
Praise for Pastoral Ministry: Theology and Practice

Distilling a lifetime of experience in the congregation and seminary class-
room, Rev. Richard Warneck generously shares his insights for pastoral prac-
tice in the midst of contemporary challenges. Readers will find his style con-
versational and his approach biblically conservative. Pastoral Ministry stands 
in the tradition of the older works by C. F. W. Walther and John H. C. Fritz and 
seeks to bring their legacy into our own time as pastors continue to shepherd 
God’s flock with the saving Gospel.

—Rev. John T. Pless 
Assistant Professor of Pastoral Ministry and Missions 

Director of Field Education, Concordia Theological Seminary, Fort Wayne, IN 
Author of Martin Luther: Preacher of the Cross

Through decades of classroom instruction, Rev. Richard Warneck prepared 
a generation of Lutheran ministers to lead congregations with theological in-
tegrity and pastoral sensitivity. Now, in this timely volume, Warneck delivers 
his treasury of wisdom for the practice of ministry. The scope and depth of 
this book is impressive. The insights which it provides are thorough, scholarly, 
practical, and theologically sound. This resource will be a ready guide for ma-
neuvering through the challenges and opportunities of pastoral ministry in a 
rapidly changing society.

—Rev. Dr. David Peter 
Chairman, Department of Practical Theology 

Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, MO

Rev. Richard Warneck’s experience as a pastor, his decades of teaching pas-
toral ministry to future shepherds of the Church, and his great love for pastors 
shine through in this well-written and most useful work. As the title suggests, 
this book provides doctrinal and practical information and guidance, intro-
ducing each segment with a real-life vignette. Complementing the pastoral 
theologies of Walther, Loehe, Fritz, etc., Warneck’s book discusses the most 
important elements of pastoral ministry from a biblical and dominical point 
of view, taking into account the witness of the Lutheran Confessions and the 
wisdom of faithful theologians of our day. Especially useful is Warneck’s treat-
ment of the twenty-first-century challenges (sexuality, substance abuse, men 
and women in the church, etc.) with which today’s pastors and parishioners 
must frequently grapple. Pastoral Ministry: Theology and Practice is very time-
ly—a must for every pastor’s library.

—Rev. Dr. Christian C. Tiews 
Pastor, Trinity Lutheran Church, Okmulgee, OK



Pastoral Ministry: Theology and Practice by Professor Richard Warneck is a 
helpful guide for pastors desiring to be faithful to their callings and God’s Word. 
It speaks with the authority of one well-seasoned in both practice and study of 
pastoral theology. It is also as personal as it is comprehensive. In a heartfelt and 
caring way, Rev. Warneck shares with pastors today God’s Word and the voices 
of faithful theologians, all the time being centered in the Church’s confession of 
the saving Gospel of Jesus Christ.

—Rev. Dr. W. Mart Thompson 
Associate Professor of Practical Theology 

Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, MO

Grounded in Scripture and shaped by decades of experience in the parish 
and seminary classroom, Dr. Warneck’s insight-rich Pastoral Ministry: Theolo-
gy and Practice belongs on every pastor’s shelf (though it will more likely stay 
on his desk through frequent use). This volume merits a place beside Walther’s 
and Fritz’s on the short list of outstanding Lutheran pastoral ministry hand-
books.

—Rev. Brent McGuire 
Senior Pastor, Our Redeemer Lutheran Church, Dallas, TX

Pastoral Ministry: Theology and Practice by Rev. Dr. Richard H. Warneck 
gives pastors the mature teaching and counsel that result from many years of 
experience as a faithful parish pastor, an effective seminary professor, and a 
serious theologian. This substantial volume, clearly laid out and well-written, 
promises to be of great benefit to pastors ministering in the challenging times 
of the twenty-first century.

—Rev. Dr. Paul R. Raabe 
Professor of Exegetical Theology 

Concordia Seminary, St. Louis, MO

Casuistry questions are hard for any pastor to answer. The clear Word of 
God can be hard to apply in this sin-muddied world. Rev. Warneck’s Pastoral 
Ministry offers foundational principles to help guide the pastor. He does not 
give easy, one-size-fits-all solutions; rather, he prepares the pastor to examine 
Scripture, to look at the wisdom of the saints who have gone before, and to 
implement God-pleasing solutions to the problems that arise in the modern 
church. This book is a welcome update to Walther’s and Fritz’s pastoral minis-
try volumes.

—Rev. Lincoln Winter 
Pastor, Trinity Lutheran Church, Wheatland, WY
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Foreword
Pastoral Ministry: Theology and Practice by Dr. Richard Warneck begins 

with the letters INI, an abbreviation for the words In Nomine Jesu—“in the 
name of Jesus”—for Jesus remains the source, the authority, and the account-
ability of the pastoral ministry that is His alone. This awesome confidence in 
Christ, with an undying commitment to His Word, is the foundation and the 
motivation of the book, which seeks to prepare candidates for such a calling. 
As Dr. Warneck says, “[Pastoral Ministry] states principles that guide and direct 
active pastoral life and ministry” for a more effective ministry in these chal-
lenging times (p. 10). And that INI spirit is not just a slogan; it is authentically 
reflected in the pages that follow and in the life of the author, who is a professor, 
a pastor, a father, a husband, and an example of that spirit in action in the name 
of Jesus for others. 

Pastoral Ministry is, above all, an exhaustive resource for those in the pub-
lic ministry who understand that serving Christ and His Church is dominical 
and apostolic at its core. Therefore, preparation, commitment, and even a prop-
er sense of calling are vital to the Church’s and the pastor’s exercise of this pub-
lic office as Christ’s gift. To that end, the issues engaged in the book range from 
the very call into the ministry to the personal disciplines needed in ministry 
to the practices associated with the public ministry in service to the Church 
(i.e., preaching, teaching, counseling, leadership) and even to the pastor’s en-
gagement of the community both missionally and civically. A wide range of 
issues are discussed, each flowing from deep, theological reflection with stated 
biblical principles that are then applied to the challenges of ministry in today’s 
modern world. 

This work is not only a foundational guide for one’s training in the public 
ministry; it is a helpful resource for one’s lifelong growth in service to that 
ministry for the sake of Christ’s Church as well. For those “often burdened,” 
“gripped by malaise,” or “overwhelmed” in ministry due to the seemingly end-
less challenges of modern culture, this is a resource that directs us to the com-
fort and power of the presence of the real-present Jesus Christ and the endur-
ing wisdom of His Word.

This book is also a very practical guide, filled with real how-tos for ministry. 
The suggestions throughout, and the appendices at the end, offer real solutions 
to real questions. Whether the issues are congregational (worship styles, lead-
ership challenges, handling criticism, effective teaching and preaching), cul-
tural (sexual libertinism, egalitarianism, rampant individualism), or personal 
(the pastor’s personal disciplines or family life), this book is an invaluable tool 
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for the pastor who seeks to meet the spiritual needs of His people—for their 
salvation, their life in Christ for others, and their future hope in Jesus eternally. 

For example, in dealing with the very modern tension between the view of 
the pastoral ministry as a calling to “preach and teach” and the modern pres-
sures to be a “leader” as well, the topic is engaged thoroughly from a biblical 
and practical standpoint. The final summary says it well: 

The pastor’s vocation is that of a missionary in the name of Jesus. 
This is consistent with his Call to exercise the Office of the Holy 
Ministry. Complementing his calling as missionary is his role as 
leader of God’s people, a multifaceted profile consisting of nu-
merous roles: bishop, priest, prophet, watchman, and servant. The 
pastor utilizes these roles in his leadership of the congregation, 
whose priorities in ministry are worship, witness, teaching, fel-
lowship-care, service, and mission (growth). (p. 102, emphasis in 
original)

But what differentiates this work from all others is the bold assertion of 
a dominical and apostolic pastoral ministry that expects God to intervene 
through the Gospel at every juncture of one’s ministry. It’s this awesome con-
fidence in God, rooted in the Scripture’s proclamation of a God who loves 
completely: all the way to the cross, through the cross, and into the lives of 
rebellious humanity through words, water, bread and wine, just to say, “I did it 
all for you.” No matter what the challenges today, that real-present Jesus, that 
God-for-us-in-Christ reality drives, empowers, and guides the public ministry 
of the Church for God’s people. In full view of the work, empowered by the 
Lord who comes in Word and Sacrament, as Dr. Warneck says so well, “ Let the 
action begin!” With this book as a guide, you’ll be well prepared!

Dr. Gregory P. Seltz, PhD

Executive Director, Lutheran Center for Religious Liberty 
Speaker Emeritus, The Lutheran Hour
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Preface

INI
In Nomine Jesu! This book about the pastoral ministry in the Christian 

Church opens in the name of Jesus. Similar to the professions of medicine and 
law, the pastoral ministry lays claim to a cumulative fund of knowledge, learn-
ing, and experience. The special pedigree of this profession, however, is its ori-
gin as a ministry of Jesus. God had given His Word to His people through Mo-
ses and the prophets. Later, the Word Incarnate, Jesus Christ, called and sent 
His apostles with the Gospel of God’s love for the world’s people. The apostles’ 
ministry continues, exercised by the pastoral office established by Jesus.

The acronym INI, in the name of Jesus, signals that subjects, discussions, 
and conclusions relative to pastoral practice have but one referent, the Lord 
Jesus Christ. He is the authority for the pastoral ministry. Also, the purpose of 
the pastoral ministry derives from Him, namely, the eternal salvation of all who 
hear the Gospel and believe in Him. It is evident, therefore, that the theology 
and practice of the pastoral ministry is singularly of the Lord, that is, dominical.

The Lord interpreted His ministry according to the Scriptures. The impli-
cation is clear. The pastoral ministry today, dominical indeed, must practice in 
accord with that same Word of God. Therefore, discussions of pastoral practice 
in this work are anchored in biblical theology and they cite the Scriptures lib-
erally, but responsibly. The intention is to frame pastoral practice according to 
the Scriptures, for they are the Word of God and they both set and norm the 
disciplines of the pastoral ministry.

This book states principles that guide and direct active pastoral life and 
ministry. The author is a pastor and professor in The Lutheran Church—
Missouri Synod, but the work may also serve pastors and churches of many 
fellowships where the Scriptures are normative. Pressed by the secular culture, 
the institutional church as we know it may deconstruct. In that event, Chris-
tians may find themselves in settings that are both different and varied. Wher-
ever they congregate—perhaps under conditions unforeseen—this book will 
inform understanding of the pastoral ministry for both pastors and the laity.

Hopefully, this work will serve a wide range of pastors and assist them in 
honing pastoral judgment. Accomplished pastors at the top of their game may 
profit. For the initiate to the profession, the book is an introduction. For some 
pastors, it may provide a fresh view of their profession that is both dominical 
and apostolic. We are concerned for the pastor gripped by malaise. He may be 
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weary or burdened with self-doubt, or he may feel pangs of guilt. Has the pas-
toral ministry become disappointing? Whatever the pastor’s condition or situ-
ation—challenges, accomplishments, victories, burdens, failures—we intend to 
assist his ministry and enrich his life in the profession.

This book appears at a time of diverse pastoral practice. This diversity has 
resulted, sadly, in division. Unresolved radical diversity finally becomes divi-
sive. Tensions over diversity in practice are legion. To name a few, there are 
serious disagreements in the Church about open versus close(d) Communion 
practice, worship forms, mission strategies, and the treatment of marriage, di-
vorce, and remarriage. Pastoral practice on many counts is either lax or le-
galistic. This work takes a position on many subjects, but it will not arbitrate 
between different factions. Correctives in regard to questionable diversity and 
polarity rest with ecclesiastical leadership exercised by responsible church offi-
cials. Our hope early in the twenty-first century is that this book brings stability 
to the pastoral ministry and contributes to the unity of the spirit in the Church.

 This book about the pastoral ministry was written for pastors, but always 
with an eye for the laity of the Church, chiefly their comprehension of their pas-
tor’s calling. Many lay Christians seek this understanding. Knowledge in any 
field can be misused, but properly informed about the pastoral office, Christian 
people will take interest in their pastor’s ministry and support his day-to-day 
work among them. More significant, they will be comfortable with the dialogue 
that pastors and people must have over the mission and ministry of the congre-
gation. With this in mind, we commend this book to both pastors and the laity.

The Holy Scriptures are the principal source for this work, followed by the 
Lutheran Confessions and the writings of Martin Luther and C. F. W. Walther. 
Contributions abound from theologians and pastors to whom this author is 
indebted. The late Dr. Robert D. Preus rescued me for the pastoral ministry and 
started me on this journey. Dr. John F. Johnson, former president of Concordia 
Seminary, was a valued mentor. Many others whom I esteem are referenced in 
these pages. I thank many physicians and surgeons. Students in pastoral the-
ology classes at Concordia Seminary contributed. The Rev. Scot A. Kinnaman, 
senior book editor at Concordia Publishing House, was patient and generous 
with good counsel. Most appreciated is a supportive family—my wife, Marlene, 
quintessential pastor’s wife, and two sons, Richard and Stephen. Rich was a val-
ued adviser, and Steve served with his talent for writing and editing.

This work, begun in the name of Jesus, advanced under Christ and His 
Word, serving pastors and the people they shepherd, let the action begin. From 
the first salvo to the last breath, let all be to the glory of God!

Richard H. Warneck, PhD
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CHAPTER ONE

Prolegomena

Pastoral Ministry—Dominical, Apostolic
Pastoral Ministry: Theology and Practice addresses the principal parts of 

the pastoral ministry in the Christian Church. The discussion opens with as-
sumptions and observations that are germane to the larger treatment of the 
profession. Collectively, these are prolegomena, or first considerations. They set 
the stage for discussing the essential tasks and responsibilities of the pastoral 
office in a time of diverse practice.

Where diversity reigns, pastors and theologians may not share a quest for 
common pastoral practice, but reaching a consensus that the pastoral office is 
transcendent in nature and character should be a goal. We believe and teach 
that the pastoral ministry is foremost, dominical. It is of the Lord Jesus Christ! 
If this is stating the obvious, why do many pastors wing it in the practice of the 
pastoral ministry? Perhaps together we may seek to secure our common min-
istry on the moorings of Christ and His Word.

Confessing that the pastoral office is dominical, we assert a metanarrative. 
The pastoral ministry is not a human construct; rather, it was instituted by 
Christ, who sent His apostles to execute this ministry. He gathered them as 
disciples, made them fishers of men, and sent them into the public ministry of 
His making and in His name (cf. Luke 9:1–2; 10:1–12). Through His Church, 
He continues to call and send pastors to fulfill this pastoral office. Who pastors 
are and what pastors do is of the Lord (John 20:20–23; Matt 28:19–20; John 
21:15–19; Acts 1:8; Eph 4:11; cf. Eph 3:8; Luke 5:1–11).

Furthermore, the dominical pastoral ministry is also apostolic, that is, it is 
ordered by the teachings of the Lord’s apostles. Jesus announced that the Spirit 
would take what is His and declare it to His apostles; in other words, all that 
Jesus has of the Father the Spirit would declare to them (John 16:13–15). There-
fore, the apostles’ teaching properly orders pastoral ministry because this apos-
tolic teaching is also dominical. The apostles’ ministry was distinctive in this 
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respect. Note how Peter and John explain their encounter with the lame man at 
the temple gate in Jerusalem: “Let it be known to all of you and to all the people 
of Israel that by the name of Jesus Christ of Nazareth, whom you crucified, 
whom God raised from the dead—by Him this man is standing before you 
well” (Acts 4:10). Dominical indeed!

In letters to Timothy and Titus, St. Paul stresses 
that their ministries were apostolic and dominical. 
The charge to Timothy, “Preach the word; be ready 
in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and 
exhort, with complete patience and teaching,” is 
apostolic, under the authority of the Lord’s apostle, 
but it is a charge given “in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus who is to 
judge the living and the dead” (2 Tim 4:1–2), a ministry accountable to the 
Lord, dominical! Pastoral ministry should be ordered in such a way as to be 
dominical and apostolic.

 The Lord’s Word, the Apostles’ Word, the Pastor’s Word
Jesus affirmed His apostles’ preaching and ministry in His name when He 

declared, “The one who hears you hears Me” (Luke 10:16). And He announced, 
“But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in My name, He 
will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to 
you” (John 14:26). He declared the sequence: the Father’s Word to the Son to 
the apostles. Praying to the Father, He said, “For I have given them the words 
that You gave Me, and they have received them and have come to know in truth 
that I came from You; and they have believed that You sent Me” (John 17:8; 
cf. 15:15b). In the apostles’ preaching and teaching, their words are the Lord’s 
words, certainly dominical (Acts 1:8; cf. Acts 10:36–43; cf. Titus 1:3).

Clearly, when the pastoral ministry—preaching and teaching—proclaims 
the apostolic Word, this ministry is of Christ and His Word, dominical. Our 
Lord spoke the words of God and gave those words to His apostles, and they to 
pastors, beginning with servants like Timothy, Titus, and others (John 3:34–35; 
1 Tim 1:1–2; 6:3; 2 Tim 1:13; Titus 1:3; cf. 1 Cor 11:23ff.). Therefore, it is legit-
imate to say that the pastoral ministry is apostolic, and to believe that when 
the pastor proclaims and teaches the prophetic and apostolic Word, Christ our 
Lord is speaking the Word of God to His people (cf. Luke 5:1).

Holy Scripture
The pastor proclaims the Word that is dominical and apostolic when he 

Dominical: of the Lord 
Jesus Christ.  
Apostolic: ordered by the 
teachings of the Lord’s 
apostles!
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publicly expounds the Holy Scriptures. The indispensable link—the pastoral 
ministry and the Scriptures—is by apostolic design. St. Paul’s exhortation to 
Timothy is compelling: “Preach the word” (2 Tim 4:2). This exhortation fol-
lows his directive to Timothy to continue in what he had learned since child-
hood from the sacred writings which instruct about the Gospel and salvation 
through faith in Jesus Christ. Paul directed Timothy to the Scriptures because 
they had been given theopneustos, by inspiration of God (2 Tim 3:14–16; cf. 
2 Pet 1:20–21).

Moreover, a pastoral theology frames pastoral ministry in the manner that 
our Lord interpreted His ministry: according to the Scriptures. The Old Testa-
ment—Moses and the prophets and the Psalms—and the New Testament, the 
apostolic Word, is the Word from the Father that our Lord committed to His 
apostles through the Holy Spirit during His ministry and following His ascen-
sion (Luke 24:27, 32, 44–49; 1 Cor 15:1–4; John 14:24b, 16–17, 25–26; cf. John 
15:15b, 20; 1 Thess 2:13). For the sake of the Gospel revealed and disclosed 
through the prophetic and apostolic writings, the work of the pastoral ministry 
adheres closely to the Scriptures, the final authority in teaching and practice 
(Rom 16:25–27). The Lutheran Confessions are mentor in this regard, for they 
constantly appeal to the Scriptures, the divine Word.1

A pastor arrives at certainty that the Scriptures hold God’s foundational 
principles for pastoral ministry not by his own ruminating but only by the 
testimonium Spiritus Sancti internum, the internal testimony of the Holy Spirit. 
This testimony of the Spirit comes by means of the Scriptures owned by the 
Spirit. Consider this assessment:

This testimonium Spiritus Sancti internum by which the Spirit 
moves and enlightens our hearts to believe the Scriptures and 
promises of God is never something immediate but always per 

1 See the preface to the Book of Concord 3, 4, 7, 20, 22; preface to the Augsburg Confession 8 and 11, in 
The Book of Concord: The Confessions of the Evangelical Lutheran Church. Ed. Robert Kolb and Timothy J. 
Wengert. Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Fortress, 2000. (Hereafter, Kolb-Wengert) The authority of the Holy 
Scriptures, the inspired and inerrant Word of God, is treated by a vast bibliography of works. We mention 
the following: A. L. Graebner, Outlines of Doctrinal Theology (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, n.d.). 
Francis Pieper, Christian Dogmatics, vol. 1 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1950). M. Reu, “Luther 
and the Scriptures,” The Springfielder 24, no. 2 (August 1960), reprint of the work originally published by 
the Wartburg Press, Columbus, OH, 1944. The Gospel and Scripture: The Interrelationship of the Material 
and Formal Principles in Lutheran Theology; A Report of the Commission on Theology and Church Relations 
(St. Louis: The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, November 1972). The Inspiration of Scripture: A Report 
of the Commission on Theology and Church Relations (St. Louis: The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, 
March 1975). Robert D. Preus, The Inspiration of Scripture: A Study of the Theology of the 17th Century 
Lutheran Dogmaticians (Mankato, MN: Lutheran Synod Book Company, 1955). Robert D. Preus, The 
Theology of Post-Reformation Lutheranism: A Study of Theological Prolegomena, vol. 1 (St. Louis: Concordia 
Publishing House, 1970); see chapter 3, “The Doctrine of Scripture,” 254–403. For right comprehension 
of the Bible, see Carl Ferdinand Wilhelm Walther, Law and Gospel: How to Read and Apply the Bible, 
ed. Charles P. Schaum, trans. Christian C. Tiews (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2010).
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verbum. It is, like faith, the work of the Spirit in the believer’s 
heart; and it is also the work of the Scripture itself.2

Revelation
Divine disclosure or revelation is generic to the 

pastoral ministry. For the Gospel preached according 
to the Scriptures—the forgiveness of sins and peace 
with God for all through Jesus Christ, His death and 
resurrection—is a divine mystery that the apostle 
Paul relates as God’s revelation or disclosure. He was 
especially taken by God’s disclosure of the Gospel for 
the Gentiles (Col 1:27; Rom 16:25–26; Eph 3:3–6).

Furthermore, divine revelation is also intervention (as in Acts 22:6–11). A 
pastor senses the intervening action of the Spirit as persons initially respond to 
the Gospel in faith and confession. Witness the narrative in Acts 10. The Spirit 
came to hearers at Caesarea upon Peter’s preaching the Gospel (Acts 10:44–48); 
but this occurred in the context of dual intervention: (1) Peter’s commission 
to travel to Caesarea; (2) Cornelius’s commission to receive the apostle (Acts 
10:1–33). The incident at Caesarea was revelatory. It was divine intervention.

Revelation in terms of the intervening action of the Spirit encourages any 
faithful and sensitive pastor. Conscious of revelation—disclosure and interven-
tion—the pastor moves with confidence and perhaps even with bounce in his 
step, a light heart, and a sense of joy and wonder permeating his life and work. 

Interpretation
Correct interpretation of the biblical text is essential when engaging Holy 

Scripture as the norm for the practice of the pastoral ministry. As interpreter, 
the pastor is busy with the res, the subject matter of the Bible. God’s saving 
action moving throughout the Old and New Testaments, bringing fallen man-
kind back to Him by grace, that by faith in Jesus Christ we might be saved, is 
the res, the chief focus of the pastor as interpreter. Reading the Scripture as 
Gospel is the pastor’s calling.3

2 Robert D. Preus, Post-Reformation Lutheranism, vol. 1, 302. See Preus’s discussion of the divine origin 
and authority of Scripture as a work of the Holy Spirit, distinguished from rational criteria for certainty 
about these factors, 302–303. 
3 Martin H. Franzmann, “Seven Theses on Reformation Hermeneutics,” Concordia Theological Monthly 
40, no. 4 (April 1969): 235, 245.

Principle: A pastor’s 
energy abounds in 
proportion to his sense 
that God intervenes 
through the Gospel at 
every juncture of his 
ministry.
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Seeking and finding the res, the pastor works with the verba, the words of 
Holy Scripture. We emphasize that the Scripture as writing or text is an objec-
tive entity. So the interpreter as exegete pays close attention to the language of 
the text—vocabulary, usage of words and terms, grammar, syntax, and con-
text—in his effort to comprehend the text and what it states. Historical back-
ground augments close exegetical examination, as does the principle “Scripture 
interprets Scripture.” Fanciful as it may sound, this latter principle implies that 
it is not the interpreter, but the subject—the external Word of the Scriptures—
that leads to the meaning of a text studied from the Scriptures.4 As the pastor 
works with the Scriptures, he is confident, God does not lie. His Word speaks 
truth (Titus 1:2; Isa 45:19b; Deut 5:26–27).

Today, biblical hermeneutics has moved beyond the traditional discipline. 
A shift has occurred that is somewhat parallel to the moves in the culture from 
modernism to postmodernism. Lately, the interpreter himself plays a larger 
role in the interpretation method.5 In some models, the postmodern herme-
neutic moves away from and beyond the objectivity of the Scripture text, inter-
jects the interpreter’s profile in terms of his orientation and subjective percep-
tions, arriving at a meaning of the text that is framed to meet anthropological 
needs of a contemporary audience.6

There is a relationship—the interpreter to the text—in the interpretation of 
the Scriptures. This human factor is undeniable. The new hermeneutic goes so 
far to assert that there is no neutral hearing, that all hearers or readers of a text 
are conditioned by their situated circumstances (including biases) that affect 
their reception of meaning from a text. Yet precisely how much precondition-
ing affects the interpreter’s search for meaning remains ambiguous.

Thus, a caution is appropriate for the confessional pastor-interpreter. 
When a pastor seeks the counsel of God’s Word for shaping his judgment, de-
cisions, or actions, his subjective view of a Scripture text shall not override 
4 Still useful is the model for exegetical work provided by Dr. Martin Scharlemann, graduate profes-
sor of exegetical theology at Concordia Seminary, titled “Fifteen Steps from Scripture Text to a Central 
Thought.” This exhibit served seminary students developing and composing sermons. See Appendix 1. 
Other exhibits of traditional hermeneutics are Martin H. Franzmann, “Essays in Hermeneutics,” Con-
cordia Theological Monthly 19 (August to October 1948): 595–605, 641–652, 738–746. Franzmann treats 
the circles of language, history, and Scripture in biblical interpretation. An earlier exhibit is Theological 
Hermeneutics (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1924), a translation of the publication Theologische 
Hermeneutik (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1912). 
5 The focus on the interpreter in biblical interpretation is treated by Jeffrey J. Kloha, “Theological 
Hermeneutics after Meaning,” Lutheran Theological Journal 46, no. 1 (May 2012): 4–16. See the response 
to Kloha’s essay by Werner R. A. Klän, “Response to ‘Theological Hermeneutics after Meaning,’ ” Lutheran 
Theological Journal 46, no. 1 (May 2012): 17–25. Cf. James W. Voelz, What Does This Mean?: Principles of 
Biblical Interpretation in the Post-Modern World (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1997). 
6 For close tracking of this shift in contemporary biblical hermeneutics, see Armin Wenz, “Biblical 
Hermeneutics in a Postmodern World; Sacramental Hermeneutics versus Spiritualistic Constructivism,” 
Logia 22, no. 3 (Holy Trinity 2013): 15–24. 
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the objective character and authority of the Scriptures. Barring this restraint, 
the content and meaning of the Scripture message may be considered vari-
able, according to particular circumstances of time and situation with respect 
to the interpreter, and also according to his preunderstandings.7 In a worst-case 
scenario, the interpretation is the interpreter’s construct that arises principally 
from his reader-response to the text. The objective text and the probable inten-
tion of the author are dispensable. Unavoidable, then, is relativity, resulting in 
the advocacy of new meaning that essentially accommodates the text to current 
situations in pastoral practice.8

Again, biblical interpretation is crucial for the Christian pastor. How does 
our discipline, pastoral theology, arrive at meaning of the biblical text for the 
enterprise of pastoral ministry? Can we or should we go farther than the Lu-
theran confessors, who were satisfied that the plain words of Scripture hold the 
Spirit’s intended meaning? Stating the meaning of the Lord’s Supper, for exam-
ple, they cited the clear words of the Scripture text. Those words suffice. They 
are there, and, most of the time, solid exegetical work discloses their meaning.9

Doctrine and Practice
Doctrine and practice in the pastoral min-

istry exercise a complementary relationship.10 
The apostle Paul commits his apostolic teach-
ing to Timothy and Titus, the words about Jesus 
Christ and salvation won by Him (Titus 1:1–4; 
2:11–15; cf. 1 Tim 2:3–7; 4:16). This Gospel—
doctrine—leads to practice of the Christian life. 
So Paul exclaims: “Great indeed, we confess, is 
the mystery of godliness: He was manifested in the flesh, vindicated by the 
Spirit, seen by angels, proclaimed among the nations, believed on in the world, 
taken up in glory” (1 Tim 3:16). The term “godliness” here refers to Paul’s pre-
vious discussion about behavior within the household of God; the instructions 
about these matters, doctrine, he forwards to Timothy in case he is delayed or 
prevented from instructing in person (1 Tim 3:14–15).
7 Ibid., 21.
8 This caution serves the practicing pastor because some current models of hermeneutics advance the 
notion that the text of Holy Scripture in any discussion is merely one factor among many, that the meaning 
of divine revelation may also be, at least in part, nonconceptual, the inner workings of new consciousness 
as the psyche interacts with the stimuli of the present time and age. See the discussion by Roman Catholic 
theologian Gregory Baum in The Infallibility Debate: Gregory Baum and Others, ed. John J. Kirvan (New 
York: Paulist Press, 1971), 25–27.
9 Preface to the Book of Concord, Kolb-Wengert, 18.
10 How doctrine determines and affects the practice of the pastoral ministry, but equally significant, how 
practice may change and ultimately determine doctrine, are themes explored by Pastor Klemet I. Preus, The 
Fire and the Staff: Lutheran Theology in Practice (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2004).

Principle: The pastoral minis-
try, dominical and apostolic, 
possesses authority and 
legitimacy in doctrine and 
practice as shown by the 
initial pastoral theology, the 
Pastoral Epistles of the New 
Testament.
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Conversely, the Pastoral Epistles mark irreligion or ungodliness, that is, 
negative practice that results from false teaching, doctrine. For example, cor-
rupt persons on the Isle of Crete who professed to know God but denied Him 
by their works, their practice, had given themselves to Jewish myths and com-
mands of men who reject the truth (Titus 1:14–16). Error or false doctrine 
fosters ungodly behavior, that is, false practice. Paul calls out lawlessness in 
practice that is contrary to sound doctrine (1 Tim 1:8–11). Also note his avoid-
ance exhortations. They press for avoiding false doctrine in order to preserve 
godliness in living, practice. Teaching or doctrine bereft of truth (1 Tim 6:5) 
ruins hearers (2 Tim 2:14–15), upsets whole families (Titus 1:11), threatens 
those in the faith, and even wrecks faith itself (2 Tim 2:18b).

Paul mentored Timothy and Titus in a manner that shows the comple-
mentary relationship between doctrine and practice in their conduct of the pas-
toral ministry. His mentoring sparks many discussions in the chapters ahead 
where doctrine and practice are essential factors that warrant close attention 
and careful distinctions in pastoral practice today.

Postmodern Pastoral Theology 
Doctrine and practice come together with interpretation in the discipline of 

pastoral theology. Lutheran pastoral theology is known for its hefty assertion 
of doctrine, which is pivotal for confessional pastoral ministry. Lutheran pas-
tors are bound by the Lutheran Confessions, which expound and interpret the 
Scriptures for both doctrine and practice as this passage from the Epitome of 
the Formula of Concord shows:

We believe, teach, and confess that the only rule and guiding 
principle according to which all teachings and teachers are to be 
evaluated and judged are the prophetic and apostolic writings of 
the Old and New Testaments alone, as it is written, “Your word 
is a lamp to my feet and a light to may path” (Ps. 119[:105]), and 
Saint Paul: “If . . . an angel from heaven should proclaim to you 
something contrary, . . . let that one be accursed!” (Gal. 1[:8]).11

Sound doctrine that serves as the norm for practice is essential for Lu-
theran pastoral ministry. In other traditions, this paradigm is termed theory 
to practice, but postmodern models of pastoral theology differ significantly. 
For example, in his work A Fundamental Practical Theology, the late Prof. Don 
Browning of Chicago University took deliberate steps to distinguish his un-
derstanding of pastoral theology from other models that appear to operate in 

11 Kolb-Wengert, 486. 
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a traditional mode, essentially theory to practice.12 He asserts that theology can 
be practical only when we bring practical concerns to it from the beginning 
and employ practical reason. The interaction of church and culture plays an 
important role. Where practice is active and poignant, critical questions arise 
for the Church. As a community of interpreters, the Church receives those 
questions and addresses them to inherited normative sources, that is, texts—
Scripture, creeds, confessions, doctrinal statements, and such. Thus begins a 
conversation—questions arising from religious and secular practices put to 
normative texts within the community of faith. The results from this dialogue 
are significant. What evolves are reconstructed religious meanings and practic-
es, also new or revised understanding of how the texts serve theology as prac-
tice in the present context or situation. New understandings about the meaning 
and the thrust of norms for the current practice of the ministry may emerge. 
Browning recognizes that such a process is de facto deconstruction of former 
traditional meanings and uses of texts.13

Browning’s paradigm of practical theology is a three-part movement—be-
ginning with practice, moving back to reflection on norms or texts, and then 
moving forward again to practice. The process is distinctively hermeneutical 
or interpretive, and it assumes deconstruction of the theory to practice model 
of traditional practical theology.14 Browning’s model raises critical questions 
for confessional theology and practice, and these questions are about the sta-
tus, authority, and use of texts (Scripture, Confessions, etc.) as norms for the 
practice of pastoral ministry. Shall these norms undergo revisionist handling? 
Are the norms pliable? If so, what authority do they carry for practice? Can 
they retain their preservative and protective purposes—their apologetic func-
tions—if they are constantly vulnerable to revision? And what of hermeneuti-
cal principles within the norms themselves, which exclude reconfiguration or 
reconstruction? Finally, how does church and ministry arrive at practice that is 

12 Somewhat surprising is Browning’s confrontation with the Swiss theologian Karl Barth, who, in 
Browning’s estimate, was an epistemological realist who saw theology as the systematic interpretation of 
God’s self-disclosure to the Christian Church. In Barth’s view, theology is practical only by applying God’s 
revelation as directly and purely as possible to the concrete situations of life. The theologian moves from 
revelation to the human, from theory to practice, and from revealed knowledge to application. Browning 
took exception to Barth’s strong accent on revelation. He believed that Barth left little room for the inter-
preting community to verify things morally, experientially, or cognitively. In Barth’s theology for practice of 
the ministry, Browning saw no role for human understanding, action, or practice in the construal of God’s 
self-disclosure. Don S. Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 5, 7.
13 Ibid., 6.
14 Browning engages George Gadamer’s work Truth and Method, which integrates understanding, 
interpretation, and application. He uses Gadamer’s fusion of the horizon of meaning—practical questions 
and fore-meanings—brought to classic texts and the horizon of meaning that texts themselves project. See 
A Fundamental Practical Theology, 41. Also see a sampling of questions Browning puts to central texts and 
monuments of Christian faith. Ibid., 48–49. 
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integral to the divine norms themselves when meaning conveyed by the norms 
is subject to reconfiguration as a result of interaction with the current situation, 
context, or experience of the community of faith?

Browning’s work was the capstone of former paradigms that differed from 
pastoral theology, a discipline of applied Bible and biblical principles. The in-
fluence of representative models was broad in the twentieth century. Seward 
Hiltner (1909–1984) championed “shepherding” as the organizing principle 
for pastoral theology, a discipline consisting of three major components: heal-
ing, sustaining, and girding. These pastoral actions are executed, not as applied 
theology—Bible or Christian doctrine—applied one way directly to acts and 
functions. Important as Bible and Confessions are—the currencies of faith, 
Hiltner’s respectful term—he suggested that the use of such norms is a process 
that moves the other way so that a creative study and consideration of events 
from some significant perspective makes creative contributions to theological 
understanding.15 Embracing such contributions, Hiltner emphasized that faith 
is relevant and faithful only when it dialogues carefully and in a discriminating 
manner with the culture. Addressing questions of theology, he saw significant 
potential available in the personality sciences.16 Distancing the discipline of 
pastoral theology away from a rigid theology-applied-to-practice model, Hilt-
ner followed his mentor, Anton Boisen (1876–1965), father of the case study 
method and clinical pastoral education. Like William James, Boisen was con-
cerned more with the function of theological belief than with the substance of 
belief and confession. He placed a premium on learning theology empirically 
from the kind of experiences that students and clinicians observed in patients 
with serious pathologies.17

Practical theology, distanced from divine revelation, is the order for nu-
merous postmodern paradigms. J. Poling and D. Miller describe practical the-
ology as a critical and constructive reflection within a community of faith that 
involves correlation of the Christian story and other perspectives, leading to 
guidelines and skills for the formation of persons and communities.18 While 
Poling and Miller describe practical theology as a process of reflection, the 
British practical theologian Martyn Percy prefers to use the term refraction 

15 Thus the editors of The Blackwell Reader in Pastoral and Practical Theology observed Hiltner’s conten-
tion that pastoral theology, more than the application in practice of theories derived from academic study 
of theological ideas, is a venue where theological ideas and contemporary experiences meet in such a way 
that both are exchanged. The Blackwell Reader in Pastoral and Practical Theology, ed. James Woodward and 
Stephen Pattison (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 2000), 25. 
16 Seward Hiltner, Preface to Pastoral Theology (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1958), 22.
17 John Patton, “Introduction to Modern Pastoral Theology in the United States,” in The Blackwell Read-
er in Pastoral and Practical Theology, 51.
18 See Martyn Percy, Engaging with Contemporary Culture: Christianity, Theology and the Concrete 
Church (Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing, 2005), 9.
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to describe the discipline. Refraction, says Percy, engages the whole range of 
behaviorist sciences to configure pastoral practice. Practical theology, then, is a 
process of refraction similar to the dispersal of light into its constituent bands 
of color as it passes through a glass prism. Percy asserts that practical theolo-
gy is host to numerous disciplines interacting and coloring one another with 
richer and deeper hues. Considering theology, church, and contemporary cul-
ture, Percy describes a refractive process when an issue passes through each of 
the prisms—sociology, theology, anthropology, cultural studies—and possibly 
others, too, and that each of these then sees how its own truth is affected by 
such refraction.19 The handling of issues—pastoral care, ethical, spiritual, and 
so forth—through prisms may be configured and processed as shown in this 
exhibit:

This overview of revisionist models of practical theology poses the ques-
tion of use for biblical and confessional pastoral theology. How do these mod-
els contribute? Certainly, they remind pastors that ministry to people attends 
to their situation and context. Then practicing pastors are alerted to their 
subjective biases and attitudes, which may be idiosyncratic and indefensible. 
These negative traits can accumulate as “theory-laden” factors, to use Brown-
ing’s term. Orthodox practice consistent with the Scriptures can be legalistic 
in tone, insensitive or loveless. Pastoral practice that is orthodox for its own 
sake is problematic. Although such practice may continue to plead confession-
al character, it may no longer be dominical. Sometimes, the rush to get things 
right may outpace the timing of the Holy Spirit. Some pastors who are hasty to 
enforce orthodox practice assign to patience the pejorative label laxity.

This assessment includes a significant caveat. Postmodern practical the-
ology appears to show a better way, but the humanistic orientation of these 
postmodern models is disquieting for biblical and confessional practitioners. 
These models have deep roots in psychology and sociology, also ethnography 
(descriptive anthropology) and ethnology (the science of human family—rac-
es, their origins, proliferation, relations, and peculiarities). But theology—God 
speaking, revealing, and directing through the medium of divine revelation—is 
rare in these postmodern models. We state this caveat with regret.
19 Ibid., 11.
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Biblical and Confessional Pastoral Theology
Contrasted to Hiltner, Browning, and others, the biblical and confessional 

paradigm of pastoral theology is theory to practice in genre, though not as in-
flexible as this category infers. In the late nineteenth century, James M. Hoppin, 
professor at Yale University, advanced the notion that pastoral theology is both 
a science and an art. By the term science, Hoppin meant that pastoral theology 
embraces the underlying principles of pastoral work. By the term art, he meant 
the external and somewhat flexible and even subjective use of those principles 
toward a certain goal or end. Hoppin’s work, Pastoral Theology, is theory to 
practice, but certainly not rigid.20 Nor is the work of G. H. Gerberding, The 
Lutheran Pastor, first published in 1902, inflexible or insensitive. C. F. W. Wal-
ther’s exhaustive Pastorale is quite sensitive to the spiritual needs of people. 
When properly driven by the Gospel, the traditional theory to practice para-
digm still serves well. It has not been upstaged by recent postmodern models 
of pastoral theology.

Drawing from C. F. W. Walther’s American-Lutheran Pastoral Theology as 
a base, John H. C. Fritz defines our discipline in this manner: “Pastoral Theol-
ogy is theology, or the doctrine of the knowledge of God and of divine things, 
applied by the pastor, the spiritual shepherd, to the spiritual needs of his flock.”21 
Expanding his definition, Fritz emphasizes that pastoral theology is theology 
that has its source in the Word of God, stating that the Word reveals the eter-
nal truths and the divine unchangeable principles that the pastor applies to 
the spiritual needs of God’s people. Fritz urges pastors to recall such passages 
as Psalm 119:105; 1 Peter 1:25; Galatians 1:6–9; John 8:31–32. He adds that 
all principles for pastoral practice are anchored in the Word of God’s revela-
tion, which came by the instruments of His chosen prophets and apostles. The 
prophets spoke as the Word of the Lord came to them; the apostles spoke and 
wrote not what men teach but that which the Holy Spirit teaches (1 Thess 2:13; 
1 Cor 2:4–13; cf. Acts 26:22–23).

We have shown that the pastoral ministry is dominical, of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. He affirmed the testimony of the Scriptures to His own ministry as the 

20 Hoppin offers this precise definition: “Pastoral theology is chiefly concerned in carrying into life and 
practice those fundamental truths which are taught in the Scriptures and in any true and comprehensive 
system of theological education.” James M. Hoppin, Pastoral Theology, 7th ed. (New York: Funk & Wag-
nalls, 1884), 4. 
21 John H. C. Fritz, Pastoral Theology: A Handbook of Scriptural Principles Written Especially for Pastors 
of the Lutheran Church (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 1932), 1. See the English translations of 
Walther’s work. C. F. W. Walther, American-Lutheran Pastoral Theology, ed. David W. Loy, trans. Christian 
C. Tiews (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House, 2017), and C. F. W. Walther, Walther’s Pastorale: Amer-
ican-Lutheran Pastoral Theology, trans. and abridged by John M. Drickamer (New Haven, MO: Lutheran 
News, 1995). (Hereafter, Walther, American-Lutheran Pastoral Theology).
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world’s redeemer and to His atoning death and resurrection (Luke 18:31–34; 
24:44–47; cf. 1 Cor 15:1–4). Even precursors to that redeeming work—preach-
ing and signs and wonders—were His works according to the Scriptures (Luke 
4:16–19; Isa 61:1–2; Matt 11:4–6). Therefore, we assert that the pastoral min-
istry, dominical with respect to doctrine and practice, functions according to 
the Scriptures. Further, the discipline, pastoral theology, provides principles 
from Holy Scripture for the practice of this ministry. For reason of their divine 
source, Fritz emphasizes, they are divine unchangeable principles.

The Spiritual Needs of God’s People
God’s people share many needs with the rest of humanity—personal, so-

cial, economic, and so forth, but pastoral theology assists pastors to meet the 
spiritual needs of His people. As a spiritual shepherd, the pastor applies theol-
ogy to three important spiritual needs. The first is soteriological, that is, that 
many be saved (1 Cor 10:33). Nothing in this regard is to be taken for granted 
(cf. Acts 16:30; Mark 9:24). The Pastoral Epistles convey a sense of urgency 
when they show that the primary goal of theology directed by the pastor to a 
Christian congregation through such things as preaching, teaching, and pas-
toral care is to bring sinners to repentance, and then to faith in Jesus Christ. 
Consider how the saving work of Christ saturates the letters 1 and 2 Timothy 
and Titus. One passage is “The saying is trustworthy and deserving of full ac-
ceptance, that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners” (1 Tim 1:15).22 
In his first days of ministry to a congregation, a pastor poses key questions: 
How many persons will be led to Christ? How many will be strengthened in 
their faith in Christ during my ministry here?

A second spiritual need addressed by pastoral theology is the drive to live 
the faith-life, that is, the life of a Christian, a disciple of Jesus. Sanctification 
is a pressing need for one who is justified before God by His grace alone in 
Christ Jesus (Rom 6:20–22). The pastor speaks to this need. When the Gospel 
is preached, exhortation to good works accompanies the Good News. It is the 
way of the apostle Paul’s ministry. For example, in Romans 12, the appeal by 
the “mercies of God,” is promptly followed by the exhortation that Christians 
present their bodies to God as living sacrifices that are “holy and acceptable 
to God” (Rom 12:1–2). Their minds renewed, these Christians prove or show 
the will of God. The remainder of the chapter is a list of specific exhortations 
for those who live by the Spirit and in every situation overcome evil with good 
(Rom 12:21; cf. Titus 3:1–2).

22 The theme of salvation is dominant throughout the Pastoral Epistles (1 Tim 1:15–17; 2:3–5, 7; 4:10, 
16; 2 Tim 2:10; 3:15; 4:8; Titus 1:1–3; 2:11–14, 15; 3:7). 


