CALVIN’S THEOLOGY OF PASTORAL CARE
David Willis-Watkins

I. Introduction

At one level this seems an obvious topic which should pose little problem for method of
study. There lurks behind this seemingly obvious topic, however, a perilous anachronism. We
could find ourselves asking about Calvin’s theology of what we mean, or think we mean, by
pastoral care as we know it. We would then look for parallels in Calvin’s theology and practice for
modern definitions of pastoral care. Another possibility would be to identify what was known in
Calvin’s time broadly as the cure of souls, and then investigate Calvin’s theology about that part
of the total life of the Church. The latter is what J.T. McNeilll has done and done well. There are
many angles ? from which to approach this subject each of which will add a valuable piece to the
whole.

The approach I am taking in this paper, at any rate, is to see what Calvin most strictly and
properly means by pastoral care, let that shed light on the various ways pastoral care as he defines
it is exercised, and finally suggest some constructive implications of Calvin's theology for the
contemporary state of the art. According to this approach, the relevance of Calvin’s theology of
pastoral care for our present theologies and practices of pastoral care will come—but come only—
as a by-product of identifying first as carefully as possible what he means in his own context by
pastoral care.

I shall take a representative text for such an identification. That text is from Calvin’s
commentary on John 10, which he takes to be dealing with the office of pastor.

Christ had earlier called himself the door, and said that these who bring sheep to
this door are true shepherds. Now he himself assumes the role of shepherd, and
indeed affirms that he is the only shepherd, for unto no one else does this honor
and title properly belong. Because it is he who raises up faithful shepherds for the
church, equips them with the necessary gifts, governs them by his spirit and works
by them, they do not stop him from being the only governor of his church or from
ruling as the only shepherd. For although he makes use of their ministry, he does
not cease to fulfill and discharge the office of a shepherd by his own power. And
they are masters and teachers in such a way as not to derogate from his mastership.
In short, when the word shepherd is applied to men, it is used, as they say,
[subalternum] in a subordinate sense; and Christ so communicates his honor to his

ministers that he still remains the only shepherd of them and of the whole flock.3

This representative text contains the main elements of Calvin’s theology of pastoral care.
That theology can be succinctly stated and is starkly obvious—though its implications were

extensive in his day and are today. Calvin’s theol fpa 1 is what the church must teach
nd he facts: h hrist 1s th T wh res for those whom he joins to himself
he bond of th irit that this one pastor accommodates himself to govern through humans

who are called pastors in so far as thev are servants of his Word, and (c) that the wholeness which
is the scope of this pastoral care is the freedom of those whom Christ more and more unites to

himself until he is finally one with them.

In the following remarks I shall only be able to call attention to several features of each of
these components of Calvin’s thought. I shall, accordingly, say something about, first, Calvin’s
view of Christ as pastor, second, Calvin’s view of how Christ exercises his office though humans,
and, third, Calvin’s view of what constitutes the wholeness which is the aim of Christ’s pastoral
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care through his agents. Finally I will suggest some implications of Calvin’s theology for defining
and practicing pastoral care today.
II. The One Pastor

Calvin’s most explicit definitions of what, strictly speaking, is meant by pastoral care
come, of course, from his commentary (written 1551, published 1552) on John 10 and John 21.
Both of these passages were and are loaded with freight in the history of interpretation that focuses
on the right exercise of authority in the church and therefore on the identity of the true church. This
is not a minor point when it comes to Calvin’s theology of pastoral care, for as we shall see later, it
is ultimately impossible to speak of the wholeness which is the aim of pastoral care apart from the
content of life together in the body of believers—though there may be many penultimate and extra-
ecclesial anticipations of this wholeness. Moreover, it is no minor point that the voice of Christ, the
only shepherd, is heard and learned and recognized and followed within the company of the others
who by grace hear and follow that voice and resist following other voices. This ecclesiological
context of the Christological specificity of Calvin's theology of pastoral care is succinctly put in his
commentary on John 10:1

In my opinion, those who scrutinize every part of this parable very closely are
wasting their time. Let us be content with the general view that Christ likens the
Church to a sheepfold in which God assembles his people, and compares himself to
the door, since he is the only entrance way into the Church. It follows from this that
they alone are good shepherds [probos...pastores] who lead men straight to Christ;
and that they are truly gathered into God’s fold and reckoned his flock who give
themselves to Christ alone....If the so-called shepherds try to lead us away from
Christ, we should flee from them, as Christ tells us, as if they were wolves or
thieves; and we ought not to join or to stay in any society save that which is agreed

in the pure faith of the gospel [qui in pura evangelii fide conspirat].4

It is striking that Calvin sums up the office of pastor under the function of governing.s

Governance is what a shepherd is about,6 and there are three aspects of that governance: (1)
leading the flock in the right direction, (2) defending the flock from the wolves and false
shepherds, and (3) nourishing the flock. That person alone is able to fulfill the office of shepherd
who is willing to risk his or her life for the flock. It is because of the love which the shepherd has
for the flock that this governance in all its forms takes place. The shepherd’s love is such that the
sheep recognize they are loved by this one; that causes them to trust the shepherd to lead, protect,
and feed them. That is what it means to hear and know the shepherd’s voice, to be governed by
him or her because the flock knows that it is to that one that they belong.

Calvin’s warning against pushing the imagery too far is well taken. At least, however,
there is a realism to his way of understanding the pastor’s office which contrasts sharply with
bucolic tapestries of fields where sheep always safely graze. We shall say more about this latter.
Here, however, we need to note the significance of making governance the sumnmary office of the
pastor. Whatever else pastoral care may be, it is centrally a matter of Christ’s making his voice to
be heard so that persons are led, protected and fed by the one to whom they already belong. This
has far-reaching implications for what is meant by the wholeness which is the aim of such pastoral
care. Health is a matter of growth in the assurance that we already belong to the one whose love
constrains us and frees us. Growth is the joyful discipline of more and more hearing the voice
which alone is to be trusted and obeyed in life and death; and that includes paying less and less
attention to other voices which are nothing more than stubborn hallucinations about oneself, about
others and about God.

Men and women engage in pastoral care when they enable men and women to hear and
trust Christ’s voice and not their own voices or the voices of others as saying the first or last word
to or about themselves. The techniques, skills, pharmacology, social work, economic and political
betterment, diagnostic expertise, individual and group therapy, trans-generational mapping, as well

as theological reflection—all these are goods of this world,” which, when rightly used, are
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instruments for helping persons discern which voices are being heard and lived by and how that
effects their lives. What makes their use into pastoral care remains the same as what Calvin
discerned it to be without any knowledge of the providential development of these disciplines,
namely that of freeing persons in Christ’s own governance of leading, protecting and feeding. That
is why the assertion “extra ecclesia nulla salus™ is not a warning but a tautology. Ecclesia is exactly
the context in which the true Shepherd’s voice is heard above all other voices, and salus is growth
in the life together of those who are freed for service by hearing that singular voice above all
others.

II1. The Subaltern Shepherds

The connection between the one pastor of the church and the many pastors is an
instrumental one, not the juxtaposition of the one and the many. There is one who is pastor and he
exercises that office by accommodating himself to use men and women who thereby become—in

usu, in the actions of proclamation and teaching in their various formsS8—nothing less that

spokespersons of Christ, oracles of Christ, mouthpieces of Christ.? Calvin is full of woes for
those who make being a pastor something other than this, and he is even more so full of
encouragement for those who carry on their work of attending to and re-speaking as faithfully and
clearly and persuasively as possible the Word of the singular Pastor.

John’s gospel abounds with mixed metaphors, like Christ being the door to the sheepfold
and being the Shepherd. There is another mixed metaphor which Calvin notes and which he says is
inherent in identifying Christ as the sole Pastor. It is that he is both the Shepherd who leads the
sheep to food and the food—the pastor and the pasturage—on which they feed and grow. It is an
interesting question as to how much this is intended by the writer of the gospel of John and how
much is supplied by the history of interpretation in which Calvin stood. At any rate, Calvin carries
over what Christ says in John 6 about being the bread of the world to what Christ says in John 21
about feeding his sheep through true pastors. According to Calvin, chapter 10 of John shows us
why properly speaking Christ is the only pastor of the church.

It is because he governs his sheep by the teaching of salvation [salutis doctrina) and
so feeds them, for he is the only true food of the soul. But since he uses men’s own
work in preaching the gospel, he gives them also his own name, or at least, shares
it with them. Therefore, they only are regarded as pastors in the sight of God who,

under Christ their head, preside over the church by the ministry of the Word10

What finally motivates—motivates, not equips—those whom Christ uses as pastors is the
love of Christ. By the love of Christ, Calvin means Christ's love of his people, and the resultant

love which his people have for Christ and for each other.l! That is one thing which may be so
presupposed as to be neglected: it is fundamentally because of their love of Christ that persons they
function as good pastors.

Those called to govern the church should therefore remember that if they want to
discharge their office truly and properly, they must start off from the love of Christ.
Meanwhile, Christ testifies clearly how highly he places our salvation when he
commends it so carefully to pastors. And he asserts that he will be greatly loved by
them if they seriously care for it. Indeed, nothing more efficacious could have been
said for encouraging ministers of the gospel, than when they hear that the service
most agreeable to Christ is that which is expended on feeding his flock. All the
godly should receive no ordinary consolation when they hear that they are so dear
and precious to the Son of God that he substitutes the pastors as if it were in his
place [quasi in locum suum subroget]. But the same doctrine should also greatly
frighten false teachers, who pervert the government of the church. For Christ

declares that he is dishonored by them and will give them a dreadful punishment. 12
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IV. The Benefits of Pastoral Care

Here the focus is not on what the results would be if people should receive proper pastoral
care, and surely the focus is not on what their condition would be without it. For Calvin both these
questions are too hypothetical to dwell on, though he says something about each. The focus is on
the condition in which those are growing whom Christ has already, actually, really united to
himself and really already, actually leads, protects and feeds. The reason for this is that hearing and
following the one Pastor’s voice is what it means to have faith, faith which itself is a Iesponse to
that voice. The one whose voice is heard and obeyed in faith is the one united to us. The
wholeness which results from pastoral care is the assurance that this is surely so. Growth in the
active practice of the assurance of our salvation is the aim of pastoral care,

Central to Calvin’s theology of pastoral care is his understanding of the mystical union of
Christ. It is, of course, central not just to Calvin’s theology of pastoral care, but is a doctrine

ignoring which one cannot fully understand other aspects of Calvin’s theology.!3 Obviously there
was a rich tradition which spoke of the mystical union of Christ, and meant quite a wide range of
things by that. It is worth reminding ourselves, therefore, of the characteristic way Calvin speaks
of it in the familiar passage of the Institutes 2,2.24.

The assurance of salvation is not derived from considering our works or our faith: that is
clear. When it comes to that assurance we are to look to Christ and the truth of his promises.
However, for Calvin, looking to Christ also includes seeing ourselves united to Christ, also
includes knowing ourselves members of his body, also includes considering ourselves as those to
whom Christ is daily growing more and more one with. On this point Calvin differs from those
whose position at first sounds like his own.

-..They so place the conscience between hope and fear that now it moves in one
direction and now another. They see hope and fear related in such a way that when
the one is up, it completely extinguishes the other, and when it is the other’s turn it
does the same...Their contention is, if you look upon Christ there is sure salvation,
if you turn back to yourself there is sure damnation. As indeed we ought to
consider Christ remaining apart from us instead of living within us!

It is entirely hypothetical for those who have already been united to Christ to consider first
Christ and then themselves, and so to swing back and forth between hope and fear.

The reason we hope for salvation from him [Christ] is not because he appears afar
off, but because, having engrafted us into his body [1545: ‘united us to his body’],
he makes us participants not only in his benefits but also in himself....Since Christ
has been communicated to us with all his benefits, so that what is his has been
made ours and we are made members of him and made one with him [1545: ‘made
of one substance with him’], his justice covers our sins, his salvation wipes out our
damnation, his worthiness interposes itself so that our unworthiness does not come
before the face of God. This is for sure: we ought neither to separate Christ from
ourselves nor ourselves from him, but with both hands hold fast to that fellowship
by which he has bound us to himself [1545: ‘to that union by which he has united
us to himself’]...Not only by an inseparable bond of fellowship does he hold fast to
us, by a certain marvelous communion he daily grows more and more with us into
one body, until he finally makes himself one with us [1545; *daily he more and

more unites himself to us in one, same substance’].14

Faith does not create that union but grasps it and practices its benefits, and the voice of the
one Pastor through the several pastors it to lead, and feed and protect those who already belong
to-—already share in, participate in—Christ as members of his body by the freeing bond of the
Holy Spirit. What pastoral care does, in the technical sense, is to reinforce persons in that already
established, ultimately irreversible, identity by continually. calling them to repentance and assuring
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them of pardon and empowering them thereby to walk in newness of live by focussing on the truth
of the freely given promises given in Christ. The active knowledge in which they grow is that of
God’s benevolence, not just God’s benevolence to other creatures and other persons but God’s
benevolence to themselves.

That saving knowledge is the same as having the conscience freed by the gospel, or—to
put it another way—is knowing God and self with a good conscience. The pastor’s voice is what
is heard in the forum of the conscience, and it displaces, drowns out, both the complacent silence

of the hardened conscience and the strident condemnation of the bad conscience, 13

This entails as perpetual correction, daily mortification and vivification, away from a cold
or speculative knowing something about God—and it involves a daily shift, a daily mortification
and vivification, away from an affective, fervent but false conviction that God is not benevolent to
one’s self. The saving knowledge of God entails, inherently contains, a corrected self-knowledge.
It involves a daily shift away from complacent ignorance about the extent of one’s sinful condition
and sins. But it also involves a daily shift away from becoming fixated on the conviction of one’s
sin and speculation about whether or not one is forgiven. That shift away is a shift to the good
news which displaces the bad news. This positive shift is the sana cognitio —the healthy, whole,
healed knowledge - of self as freed for the new life together in Christ and therefore from the
bondage of sin and death and the devil.

The particular form of health which is the special focus of pastoral care is this active,

affective, inclusive, converted knowledge of God and of self. It is health as the active comfort, 16
in the midst of the most devastating external and internal crises, of belonging not to oneself but to
Christ. It is the comfort of the fact that one belongs to Christ, from which fact is derived the
comfort of knowing that one belongs to Christ. The comfort includes knowing; but what we know
to be true is a prior, irreversible fact. When we forget, when we distrust, when we despair of our
primary belonging, we do not thereby cease to belong to the one who has claimed us and will not

let us go. Our salvation is not like Auden’s “kitchen table which exists because I scrub it!”17

Faith is informed trust which practices the wholeness of Christian freedom in all its parts,
in every area of life. Faith is not a substitute for wholeness of soul and body, not a substitute for
the restoration of right relationships and growth in them. Nor is wholeness a finished product in
this life; wholeness is exactly the growth in life together in Christ in the midst of the most pressing
difficulties, the most appalling failures, the most crushing melancholy, the greatest temptations to
despair—and in the midst of the most joyous, victorious, patent enjoyment of the goodness of
creation and redemption.

Calvin’s treatment of Christian freedom, in the Institutes 3,19, has rather evident, pastoral
significance on this point. One of the benefits of pastoral care is that people grow in the realization
that their righteousness is completely freely given, and they do not live under the servile fear of
doing works in order to earn acceptance or to avoid alternative dire consequences. Another benefit
is that people grow in distinguishing between the few things which are essential and the vast
number of things which are matters of indifference. And a third benefit of pastoral care which
continually frees the conscience by the assurance of pardon is that people are enabled to grow in
the practice of the law.

A further word about the third use of the law in relation to Calvin’s theology of pastoral
care is necessary if we are not miss one of the strongest and most relevant parts of his insight.
Christian freedom in all its parts is indeed a summary of the wholeness which is the aim of pastoral
care. But it is more: Christian freedom is also the way the humans chosen to be pastors do their
work. The several pastors’ care becomes otherwise works righteousness, they begin to take their
own gifts and personalities and moods as essentials rather than as indifferent things, and they
suffer from shrinking pastoral care to inter- and intra-personal adjustment. That is really the issue
of the third use of the law: not just that individuals are freed by grace to be better obeyers of the
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decalogue (which is also true), but that the wholeness which forgiven sinners are freed to grow in
is social both in its nurturing context and in the extent of its transforming range. 18

Pastoral care is governance by attending to Christ’s voice which governs by leading,
protecting and feeding—on himself—those whom Christ has united to himself. It belongs to the
humanly office of pastoral care, which, remember, is one of governing in response to and by the
Word of Christ, to grow in the practice of the decalogue. That is why social reform is not an
addition to pastoral care but integral to it. It is part of the governance for wholeness which is the

pastor’s office.1® That, incidentally, is why Calvin’s own international leadership to an increasing

refugee movement20 and his own local social humanism are of a whole cloth with his own
functioning in the explicit, direct offices of teacher and preacher and minister of the sacraments.

To say that social reform belongs to pastoral care may sound strange to modern ears. But
that is mainly because of a wider development which is individual centered. We have become
accustomed to thinking of pastoral care as focusing on one aspect of the total ministry, that aspect
which mainly has to do with the individual’s condition (whether defined in terms primarily
borrowed from the behavioral sciences, or whether defined in terms of confession and
regeneration). That aspect is of course included in Calvin’s theology of pastoral care, as we have
just seen. But for Calvin, that aspect is part of the larger whole of the life together of believers who
are co-members of the body of Christ whose wholeness is blessedness—and whose blessedness
includes costly discipleship in this world. Blessedness includes profound joy. Blessedness even
sometimes includes happiness as the world recognizes it—but often it does not. Blessedness is not
sub-category happiness or pragmatic adjustment or success.

V. Some Implications for Contemporary Pastoral Care

There are some discernible vectors to Calvin’s theology of pastoral care for the
contemporary discussion and practice of pastoral care.

First, it recalls us to the fact that pastoral care is first and foremost a matter of life together
in the body of Christ over which and through which Christ himself is the active agent by his Word
and Spirit. What goes on in the dynamics of pastoral care is ultimately Christ at work through
those chosen, equipped, and used as his subordinate, vicarious agents.

Second, it recalls us to a correlative fact: that the single, focused office of the pastor is to
hear and re-speak the voice of Christ. That office is immensely complex and demanding, and
obviously quite impossible except by, and exclusively by, trusting in the promises of Christ. Such
focused trust includes the confidence and boldness of being assured that the voice of the one
pastor, Christ, will in fact be heard and obeyed in life and in death.

Third, Calvin’s theology reminds us that pastoral care is a matter of welcoming others as
Christ has welcomed us. Pastoral care is exercised by communicating, through preaching and
sacraments and discipline, the voice of the one pastor, which a person has himself or herself heard
and so can re-announce. Jung observed the closest possible connection between accepting
forgiveness and conveying it; that means pastors must also proclaim the gospel to those nearest

neighbors who are most resistant to hearing it, namely themselves.2! Pastoral care is doing what
comes naturally to those who extend to others the demands and the assurance of the gospel. It
involves more than a good heart and laudable intention. It entails expertise, skill in diagnosis and
freatment, whose acquisition and practice are expressions of one’s Christian freedom. We are
committed to expert care for others, and we allow ourselves to be expertly cared for by others,
because we are freed to actualize Christ’s wholeness in every area of life. In pasioral care, one
practices what it means to be freed from status based on the mountain of one’s (or one’s family’s
or social class’s or nation’s or gender’s, etc.) accomplishments or failures, freed to consider the
wholeness of life envisioned in the decalogue, and freed to be indifferent about nonessentials.
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Fourth, pastoral care is a contextual discipline of co-membership in the body of Christ. The
pastor and the persons being cared for engage in a reciprocal ministry enabled by the way the
gospel’s demands and assurances are heard and lived in successive contexts. This contextualization
is really a matter of the fidelity of Christ’s promises. Christ, the one pastor, accommodates himself
so that it remains his voice that is heard, trusted and obeyed. This is another way of saying that the
Word and the Spirit are never separated. By the power of the Holy Spirit, the gospel takes rootin -
people’s lives with healing particularity, becomes vital for them with person-by-person and
season-by-season and institution-by-institution specificity.

Fifth, the actions of pastoral care through the ordinary means of grace—preaching,
sacraments, prayer—are not to be divorced from other ways the pastor responds to and
communicates the gospel-—including social reform and church administration. Pastoral care as
governance by the Word through guidance, protection and nourishiment cannot be separated from
the commonweal for which the pastor also has a responsibility as part of his and her exercise of
Christian freedom. The wholeness that comes about through pastoral care (and remember, that
means Christ’s care through those whom he chooses and equips) includes people’s social and
economic and political and medical and aesthetic, and so forth, well-being. The wholeness of the
people of God entails all the areas of life covered by the decalogue.

Sixth, it means that the called and equipped vicarious pastors are those whose Christian life
includes the right use of the goods of this world and deployment of resources according to the
imagery of the body whose various parts are mutually helpful to the health of the whole. This
means that the God whom we know from the gospel to trust is the one who also works through
other than ecclesial structures and through other than believers. The reality rightly understood and
made explicit by the gospel is often previously experienced penultimately, partially, and indirectly.
Advances in research, skills, technical equipment, specializatdons, pharmaceutics, and so on, are to
be critically (n.b., critically) and gratefully welcomed as ways God is also at work healing
persons. The specific office of pastoral care does not presume to duplicate these, much less engage
in them with religious intent but dilettante incompetence. Clearly God also works through
psychological counselling and through psychiatry. While a pastor is grateful for the insights and
skills these make available for the pastoral contextualization of the gospel, he or she does not
confuse pastoral care with psychological counseling—rmuch less with psychiatric treatment. There
is a difference between pastoral care, and psychological counselling done by clergy or done with
the use of religious categories; both are needed, but they are not the same thing. The distinctive
feature of pastoral care is its focus on the wholeness that comes about through the forgiveness of
sins how that fundamental reorientation affects every area of life. Pastoral care has explicitly to do
with sharing in Christ’s death and resurrection so we may walk in newness of life. There is timing
and variety to pastoral care as there is to every skilled caring; but eventunally, sooner or later, in
pastoral care the participants get around to the freely offered new being which is co-membership in
the body of Christ.
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