
beliefs that resist the redemptive movement of
the living God” (124).

Clint Schnekloth
Good Shepherd Lutheran Church
Fayetteville, Arkansas

THE MINISTER AS MORAL THEOLO-
GIAN: ETHICAL DIMENSIONS OF
PASTORAL LEADERSHIP, by Sondra
Wheeler. Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
2017. Pp. 160. $21.99 (paper).

A popular series on Public Television for
several seasons was Grantchester. The lead
character, Sidney Chambers, in addition to be-
ing an Anglican clergyman, invested a signifi-
cant amount of time helping local police solve
crimes. To his credit as a parish priest, he was
also seen attending to church concerns such as
counseling those in need, running a parish,
and delivering homilies.

One episode, however, showed the unmar-
ried Chambers preaching on love, then rush-
ing off to engage in episode-ending sex with a
dear—but still married—female friend. The
episode made for provocative television. Com-
mercial popularity not withstanding, the epi-
sode would have been less sensational, but
more ethical, if Father Chambers had read and
taken to heart The Minister as Moral Theolo-
gian. In her book, Sondra Wheeler insists
that pastors teach ethics by how they handle
(or avoid handling) morally challenging situa-
tions.

While Wheeler’s book lacks the ratings
splash of popular television, her advice
throughout this insightful book is truthful,
pertinent, and trenchant. This book is pri-
marily intended to reach those preparing
for ministry, seminary students in particular.
Nonetheless, this short, finely crafted book can
also be of value to those already in active min-
istry. It would be a helpful resource for clergy

cluster groups and even for church councils
and minister support groups.

Wheeler understands the challenges that
face clergy; and she is sympathetic to the pres-
sures of parish, family, and personal life. She is
sensitive to improprieties and scandals in the
church. And she is aware that leadership is a
delicate dance. She acknowledges that it is not
easy for a ministerial leader to form and sus-
tain a healthy life. But it is crucial to be on the
path.

She also recognizes that ethical issues are
complex, confusing, complicated, and often
controversial. From this conviction she
clearly and evenhandedly affirms and dis-
cusses the indispensability of three broad
families of moral theory: the ethics of duty, the
ethics of consequences, and the ethics of vir-
tue. Grounding her perceptions in the Bible
(particularly St. Paul) and Thomas Aquinas
(whom she regards as the progenitor of Chris-
tian thought in the West), Wheeler stresses the
need for obligation, right action, and justice.

In the opening segment of the book
Wheeler discusses the necessity—and the dif-
ficulty—of faithful preaching. Preaching can
be dangerous because there are many difficult
texts in the common lectionary and many dif-
ficult situations in life to be addressed by those
texts. But it is better and more honest to ad-
dress such difficulties than it is to ignore them.
Wheeler discusses four challenges in preach-
ing: responding to issues of evil and suffering;
confronting difficult biblical texts that are of-
ten ignored; discussing morally troubling texts
that raise the issue of right action; and examin-
ing controversial and divisive texts. Wheeler
offers and discusses seven guidelines for
speaking the Word in the face of difficulty.

At this point Wheeler’s observations, while
helpful, tend to read a little like a how-
and-what-to-preach manual. She offers seven
numbered guidelines on what to say about
texts that make demands; eight guidelines for
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passages we find morally troubling; and five
guidelines for approaching controversial texts
from the pulpit. Though manuals (like those
on how to fix a computer) can be stifling, oth-
ers, like this one on pulpit practices, can be
quite helpful.

Nonetheless, Wheeler’s remarks on ethical
preaching could have benefited from advice on
how to defend oneself from pulpit pitfalls such
as telling banal stories or missing the textual
target. Moreover, she is silent on the ethical
interface between preaching and the sacra-
ments. Nor is there any mention of the effect of
technology upon ethical living.

After considering the ethics of pastoral
leadership in preaching Wheeler turns to a dis-
cussion of teaching about moral issues. She in-
sists on the importance of the place and
propriety of preaching and Christian living in
the world beyond the pulpit. She calls for the
community of faith (including clergy) to ex-
amine why they do what they do. The church
plays a role in moral conversation; and the
church must be a moral community in order to
retain its identity. That means the church must
think theologically and ethically, developing
tools for understanding the shape of Christian
life in the world.

Again Wheeler reverts to manual style by
offering numbered guidelines in several areas.
She lists and discusses six ways to involve
Scripture in moral behavior. Five ways to af-
firm tradition: that is, what to embrace and
what to leave behind. Six ways to engage Scrip-
ture, tradition, and reason to guide us morally.
These insights suggest strategies for teaching
about ethics, learning how to hear the Word,
and invoking the wisdom of our forebears.
Guidelines on how to deal ethically with parish
councils and other members of a congrega-
tion’s staff would have been beneficial.

The final portion of the book expands on
the matter of giving moral counsel. Wheeler
presents several case studies on pastoral care

and counseling. This part of the book could
easily function as a textbook to provoke dis-
cussion. Matters pertaining to the minister’s
attitude, home life, public and private behav-
ior, the need for friends and personal counsel-
ors, and the difficulty of serving as a moral
example are raised in a thoughtful verse-
by-verse exegesis of 1 Cor 13. This portion of
the book is quite moving and is the part of the
book Sidney Chambers should have consulted
when facing his ethical dilemma. In the end
Wheeler recognizes that from time to time we
may all find ourselves lost in a forest of confu-
sion or temptation. But for her “repentance”
means “homecoming.”

Robert Brusic
Luther Seminary
Saint Paul, Minnesota

THE WHOLE CHURCH SINGS: CON-
GREGATIONAL SINGING IN LU-
THER’S WITTENBERG, by Robin A.
Leaver. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2017. Pp.
206. $22.00 (paper).

Robin Leaver, professor emeritus at West-
minster Choir College, has extensively re-
searched and written about Martin Luther, J. S.
Bach,  and  the  music  associated  with  them.
This book, The Whole Church Sings, is typical
of his work. It focuses on “congregational sing-
ing in Luther’s Wittenberg,” as the subtitle
indicates.

In the Preface Leaver cites Luther studies
at the University of Helsinki which Olli-Pekka
Vaino explains point out “aspects of the Re-
former’s thought that have either been for-
gotten or neglected.” This book “similarly
attempts to examine what has been either for-
gotten or neglected about the origins of con-
gregational hymnody in Wittenberg under the
leadership of Martin Luther. It challenges
some of the conclusions that have been drawn
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