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      The Presbyterian and Reformed Commission on Chaplains and Military Personnel (PRCC) is pleased to make the writings of Dr. Michael A. Milton available to our Chaplains and to the Ministers of the Gospel in every genre of service. We trust that the Lord will use this little volume to encourage you, guide you, and support you in your vital ministry of proclaiming the unsearchable riches of Christ.

      

      Yours in Christ,

      

      The Rev. Dr. James Carter

      Coordinator, PRCC Executive Director, and Endorser, Chaplain Ministries

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

          Michael A. Milton, PhD

        

      

    

    
      It should be easy enough:

      
        
        Pastor. From Latin for “shepherd,” derived from pasco, “to feed,” the title or position of a ranking minister with the idea that the minister is shepherd of the congregational flock (cf. Jn 21:15–17).1

        Shepherd (רעה, r'h; ποιμήν, poimēn). A common occupation in the ancient Mediterranean. Responsible for leading, feeding, protecting, and procuring rest for their flock. Used metaphorically throughout the Bible to denote leaders and God.2

      

      

      In the Acts of the Apostles we witness how the pastorate is the ordinary spiritual oversight of an assembly or community of Christians gathered for Word, Sacrament, and Prayer (Acts 2):

      
        
        “. . . Paul warns the Ephesian elders of false teachers (i.e., “the wolves”) and admonishes them to shepherd and care for the flock—“the church of God” (Acts 20:28–30).3

      

      

      Jesus is the Good Shepherd.4

      
        
        The title of Christ based esp. on His discourse in Jn. 10:7–18 and the parable of the Good Shepherd in Lk. 15:3–7 (cf. Mt. 18:12–14). The theme, which rests partly upon OT imagery (esp. Is. 40:11 and Ezek. 34), is taken up later in the NT, e.g. in Heb. 13:20 and 1 Pet. 2:25 and 5:4.5

      

      

      We who are called to this sacred order look to the Savior for our life and our example of how to care for His lambs.

      However, the identity of pastor, whether serving as a parish ministry of a congregation, a chaplain or other evangelist or missionary, or a professor) seems to be constantly challenged. Strategic targets always are.

      The Gospel ministry is one of the most challenging undertakings in the human experience. Even those who receive this sacred call, have that vocation validated by internal and external evidence, receive education and training, and are blessed to have an internship or residency with a trusted and gifted mentor are still bound to face extraordinary trials and not a few disappointments. In some situations, the consequences of preaching include loss of position, home, family, and even life and liberty. Increasingly, pastors in the West recognize that what we used to say was a possibility, i.e., persecution, is now an inevitability unless we see revival in our lands. Such is the nature of pastoral ministry. However, pining for credentials or other recognition from an unbelieving world that we might suppose will ameliorate, if not stop, the erosion of vocational respect and influence does nothing but exasperate the difficulties. We cannot avoid the challenges as much as we might wish to do so. The net effect of a constant barrage of incoming fire can range from increased stress, health concerns, and even trauma from the sights and sounds of spiritual warfare. Consider the ministry challenges today.

      Spiritual Injuries

      There are self-inflicted wounds and spiritual injuries that appear from want of nourishment or from unwise choices. One of those is by treating one’s vocation as if it were a career choice. To do so is to concede a naturalistic conception of the ministry. Should you be among those who have reckoned the pastoral ministry and its genres (including chaplaincy) suitable to your personality and career goals, then by all means, consider how you can use those gifts in another realm of service. Clericalism proposes that there is spiritual merit in ordination. There is not. That is a cardinal Reformational creed. However, there is spiritual warfare in ministry. We must be prepared to see diabolical opposition to our world. While we honor the role of lay leaders in the local church (and I was ordained as a ruling elder before I was ordained as a teaching elder), and their work is often under-appreciated, we must state without qualification that the roles are distinct and different. The office of shepherd will draw the attention of spiritual and fleshly predators that other church leaders do not know. To shepherd assumes the presence of such predators. It is not conspiratorial to assert that lacking such opposition could mean your pastoral work is not a threat to the kingdom of darkness. The ruling motif of ministry is unbending: If Christ drew opposition because He proclaimed the truth, so shall we. It is not something we seek, nor is it something we wish on another. It is a fact of the environment in which we operate, like malaria, that threatens those who labor in the ditches of the jungles of Southeast Asia. It is to be despised, but it is real. The wise traveler will make provisions for the inherent dangers of such work.

      A Multifaceted Ministry

      On top of spiritual warfare, the pastoral ministry—and this message was given to Armed Forces Chaplains—can be a calling with multiple needles to thread while walking a tightrope with a blindfold. It is at once tedious and traumatizing. The ministry of the Gospel is conducted among mankind, in time and space, and yet, executed with cosmic dimensions among angels and devils in the eternal realm. We all do well to remember that the Word of God describes our role with brilliant and inspired brevity:

      
        
        “And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, until we all attain to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of the Son of God, to mature manhood, to the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ, so that we may no longer be children, tossed to and fro by the waves and carried about by every wind of doctrine, by human cunning, by craftiness in deceitful schemes” (Ephesians 4:11–14, ESV).

      

      

      Other important passages give depth and breadth to understanding the ordained ministry.6 Yet, in this single passage, we have the truth of vocation (He gave) the spiritual legacy of those called (apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the shepherds, and teachers), the purpose of their calling (to equip the saints for the work of ministry), the outcomes of their vocation (building up the body of Christ, unity of the faith, knowledge of the Son of God, maturity, sanctification, and unbending believers who are like strong oaks in the hurricane gales of false teaching, and deceitful schemes).

      When we speak of returning to our vocational genesis, we must have no other port of embarkation but the biblical description of pastors.

      Unbiblical Expectations

      Another pastoral challenge that can provoke the spirit of the Christian shepherd involves expectations. Pastoral influencers, marketers, booksellers, and even professors, seek to replace the shepherd metaphor with other frameworks. The same happens to congregations. It is not a conspiracy as much as a consensus: “We must change, or we will be irrelevant.” One might, indeed, change strategies and adjust to the human terrain. In this sense, operational options must be considered to confront the enemy’s movements. One does not, however, rearrange the ship’s colors in the officers’ mess while engaged in battle. More pointedly, and perhaps, choosing a more accurate metaphor, one does not change the nature of the rank structure or the mission of the Navy. Both are endemic to the very being of the institution. Yet, this remains a constant source of tension in the ministry that contributes to the frustration, confusion, and, often, loss of meaning for many pastors (chaplains, parish ministers, missionaries, teachers, and other pastoral ministry genres). As I write, we (the Body of Christ in the West in the early twenty-first century) are coming out of a turbulent time of self-serving and time-wasting distraction in replacing biblical metaphors and images for pastoral practice with those from the theater. From the architecture of houses of worship to the architecture of pastoral roles and relationships, many in the Western Christian Church have traded the synagogue model of worship and instruction for a theater model of entertainment. Logically, then, form dictates function. Thus, we replace liturgy with a rock and roll concert venue (I say this without any animosity to plays or concerts). In the experiments of the late twentieth century and early twenty-first, Gospel ministers do not preach but only “have a talk.” The chancel became “a stage.” The humble but dedicated pulpit attire of previous generations is replaced by metro fashion, or a sort of Birkenstock-laden, hipster, laid-back jeans and a North Woods flannel shirt. The costuming effect is achieved with unspoken intentionality and casual ease to support the ethos, “We are not like those before us. We are like you, the culture we are in.” This is all intended to “keep it real.” But it is not real. Nor effective. It is a change of ontological proportions, not battlefield adjustments. “Semper Reformanda” does not mean “always changing.”

      
        
        Ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda pro­poses a limit on every extravagance in the Reformed church through the Protestant principle: sola Scriptura, Scripture alone. When it is used to justify dramatic change in response to cultural pressures or in­terest group activism, or when the church is understood to be reforming itself by its own effort and lights, the formula is fundamentally misunderstood and mis­used. It is a call not to innovation but to mod­esty, exegesis, and self-examination.7

      

      

      As we learned from those who admitted the mistake and the conduct of the many who embraced it, the results have been nothing short of catastrophic. The seriousness of the Gospel of Christ with implications for personal and cosmic eschatology has historically been matched by divine services that reflect this immovable truth. This phenomenon is neither new nor destined for long-term success. The sin before Sinai reveals how the sensus divinitatis in mankind, even those who know the truth of God, will, like a strong current, seek its own path, its “natural” progression. For fallen creatures, the “natural” path to God always ends in idolatry and self-destruction.

      
        
        Claiming to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and creeping things. Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen” (Romans 1:21-25 KJV).

      

      

      The angst of Moses descending Sinai with the divine tablets of law and life to witness his brother leading an unspeakable pagan extravaganza indicates the impact of religious novelty on ministers (we do well to recall that the incident involved ritualistic slaughter by the Levites).8 The problem is even if you approved of novelty, you could never keep up with the “newness” of it. The nature of novelty is dissatisfaction with
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