveries enlist us more as partners in 
the learning process; and, after their 
quick in-class review, we then have 
time for the professor’s more erudite 
discussions and amplifications of diffi
cult areas.

Again, I have no means of determin
ing how many in theological teaching 
only reproduce the transmissive meth
ods under which they themselves 
trained, perhaps 20 years ago. But I 
have listened to students over many 
years complain about courses which 
consist only of lecture so that the pro
fessor’s notes become the notes of the 
student for appropriate regurgitation 
at examination time without necessari
ly passing through the minds of either! 
An educational evaluator viewing such 
a situation would affirm that the center 
of the learning experience appears to 
be on the curriculum but that progres
sive, participative education suggests 
the focus must fall on the student if he 
or she is to learn and remember.

Comfortable Travel
Every curriculum journey possesses 
points of discomfort as fresh truth chal
lenges previous ignorance. While such 
intellectual and personal stretches can 
facilitate growth, too much of such a 
continuity can crush neophytes and rob 
them of energies needed to succeed. 
The teacher who supports the strag
glers in difficult terrain with affirma
tion, encouragement, and attention can 
ease those struggles greatly.

Attitudes of confidence, enthusiasm, 
and relaxation transfer to students 
even more readily than do ideas. Ex
citement is always contagious. Humor 
often destroys barriers and welds the 
group together, combining them in a 
joint endeavor rather than leaving 
them as a cluster of struggling individ
uals. Serendipitous discoveries, illus
trating where the truths revealed in 

one area touch and illumine other ar
eas, always add strength and 
momentum.

The compassionate teacher gives as
signments which include directions for 
initial research steps, such as the dis
cussion of general volumes where stu
dents may discover articles written to 
orient them to the chosen subject. Such 
guidance should also detail what con
stitutes a successful submission.

A happy medium exists between 
leaving students to flounder completely 
on their own and offering too much 
help. Faculty who care for the comfort 
of student travel can mention library 
catalog topics from which researchers 
may glean other resources.

Callous instructors, who pursue a 
’"sink or swim” philosophy with stu
dents, need to evaluate their results. 
Class members ought to be able to di
rect their research to suitable conclu
sions by themselves; but few actually 
are so able, even in master’s programs. 
Many can achieve such skills, however, 
if a caring faculty member will only 
point their feet along the first few turns 
of the right road. Teachers who refuse 
to do so appear to hold little compassion 
for students’ wasted time and 
frustration.

Spiritual Focus
Above all else a seminary (in general 
although not in absolute distinction to 
a university graduate school of theol
ogy) seeks to prepare those whom it en
rolls for their own ministries. Spiritual 
formation, therefore, stands at the 
heart of all we do.

Every course presents elements of in
sight which lead to application, medita
tion, or even intercession.Yet some pro
fessors appear to make special efforts 
to avoid these spiritual dynamics. Such 
faculty ought, perhaps, to be teaching 
in secular institutions, as they are ne
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gating the primary seminary objective 
of spiritual formation.

But maintaining a spiritual focus is 
not merely a matter of some deliberate 
planning to cultivate the emotional/de- 
votional elements of class work. Where 
these are included, they should be ad
ministered with balance and panache. 
A genuine orientation to spiritual for
mation is an attitude that finds its nat
ural expression in a variety of ways. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer displayed this as a 
life-style. John W. Doberstein, in the in
troduction to his translation of Bon
hoeffer’s volume on authentic spiritu
ality said that, for that theologian, 
"Christianity could never be merely in
tellectual theory, doctrine divorced 
from life, or mystical emotion, but al
ways it must be responsible, obedient 
action, the discipleship of Christ in ev
ery situation of concrete everyday life, 
personal and public.”13

Our classroom experiences with stu
dents seek to minister to them spiri
tually in the context of responsible 
scholarship and an environment which 
fosters intellectual and personal matu
rity. Like the keystone at the peak of an 
arch, an authentic spiritual focus in 
seminary teaching anchors all the oth
er curriculum elements giving them a 
form and reality otherwise impossible. 
James’s word seems most apposite: 
"Let not many of you become teachers, 
my brethren, knowing that as such we 
shall incur a stricter judgment” (Jas. 
3:1, NASB).14

Seminary teachers seldom get the 
gold as their courses are completed. Of
ten as students struggle in their minis
tries, they turn back to seminary 
course notes to find the resources re
corded there. The letters and phone 
calls which come to us from graduates 
may be few, but every one of them 
seems golden, and their arrival often 
motivates a fresh courage for our task.

But the primary motive for our going 
for the gold rests firmly in the promised 
revelation yet to come at the end of our 
own personal track. Paul’s comment is 
that "the fire itself will test the quality 
of each man’s work” (1 Cor. 3:13, 
NASB). Certainly academic rigor, bal
anced reasoning, responsible freedom, 
mutual respect, experiential learning, 
and comfortable travel may then be 
shown to be precious and lasting be
cause of the intellectual and personal 
maturities which they encourage for 
our students. But our Lord’s own words 
concerning His final judgments on us 
center about His desire to discover au
thentic and robust faith (see Luke 18:8).

For effective seminary teaching the 
above dynamics may be highly critical, 
but the nourishment of faith in our 
hearers always remains primary.

Go for the gold!
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The Forgotten 
Relationship: Persons 
and the Natural World
MARK ATWOOD

[The text of this article was originally 
presented as a sermon at the Columbia 
Baptist Church, Falls Church, Virgin
ia, on August 14, 1988.—Editor]

Three relationships in life cannot be 
avoided; we are born into them. The 
first is our relationship with God, just 
as it has been since Adam. The second 
is our relationship with our fellow hu
mans—family, friends, and society, the 
world of business, and politics.

In the church we spend a great deal 
of time talking about these two rela
tionships. We pray; we read the Bible; 
we worship together. We express our
selves to God and seek His revelation to 
us. We strive to understand and deal 
with others as God wants us to relate. 
The endless numbers of sermons, 
books, and articles about our Christian 
responsibilities toward families, chil
dren, the aged, and so forth give evi
dence of this.

But a third important and inescap
able relationship is often overlooked in 
society and particularly in the 
church—our relationship to the natu
ral world in which God has placed us— 
the world of rocks and plants, mam
mals, and birds; soil, oceans, and air 
filled with living things from protozoa 
to blue whales.

To ignore this relationship is a sin, 
just as it would be a sin to ignore our 
God or fellow humans. Our obligation 
as children of God extends to how we 

treat the other living and nonliving 
things God has made. Yet when people 
today talk of protecting the environ
ment, they speak only in humanistic 
terms—of how it will affect our own 
lives or the heritage of our children— 
not whether we are doing God’s will or 
what He thinks about our behavior. 
This is, in no small part, because the 
church has failed to teach people that 
this is not just an economic or aesthetic 
issue but a moral and spiritual problem 
of great magnitude.

The message I want to leave with you 
is that it is of grave importance—in 
God’s eyes—how we treat His creation; 
that we have a solemn obligation to 
God as stewards of His creation; and 
that it makes a tremendous difference 
in the real world what kind of attitude 
each of us has toward nature.

Genesis teaches that when God made 
humans, He set them in an ideal rela
tionship with Himself and the world 
around them. Sin changed all this. Sin 
came between persons and God, be
tween man and woman, and between 
persons and the ground under them. 
God said, ’’Cursed is the ground be
cause of you; In toil you shall eat of it 
All the days of your life” (Gen. 3:17, 
NASB).1 And ever since, the history of 
humankind has been an unending 
story of warfare, greed, and ceaseless 
pillage and degradation of God’s cre
ation. The curse on nature is a sinful 
humanity.
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Destruction of the environment is 
nothing new. The Palestine of today is 
different from the land Abraham, 
David, and Christ knew. The beautiful 
forests of cedar, oak, and terebinth 
throughout Galilee and Judea of which 
the psalmists wrote were cut down by 
Assyrian, Babylonian, and Roman in
vaders who used them as tools of war. 
They built fires against the walls of the 
cities to crack the mortar and make 
them crumble. The Romans in A.D. 70 
literally denuded the hills around Jeru
salem for wood to build crosses on 
which to crucify their victims.2 God 
condemned the Assyrian king, Sen
nacherib, for cutting down the tall ce
dars and choice cypresses of Israel (see 
Isa. 37:21-29), and the Lord forbade the 
Israelites to do this when they went to 
battle, "For is the tree of the field a 
man, that it should be besieged by 
you?” (Deut. 20:19).

Since that time the whole Mediterra
nean basin has been stripped of its for
ests. Most of its native animals have 
disappeared. And the rich topsoil that 
made it a breadbasket now lies at the 
bottom of the sea.

Today, with an exploding population 
and boundless demand for more mate
rials, more energy, and more space, the 
damage has become devastating on a 
global scale. Our national media have 
served up disgusting images of oil- 
soaked animals, smoldering forests, 
and mountains of garbage. When hospi
tal wastes, raw sewage, and dead dol
phins wash up on our shores, some
thing is seriously wrong. Recent 
widespread droughts and escalating 
worldwide temperatures are lending 
credence to the warnings that the vast 
amounts of pollutants we pump into 
the atmosphere every day are causing a 
global warming trend that may melt 
the polar ice packs, inundate coastal 
cities, and turn much of Europe and the

Midwest into deserts before our chil
dren are old.3

For years many people have said the 
dire predictions of environmentalists 
were just a lot of doomsday hysteria. 
They said, "The predictions haven’t 
come true, have they?” Well, guess 
again. We are beginning to see the ful
fillment of these prophecies.

Tropical rain forests—the home of 
half of all the species of life on earth— 
are disappearing at a rate of 50 acres 
every minute. Every year an area the 
size of the state of New York is burned 
or cleared. That means that approxi
mately three throusand acres are cut 
every hour.4 At this rate nearly all re
maining tropical rain forests will be 
gone by the year 2000. Once the trees 
are cut, the soil erodes; and the forest 
never grows back. What is left looks 
something like the surface of the moon. 
(Much of the cutting in Central Ameri
ca is to create pasture for beef cattle, 
which are largely destined for fast-food 
chains in the United States.)

As a result of overgrazing, cutting of 
trees, and poor agricultural practices, 
the deserts are spreading at a rate of 
20,000-40,000 square miles per year. 
Population pressures and illegal hunt
ing are driving nearly 50 species of ani
mals or plants into extinction every 
day. Some scientists estimate that in 
another 10 years this will increase to 
more than 100 species per day and that 
20 percent of all living things will be in 
danger of extinction during the next 20 
years.5 Already the great herds of Afri
can animals have largely disappeared 
and are being killed faster than we can 
calculate. For example, in Kenya the 
elephant population has dwindled 70 
percent over the past 10 years.6 Some 
say the elephant will be extinct in 25 
years.

The effects of acid rain on forests in 
North America, and on life in rivers, 
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lakes, and the ocean itself, is only be
ginning to be understood. Large tracts 
of forests are dying, including the fam
ous Black Forest of Germany. Many 
lakes have become virtually sterile.

Closer to home, a frenzy of building is 
gobbling up vast amounts of woodland 
and open areas for yet another mall, 
another office complex, another fast
food restaurant. Private developers 
and civic officials are usually more con
cerned about personal goals and eco
nomic development than they are 
about the long-term effects of their ac
tions on the health of the land that sus
tains us. Our culture worships at the 
twin altars of materialism and conve
nience, and little room remains for a 
forest or clean air where money is to be 
made or effort is to be saved.

Obviously something is terribly 
wrong with our relationship to the nat
ural world. Is this the kind of situation 
God planned when He made us? No, 
this slaughter is not the simple by-prod
uct of progress, the mark of human su
periority. It’s the result of sin. It is sin. 
It has caused harm not only to the 
earth, to animals, and to persons but 
also to our relationship with God. We 
cannot have proper communion with 
God while we are at enmity with one 
another; we cannot have the kind of re
lationship God wants with us while we 
are effectually at war with what He has 
created. Put it this way: If we walked 
into an artist’s studio and began smash
ing his works, our actions might indi
cate that we don’t have a loving rela
tionship with the artist. Should it be 
any different with God and His 
handiwork?

What has the church done about 
this? What does the Bible have to say? 
Do we as Christians have any special 
responsibilities toward the earth? You 
may be interested to know that among 
people who write about this subject, 

Christianity gets much of the blame for 
our current situation. The historian 
Lynn White wrote:

Especially in its Western form, Chris
tianity is the most anthropocentric re
ligion the world has seen. Christian
ity, in absolute contrast to ancient 
paganism and Asia’s religions ... in
sisted that it is God’s will that man ex
ploit nature for his proper ends.
As we now recognize, somewhat over 
a century ago science and technol
ogy—hitherto quite separate activi
ties—joined to give mankind powers 
which, to judge by many of the ecolog- 
ic effects, are out of control. If so, 
Christianity bears a huge burden of 
guilt.7

White described the traditional Chris
tian view as that "nature has no reason 
for existence save to serve man.” Time 
magazine, in a special edition on the 
fate of the earth noted: "Thus the 
spread of Christianity, which is gener
ally considered to have paved the way 
for the development of technology, may 
at the same time have carried with it 
the seeds of the wanton exploitation of 
nature that often accompanied techni
cal progress.”8

Although church leaders have 
played prominent roles in the move
ments to abolish slavery, promote civil 
rights, and provide care for the needy, 
they have been curiously reticent on is
sues of environmental responsibility. 
One Sierra Club leader was quoted as 
saying, in reference to the role of reli
gious organizations in environmental 
preservation: "They don’t solicit us, we 
don’t solicit them. They just haven’t 
been involved in any identifiable 
way.”9

Traditionally, Christians have had 
little to say about nature, except to em
phasize our superiority over it. Gavin 
Maxwell, who wrote a series of books on 
his experiences with sea otters, told the 
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story of two domesticated sea otters 
playing along the seashore in Scotland 
one day when a dour Scottish preacher 
rowed up in his boat. He took out a shot
gun and blew the otters away. His ex
planation was that ’’the Lord gave man 
control over the beasts of the field.”10 
He felt divinely justified in his act.

This is an extreme example, but it il
lustrates a widespread tendency to put 
a religious seal of approval on the ex
ploitative view of nature. This has been 
the predominant view in Western civi
lization for centuries and still is today. 
It means that all nature is just raw ma
terial for us to use for economic gain. 
God created the earth—maybe the 
whole universe—just as a home for 
humans.

The wonders of creation are reduced 
to economic commodities. The land is 
simply a commodity to be traded like 
stocks or bonds, or a support for a new 
shopping mall, or a space for a dump. 
Trees are renewable resources to be 
used for cardboard and building mate
rials. If they get in the way, they are 
simply removed. Animals are a re
source to be cultivated for meat, skin, 
and fur. Animals, trees, land, are all 
just property; and we can do whatever 
we want with property. It belongs to us, 
not to others, not to future generations, 
not to God. Land use is governed only 
by economic self-interest, not ethics.

This kind of attitude, that only hu
mans and human culture matter, 
blinds us to the world around us. It cuts 
us off from so much wonder, beauty, 
and fulfillment that are a part of the 
abundant life.

In recent years society has begun to 
realize that something must be done to 
protect the environment, but even this 
movement is centered around human 
welfare. The environmental debates 
are mainly about what is good for us 
and our descendants.

This may be understandable for the 
world, for those who recognize no God 
beyond themselves; but can Christians 
accept such a person-centered view? Is 
the world just a storehouse of supplies 
for our use? Is this what the Scripture 
teaches? Let me submit emphatically 
that it does not.

You recall that God told Adam and 
Eve to "Be fruitful, and multiply, and 
replenish the earth, and subdue it” 
(Gen. 1:28). As to the first part of that 
command, we’ve been spectacularly 
obedient. As to the second part, we 
have not just subdued and taken do
minion over the earth; we have con
quered and pillaged it like a horde of 
vandals. So before we use this admoni
tion as a license to do whatever we 
want with the world, we should remem
ber two things: (1) God said this to 
Adam and Eve before they had sinned. 
They had not yet developed the greed 
and egotism that have ravaged our 
planet. (2) Our model for "dominion” is 
God Himself. The way He rules is not 
with oppressiveness and tyranny but in 
love; and His first priority is the wel
fare of His subjects. This is the kind of 
dominion God told us to have over the 
earth.

But to talk about our dominion over 
the earth is misleading. The Scriptures 
make clear that God has not turned the 
deed to the earth over to persons. The 
psalms teach that "the earth is the 
Lord’s, and the fullness thereof; the 
world, and they that dwell therein” (Ps. 
24:1). In Psalm 50, the Lord says: "For 
every beast of the forest is Mine, The 
cattle on a thousand hills. I know every 
bird of the mountains, and everything 
that moves in the field is Mine. If I were 
hungry, I would not tell you; For the 
world is Mine, and all it contains” (w. 
10-12, NASB).

God forbade the Israelites to sell land 
forever, "for the land is Mine; for you 
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are but aliens and sojourners with Me” 
(Lev. 25:23, NASB).

Not only is God sovereign over the 
earth; but, in case we are tempted to 
think that nature exists only to serve 
us, Scriptures show that He loves and 
cares for it. Christ said, "Look at the 
birds of the air, that they do not sow, 
neither do they reap, nor gather into 
barns, and yet your heavenly Father 
feeds them” (Matt. 6:26, NASB). God 
asked Job: "Who hath” ... caused "it to 
rain on the earth, where no man is; on 
the wilderness, wherein there is no 
man; To satisfy the . . . waste ground; 
and to cause the bud of the tender herb 
to spring forth? ... Wilt thou hunt the 
prey for the lion? or fill the appetite of 
the young lions?” (Job 38:25-27,39).

God made the earth for His own en
joyment and as an expression of Him
self. Persons are a part of the scheme 
but not the sum total of it. Scripture 
also teaches us that we are not so much 
masters over nature as members of a 
community—the community of the 
land itself. Modern biology often teach
es that the earth and all forms of life 
must be viewed as one organism and 
that each plant, animal, or human af
fects the health and function of every 
other part.

This should not be a difficult concept 
for Christians to accept. We are taught 
that spiritually the church is the body 
of Christ and that each individual plays 
a role. Similarly, we can see all living 
things, including persons, as parts of 
one functioning, interrelated whole. 
Spiritually we are heaven oriented, but 
physically we are part of earth’s com
munity. We can either live in harmony 
with it, or we can destroy it.

In Scripture, God often treated peo
ple as part of a natural community. The 
Israelites were told that their sins of 
sexual impurity were sins against the 
land and in recompense the land itself 

would "vomit them out” (see Lev. 18:24- 
28). In Jeremiah 16:18, He said, "And I 
will first doubly repay their iniquity 
and their sin, because they have pollut
ed My land” (NASB). (See also, Lev. 
25:23; Num. 35:33-34.) When Noah and 
his family landed on Mount Ararat, 
God made a covenant with them that 
He would never again destroy the earth 
with a flood. And He made the cove
nant with them together with "every 
living creature that is with you, the 
birds, the cattle, and every beast of the 
earth with you” (Gen. 9:10, NASB). He 
stressed this fact four times.11 Hosea 
also told of a covenant with human
kind, "the beasts of the field, The birds 
of the sky, And the creeping things of 
the ground” (Hos. 2:18, NASB; see also, 
Isa. 65:25; Job 5:22-23). And Paul 
taught that, along with us, "the whole 
creation groaneth and travaileth ... to
gether” (Rom. 8:22; see also w. 18-23), 
awaiting the transformation of the 
body.

How we live out our relationship 
with the earth is not just a matter of 
economics or survival; it has deep mor
al and ethical consequences. Our re
sponsibility ultimately is to God. What 
does this mean about our actions?

First, as children of God and mem
bers of the natural community in which 
He has placed us, we must show love 
and respect toward what He has 
made.—This means more than just ad
miring a pretty flower or a sunset; ev
eryone does that. It means getting to 
know the physical environment—ani
mals, bugs, plants, rocks. This can be 
an endless and fascinating study. It can 
also teach us about ourselves and about 
God. It can teach us humility, both indi
vidually and as a species.

Observe that when God wanted to an
swer the self-centered speculations of 
Job and his friends, He didn’t debate 
their philosophy. He showed them the 
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wonders of nature—the storehouses of 
the snow, the seeds of grass sprouting 
in the desert, the calving of the deer, 
the foolishness of the ostrich, and the 
strength of the horse (see Job 38:22— 
39:22). They were humbled and no long
er questioned God’s ways.

If we come to know and understand 
the earth and treat it with the love and 
respect it deserves, we’ll see a lot more 
than just potential firewood, space for 
more parking lots, meat on the hoof, or 
a place to dump our wastes.

Second, we need to enlarge our ethics 
to include the nonhuman realm.— 
Abuse of the environment must be seen 
as foolish, dangerous, and inconsider
ate to others; but it must also be seen as 
morally wrong. And it is wrong not just 
because it ultimately harms other hu
mans but because the land has intrinsic 
value as a creation made by God.

Ethical boundaries determine what 
we can do to members of our communi
ty. Throughout history, we have be
come more inclusive in what we define 
as our ’’community.” We can no longer, 
in good faith at least, exclude other 
races, ethnic or religious groups, or na
tionalities, as was commonly the case 
in former times. Nonetheless, we have 
thus far limited our ethical community 
to members of our own species. But if 
our relationship to nature does matter 
to God, we must enlarge that communi
ty to include soil, water, plants, and an
imals or, collectively, the land.

Third, we need to see ourselves as re
sponsible stewards of the earth.—We 
are stewards of our belongings. Our 
bodies, minds, time, talents—all are 
held by us in trust from and for God 
who gave us all we have. This same atti
tude of servanthood, not lordship, 
should characterize our responsibilities 
to the rest of His creation.

Stewards care for the property of oth
ers. They are not free to do with that 

property whatever they like. They have 
to use the property according to the 
owner’s wishes. Abusing the earth en
tirely for our own benefit isn’t steward
ship at all. This kind of behavior is like 
that of the rich fool (see Luke 12:16-21) 
who in his greed took all for himself, 
with no thought of his responsibilities 
toward God and others. It’s like the cru
el steward (see Luke 12:45-46) who beat 
and abused the servants under him. 
Both men ultimately paid for their un
faithfulness with their lives (see Luke 
12:20,46-47).

Precisely knowing God’s will for 
what we do with His planet is not easy. 
His agenda for the earth does not neces
sarily coincide with our own. Do we 
clear-cut a forest and build a shopping 
mall, or do we leave it in its natural 
condition? Do we tighten pollution con
trol and thereby force some factories to 
close? These kinds of decisions may not 
be easy. But to the extent we have influ
ence over them, we have to exercise 
that influence, keeping in mind our re
sponsibilities as stewards of the land 
and everything on it.

I once showed to a friend a draft of an 
article I had written on this subject. 
Her first comment was, ’’This is all well 
and good, but what do you want me to 
do—go out and join ’Save the Whales’?” 
I should have responded: ’’Sure, why 
not? It’s a good place to start.” We need 
to come to a correct understanding of 
our proper relationship to the earth; 
but unless we find ways to translate our 
beliefs into actions, our beliefs are 
worthless. Being righteously indignant 
isn’t enough.

We bear tremendous responsibilities 
as Christians—to reach the lost, right 
social wrongs, care for the poor and 
homeless—generally to act as salt and 
light in a terribly needy world. Many 
important public issues demand our at
tention. But the protection and devoted 
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stewardship of the natural world is an 
important matter—too long relegated 
to the realm of secular concerns or dis
missed as mere sentimentality. We 
must also devote spiritual energy to 
this problem, just as we do to the others 
on our agenda.

We cannot afford to continue to focus 
purely on human issues, neglecting our 
vital responsibilities for the physical 
world. Ministers, teachers, and lay 
leaders of our Convention have a par
ticular responsibility for developing 
this awareness in our members and 
also for taking into consideration the 
welfare of the natural world in their 
personal and professional activities. 
Proper care and concern for the nonhu
man elements of creation must be 
taught as a part of our moral code.

Remember, the three inescapable re
lations in life: with God, with one an
other, and with the natural world. Un
til we give that third relationship its 
rightful importance, we are being un
faithful to the responsibility God has 
given us.

When the Apollo astronauts broadcast 
from space those first pictures of the 

distant earth, it was a moment of pro
found, life-changing insight. We saw 
our planet as it is—a beautiful, fragile, 
blue bubble in a black void. The earth 
and its life have existed for aeons, and 
God for some reason decided to give our 
species responsibility for it all. But 
Adam and Eve are dead. Moses and Isa
iah and all who have gone before are all 
dead. There’s nobody here but us.

‘From the New American Standard Bible. Copyright © The 
Lockman Foundation, 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 
1975, 1977. Used by permission. Subsequent quotations are 
marked NASB.

2David A. Anderson, All the Trees and Woody Plants of the 
Bible (Waco: Word, 1979), 65-66.

3Jeremy Rifkind, "The Greenhouse Doomsday Scenario,” The 
Washington Post, 31 July, 1988.

«"Destruction of Rain Forests, Warns a Conservationist, Is En
dangering Many Species—Including Our Own,” People Weekly, 28 
November 1988, 165.

5"Scientists See Signs of Mass Extinction,” The Washington 
Post, 29 September, 1986, Al.

e"Can They Be Saved?” U. S. News and World Report, 2 October 
1989, 52.

7Lynn White, Jr., "The Historical Roots of Our Ecologic Crisis,” 
Science 26 December 1976, 1203-207.

8Thomas A. Sancton, "What on Earth Are We Doing?” Time, 2 
January 1989, 29-30.

9David Douglas, "The Spirit of Wilderness and the Religious 
Community,” Sierra, May/June 1983, 56.

l0Gavin Maxwell, The Rocks Remain (New York, E. P. Dutton, 
1963), 146-47.

“Of this covenant, Stephen R. L. Clark wrote: "It is within that 
covenant and its successors that we must admit that we are not 
the only creatures to be granted God’s attention, and His care,” 
The Moral Status of Animals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1984), 31.
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Small-Church Pastors 
and Interpersonal 
Relationships
LAVELLE MILLS and FRANK RACHEL

Small churches have special character
istics, and small-church pastors are ex
pected to fill the unique needs of the 
small church. Both the small church 
and the small-church pastor have spe
cial needs and special contributions to 
offer to congregations, communities, 
and their related associations and con
ventions. The composition of a small 
church provides the uniqueness found 
in no other element of organized reli
gion. Questions prompting this re
search are: What is unique about the 
way pastors lead these churches? And 
what impact do pastors have on small 
churches?

Few studies have focused on the com
position of the small church. Pastors 
who lead these churches have unique 
demands on their talents, beliefs, and 
interpersonal behavior. Environmen
tal factors such as location, facilities, 
membership size and composition, and 
budgets contribute to the uniqueness of 
the small church. These same criteria 
dictate to a large extent the character
istics of the small-church pastor.

Small Church Characteristics
The small church is unique in Ameri
can sociological culture. Small church
es are decreasing in numbers and in im
pact on the communities in which they 
are located. Urban growth demands 
certain conditions, and the decreasing 
role and scope of the small church is 
one answer to developmental trends.

Size of the small church.—Opinions 
differ as to exactly how large a small 
church is regarding the membership 
and average attendance, but most peo
ple agree on the importance of the peo
ple and their relationships. Lyle 
Schaller wrote concerning all Protes
tant congregations on the North Amer
ican continent, "The normal size ... is 
one that has fewer than forty people at 
worship on the typical Sunday morn
ing.”1 Douglas Walrath, writing for 
The National Council of Churches, 
broadened the scope of a small church 
by indicating a commonly accepted 
small-church criterion to be one with 
fewer than 200 or 250 members.2

According to Lewis Wingo, SBC 
churches have more members than any 
other evangelical group in the United 
States. Approximately 60 percent of 
these churches report having fewer 
than three hundred members.3 Daryl 
Heath reported that more than 22,000 
churches in the Southern Baptist Con
vention have fewer than 150 enrolled 
in Sunday School.4 In writing about the 
small church, Schaller, paraphrasing 
Lincoln, said: "God must love the small 
church. He made so many of them.”5

Membership characteristics.—Rela
tionships in small churches are impor
tant. Small-church relationships have 
been described as "warm, intimate, and 
durable.”6 Gary Farley talked about 
the focus within the small church being 
on the well-being and health of the indi
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vidual as opposed to a focus in a larger 
church on the well-being of the organi
zation and its health.7 Schaller con
trasted large- and small-church congre
gations by indicating that the members 
in small congregations tend to think in 
terms of interpersonal relationships. 
He said, "The relationships of life, rath
er than the functions of the church, top 
the priority list in the small church.”8

Small-church congregations care for 
their members deeply; and they ex
press concern through prayer, worship, 
and fellowship at church as well as 
through acceptance and action. In a 
farming community when a member is 
sick or hurt and cannot harvest crops, 
church members and neighboring 
farmers may move in with machinery 
and equipment to plant corn, harvest a 
wheat crop, or bale a field of hay. The 
sick member will, in turn, help them at 
another time.9

People who might feel rejected in a 
larger congregation are perhaps more 
easily accepted in the small church 
where everyone has an opportunity to 
serve and to participate regardless of 
abilities or achievements. In one small 
church a woman who had suffered a 
nervous breakdown was able to serve as 
Sunday School secretary. She faithfully 
fulfilled the duties of this position for 
years, thus perhaps providing her with 
a sense of contributing to the needs of 
the church and a personal realization 
that she was providing a needed ser
vice. Her inability to fulfill other posi
tions was irrelevant. The focus was on 
what she could do. This may be one way 
the small church excels.

When a church has only a few mem
bers, the talents and special contribu
tions of each member can and must be 
used. Consequently, the small church 
provides for its members, nurtures 
them, and helps them to grow spiritual
ly and otherwise.

Frequently, small churches are locat
ed in rural areas or declining urban ar
eas. Especially in the rural areas, sev
eral generations of the same families 
live near one another and belong to the 
same small church. As might be ex
pected, a membership composed mostly 
of relatives can impact the direction of 
the small church and the relationship 
of the pastor with the members. 
Schaller emphasized several ways the 
small church may be affected by kin
ship ties. For one thing, the "dropout 
rate” may be lessened because of the 
pressure of family members. Also, 
these same ties may affect selecting of
ficers and maintaining certain customs 
and traditions.10 When a controversy 
arises, kinship ties may affect the 
alignment of opposing sides. In one 
small church where the pastor was re
lated to approximately half of the con
gregation, a controversy became so se
rious that the church divided. The 
pastor and his relatives founded a new 
and separate church, while the nonre
latives remained as members of the 
original church.

People-oriented pastors.—Pastors of 
small churches appear to be different 
from pastors of large churches. Primar
ily these differences are influenced by 
church characteristics, but the individ
ual personalities and values of the 
small-church pastor contribute to these 
differences. When members of large 
churches are asked about the strengths 
of their pastor, responses tend to in
clude administration, sermon prepara
tion and delivery, teaching, leading 
worship, and organizational skills. 
When members of small churches are 
asked the strengths of their pastor, re
sponses tend to focus on that pastor’s 
concern for the individual. Small
church members are much more likely 
to tell how much the pastor cares for 
each individual in the church, how 
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much he visits each member, and how 
well he knows the people. In other 
words, members of large congregations 
"tend to concentrate on the functional 
dimensions of the office” the pastor fills 
while members of small churches "tend 
to emphasize the relational dimensions 
of the person.”11

This difference in small- and large- 
church pastors is a function of the con
gregation and/or the individual pastor. 
Schaller believes that small churches 
may be more likely to be served by pas
tors who emphasize relationships be
cause these congregations value rela
tional dimensions of life and focused on 
these in their pastor search efforts. 
Conversely, large churches may be bet
ter served by pastors who emphasize or 
specialize in functional competence be
cause these congregations have empha
sized the functions of ministry in their 
pastor searches.

One pastor provided the following ex
periential description of an association 
he had with a small church:

Some 20 years ago I served a congre
gation of 140 members. They paid me 
an adequate salary, and I was fully 
employed (though, by the way, not 
overworked). By nearly everyone’s 
quantitative definition this church 
would be classified '’marginal” and 
probably "not viable.” Yet the church 
was extremely viable and provided 
me a most satisfying seven years of 
ministry. At the same time members 
were able to maintain their building, 
support a fine program, and contrib
ute a significant proportion of their 
budget to missions. I did think of the 
church as small but not because it was 
marginal or nonviable or unable to 
provide full employment for me. I 
never thought of the members as in
adequate. I thought of the church as 
small, but small meant for me a cer
tain quality of life and style of minis

try. Nor did I go to this congregation 
because I had to, because I was a be
ginning pastor. This was not my first 
church. I sought it out. I wanted to 
participate in the quality of life a 
smaller church could provide and to 
minister in the style a small church 
would affirm.12
Heath indicated that often small- 

church pastors are in the early days of 
their ministry and these new pastors do 
not have experience and training for 
small-church professions.13 Farley sug
gested that in a small church the pastor 
cannot be expected to operate as a cor
porate manager or as an administrator. 
The small-church pastor must be much 
more a " 'hands on’ leader.”14 Farley 
quoted descriptions of small-church 
pastors to provide a multifaceted view 
of the small-church pastor. As related 
by Farley, "Royce Rose calls the small 
church pastor a 'caring shepherd.’ Carl 
Dudley identified him as 'lover,’ and 
Tex Sample says he is like the 'ward 
healer’ of a city political machine.”15

Regardless of exact perceptions of 
the role of the small-church pastor, the 
many and unique needs of the people 
must be satisfied. This may include 
meeting spiritual, social, psychological, 
as well as material needs. Farley em
phasized the need for the small-church 
pastor to walk with the people and to 
understand and care as he ministers.

Sometimes, though, as sincere as 
small-church pastors might be, they 
just are not as effective as some mem
bers think they should be.16 Walrath 
indicated that both economic and emo
tional pressures can take their toll on 
the small-church pastor and his fam
ily.17 When this happens, church lay 
leaders should begin to look for addi
tional tools to help relieve some of the 
pressure. If the pressure is economic, 
becoming bivocational may help reduce 
pressure. If the pressure is relational, 
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new skills and tools are required to im
prove his effectiveness. Generally the 
sincerity or the commitment of the 
small-church pastor is not questioned 
but his nontheological preparation to 
meet the demands of the small church.

Importance of Interpersonal 
Relationships in the Small Church

What happens when relationships in 
the small church do not represent those 
of loving, caring people? What happens 
when the pastor realizes that he does 
not work well with some members of 
the congregation ? At the same time he 
realizes, perhaps, that other people in 
the congregation work well with these 
same people. Is one group more spiri
tually mature than the other? Perhaps, 
but other reasons may be given.

McCarty suggested that interper
sonal relations between small-church 
pastors and their congregations are not 
as good as they could be or should be for 
a multitude of reasons.18 One consider
ation is whether having good interper
sonal relations with each person in the 
congregation/membership is impor
tant. If interpersonal relationships are 
judged important to the success of the 
small-church pastor, then extra effort 
is required to become much more flex
ible or adaptable. McCarty indicated 
other reasons for poor interpersonal re
lations between the small-church pas
tor and congregation members may in
clude differences in basic values, 
different goals, circumstances in the 
personal lives that do not directly in
volve the other person but do affect 
abilities to relate effectively, and differ
ences in personal patterns of 
behavior.19

A Model for Understanding Others
If a small-church pastor is searching 
for ways to relate more effectively to 
church members, a model of interper

sonal behavior may provide the special
ized training needed. One such model is 
the Social Style Behavior Model devel
oped by David Merrill.20 This model 
uses the perceptions of three to five 
friends to determine the normal ranges 
of behaviors that a person exhibits in 
public. This approach to the identifica
tion and classification of behavior is not 
self-ascribed; it may or may not be the 
"real you,” and it may or may not 
change with time and personal 
circumstances.

However, others’ perception about 
one’s behavior is important because 
this is the behavior others know and ex
pect. While we may or may not see our
selves as others see us, others react to 
us based on their perceptions of us—not 
on our self-perceptions.

When persons are working with 
someone who exhibits behavioral styles 
similar to their own, they tend to be 
more comfortable.21 Could this be why 
a pastor may unconsciously or uninten
tionally select the same people repeat
edly for positions which require close 
working relationships? It might also in
dicate why pastors or others might un
consciously or unintentionally avoid 
some members. For the pastor, the 
staff, and the congregation to realize 
that different behavior styles may be 
simply different—not good or bad— 
may be critical to the effective func
tioning of the church.

One study of the behavior styles of 12 
small-church pastors, based on results 
collected from the Social Style Behav
ior Model, showed that 92 percent of 
the pastors were perceived as having 
warm, caring behavior styles. This is 
consistent with other research findings 
that small churches need and want 
these kinds of behaviors in their pas
tors. Pastors with amiable and expres
sive behaviors are likely attracted to 
small churches and may remain there 
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for a longer time than pastors with be
havior styles that are not perceived as 
being as warm and caring. Merrill con
tended that certain professions are nat
urally attractive to certain people with 
particular behavior styles.22

Regardless of behavior style, Merrill 
and Reid indicated that with moderate 
to high versatility levels, people can 
more readily work effectively with peo
ple of differing social styles.23 All 12 of 
the small-church pastors surveyed for 
this study scored in the moderate to 
high range for versatility. These results 
indicate a group of pastors who are pre
dominantly warm and caring in their 
social style and who have the social ver
satility to work effectively with people 
who have social styles of behavior dif
ferent from their own.

Merrill feels that higher levels of ver
satility indicate a greater level of indi
vidual maturity and more successful 
(by a variety of definitions and criteria) 
individuals have higher levels of versa
tile behavior. Merrill contended that 
anyone can be versatile in a given situ
ation but higher levels of naturally ver
satile behavior directly influence the 
success individuals will have in using 
their own particular style of behavior. 
Are the behavioral styles of these pas
tors typical for Southern Baptist pas
tors of small churches? This study does 
not attempt to identify the typical so
cial style of behavior for Southern Bap
tist pastors of small churches, but it 
does attempt to lay a foundation for the 
idea that small-church pastors with ex
pressive or amiable styles of behavior 
and moderate to high versatility mea
sures would be more likely to meet the 
needs of small-church congregations. 
Merrill believes that social style is 
rather stable in the long run but versa
tile behavior can be influenced through 
training and motivation. The Social 
Style of Behavior training program 

might serve as a basic training module 
for pastors of small churches who are 
experiencing difficulties adjusting to 
the unique demands of the small 
church and the particular demands 
and increased importance of successful 
interpersonal relationships.

People, both pastors and congrega
tional members, are different and re
late to one another in different ways. In 
spite of these differences, people dis
playing behaviors found in each of the 
behavior styles identified by the Social 
Style Behavior Model can be produc
tive, contributing members of the con
gregation. When these differences lead 
to difficulties in relating effectively, 
techniques are available to help im
prove this process. These techniques of 
interpersonal behavior are embodied ill 
the Merrill Model of Social Style of Be
havior and are available as a develop
mental workshop.
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3Lewis Wingo, "Little Known Facts About the Southern Baptist 
Convention,” The Quarterly Review, 44, April-May-June 1984, 40- 
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Book Reviews__________
The Church and the Rites of Pas
sage. W. Wayne Price. Nashville: 
Broadman Press, 1989. 128 pages. 
$3.25, paperback.

Wayne Price is pastor, Williamsburg 
Baptist Church, Williamsburg, Virgin
ia. In this role he ministers to the larg
er Williamsburg community and stu
dents at the College of William and 
Mary located across the street from his 
church.

It seems to me the book has three dis
tinct purposes:

1. To identify certain transition 
times in the lives of people when the 
church should speak. Price says:

I have chosen birth, baptism, gradua
tion, marriage, retirement, and death 
as the primary passages or transitions 
demanding ceremony and ritual by 
the church. I include a final chapter 
on general transition which I term, 
"going away.” I think specifically 
about divorce, relocation to another 
community, and job/career change (p. 
10).

2. To raise these transition times up 
as natural occasions for evangelism 
and spiritual growth to occur.

3. To give the working minister sev
eral excellent ideas to use in worship 
planning.

A significant ministry strength of 
Price is worship planning. In the book 
he presents several ideas that are high
ly usable by almost all of us. For 
example.

When I came to my present assign
ment, one of the first requests I heard 
related to baptismal services was that 
I keep the "candle ceremony.” I have 
been blessed by the presence of the 

former pastor, retired and now emeri
tus. I sought him out, asked him to ex
plain the service he had used, and en
listed his participation in the first 
baptismal service I did in this church. 
I maintained nearly all his proce
dures and incorporated a few of my 
own.

Two details of this service may be 
informative for any baptismal ser
vice. First, I almost always include 
the Lord’s Supper as a part of the bap
tismal service so that these candi
dates can also be recognized as receiv
ing their initial Communion. Second, 
I try to allow the Scriptures, hymns, 
and prayers to carry the weight of 
communication; there is seldom a ser
mon in such a service.

The worship service begins in the 
customary ways: musical prelude, call 
to worship, prayer of invocation, and 
hymn of praise. The candidates and I 
wait just off the sanctuary, discussing 
again the meaning of the symbol, our 
responsibilities during the baptism, 
and shared prayer.

Following the opening portion of 
the service, a worship leader reads the 
first lesson from Scripture, and then 
the comments of Jesus about Himself 
as the Light of the world. The ledge in 
front of the baptistry is set with a se
ries of candles: a "Christ candle,” tall
er than the rest, which I light as the 
"Light of the world” text is read, and 
one candle for each candidate. The 
first candidate enters the water. I ask, 
"Do you (full name) confess that Jesus 
Christ is Lord?” and the candidate re
sponds, "I confess that Jesus Christ is 
my Lord.” The candidate then takes 
from the series of candles the one with
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his/her name on it, lights it from the 
Christ candle and replaces it. I then 
baptize that person. The scenario is 
repeated with each candidate. One 
candle remains on the ledge, off to the 
side; I or the worship leader explain 
that one candle remains unlit, as a re
minder of all those yet to believe for 
whom the church bears responsibility 
for witness (pp. 39-40).
This is not the best worship idea in 

the book, but I don’t want to steal 
Price’s thunder. As any practicing wor
ship leader knows, a book containing 
just a few good worship ideas is worth 
its weight in gold; at $3.25 it is a steal!

I would like to have seen more per- 
son-to-person emphasis. That is prob
ably asking too much; the book is only 
128 pages long. Also we all lead from 
our strengths. Preaching and worship 
is this minister’s strength. I left the 
book feeling he’d given us, the readers, 
the best he has to offer.

This book is also in the Broadman 
Readers Plan. In that plan this book 
costs only $2.55. You also receive an ad
ditional paperback book and one hard
cover book. The hardcover book, 
through 1991, will be in the Bible and 
Personal Crisis series now being pro
duced by Broadman.

This book, The Church and the Rites 
of Passage, is worth your time and 
attention.

James Hightower
Pastoral Care Consultant 

Church Administration Department 
Sunday School Board 
Nashville, Tennessee

The Convention: A Parable. Will D. 
Campbell. Atlanta: Peachtree Publish
ers, 1988. 406 pages. $14.95.

The late John F. Carter said, ’’A par
able is an illustrative comparison, . . . 

used to teach or impress religious 
truth, in which something that is well 
known is placed beside something that 
one desires to make known or to 
clarify.”1

Will Campbell wants the reader of 
his "parable,” The Convention, to dis
cover and observe several things. In his 
book Cecelia's Sin the question was, as 
it remains in most of his books, Where 
are the "true” Baptists? Campbell 
comes close to answering this for him
self in this fiction about the Southern 
Baptist Convention. To appreciate all 
the author tells in the book, a working 
knowledge of current happenings since 
1979 to the present is helpful but not 
completely necessary.

Dorcas Rose McBride, the main char
acter throughout the book, is in Camp
bell’s eyes, the epitome of "a true Bap
tist.” One of the other women 
characters, Miriam, describes Dorcas, 
who becomes the pick of the women’s 
caucus for president of the Federal 
Baptist Church (Southern Baptist Con
vention name change), as " the stuff we 
are made of’ (p. 111).

After appointing a committee, "what 
Baptists always do” (p. 121), the wom
en’s caucus approaches Dorcas 
McBride to champion their cause. The 
turn of events that leads to Dorcas’ de
cision to allow her name to be placed in 
nomination is interesting and intrigu
ing. The ending is a surprise.

Will D. Campbell is trying, in my un
derstanding, to get Southern Baptists 
to look closely at themselves and to find 
out who they are. He has "placed some
thing well known” alongside and wants 
the reader to take note.

‘John F. Carter, A Layman’s Harmony of the Gospels (Nash
ville: Broadman Press, 1961), 88 (note 48).

Emile A. Rousseau, Jr.
Pastor

Taylor Baptist Church 
Taylor, Louisiana
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Guide to Biographical Preaching. 
Roy E. De Brand. Nashville: Broadman 
Press, 1988. 142 pages. $5.95,
paperback.

When you’re assigned to teach a class 
which has no textbook, the only alter
native is to write your own. That is ex
actly what Roy De Brand, professor of 
preaching at Southeastern Baptist 
Theological Seminary, has done. In 
Guide to Biographical Preaching, he 
seeks "to guide preachers, whether be
ginners or veterans, into the rich and 
rewarding field of biographical preach
ing” (preface). De Brand has succeeded 
at this task, producing a practical and 
readable volume that incorporates both 
the perspectives of a number of masters 
of biographical preaching and De 
Brand’s own insights.

The book divides neatly into two ma
jor sections. The first three chapters 
provide a theoretical base for biograph
ical preaching. In chapter 1, De Brand 
defines biographical preaching. Draw
ing from Andrew Blackwood’s under
standing of the nature of biographical 
preaching, De Brand isolates two di
mensions that are crucial to this form 
of proclamation, an emphasis on re
vealed truth and an overriding concern 
for relevance. In light of these dimen
sions, De Brand defines biographical 
preaching as "the use of the Bible for 
sermons that interpret the life or some 
aspect of the life of a biblical person for 
contemporary significance” (p. 13). 
Consequently, the objective of bio
graphical preaching is "to bring life to 
people today in light of the lives of peo
ple in the Bible” (p. 15).

Chapter 2 contains De Brand’s ratio
nale for biographical preaching. In this 
chapter the author elaborates on seven 
major values for engaging in this kind 
of preaching. Chief among the reasons 
for using this form are the person-cen

tered nature of the biblical revelation, 
the fact that stories about people ap
peal to people, and the relative ease 
with which such sermons may be pre
pared.

Chapter 3 features a discussion of the 
dangers inherent in this type of preach
ing. De Brand spotlights seven possible 
dangers awaiting the preacher who at
tempts to preach on Bible characters.

The remainder of this volume (chaps. 
4-7) is concerned with the mechanics 
and practical aspects of biographical 
preaching. In chapter 4, De Brand de
lineates the various types of biographi
cal sermons, using categories suggested 
by Faris Whitesell as a point of depar
ture. De Brand distills Whitesell’s cate
gories into two major types—the whole
life sermon and the life-portion sermon. 
According to De Brand, "the whole-life 
biographical sermon seeks to interpret 
the entire life of a biblical person by or
ganizing the sermon around dominant 
factors in the person’s life” (p. 46). In 
contrast, the life-portion sermon is de
veloped from a slice of the character’s 
life. Life-portion sermons may focus on 
a single circumstance or a distinctive 
feature or trait of a character. Such ser
mons may emerge from a single text or 
involve a significant lesson learned by 
or learned from the character in 
question.

Chapters 5 and 6 detail the steps nec
essary in preparing biographical ser
mons, and chapter 7 suggests ways 
such sermons may be delivered cre
atively. Two appendices round out the 
book. In one the reader will find an ex
ample of a preliminary worksheet for 
sermon preparation. The second fea
tures an extensive list of suggestions 
for series of biographical sermons.

Guide to Biographical Preaching fills 
a gap in the wide assortment of books 
available on preaching. Although bio
graphical preaching may be a staple of 
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many preachers, practical material is 
either unavailable or hard to find. De 
Brand’s book addresses both needs. His 
work offers ample how-to advice and 
provides a provocative sampler of the 
insights of former pulpit masters whose 
works on the subject are no longer in 
print.

Although much of the material on 
sermon preparation will be "old hat” to 
many, the suggestions are helpful 
nonetheless. De Brand is to be com
mended for reminding us that the Bible 
is a book about people and that some of 
the best preaching involves telling the 
story of people whose experiences are 
not unlike our own.

William J. Ireland, Jr.
Pastor 

First Baptist Church 
Luling, Louisiana

The Senior Minister. Lyle E. Schaller. 
Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1988. 191 
pages. $10.95, paperback.

The Senior Minister is one of Schaller’s 
most recent books. In it he deals with 
the specific role of the senior minister 
in a multistaff setting. Those familiar 
with Schaller’s earlier works, The Pas
tor and the People and Survival Tactics 
in the Parish, will be interested to 
know that the approach Schaller has 
chosen is to follow the career of Don 
Johnson. Johnson is a composite char
acter based on Schaller’s extensive con
sultation with pastors and churches. In 
this book Johnson leaves Saint John’s 
church to accept the position of senior 
minister at First Church. The book fol
lows Johnson as he moves to First 
Church and faces the challenges of his 
new role. This book takes a different 
approach from Schaller’s earlier book 
The Multiple Staff and the Larger 
Church. This volume focuses specifical

ly on the role of the senior minister, 
while the previous volume focused 
more on the distinctive nature of the 
larger church with a multiple staff.

One point Schaller makes is that the 
traditional career path leading to the 
position of senior minister—that of 
serving a series of smaller churches be
fore going to the large, multistaff 
church—is not necessarily the best ap
proach. He notes that the role of the se
nior minister in the multistaff setting 
is different from the role of the pastor 
in the smaller church and says that 
much of what the pastor has learned in 
the smaller church will have to be un
learned if he is to become a successful 
senior minister.

Schaller suggests two preferable, al
ternative paths to the position of senior 
minister. One of these is for the pro
spective senior minister to serve as an 
associate minister in a multistaff set
ting first. The other is for the seminary 
graduate to start a new church, make 
sure the church has enough land, and 
then grow that church until it is large 
enough to need a multiple staff.

Schaller deals with several impor
tant issues the senior minister needs to 
face. The first of these is the critical 
first year. Schaller says that the con
ventional wisdom about not initiating 
any major changes in the first year 
does not work in the large, multistaff 
church. He says that in the first year 
the new senior minister needs to take 
on the role of a strong, initiating leader.

The second issue Schaller addresses 
is the need for the senior minister to re
build the staff. This is critical but often 
delicate. A number of related issues are 
raised, including models of staff organi
zation, composition of the staff, and the 
cost involved.

The remaining chapters of the book 
cover such issues as the music program, 
buildings and finances, the women’s 
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organization, the Sunday School, and 
the Sunday morning schedule. The fi
nal chapter focuses on "frustrations 
and questions” related to the position 
of senior minister.

Schaller’s knowledge of the inner 
workings of the church and of society in 
general is always amazing. This book 
certainly fulfills its stated purpose of 
offering a guide to the ins and outs of 
the role of senior minister. But it also 
offers a wealth of ideas about program 
possibilities, insights into human na
ture, and references to resources the 
minister might not otherwise read. 
This book is must reading for the minis
ter contemplating a move to a large, 
multistaff church. It also provides some 
valuable information for those who are 
not facing such a move. As always, one 
cannot read Schaller without picking 
up some bit of information or insight 
that makes the book worth its price.

John K. Crupper
Pastor 

First Baptist Church 
South Hill, Virginia

Storytelling in Preaching: A Guide 
to the Theory and Practice. Bruce C. 
Salmon. Nashville: Broadman Press, 
1988. 152 pages. $6.95, paperback.

Bruce Salmon is pastor of Village Bap
tist Church, Bowie, Maryland. He holds 
degrees from Baylor University and 
Southern Baptist Theological Semi
nary. He writes as a weekly practitio
ner of preaching. He writes "for per
sons for whom preaching does not come 
easily” (p. 8). His thrust is twofold: 
"why and how to tell stories in ser
mons” (p. 10). Those looking for a ready 
source of useful stories will likely be 
disappointed. Those looking for encour
agement and direction in the use of sto
ries in preaching will be helped.

Chapters 1, "Once Upon a Time,” 
and 2, "Tell Me the Story,” deal with 
the why of storytelling. Chapters 3 
through 9 deal with the how. Chapter 
10 presents what may well be called an 
open-ended conclusion.

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 are examples of 
stories in preaching. Chapter 5 gives an 
example of the deductive use of stories; 
chapter 6 has an example of the induc
tive use of stories; and chapter 7 pro
vides an example of using stories as a 
controlling metaphor. After each ser
mon the author gives a brief analysis 
noting the specific stories and how they 
were used.

Salmon’s chapter on "Evaluating Ef
fectiveness” reminds the reader that 
"sermons are a matter of personal 
taste. . . . Evaluating preaching effec
tiveness is even more complicated” (p. 
95).

The author suggests the ultimate test 
for a sermon may be that "something is 
said, and something happens” (p. 96). 
Little is suggested beyond using a ser
mon feedback group. The question of 
how the preacher knows something 
happened is never answered.

Salmon also reminds the reader that 
in preaching the stories are always 
bounded by the biblical story. Too of
ten, when we hear a good story, we are 
tempted to "make it fit” in our next 
sermon.

Chapter 9, "Questions Nobody 
Asked,” offers some specific helps on 
finding good stories, the use of biblical 
stories themselves, the limits of using 
stories analogically, using stories as in
troductions, and the blending of the de
ductive and inductive techniques. 
Salmon notes "preaching is largely an 
instinctual matter, a matter far more 
artistic than scientific. . . . Trying new 
forms, experimenting with different 
story applications, and risking failure 
is the way to grow” (p. 114).
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Three appendices are included. One- 
deals with biblical storytelling; the sec
ond is the psychological rationale for 
storytelling; and the third speaks to 
analogy and metaphor. While the au
thor makes his points well in these 
brief appendices, the book could have 
been strengthened had appendixes 1 
and 2 been expanded into chapters.

Of great help to the preacher inter
ested in storytelling is the annotated 
bibliography of contemporary works. 
The bibliography is not limited to 
works related to storytelling. In fact 
only two works are directly related to 
storytelling. Salmon gives the reader a 
balanced bibliography. Included are 
works related to general introductions 
to preaching, biblical exegesis for 
preaching, sermon organization and de
livery, narrative preaching, confession
al preaching, inductive preaching, and 
parables as language events.

Storytelling in Preaching can help 
both the beginning preacher and the 
veteran. It could be of particular help to 
the layperson who has occasional 
preaching responsibilities.

David Overman
Pastor

Park Hill Baptist Church 
Kansas City, Missouri

Twilight of a Great Civilization: The 
Drift Toward Neo-Paganism. Carl F. 
H. Henry. Westchester, IL: Crossway 
Books, 1988. 192 pages. $12.95.

This book contains 17 writings by the 
well-known Baptist theologian Carl F. 
H. Henry. Included are speeches, ser
mons, and articles. The first is dated 
1970; the others are more recent, 1986- 
88. A helpful guide to the original occa
sion of each piece is included.

The present book is primarily de
signed for a lay audience. The essays on 

Christian scholarship and human 
rights will appeal to a more specialized 
reader. These are, however, two of the 
better contributions. The several ad
dresses, such as those given at Asbury 
College, are weaker in thought and 
style.

The essays are held together by two 
themes. The first is expressed in the ti
tle and subtitle of the book. America is 
on the decline, or, in his own words, 
"The Barbarians Are Coming.”

Henry contends that the intellectual 
elite of western culture is dominated by 
a naturalistic, atheistic world-view. 
This has given rise to moral confusion, 
specifically in the areas of sexuality, 
family life, and abortion.

The second theme is Christians’ re
sponsibility to shape their culture 
through intellectual and political activ
ity. He has essays on education, law, 
philosophy, theology, society, and reli
gious networking. He advocates a 
"Christian counter-culture” but re
peatedly reminds the reader that such 
activity in the public arena will never 
"bring in the kingdom.”

These are familiar themes in current 
religious thought in America; and Hen
ry, as much as any person, shares re
sponsibility for generating discussion 
on them. He addressed some of these is
sues in The Uneasy Conscience of Mod
ern Fundamentalism. And his multi
volume God, Revelation, and 
Authority, published between 1976 and 
1982, is his systematic response to re
cent trends in the western intellectual 
tradition. Other writers of significance, 
like Solzhenitsyn and Newbigin, have 
joined Henry in agonizing over the des
perate state of our civilization.

Henry’s call for Christians to come to 
the rescue of western civilization loses 
much of its force because he provides 
an inadequate analysis of our social 
and moral situation. His message of 
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moral decline rests almost entirely on a 
few select trends, such as sexuality, 
marriage, drugs, and abortion. These 
are obviously matters of concern. But 
don’t they reflect a moral vision too 
narrow to sustain the pessimistic judg
ment Henry offers? What of war and 
peace? equality and human rights? dis
tribution of wealth? literacy? nutrition 
and health? the environment? Does the 
evidence from these concerns support 
the thesis that we have lost touch with 
the moral vision that once sustained 
the American experiment?

True, America is not the country it 
once was; but that is both good news 
and bad news. America remains for all 
the world the bastion of liberty, pros
perity, and Christian faith. And even in 
the midst of the secular humanism that 
Henry sees everywhere (and especially 
in the universities), religion is alive and 
well in America as never before.

Even if the situation is not as desper
ate as Henry projects, his call to public 
involvement is on target. Henry reaf
firms the responsibility of Christians to 
help shape public policy and private 
morals. His emphasis is on education, 
but he applauds extending Christian 
activism into business, recreation, poli
tics, and medicine. Regardless of our 
concurrence with his vision of America 
in twilight, this message of Christian 
activism we must hear and obey.

Dwight A. Moody
Pastor

North Park Baptist Church 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania

The Mission of the Church. Vol. 14, 
Layman’s Library of Christian Doc
trine. Jesse C. Fletcher. Nashville: 
Broadman Press, 1988. 139 pages. 
$5.95.

Fletcher, president of Hardin-Simmons 

University, has written a stimulating 
volume for the Layman’s Library of 
Christian Doctrine. Although the series 
is primarily addressed to laypersons, 
pastors and other church staff mem
bers would benefit from this volume. 
Fletcher’s work is the third in this se
ries on the doctrine of the church, the 
others being The Nature of the Church 
and The Life of the Church.

Fletcher’s thesis is that mission is the 
church’s reason for existence. When 
the church recognizes its mission, it 
will be provoked to "agenda making 
and, more importantly, action” (p. 13). 
In developing his view, Fletcher focuses 
primarily on the larger church; but he 
does spend one chapter exclusively on 
the mission of the local church.

In addition to a brief introduction 
and conclusion, Fletcher uses seven 
chapters to elaborate his thesis.

In chapter 1 he insists that the mis
sion of the church derives directly from 
the nature of God. The church’s mis
sion is the logical extension of the mis
sion of God.

Chapter 2 focuses on the commission 
of the church. Several biblical texts are 
used, but the Great Commission is espe
cially highlighted.

Chapter 3 is a survey of the history of 
missions, including political, ecclesias
tical, and geographical factors.

Chapter 4, on the message of mission, 
suggests that the message has an "abid
ing core” although different groups and 
time periods may have stressed differ
ent aspects of the message.

Chapter 5, on the method of mission, 
discusses ways the church has taken 
the Christian message to the world in
cluding preaching, witnessing, publish
ing, broadcasting, teaching, health 
care, hunger relief, and disaster relief. 
Fletcher also discusses connectional 
methods and strategies such as church 
planting and demographic missions.
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Addressing the local church situa
tion in chapter 6, he highlights the 
need for an awareness of a sense of mis
sion, awareness of being in a strategic 
situation, awareness of our gifts and re
sources, having a plan of action, culti
vating persistence and patience, and 
leadership and prayer.

Chapter 7, "Mission in the Mean
time,” focuses on the relation of mis
sion to the Christian view of time and 
eschatology.

The "Conclusion” discusses several 
transitions in mission today (e.g. rural 
to urban, narrow to holistic) and the fu
ture of mission.

Including a volume on the mission of 
the church in a series on theology was 
wise. Baptists are generally aware of 
the centrality of mission, but we need 
to be reminded of its relation to other 
key doctrines. Fletcher has written a 
readable, informative volume. He has 
done an excellent job of blending bibli
cal, historical, theological, and practi
cal themes. His perspective is realistic 
yet optimistic about the future of Chris
tianity. Fletcher is well aware of rivals 
to the Christian faith such as Marxism 
and secularism, but he concludes by 
noting that the Book of Revelation indi
cates that in the end God wins (p. 133).

Warren McWilliams
Professor 

Oklahoma Baptist University 
Shawnee, Oklahoma

Best Sermons 1. Edited by James W. 
Cox. New York: Harper & Row, 1988. 
384 pages. $16.95.

Harper and Row, under the excellent 
editing of James W. Cox of Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, has pro
duced an enjoyable and enlightening 
compilation of sermons. The book is an 
anthology of 24 sermons selected for 

their excellence from over 2000 entries. 
These entries were received as a part of 
Harper & Row’s first annual Best Ser
mons Competition. In addition to the 24 
winning sermons an additional 28 ser
mons were solicited from some of the 
greats in preaching. The resulting 52 
sermons are compiled in this text.

The strength of this book is found in 
its variety. In its pages are homilies 
from a Jesuit priest, a rabbi, a Metho
dist, a Seventh-Day Adventist, a Bap
tist, and others. The text is divided into 
six subject categories: evangelistic, ex
pository, doctrinal/theological, ethical, 
pastoral, and devotional. Each sermon 
is printed in its entirety.

In addition to the winning sermons 
are messages from well-known speak
ers. John Killinger, Carl F. H. Henry, 
John R. Claypool, Kenneth Chafin, and 
other notables have contributed to the 
pages of this work.

Harper and Row has done a favor for 
anyone who enjoys the art and science 
of preaching. Their book is a delight. 
Cox and the other six judges have com
piled notable messages that are well 
worth the time it takes to read them.

Alton L. Gansky
Pastor 

Ojai Valley Baptist Church 
Ojai, California

Religion and Republic: The Ameri
can Circumstance. Martin E. Marty. 
Boston: Beacon Press, 1987. 391 pages. 
$25.00.

Martin Marty, the Fairfax M. Cone pro
fessor of the history of modern Chris
tianity at the University of Chicago 
and author of more than 30 books, 
again delights students of American 
church history with a compelling and 
insightful treatment of the place of reli
gion in American life. Although the 
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book is actually a compilation of essays 
written over a 17-year period, readers 
will be amazed at the way Marty ad
dresses current circumstances.

With characteristic clarity and time
liness Marty reminds his readers of the 
important reality of religious pluralism 
to contemporary American life. Reli
gion and Republic is a celebration of re
ligious pluralism, which "does not save 
souls, make sad hearts glad, or solve all 
human problems” but "permits hu
mans to face their problems in a spirit 
of freedom and open engagement for 
argument and toward possible 
consensus.”

His book is divided into four major 
sections. The first section suggests vari
ous approaches to the study of religion 
in America. Marty identifies five ele
ments of religion in America: plural
ism, experimentalism, scripturalism, 
enlightenment, and voluntaryism. This 
typology, while not new, will no doubt 
find its way into the lectures of many 
university and seminary history 
professors.

The second major section of the book 
explores the dimensions of the pluralist 
experience. In these six chapters, 
Marty describes public religion, civil 
religion, interpretation, spirituality, 
scripturality, and experiment. Baptist 
readers will find chapter 7, "The Bible 
as Icon in the Republic” to be fascinat
ing reading. Marty reminds us that 
while 72 percent of the polled public be
lieve the Bible is God’s Word, only 12 
percent actually read it daily.

The third major section of Religion 
and Republic is devoted to a description 
of "the peoples’ republic.” These six 
chapters offer an interesting commen

tary on the impact of land on American 
religious history, the rich variety of 
ethnic religions, the "ghettoization” of 
religious minority groups, Southern 
evangelicalism, new-time religion, and 
the Mormons. Chapter 12 on Southern 
evangelicalism was particularly inter
esting as it described post-World War II 
evangelicalism as exemplifying moder
nity through differentiation, choice, 
and intensity.

In the final portion of the book, 
Marty offers a look to the future of 
American religious experience. He 
notes that a number of important 
transformations have taken place in 
this century that will be of great import 
to the future. Among these transforma
tions have been the regrouping of reli
gionists, the rise of Protestant evangeli
cal moralism, the increasingly public 
voice of the Roman Catholic leadership, 
the internal unit of Blacks and Jews, 
and a popularizing of conservative civil 
religion. Marty gladly reminds us that 
pluralism is here to stay and predicts 
religion "will play surprisingly strong 
private, spiritual, and public roles” in 
the years to come.

Denominational leaders, pastors, 
seminary professors, and students of 
church history will find Religion and 
Republic to be a solid addition to their 
libraries. The book is well researched 
and offers an abundance of references 
for further study. Perhaps most impor
tant, however, is the book’s timely re
minder of the importance of pluralism 
to the American religious experience.

Jeffery Warren Scott
Pastor

Wisconsin Avenue Baptist Church 
Washington, D. C.
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Sometimes people need help in 
putting their life back together.
The Bible and Personal Crisis collection can help!

Occasionally, it seems, everything just falls apart—relationships, 
health, self-esteem, jobs. The list appears to be endless. But 
there’s a way to prepare for, or cope with, these trials that come in life.

The Bible and Personal Crisis collection, twelve books that 
bring together the best in biblical study and pastoral care insight, 
offers practical help for turning crises into opportunities for growth. 
Excellent counseling tools, these books give practical information 
on how to help today’s Christian deal with today’s crises—marital 
strife, job loss, family transitions, co-dependency, teens’ 
problems, AIDS, and more.

And, the good news is that you can start receiving this 
valuable collection at a 55% savings through membership in 
Broadman Readers Plan!

This quarter you’ll receive Со-Dependence and the Christian 
Faith by Walter C. Jackson. Other books in the series include:

The Crisis of Fear/Edward E. Thornton and Gerald L. Borchert 
Self-Defeating Life-styles/Christopher C. Conver and Leigh E.

Conver
Marriage: For Better or For Worse?/David E. Garland and

Diana R. Garland
The Promise and Pain of Loneliness/Steven S. Ivy
Crossroads in Christian Growth/W. Loyd Allen
The Church: The Power to Help and to Hurt/Daniel G. Bagby
Shattered Vocations/Mark Jensen
Family Passages/Glenn H. Asquith, Jr.
How to Thlk So Teens Will Listen (10/90)/G. Wade Rowatt, Jr.
Touching the Untouchables (1/91)/Dorothy Cannan Hyde and

James Andrew Hyde
Pilgrimage (4/91)/Edward E. Thornton

Quarterly shipments consist of one of “The Bible and Personal
Crisis” books and two newly-released paperback books.

This quarter you’ll receive Со-Dependence and the Christian
Faith, Obedience: The Biblical Key 
to Happiness by F. B. Huey Jr., and 
Bitter Weeds and Burning Bushes by 
William J. Lacy.

Retail price per quarter: $16.45
BRP price per quarter 7.65 *

YOU SAVE 8.80!
Join today and you’ll also receive 
The Holy Bible in the Language of 
Tbday: An American Translation 
by William E Beck, FREE! 
(customer pays postage) Retail 
price $16.95

Enroll today! It’s easy! 
Just complete the form below.

KT urp
BROADMAN READERS PLAN 

ENROLLMENT FORM 
Please print plainly

□ Please rush me information about Broadman 
Readers Plan.

□ Please enroll me in Broadman Readers Plan 1.
I understand that three books will be shipped 
quarterly (Jan., Apr., July, Oct.). I will be billed 
$7.65* for each quarter.

□ Please send me FREE The Holy Bible in the 
Language of Tbday: An American Translation * *. 
I may cancel at any time or return any unwanted 
books within 10 days for full credit (excluding 
postage). All billing/credit will come from the 
Customer Account Center, The Baptist Sunday 
School Board.

* Plus shipping and state sales tax where required.
* *By accepting this offer, I agree to remain in the plan for

PRICES SUBJECT TO CHANGE WITHOUT NOTICE.

Name

Address

City, State, ZIP _ 

Daytime Phone L

Signature

OFFICE USE 
S7/90

Mail to: Broadman Readers Plan (MSN 120)
127 Ninth Avenue, North 
Nashville, TN 37234 
(615) 251-2544



WISH 
more people attended 
your worship services?

Turn your wish into

REALITY
T
JLncrease the attendance and 

quality of your worship services using LET'S 
ALL GO TO CHURCH materials.

Everything you need to begin planning this 
worship enrichment and attendance emphasis 
is in the Let's All Go to Church Resource Kit.
You get:

♦ Action Plans. The Administrative Guide 
gives you step-by-step planning help.

♦ Ideas. You'll find the book Authentic 
Worship: Exalting God and Reaching 
People packed with ideas to 
help you plan meaningful 
worship experiences.

★plus shipping/handling and lax (if applicable)

♦ Promotional supplies. Samples of 
four- color streamer, bulletins, and poster:

♦ Retreat Guide. Use in conducting 
a retreat with your church's worship 
planning group.

♦ Much more!

Order item 5290-33. Now only $10.95*.
Your satisfaction is guaranteed!
To order, call 1-800-458-BSSB 8:00 a.m. - 5:3( 
p.m., Central Time Monday through Friday 
Or write Customer Service Center, 127 Nin
Avenue North, Nashville, TN 37234

Or visit the Baptist Bool 
Store serving you.


