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Guiding Lights for the Caring Pastor 

John had been arrested. Jesus withdrew to Galilee. He was not 

to be seen at his hometown of Nazareth. Rather, he settled Capernaum 

on Galilee. Matthew interprets this as his being in "Galilee of the 

Gentiles." Today the Gentiles are the secular world, both within and 

without the churches. They are alienated from the life of the church 

although the original inspiration of their lives may have been as devout 

Lutherans, Catholics, Methodists, Church of Christ, Southern Baptists. 

They have for complex reasons turned these lights out and choose to grope 

for themselves. The words of Matthew describe the situation: 

"The people that lived in darkness sow a great light; 

Light dawned on the dwellers in the land of 

death's dark shadow." 

That Light was Jesus of Nazareth. The Fourth Gospel says of that 

Light: "All that came to be was alive with his life, and that life was 

the light of persons." 

You and I are caring pastors to people groping in all kinds of 

confusion, darkness, and in death's dark shadow. To those of you who are 

veteran pastoral counselors, weather-beaten pastors trying to guide 

individuals and groups, congregations and denominations, I need not tell 

you of the darkness out there. Life is not like it was in seminary, a 
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matter of courses and A's or C's. Life becomes a matter of life or 

death; you do live in the land of death's dark shadow. 

Against the backdrop of this darkness, however, the Christian pastor 

has access to many guiding lights for our work as caring pastors. We have 

this promise and gift in our communion with Jesus Christ. This is made 

clear to us in the text for this morrring: 

II Cor. 4:1-6: "Therefore, having this ministry by the 

mercy of God, we do not lose heart. We have renounced 

disgraceful, underhanded ways; we refuse to practice 

cunning or to tamper with God's word, but by the open 

statement of the truth we would commend ourselves to 

every man's conscience in the sight of God. And even if 

our gospel is veiled, it is veiled only to those who are 

perishing. In their case the god of this world has 

blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from 

seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of God. 

For what we preach is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as 

Lord, with ourselves as your servants for Jesus' sake. 

For it is the God who said, 'Let light shine out of 

darkness,' who has shone in our hearts to give the light 

of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ." 

In my own ministry, I have found this light of the knowledge of Jesus 

Christ to refract into a spectrum of awe-inspiring colors as I have 

sought guiding lights for my own ministry. This light is a many-splendoured 

light. I choose three of the lights from the Scripture that have guided 

me most often. I commend them to you. 
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The Pastor as a Steward of His or Her 

Own Suffering and Comfort 

In II Cor. 1:3-7, you see the guiding light for ministry as your 

own stewardship of your own suffering and the comfort you have received 

from God: 

"Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts 

us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to 

comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort 

with which we ourselves are comforted by God. For as we 

share abundantly in Christ's sufferings, so through Christ 

we share abundantly in comfort too. If we are afflicted, 

it is for your comfort and salvation; and if we are 

comforted, it is for your comfort, which you experience 

when you patiently endure the same sufferings that we 

suffer. Our hope for you is unshaken; for we know that as 

you share in our sufferings, you will also share in our 

comfort." 

Henri Nowen has given this guiding light of the caring pastor the 

unforgettable name of the "wounded healer." By Christ's stripes are 

we healed and by our own stripes we heal others. The generator of 

wisdom and understanding of others is God's inner revelation to us of 

the ways through our own suffering. We are comforted by God in all 

our afflictions. This comfort becomes the tools and equipment for 
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comforting others. As physicians of the spirits of persons, this means 

that we judge the worth of our therapy by willingness to take our own 

medicine. There is a reverse interpretation of the passage. When 

confronted by the threat of disability, the threat of divorce, the threat 

of death, are we committed under God to let some of our more courageous 

counselees' experience be an example to us? Can we learn how to live our 

lives in the light of God's love in Christ the way some -- not all -- of 

them have? As my professor of Church History at Duke used to say to his 

classes, "Ailing healers are you all, but you will do because God intends 

The Mutual Dependence Upon God for Forgiveness 

it so." 

A second guiding light I have found for being a caring pastor comes 

from Hebrews 4:14-5:3: 

"Since then we have a great high priest who has passed 

through the heavens, Jesus, the Son of God, let us hold 

fast our confession. For we have not a high priest who 

is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one 

who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet 

without sinning. Let us then with confidence draw near 

to the throne of grace, that we may receive mercy and 

find grace to help in time of need. For every high 

priest chosen from among men is appointed to act on 

behalf of men in relation to God, to offer gifts and 

sacrifices for sins. He can deal gently with the 



5 

ignorant and wayward, since he himself is beset with 

weakness. Because of this he is bound to offer 

sacrifice for his own sins as well as for those of 

the people." 

We in pastoral care, both from within and without our own ranks, 

are often accused of being soft on sinners. We are pilloried for not 

being confrontational, noothetic, or just plain downright mean to those 

who sit in darkness of sin. The sins we are supposed to be this way 

about are the obvious ones of sexual infidelity, lack of support of the 

church, and the excesses of alcohol. We are never urged to lay bare 

such sins as idolatry, the need to control everyone in one's world, or 

the preference of living in a dream world. But in either case, without 

the guiding light of this passage from Hebrews, we are blind guides 

leading the blind, straining at gnats and swallowing camels. 

We are urged to know ourselves as sinners, to take our stand with 

offenders as fellow sinners. We bear patiently with the ignorant and 

erring. We too are beset by weaknesses. We speak to God on behalf of 

them. We do not first of all speak to them on behalf of God. What a 

reversal of conventional pastoral wisdom! We confess our own sins for 

ourselves no less than for our people. We are ambassadors for Christ's 

forgiveness and representatives of the people before God as one of them. 

What a guiding light! 

Perhaps the clearest guidance for appreciating, counseling, and 

caring for the broken-hearted and estranged persons we meet comes in the 

suggestion of an East Kentucky farmer-miner. Robert Coles, a Harvard 
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psychiatrist, has recorded the mountaineer's wisdom for ministers, and 

reacted to it himself: 

"That minister should go and pray for us. He should ask 

God to make him a better minister, so that he'll be able 

to talk with us and, you know, be more a part of us - 

know us and not always be giving us those lessons on 

what we should do and how we should live. He should do 

some things, too -- so he can be better and live better, 

because it's not just us that have to change our thinking, 

like he keeps on telling us to do. How does he know 

what I'm thinking? Has he ever asked me? And has he 

asked himself -- asked himself what he's thinking, and if 

he should go and change anything in his thinking? He says 

he wants to help us, but he doesn't really want to see the 

world as we do. Maybe he should do us a favor and hear us 

for a change, and then go back to his side of the fence and 

ask himself if the people over there have anything more 

important to say." 

Coles says: "Then I felt close to that minister -- and rightly 

The two guiding lights I have mentioned thus far are: (1) The 

warned." 

III. 

stewardship of our own suffering in caring for others, and (2) Our 

fellowship as sinners with those we guide. These lay demands upon us. 
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They stress us. They put the heat on us. They test us. Under the 

leadership of these lights we become battle-tested veterans of ministry. 

The final guiding light, however, renews us, transforms us, and puts 

heart into us for the task of caring pastors. The complete and unprismed 

light for the caring pastor is to adore with steadfast perception the 

transfigured and transfiguring Christ. Paul tells it like it is in 

II Cor. 3: 18: 

"And we all, with unveiled face, beholding the glory 

of the Lord, are being changed into his likeness from 

one degree of glory to another; for this comes from 

the Lord who is the Spirit." 

Herein we become less compulsive and more philosophical about 

techniques of pastoral care. Here the wells of our patience with the 

general resistances of human nature are refilled. Here the capacity to 

find hope where our people can see none is increased. The reason is 

that we are through meditation beholding the Christ and being shaped 

into His likeness. Thus we are constantly received. As Pierre Teilhard 

de Chardin says: 

"Only God can say what this new spirit gradually 

forming within you will be. Give our Lord the 

benefit of believing that His hand will lead you, 

and accept the anxiety of feeling yourself in 

suspense and incomplete." 
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Bill: (I John 3:2). "It does not appear what we shall be but 

Oswald McCall, The Hand of God. New York: Harper, 1939, pp. 100-101: 

we know that we shall be like him for we 

shall see him as he is. Everyone who has 

this hope purifies himself, as Christ is 

pure." 

"As people see the color in the wave so shall people 

see in you the thing you have loved most. 

Out of your eyes will look the spirit you have 

chosen. 

In your smile and in your frown the years will 

speak. 

You will not walk nor stand nor sit, nor will 

your hand move, but you will confess the one you 

serve, and upon your forehead will be written his 

name as by a revealing pen. 

Cleverness may select skillful words to cast a 

veil about you, and circumspection may never sleep, 

yet will you not be hid. No. 

As year adds to year, that face of yours, which 

once, like an unwritten page, lay smooth in your 

baby crib, will take to itself lines, and still more 

lines, as the parchment of an old historian who 

jealously sets down all the story. And there, more 

deep than acids etch the steel, will grow the in- 

scribed narrative of your mental habits, the emotions 
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of your heart, your sense of conscience, your 

response to duty, what you think of your God and 

of your fellow men and of yourself. It will all 

be there. For you become like that which you love, 

and the name thereof is written on your brow. 

There is one revelation of you which must be 

made. Must. 


