WHAT IS A PASTOR?

What is a pastor? What is a youth pastor? That question drove me out of Baptist College about 18 months ago. I came to a point when, after having worked for six years as lecturer in youth ministry at the College I suddenly came to the realisation that I actually had no idea of what a youth pastor was. I didn't think that this situation was appropriate for the lecturer. I believe that moving to Honeyridge was at least partly birthed in this question. What does it mean to pastor?

That question took me into the frightening and exhilarating adventure of starting ministry in a new church and area. But I must confess that the question was forgotten very quickly. As I began setting up structures to organise youth ministry more effectively, as I came up with a discipleship strategy that would knock the socks off any other strategy in the southern hemisphere; as I developed a new convert follow-up curriculum and a whole network of mentors who would ground the new believers in the faith - I woke up one day and realised that I had to re-visit the question. 

It came about when I sensed something of a dichotomy between two aspects of ministry. On the one hand was the development of ministry structures and curriculum material that would help facilitate effective ministry in the local church - and on the other hand, the need to be involved in the lives of people pastorally. It seemed that I would not be able to escape the need to intervene in people's lives either because they were experiencing physical or spiritual crises. I began to be troubled at the people stuff that I perceived to be taking me away from what I wanted to do. 

About two or three weeks ago I picked up a book on youth ministry that I had allowed to sit in my 'to-read' pile for about a month or two. It was entitled: The Godbearing Life: The Art of Soul Tending for Youth Ministry, and is authored by Kenda Creasy Dean who is responsible for youth ministry at Princeton Theological Seminary. I must admit that I did not expect to find the answers that I had been looking for coming from a fellow academic (if I may call myself that). Anyway, as I began reading I began to remember the question that drove me into a full-time youth pastorate: What does it mean to be a youth pastor?

The author of this book suggests that pastoring is all about Godbearing. The Eastern Orthodox tradition calls Mary: "Theotokos" or "Godbearer" because she quite literally brought God into the world. While God does not ask any of us to bring Christ literally into the world, he does call us to become a Godbearer through who God may enter the world again and again. 

Read: Luke 1:26-29

Mary is "touched by an angel". The angel Gabriel had been sent by God to Mary - a teenager - a thirteen or fourteen year old virgin. He begins with an Affirmation of God's creation. The first thing God wants her to hear is His affirmation of her. Eugene Petersen paraphrases Gabriels' greeting in this way: "Good morning! You're beautiful with God's beauty, Beautiful inside and out! God be with you!"

Her identity is a gift from God! God tells her who she is! Psychologists tell us that the most important task of adolescence is to find an identity. We do this as we use significant others others as a mirror in which we "see" ourselves. This is why the church, youth groups; parents and friends are so important to young teenagers. It is crucial that we help young people to see themselves as God sees them. Favoured in the eyes of God - not because Mary was anything special - but because she is a child of God.

Because God favours Mary he has a task for her to do. He has an invitation for her:

Read: Luke 1: 30-33.

When the angel Gabriel appeared to Mary two aspects were present: (1) Affirmation - "Greetings, favoured one! The Lord is with you!" (Luke 1:27). Her identity is derived from God's relationship with her. (2) Invitation - "And now you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus." (Luke 1:30). Not only is Mary beloved by God, but God has a plan for her. 

Do you realise that God had just asked a teenager to bring salvation into the world. The child was to be called Jesus because he would save people from sin. God was trusting a thirteen year old to be a Christbearer!

Listen to how Frederick Buechner describes this scene: "She struck the angel Gabriel as hardly old enough to have a child at all, let alone this child, but he'd been entrusted with a message to give her, and he gave it. He told her what the child was to be names, and who he was to be, and something about the mystery that was to come upon her. "You mustn't be afraid, Mary," the angel said. As he said it, he only hoped she wouldn't notice that beneath the great, golden wings he himself was trembling with fear to think that the whole future of creation hung now on the answer of a girl."

Mary's response??? "Yeah, right - how can this be, since I'm a virgin?"

This is actually an appropriate response to make when God calls us!

* When God asked Moses to pack for Egypt he said, "How can this be since I can hardly sting a sentence together without stummering?"

* When Sarah heard that she was to bear a son at 90, she said, "How can this be since I can't even remember menopause."

* When Zechariah learns that Elizabeth would conceive, he said, "Ho can this be, since we are older than the hills?"

Gabriel's answer provides the solution to the dilemna.

Read: Luke 1:35-37.

This plan will become a reality through the work of the Holy Spirit

How does Mary respond. Well, she does not waste much time pondering things. She accepts the invitation to be a Godbearer.

Read: Luke 1:38

How does this relate to my question: "What is a pastor?" Well, I guess that we are finding an answer to that question in a most unlikely place. Here in the life of Mary we see something of what it means to pastor - to be a Godbearer - to bring Christ to people; whether salvationally where we help people come to know Christ as Lord and Saviour or by helping them grow in their faith and spiritual service.

The idea of pastoring is maybe a little out of fashion in our postmodern world. Yet, it is an appropriate analogy. Many cultures routinely assign the job of shepherding youth to village youth who have two responsibilities: (1) to protect the flock as they graze and (2) to lead them home before nightfall. Protection is important but it is only half the job! We must lead youth to find their identity in Christ - to become all that God has created them to be and to take part in God's plan to redeem creation.

Youth ministry is a womb for potential Godbearers to struggle with the news that God is crazy in love with them, would die for them, and has in fact already done so. The presence of those who pastor youth communicate to youth God's affirmation of them and His invitation to them to become Godbearers themselves in the youth culture in which they live. God wants to work through us - not just to reach youth with His love - but further, to reach other through them with his love - and so the cycle goes on and on! 

What are the tools for Godbearing ministry? How do we practise the art of soul tending?

At the heart of Godbearing is the practise of spiritual disciplines - Christian practises that are the means of grace by which God strengthens us to live faithfully. Through these practises God shapes us and uses us as a point of entry into the world. They have the following characteristics: 

(1) They change us

(2) They place us in the path of God's grace

(3) They free us from the tyranny of the urgent

(4) They free us from the slavery of ingrained habits

What spiritual disciplines are there for us to use?

Kenda Creasy Dean identifies the following spiritual disciplines: communion, compassion, teaching, witness, dehabituation and worship. 

Richard Foster divides the disciplines in this way: (1) Inward Disciplines: meditation; prayer; fasting, study. (2) Outward Disciplines: simplicity; solitude; submission, service. (3) Corporate Disciplines: confession; worship; guidance, celebration. 

Dallas Willard suggests that the spiritual disciplines can be grouped into two categories: (1) Disciplines of Abstinence (things you do without): solitude, silence, fasting, simplicity, chastity, secrecy and sacrifice. (2) Disciplines of Engagement (things you do): study, worship, celebration, service, prayer, fellowship, confession and submission.

God bearing youth ministry does not just incorporate spiritual practises into the curriculum of ministry. It is a spiritually disciplined way of life that enables youth and leaders to draw  spiritual strength from Christ.

Leading a flock home is not the same as chasing the sheep there! Too much of our teaching and curriculum is designed to chase youth so we can catch them for the church. But shepherds do not shoo sheep from behind - they go out in front and they invite them into the fold where they are cared for. This means that we will have to be in touch with God our selves. We will only be effective Godbearers as we stay in touch with God.

* We must intentionally look for direction in our own journeys, deepening our own firsthand experience of God's grace and discerning the ways of the Spirit. We need people who will hold our hands and point the way for us if we are to do this for youth.

* We will have to set aside time for personal spiritual retreat if we are going to lead others in this way.

* We must ensure that worship is a primary experience for ourselves, that we experience God in personal and corporate worship if we are going to lead others in this way.

As I prepared this message I took some time to think through the ways in which I am bringing God into the lives of people. Here are some of the things that came to mind:

1. A few weeks ago I made repeated visits to a young person who had stopped attending church and who was going in for a kidney operation. I saw him during the recovering phase in hospital and at home and I had an opportunity to bring God into his world - to help him find comfort and strength in a God who wanted to share his pain and help to heal him. Seeing him in youth church on Sunday morning made me aware of the impact that my presence with him had had on his life. God was reaching into his life through me.

2. I had breakfast with one of my youth ministry overseers and apart from the general talking through of youth ministry matters I make a point of asking him where he is in terms of his relationship with God. He seemed a little surprise to be asked such a "personal" question but it led to a very positive time of sharing and also made me decide to set up a spiritual retreat for him to spend a whole morning connecting with God.

3. Last week one of the church families here at Honeyridge received the news that the father was killed in a car crash near the church. The tragedy has had a profound impact on my own family as it was the one family that we have gotten really close to over the past year here at the church. As soon as I heard the news I went to the home and spent the rest of the afternoon and early evening with the mother and daughters. I have an opportunity to pray with the teenage daughter the friends who had gathered from her school. I sensed that I was bringing God into the situation - something that people either don't do at a time like this, or if they do, it is centered around the venting of anger towards God. I was able to express some of that in my prayer and focus on our need for Him to comfort and strengthen the family. I had a second chance to be a Godbearer in this family when I returned to the home early on the morning of the funeral this week and again was able to bring something of a sense of God's care and concern into the family.

4. I have recently had to step in and assume the leadership reins of our Friday night senior teens youth group. It was a group that seemed to be going nowhere and a group that had become almost exclusively entertainment-driven. Although the group had goals to evangelise senior teens, the programming showed that the real aim was in fact rather different to their stated aim. During the past few weeks, we have been working through the Willow Creek course entitled, "Becoming a Contagious Christian." We are using this course to prepare the Christian teens before we launch Youth Alpha in January 2000. For an hour on each Friday night I have an awesome opportunity to bring God into the minds and hearts of the thirty or so senior teens. Just being able to pray with them; to explore matters of eternal significance - I sense that for some of them the group is now doing so much more than just providing something to do on a Friday night.

I challenge you to be on the lookout for ways in which you can be a Godbearer. I was lamenting to my senior pastor at how we are often viewed as bringers of bad news to families when tragedy has struck; or as people who provide counselling when people are in crisis. Both these aspects of pastoral ministry are important, but is it not possible to be more proactively involved in helping people experience God more intimately in their lives? We need to somehow change the reactive approach to ministry we so often take, and begin to see people making appointments with us to talk about ways to grow their prayer life or develop their ability to study God's Word. It will start with us approaching people and offering to help in these kinds of areas. People don't know how we could be of help in the area of the devotional life.

I am very aware at the moment, that I am far from being the kind of Godbearer that God would have me be. I am sure that as my character continues to grow into the likeness of Jesus Christ that I will be more and more usable - a better channel of the presence of God into the lives of people.

I also am not significantly engaged with non-Christians at the moment, to bring Christ into their lives. I pray that God will help me to either change the natural course of my life to that I meet with non-believers or that he would bring them into the path of my life.

Maybe we need to change our focus from doing church (bringing people to God) to being church (taking God to people). This will mean that I need to view myself more as a Tabernacle than as a Temple. Remember how the tabernacle of Moses moved with the people in the wilderness. Later the people had to journey to the Temple in Jerusalem to meet with God. I want to be a tabernacle - in fact, that is what Christ wants us to be. He wants to use us as portable temples - as we enter a home; a school assembly or classroom; a hospital ward; a youth group - or whatever context, he wants to work through us to touch people. May God use you to bear Christ to people - to both believers and non-believers alike; to new-converts and to mature leaders; to the sick and to the healthy.

In the Bible story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus, we read of how Jesus accompanied them on their journey. At some point he came among them and started to walk with them on the road that they were taking. As Jesus journeyed with them he was able to move them from a state of despair and confusion to where they felt a "fire burning within us" (Luke 24:32). This practise of accompanying (as we could call it) is more of a Christian way of life than a professional practise. It is something that can and should happen in our everyday lives. Some examples: a parent who accompanies a child on their newspaper round; a friend who goes with an unwell person to a hospital; a church member who deliberately "falls in" with a fringe member at a coffee social. It involves giving the person the assurance that you are with them. It is also interesting to note that Jesus disappeared from the Emmaus disciples as soon as the focus shifted to him. Conversations with people have the power to change the way they think and feel. 

In what ways have you been Godbearing in the past few weeks? In what new ways is God challenging you to bear Christ into the world - in and through your life and your ministry.

