Calling the Preacher Names

        One of the difficulties of our truly becoming a non-denominational body of believers is that we all have different languages and experiences.  We mean different things and recall different stories when we use the same words.  And in my church setting nowhere is this any more evident than when some of the newer members publicly call me names.  No, I’m not talking about when brother Howard laughingly calls me a “little toot,” or when brother Doe catches himself muttering a less flattering name under his breath.  I’m talking about when someone seriously calls me, “Pastor.”  
        Many of you do look to me to keep watch with and for you.  In the first years of my ministry nobody really came to me for counsel.  But these days aside from a half-dozen regular studies, most weeks numbers of my friends call me more informally to talk to me about what is going on in their lives. As such I count it as one of the highest honors of my life that these people would on occasion call me “Pastor.”  I by no means think I have many answers for them, nor do I think that what answers I do offer are always right.  But it would be an irresponsibility not to acknowledge the role I am playing.
       At the same time everyone should be aware that I come from a tradition that calls the task that I perform “gospel ministry,” and as such usually calls the preacher the “minister.” For many of these older members who come from Church of Christ backgrounds I am more of a servant than a soul care-giver.   And I confess with them that I am rather uncomfortable with titles altogether.  In my better moments I would not pretend to be anything that I am not.  And, particularly in our setting, with our unique leadership structure, I think it’s important that the congregation make sure I am really listening to its collective wisdom.
        This difference in perspective and vocabulary should not be seen as a problem, but as an opportunity.  “Pastors” in the charismatic and evangelical world are too often unaccountable and irresponsible because of the pedestal on which they are placed.  It’s dangerous.  Preaching ministers need to have more of a collegial and brotherly relationship with the church than is usually present in the wider church where the ministry has either been professionalized or in some way exalted.  On the other hand my tradition all too regularly eats ministers alive, systemically undermines their influence and makes it impossible for them to lead. Neither is healthy. 
      What am I saying? I’m suggesting that the tension in our different vocabularies as we name the preacher can actually lead us toward a healthier and more balanced approach to church relationships.  Rather than staying in our denominational and reactionary ruts, we can come together as the universal church of Christ and pre-capture a hint of the wisdom and the wholeness that is to come when Jesus gloriously appears.

