Ordaining Shepherds  (Article VII) 

Filling Vacancies or Spiritual Discernment

        There is not a great deal said in the New Testament about the processes by which a congregation should select and ordain shepherds.  Paul told Timothy and Titus to appoint or ordain them.  That is the reason the pastoral lists occur in letters to preachers.

           This is not to say that these preachers were to do this without regard to their congregations.  The men they appointed were to be blameless men--men of good repute within and without the church.  While we should not emulate the way some congregations go through juvenile popularity contests in selecting pastors, it is also true that an unpopular person is likely not to be the best pastor.  There is a great wisdom in the Apostolic missionaries’ example in Acts chapter 6.  The preachers and teachers asked the church to “choose...men from among you who were full of the Holy Spirit and wisdom.  The church collectively selected men for appointment to ministry in light of the parameters suggested by the teaching ministry. ( Acts 6:6)  The church then presented these men to the apostles, who evidently found them to be satisfactory, prayed and ordained them.   At least in this instance there was a joint process of congregational selection followed by ministerial prayer and appointment by the laying on of hands. 

        I’m aware that in this instance it was not shepherds being appointed. And I am aware that today’s preachers are not apostles in the same sense the early apostles were.   But what principles are different in appointing food distributors and appointing shepherds?  If the process was good enough for the apostles why should it not be beneficial for us?   In light of  1 Timothy 5:22, Titus 1:5, and Acts 6 then,  I thus suggest that the process of choosing shepherds is twofold,  involving both a selection and appointment process.  Appointing shepherds ought to be done by preachers who are working in conversation with congregations who are asked to engage in a process of discernment whereby they select men who can lead them.  The decision to appoint leaders, then does not belong to anyone alone.  It requires congregational discernment.

       What does that process of congregational discernment look like?   The particular organizational steps may differ, and I will discuss them in the last installment.  But the any kind of selection ought to involve something like the process at the Jerusalem council (Acts 15) where leading figures told stories about their experience, cited scripture, listened to preaching and to one another.  People named their doubts and fears.  They even took opposing sides of issues, turned their hearts towards the people who would be affected by their decision, and envisioned the kind of future they wanted for the church.   They  intentionally submitted themselves to the leading of the Holy Spirit in all these matters.  The solution the council came up with both “seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us.” (Acts 15:28)  The process of selecting leaders should be soaked in collective worship prayer and fasting. (Acts 13:2, 14:23)   

       But the process should not be wholly thought of as a mystical event.  “It seemed not only good to the Holy Spirit,” the church said, but also “to us.”   There ought to be a thoughtful discussion of the criteria the church should use in making decisions.    There ought to be a rational discussion that rids us of isolation, allows us to stop projecting  negative characteristics to other selectors based on our own inadequacies, and in which we intentionally seek to let go of our own rigid agendas.  When there are disagreements people ought to name the good that they can see in the opposing point of view.  

     A proper leader selection process isn’t a mechanical task of filling vacancies but a communal process of prayer and discernment between teaching ministry and the church as a whole.
