
Review: The Pastor as Public
Theologian
Like churches themselves, there’s a tendency
for  those  of  us  in  pastoral  ministry
(ordained  and  lay)  to  become  self-
referential; the aim of a “good” pastor is
just to be good at it, for some insipid
definition  of  “good”  and  indistinct
definition of “it.”  As an older priest once
told me when I was young and green when I
asked about his aims in ministry, it was
simply “to survive, Will, to survive.”

I know what he means now.  Sometimes the vocation becomes
merely a lurch of survival from Sunday to Sunday on a merry-
go-round of meetings and rotas.  It can look like duty and
diligence and all manner of virtuous things, but it’s hardly
the stuff of a world-changing gospel.

All of us in ministry need an occasional reordering, a return
to a sense of vocation that cuts across the self-referential
malaise and gets us looking Jesus-ward again.

Vanhoozer’s and Strachan’s The Pastor as Public Theologian is
a book for such a reordering.  It aims to “reclaim a lost
vision” and does so in a way that is not just timely but
also  (as  Eugene  Peterson  claims  on  the  cover)  urgent.
 Personally speaking, it has been a long time since I have
read  a  book  throughout  which  I  have  exclaimed  “Yes!”  and
“That’s right!” and “This! Absolutely this!”

The  authors  begin  by  decrying  the  tendency  to  dislocate
theology from the work of on-the-ground ministry by relegating
it  to  the  academy.   The  separation  of  “practical”  and
“theological” is truly a false dichotomy.  With my background
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in both Pentecostal and Reformed streams it’s one that I have
flailed against.  It is why I have sometimes described my
framework for ministry as that of an “applied theologian.”
 Application and theology go together.

We are reminded that the straitjackets of this dichotomy are
still prevalent.  Expectations on the pastor take the shape
of  counsellor,  business  analyst,  sociologist,  manager,
entertainer, or educator.  It’s these expectations that creep
into board meetings, “action planning,” and even (if they
happen at all) times of prayer.

The  book  has  been  edited  to  include  a  number  of  short
“pastoral perspective” chapters from other contributors.  One
of them, Gerhald Hiestand, wonderfully describes this malaise
by recognising that pastors are often “swimming against the
current  of  the  atheological  swamp  that  is  contemporary
evangelicalism.” (p29).

In this way, Vanhoozer and Strachan are not just writing to
pastors, they are also writing to churches.  The reordering
they stimulate is not just about church leaders, but about the
nature and shape of the church itself.

Theology is in exile and, as a result, the knowledge of God
is in ecclesial eclipse.  The promised land, the gathered
people of God, has consequently come to resemble a parched
land:  a  land  of  wasted  opportunities  that  no  longer
cultivates  disciples  as  it  did  in  the  past.  (pp1-2)

We are writing to you, churches, because you need to be
encouraged  to  rethink  the  nature,  function,  and
qualifications of the pastors whom you appoint to serve you…
We  also  think  you  need  to  reclaim  your  heritage  as  a
theological community created by God’s Word, and sustained by
God’s Spirit, and to remember that you are part of God’s
story, not that God is part of your story (pastor-theologians
ought to be able to help you with this!). (p2)



The  key  phrase  used  throughout  is  the  double-barrelled
“pastor-theologian.”   It  usefully  interacts  with  their
fundamental concerns about the false dichotomy.  But it is an
awkward phrase with no clear scriptural anchor point.  There
are some other words which might better serve the purpose.

For instance, the work of the “pastor-theologian” is the work
of a missionary.

The word “missionary” has its own baggage, of course, but it
makes clear that whenever Vanhoozer and Strachan describe a
pastor-theologian in action, they actually end up dealing with
missiological  issues.   They  end  up  discussing  the
demonstration and application of the gospel in the shifting
culture  of  the  real  world.   This  is
necessarily theological work; how else do you apply the gospel
but by first understanding it?  And it is also countercultural
work; how else do you apply the gospel but by finding the
touchstone  points  where  it  pushes  back  and  has  something
different to say?

Missionary language would have helped the authors as they show
us the challenges of this work. Missionaries understand the
difficulty of articulating and demonstrating the application
of  the  gospel  in  the  real  world.   They  know  that
the countercultural gospel, when filled with the theological
richness of Christ’s death and resurrection, will always be
resisted, passively or otherwise.

Make no mistake: it is not easy to go against the cultural
grain, and in a real sense, the faithful pastor will always
be a countercultural figure: what else can pastors be when
they proclaim Christ crucified and then ask disciples to
imitate their Lord by dying to self? (p3)

The flock of Jesus Christ is threatened not by lions, bears,
or wolves (1 Sam 17:34-35) but by false religion, incorrect
doctrine,  and  ungodly  practices  –  not  to  mention



“principalities and powers” (Eph. 6:12 KJV). Consequently,
pastors who want to be out ahead of the congregations must be
grounded in the gospel and culturally competent.  Public
theologians help people understand the world in which they
live and, what is more important, how to follow Christ in
everyday as well as extraordinary situations. (p23)

In  this  aspect  of  pastor-theologian  as  missionary  I
particularly valued Melvin Tinker’s short contribution which
is  a  missiological  reflection  with  respect  to  the  UK.
 Reflecting on a “Babylonian captivity” in English culture, he
describes  symptoms  that  I  am  coming  across  in  my  current
context:

The nature of the “captivity” shows itself… by relativism in
public and private ethics, valuing people by their looks and
work, secularization with the marginalization of religion in
public life (“privatization”).  Taken together, the Christian
certainly feels like an alien and is alienated.  The gap
between what is believed and how it can be practiced (without
guidance) can reach cavernous proportions in people’s minds,
and  so  the  temptation  to  capitulate  to  the  world  by
privatizing  religion  is  strong.  (p62)

Secondly,  it  would  have  been  more  helpful  for  “pastor-
theologian”  to  be  understood  in  terms  of  the  five-fold
ministry, and particularly with regard to the apostolic.

The five-fold ministry of Apostle, Prophet, Evangelist, Pastor
and Teacher is unpacked by Paul in Ephesians 4.  These are
gifted roles which have the purpose of “building up the body”
to maturity in Christ.  Vanhoozer and Strachan explicitly
apply the same function to the pastor-theologian who has the
work of “growing persons, cultivating a people” (p125).

I would have thought it would have therefore been more helpful
to  interact  closely  with  these  five  offices.   Rather,



although the teaching, pastoral, prophetic, and evangelistic
work of the pastor-theologian are all teased out at one point
or other, it is an implicit correlation.

Instead,  they  fill  the  phrase  “pastor-theologian”
theologically  by  exploring  its  ambassadorial  nature  which
“participates” (p48) in the “prophet, priest and king” (p39)
offices of Christ’s new covenant ministry.  This is helpful,
but in sum it most readily describes an apostolic form of
ministry;  the  apostolic  ministry  is  inherently
representational of Christ (“as the Father sent me, so I send
you”,  John  20:21)  and,  in  practice,  informs,  guides  and
demonstrates the missiological exercise of the other four.

Apostolic ministry is also marked by a kenotic (self-emptying)
character  that  carries  the  church,  in  her  suffering  and
adversity.   This  is  a  characteristic  that  Vanhoozer  and
Strachan pick up and apply to the “pastor-theologian”:

Here is the central paradox: the pastor is a public figure
who must make himself nothing, who must speak not to attract
attention to himself but rather to point away from himself –
unlike most contemporary celebrities.  The pastor must make
truth claims to win people not to his own way of thinking but
to God’s way.  The pastor must succeed, not by increasing his
own  social  status  but,  if  need  be,  by  decreasing  it.
(pp13-14)

The prophet did not generally minister from a position of
earthly  power  but  rather  by  entering  into  the  people’s
suffering. (p46)

The pastor images the old-covenant priest by modeling for the
church a set-apart life.  This righteous model is designed to
inspire, edify, and if necessary critique the people – all
for the sake of encouraging them to pursue the Lord with zeal
so that they too may be transformed.  The pastor is no more
(or less) righteous than the people.  Ministry does not scrub



away  personal  imperfections  and  weaknesses,  but  rather
magnifies them, drawing pastors to first lay claim to divine
grace before ministering it to their people. (p51)

Pastoral leadership ought to march to the beat of a different
world-defying drummer, participating in Christ’s kingship by
personifying the cruciform wisdom of God. (p54)

In the end the authors rest the theological task (and hence
its  doxological,  liturgical,  didactic,  and  pastoral
expressions)  of  the  pastor-theologian  on  something
fundamentally epistemological and Christ-centred.  It is a
“ministry of reality” (p108), a communication “in word and
deed,  in  person  and  work,  [of]  the  reality  of  the  new
resurrection order: the renewal of human being” (p107) and of
culture.   Whatever  really  is,  is  in  Christ,  and  is
therefore  known  in  him.

There is a touching point for this in my own Anglican context.
 Vanhoozer and Strachan’s reordering of vocation brings us
continually  back  to  consider  time  again  that  which  is  in
Christ.  Our ministry is formed and shaped by what is in
Christ because what is in Christ is fundamental reality, an
epistemological  fixed-point  in  space-time.   Moreover,
“Scripture alone provides an authoritative account of what is
in  Christ  (p114).”   A  shared  scriptural  epistemology  is
therefore essential not only to the building up of the church
(because what is in Christ is the rich common ground of true
koinonia)  but  consequentially  essential  to  the  unity  and
collegiality of pastors themselves.  As I have reflected on in
other  places,  this  is  at  the  heart  of  current  Anglican
disagreements.

It is clear that I resonate with the vision that Vanhoozer and
Strachan attempt to reclaim.  After all, this blog is called
“Journeyman,”  which  also  alludes  to  a  “jack-of-all-
existential-trades” (p104) vocation!  I’d be happy for that to
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mean for myself, to be “in some sense a public theologian, a
peculiar  sort  of  intellectual,  a  particular  type  of
generalist.” (p15)  I am with Kynes (another minor contributor
to the book) who recognises that theology is not dead, but
living.  Its appeal is both affective and cognitive.  It is
“truth, goodness, and beauty” (p134).

This beauty excites me, it drives me to prayer.  It lingers
when I think of the society and community in which I am now
placed.  It is the beauty of our Saviour who gave himself for
this world.  It is the beauty of God’s rag-tag people.  It is
the beauty of the new life to which this world is called.  It
is worth a lifetime of effort.

Sampling Some Sermons
One of the tasks of my job is to preach sermons. I enjoy this
ministry. It is both analytical and creative. It involves
dwelling upon the deep things of God and his word to us in
Scripture, and also upon the deep realities of the people
whose faith, community, and lives we share.  A preacher must
allow the text to preach to himself first, and this is a
deepening devotional exercise.

In recent times many of us preachers have had
our  sermons  recorded,  turned  into  mp3s,
and placed online.  It doesn’t make us “internet
preachers”, but it is the “tape ministry” of a
previous decade in current form.  It also means that, for
better or worse, our homiletical efforts are recorded for
posterity.

I’ve recently had cause to review some of my past and present
sermons.  It is quite the educational experience!  There are
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times for both cringing (“I said that?!?”) and delight (“Wow,
I’d forgotten about that, that speaks to me now.”).  I’ve
learned  a  lot  from  doing  it  and  thought  I’d  share  some
thoughts:

For example:

Here is a very recent sermon from St. David’s Cathedral.  It
is something of a “topical” sermon, as opposed to an strictly
“expositional” one.  It was part of an advent series on the
“Signs of Faith” and drawing on the response of Mary to the
announcement of the angel.

http://briggs.id.au/jour/files/2015/01/20141221SignsOfFaithObe
dience.mp3

Download

Like all Cathedral sermons, it’s an “aim for 15-20 minute”
timeslot and this went a little over.  It is preached from
within the confines of rather towering pulpit.  There is no
data projector or any other easily-appropriated form of visual
aide.  This means that the structure of the sermon hangs on
oral cues.  That’s something I had to “re-learn” when I came
to the Cathedral.  Here’s another example, more expositional
in nature, looking at the Parable of the Talents in Matthew
25:

http://briggs.id.au/jour/files/2015/01/20141116Matthew25Return
OfTheKing.mp3

Download

A Cathedral is an interesting place to preach.  Sometimes up
to 20% of the congregation are only there for one week, being
tourists or short-term visitors to the city.  There needs to
be a balance of speaking to the regular congregation and the
awareness of ongoing contact, with ensuring accessibility for
those who are only there for the one experience.  On some
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occasions, particularly the big Christmas and Easter services,
you have to be almost like a “visiting preacher” and avoid
over-familiarity.  The next example is from a Christmas
midnight service a couple of years ago.  It had to be shorter,
speak to a very very general audience, and definitely be on
message about Jesus:

http://briggs.id.au/jour/files/2015/01/20121224TheVoiceOfTheAn
gels.mp3

Download

But I have not only preached in a Cathedral.  I have also
preached in the “rural town” context of North-West Tasmania.
 And not in a pulpit, but in a school hall, a surf club room,
and sometimes even outside in a park!  In this context much
longer, meatier “teaching times” were the order of the day.
 It was a more intimate setting with more assumed familiarity
of both congregation and preacher.  The homiletical structure
could be communicated through visual cues on a data projector,
and through peripatetic movements and gestures as wireless
microphones allow.  Here’s a typical example from 2009,
preached in the West Somerset Primary School hall.  The slides
that were used are here: pdf
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Download
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Case for Women Giving Sermons
Is there still a debate on whether, how and why
women  can,  should  be,  and  are  in  Christian
ministry in Australian Anglicanism?  Clearly
there is still disagreement.  Clearly there is
still  division  on  this  topic.   There  is
regularly yet another regurgitation of either
rabid  complementarianism  or  apopletic
egalitarianism.  But there hasn’t been much for
a  while  that  actually  moves  the  debate  on.
 Nothing  that  throws  a  corollary  or  implication  or
foundational  concept  into  the  ring  which  has  yet  to  be
considered.

Perhaps  John  Dickson  has  done  it  with  his  recent  short
book Hearing Her voice: A Case for Women Giving Sermons.

Dickson has one, precise, thing to say in his book.  It is an
interaction with that ever-perplexing verse from 1st Timothy
(2:12) which states (to use the ESV)  “I do not permit a woman
to teach or to exercise authority over a man; rather, she is
to remain quiet.”  His one point is this – that there is
nothing in that verse that prohibits a woman delivering that
part of Christian services that we commonly call “the sermon.”

That’s it.  He makes virtually no comment on issues such as
headship, normative gender roles, or any other juicy parts of
the topic.  He simply has the view that when Paul writes to
Timothy he is not talking about sermons, and therefore women
need not be excluded from the pulpit.

It’s a small point that will scandalise many for either being
too liberal or not liberal enough.  Dickson seems to be aware
of that, it is as if every second sentence is an appeal to
“please listen to the one precise thing I am saying, not the
things you think I might be saying.”
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The value of the book, however, is in the methodology.  The
methodology is, you might say, very “Sydney.”  It is deeply
exegetical, using historical considerations to illuminate, not
eradicate,  semantic  precision  while  articulately  allowing
“Scripture to interpret Scripture”, particularly within the
Pauline corpus.

His  argument  is  based  on  Paul’s  precise  semantics  about
“teaching”,  “preaching”,  “exhorting”,  “evangelising”,
“prophesying” and the like.  His assertion is that the only
thing prohibited for women is “teaching.”  Moreover, he notes,
that the “sermon” as we know it is most properly, in Paul’s
terms,  not  teaching  but  exhorting,  prophesying,  or
evangelising – activities that Paul not only allows for women
but encourages for women.

For Dickson teaching is relegated to authoritive recollection
and transmission of apostolic teaching – the oral canon that
existed before the written one.

It’s an argument I haven’t seen much of before.  It’s a worthy
addition to the ongoing debate.

And there is some debate to be had – Dickson’s credentials can
not  be  lightly  dismissed  and  his  exegesis  is  thorough.
 However, he refuses to further tread where angels have feared
by not extrapolating or speculating further.  He only defines
the permissibility that he finds in Paul, he does not explain
the prohibition on (the very specific) “teaching” nor does he
explain the implications of that prohibition in terms of a
robust and conclusive theology of gender.

Perhaps he will keep (and make) some friends in this ongoing
debate that way – a debate which now has one more piece of
required reading for all involved.



Review: The Unheeded Christ
I was recently handed a copy of David Cook’s The
Unheeded Christ a collection of sermons published
in 2006 through the Sydney Missionary & Bible
College (SMBC) of which David is the principal.
The  sermons,  taken  from  a  semester’s  sermon
series, revolve around the “tough” teachings of
Jesus – the difficult sayings, and the things
that often go “unheeded.” The series begins with

the Sermon on the Mount and then moves throughout the Gospel
of Matthew to end with Matthew 28 and the Great Commission.
There are thirteen sermons all told.

The sermons are good technical homilies – well exegeted, well
illustrated, and generally well applied. But, being sermons,
the next question I ask of a book such as this is – “Was I
impacted?” Did I learn something – but more than that – were
these sermons the Word of God for me in the place I was in.
Was I taught, rebuked, corrected, trained in righteousness
etc.? (see 2 Tim 3:16).

In this case, I was impacted. The presentation of Christ in
all his counter-cultural scandalous glory was a useful thing
for me to encounter. And in particular I was impacted by
Christ’s attitude towards opposition and persecution in the
second talk “Do Not Resist (Matt 5:38-42).” I took to heart
words such as:

“The only way to be detached from myself is to realise that
now, I stand covered in the perfect righteousness of Christ.
So if someone abuses me, if someone insults me, or slaps me,
they are actually taking up arms against Christ himself. So
the poise of my response will only come from trusting in the
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indwelling  Christ,  who  has  covered  me  with  his
righteousness.”  (pp32-33)

A particular phrase Cook used to illustrate this point was
“Eagles don’t catch flies.” Our eyes are on Christ and his
purposes, not on petty retaliations or the distractions of
this world. This impact is reiterated when the importance and
method  of  conflict  resolution  is  unpacked  in  “Resolving
Tension (Matt 18:15-20).”

Something I wasn’t expecting was that together with a high
view of the Bible there is within these sermons a high view of
the church based on a solidarity with Christ. It is the basis
for a number of his applications. Indeed, “… how we treat the
disciples of Jesus is indicative of how we treat Jesus the
Lord, himself.” (p182) I appreciated this emphasis.

These are sermons, preached at a Bible College. It would be
interesting to see how a non-Christian or someone younger in
the faith would be impacted by them. I don’t think that is of
too  greater  concern  however  –  it’s  often  the  “older”
Christians that have learned the bad habits of “dodging the
bouncers” (p58) that are the difficult but life-giving words
of Jesus, who often goes unheeded in our practice and purpose.
It was good to get hit by a few when reading this book.


