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MINISTERIAL TRAINING 

MINISTERIAL TRAINING IN THIS AGE 

SOME few years ago the eminent American preacher, Henry 
Sloane Coffin, declared that training for the ministry should 
be centred not in books but in the tasks that the minister is 

called to fulfil in this age. Coming from Union Theological 
Seminary the observation is deserving of careful notice. Dr. Coffin 
was not decrying the academic. He knew better than most how 
great a part books must play in the training of the minister; how 
greatly they enrich the mind and the heart of the student who 
seeks to master them. He would have admitted that they have an 
important place in the ministerial training but he was concerned 
to insist that they should not have the central place. They are 
means to an end and humans being pre-occupied with means are 
always in danger of forgetting the end they are meant to serve. 
We need a scholarly ministry, but the proper aim of ministerial 
training is the production not of scholars but of scholars dedicated 
to a particular vocation and equipped to fulfil it. A minister has 
many tasks, but his main function is two-fold-to preach the Gospel 
clearly and persuasively and to shepherd the souls of those to whom 
he commends it. It is for these tasks that he needs to be trained 
and they should be kept clearly in mind as we plan the kind of 
training he is to receive. 

I. The minister should be trained to preach. In considering 
this aspect of his training, we should not be deceived by such 
truisms as "preachers are born, not made." No doubt they are, 
but training can be of the greatest help to them. It can develop 
what preaching power they already possess. It can' foster their 
interest in preaching, their passion for preaching, their determination 
to bring to this task the best of which they are capable. Just now 
this element in ministerial training demands special notice. There 
is ground for the suspicion that preaching is not always taken as 
seriously, even among preachers, as in the days when the Non
conformist pulpit was as great a power in the land as the Non
conformist conscience. Some think that preaching is doomed to 
be superseded by new methods of communication, and in par
ticular by wireless. Comparatively few we are told, attend chapel, 
whilst many millions listen regularly to a broadcast service. One 
wonders how many really listen and what happens to those who do. 
Thus far they have not had a particularly marked effect either on 
the spiritual health of the community or on our common Christian 
witness. In any event broadcasting has manifest limitations which 
must always restrict its influence. It cannot supply what is among 
the most vital elements in preaching-the direct impact of mind 
on mind, the interplay of feeling and thought between speaker 
and listener without which the preacher can never be completely 
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effective. Some again contrast preaching with worship, which in 
this connection commonly means a carefully planned order of 
service. They forget that preaching is worship and among the most 
potent means of stimulating the spirit of worship in those who listen 
to it. I have many happy memories of student days in Manchester 
forty years ago, but few are as vivid and few have been as helpful 
as the memory of J. H. Jowett preaching at the anniversary of the 
Methodist Mission in the Old Free Trade Hall. The preacher 
stood on the open platform at an improvised desk. He was not 
dressed in " clericals " nor had he sought to heighten his dignity 
by wearing a gown and he followed the traditional Nonconformist 
order in his conduct of the service. It may be necessary to remind 
the younger generation that he was without the aid, or the distrac
tion, of a microphone. The setting was not especially inspiring, but 
we heard Jowett preach, and as he preached, a window was opened in 
heaven and the congregation was stirred by the touch of an Unseen 
Presence. If the feeling that moved our hearts as we heard the 
preacher speaking of the humility, of the compassion, of the majesty 
of his Master was not worship, I have never grasped the meaning 
of the word. Every student is not a potential Jowett, but every 
student who has any right to consider that he is called to the 
ministry can be inspired to bring the best he can offer of mind and 
heart to. the task of preparing to preach and then to put his soul 
without reservations into the delivery of his message. He can be 
encouraged to study the best -models, to consider the men who in 
our own day, have built great congregations by preaching, the 
men, who, if they have not built great congregations, have over 
a long period held the loyalty of eager expectant folk who might 
spend Sunday evening watching television in comfort, but who 
prefer to listen to a living man setting forth the living truth in a 
living voice. One wonders whether our colleges, in planning 
special courses for students, might not draw rather more frequently 
on these men and on their experience. 

II. The Minister has to be trained not only to preach but 
to preach to people. Phillips Brooks declared that the main question 
he wanted to ask about a: sermon was whether the preacher had 
" felt" his hearers in preparing and in preaching it. Was he 
concerned only with the truth he proclaimed and not much inter
ested in those to whom he proclaimed it. If that were his condition 
his preaching would seem cold, abstract and remote. That is why 
the essential complement of earnest preaching is faithful pastoral 
service. One does not mean by that merely that the preacher must 
visit as regularly and systematically as possible. That matters, 
but what matters more is the spirit in which he visits and the 
impression his visits create. A man may plan and carry through 
his visitation with the precision of a machine and in the end seem 
as impersonal as a machine. A young Methodist minister whose 
preaching had acquired a· new power after a short period with a 
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Commando team, told Mr. Colin Roberts of his discovery that 
"we can win people only by loving people." The preacher must 
love people, not only as potential Church members but as human 
beings which means that he must be interested in them and inter
ested in what interests them. He must be ready to talk with them, 
about things that he may consider trivial, and, what is even more 
important, he must be willing to be talked to by them. Most ministers 
can talk, not all have learned how to be talked to. The reader 
may wonder whether this kind of teaching could be included in the 
curriculum of a. theological college. If I may draw again on my 
own experience I would answer that, great as is my debt to the 
teachers from whom I learnt as much as I know of the making of the 
Bible, the history of the Church, and the philosophical arguments 
for Religion, I am even more heavily indebted to Moffat Logan who 
came down to Manchester one winter to talk to students about the 
tasks he was facing and that they would be facing when they had 
been ordained: to W. B. Selbie, who every Friday evening, 
took the Senior .men at Mansfield into his study to chat about the 
folk and the problems he had encountered in his own ministry: 
·toW. W. B. Emery, who taught me many things on occasional 
visit$ to Coventry: not by what he said, but by what he clearly felt 
as he moved about among those who were formerly his people. Once 
more one wonders, whether all our students are regularly receiving 
this kind of help, and if the expression may be permitted, from those 
who have recently been" on the job." 

III. The minister has to be trained to preach to people in 
the setting of this age. There are aspects of the contemporary 
situation that every preacher must remember if he is concerned to 
commend his message. We are living in a sceptical age. We 
_hear a great deal about the necessity of preaching Biblical Theology, 
but most of our neighbours in this country are not convinced of the 
authority of the Bible and for that reason not much interested in 
-the Bible. That is fundamentally the situation and explains most 
of what we find distressing in it. People in the main seldom attend 
·Church, not because they have been lured away by the films or the 
'Sunday excursion, but because they suspect that what is preached 
.in Church is untrue. Then we are living in a revolutionary age, 
if the expression be preferred, an eschatological age. However 
.it be described, it is an age of swift and far-reaching change, of 
which the wars we have witnessed were as much the effect as the 
cause, and the end of which is not in sight. Comparatively few 
are actively concerned with the vast transformation in human affairs 
and in human relations that is proceeding under our eyes. But 
nobody is completely untouched by it. Perhaps not many of the 
folk who attend chapel regularly are consciously affected by the 
deep-seated scepticism and the widespread unrest that are the marks 
-of this epoch; but there are a few in every congregation, and there 
.are many who are in constant contact with the prevailing temper, 
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exposed at every turn to its persistent pressure. A minister who 
has not grasped the situation in which they are living can scarcely 
be expected to preach with effect to this age. It should be im
pressed clearly and vividly on the mind of every student whilst 
he is in college. The majority of our neighbours, moreover, never 
attend chapel, and the budding minister will have to find means of 
reaching them. Donald Soper has shown what can be achieved in 
the open-air, by a preacher equipped with a consecrated intelligence 
and a resolute will. Not all ministers are fitted for this kind of 
work, but many more might be trained for it. Apart from that 
there are groups in every neighbourhood into which a friendly 
minister may find the entry and within which, he may proclaim his. 
message. I look back on my own ministry with regret as I remember· 
the many opportunities I have missed, but with delight as I think 
of those I was impelled to take. I have preached in Youth Clubs, 
in Discussion Groups at Branch Meetings of a Trade Union and 
always I found those who were willing to hear the Gospel and not 
infrequently those who were ready to answer its call. Opportunities. 
abound but students must be encouraged and helped to lay hold 
upon them. They must learn the uses of the soap box as well 
as of the pulpit, and be trained to preach in chapel certainly, but 
also in the factory canteen and the discussion class. Again this 
part of their training may best be given by those who are actively 
engaged in the work. 

It may be that the needs of the hour demand changes in 
ministerial training and in the constitution of our colleges. Men 
might be sent perhaps for three years to a particular centre where 
the training received was mainly academic, and then for a further 
period to another where they could be trained to read the signs 
of the time and to bring the power of the Gospel to bear upon the 
time. It is important that they should know Hebrew, even more 
that they should know Greek, but it is essential that they should 
know their Gospel, and along with that the mentality of the people 
to whom they preach the Gospel and serve in the spirit of the 
Gospel. Finally and emphatically, even more important than 
intellectual training or training in practical service is the training 
of the soul in prayer, in the humility, the charity, the tender concern 
for foolish and erring human beings which in the day to day work 
of the ministry can be sustained by prayer alone. We have reason 
to be grateful to those who are seeking to give this kind of training 
to the ministers of to-morrow, and they have a right, as they have 
need, to ask in return for our support, and in particular for the 
support of our prayers. 

H. INGLI JAMES. 


