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THE PRIVATE CARE OF SOULS

In referring to the occupants of the office of the
ministry, the German language has the very beautiful and
appropriate word Seelsorger. Literally, this word de
scribes the individual as "one who cares for souls." For
want of an exact equivalent in the English language, the
word is usually translated by pastor, or shepherd. A true
Seelsorger is always looking for ways in which he can im
prove his ministry, so that the souls entrusted to his
care may receive the very best that he is able to offer
them. He recognizes that his duties do not end when he
has publicly delivered a message from God's Word in the
worship service, or instructed a Confirmation class, or
conducted a Bible class. As a Seelsorger he knows that
the true care of blood-bought souls requires his utmost
concern also in private. Therefore, in an effort to
help us all become ever more proficient in the private
care of souls, we shall first of all present some basic
facts to keep in mind, and then discuss several aspects
of our private ministry to souls, in the hope of find
ing ways to improve the spiritual care we provide.

I.

If the private care of souls is to be done properly,
then every pastor should bear some basic facts in mind.

You are a shepherd. The Lord said to His people,
wi 11 ai VP you pastors according to My_hfiaEt» which

shall feed you with knowledge and understanding," Jer.
3:15. Again, "1 will set up shepherds over them which
shall feed them: and they shall fear no more, nor be
dismayed, neither shall they be lacking, saith the
Lord," Jer. 23:4. You are a watchman. "Son of man, I
have made thee a watchman unto the house of Israel:
therefore hear the word at My mouth, and give them warn
ing from Me ..." Ezek. 3:17-21 and 33;7ff. You are an
overseer. Paul told the Ephesian elders, "Take heed
therefore unto yourselves, and to all the flock over
the which the Holy Ghost hath made you overseers, to feed
the church of God, which he hath purchased with his own
blood," Acts 20:28. The holy writer wrote to the Hebrew
Christians, "Obey them that have the rule over you, and
submit yourselves: for they watch for your souls, as



they that must give account, that they may do it with
joy, and not with grief: for that is unprofitable for
you," Heb. 13:17. Peter also exhorts the elders, "Feed
the flock of God which is among you, taking the over
sight thereof, not by constraint, but willingly; not for
filthy lucre, but of a ready mind; neither as being
lords over God's heritage, but being ensamples to the
flock," I Pet. 5:1-4. You are a laborer together with
God, I Cor. 3:9.

From all of this it follows that it is your duty to
leam to know the members of your congregation, not mere
ly in a general sort of way, but individually. You are
to watch over them faithfully. You are to work dili
gently for them in matters pertaining to the salvation
of their souls. For you will be required to give an ac
counting of this, Ezek. 3 and 33; Heb. 13:17.

As a Seelsorger, you will therefore conduct yourself
toward the members of your congregation in such a way as
to make it evident that you wish to bring every individu
al soul along with you into the mansions of heaven. "Take
heed unto thyself, and unto the doctrine; continue in
them: for in doing this thou shalt both save thyself,
and them that hear thee," I Tim. 4:16.

Therefore in the private care of souls it is your duty
to teach the ignorant, admonish the sinner, terrify those
who are self-secure, show the right way to those who err,
comfort the frightened, strengthen the weak, arouse the
sluggish, win the stubborn, etc. In short, you are to
show sinners the way of salvation.

Keep in mind that in this work you are nothing and
can do nothing. It is God alone who can and will carry
out this work. As Paul said, "By the grace of God I am
what I am: and His grace which was bestowed upon me was
not in vain; but I laboured more abundantly than they
all: yet not I, but the grace of God which was with me,"
I Cor. 15:10. In your nothingness, believe firmly in the
Word of God: "My grace is sufficient for thee: for my
strength is made perfect in weakness," II Cor. 12:9.

In the private care of souls, the Seelsorger should
seek only God's honor and the 'salvation of men. In order
that this two-fold goal may be attained, there are two



basic principles that should be followed: 1) Let only
God's Word be applied in each situation; 2) Pray that
Jesus Christ may fill your heart with His merciful love
toward your church members, that you may truly be a "la
bourer together with God" to them.

Never seek your own, whether it be property or honor
or good days or convenience. Paul wrote, "I have no man
likeminded, who will naturally care for your state. For
all seek their own, not the things which are Jesus
Christ's," Phil. 2:20-21. The Seelsorger should never
say: What will get out of it? Or: It doesn't bother
me if I neglect this one or that one, for he has no in
fluence and is unimportant in the congregation. You
should rather say: Christ purchased also him with His
blood, just as much as everyone else. Be ready to sac
rifice your own personal convenience, whether it be by
day or by night. Be like a candle which consumes itself
while giving light to others.

Don't do more for those who are friendly to you than
for those who are iwt friendly, or who even show a dislike
for you. Don't give up if your faithful service does not
bear fruit right away the first or second time. Don't
start saying to yourself: Now I have done my duty and
nothing more can be said. Continue to persevere. You
don't know when God's hour will come. A tree doesn't
fall with the first blow of the axe. Don't allow your
self to be guided by the fear or favor of men. Don't
give the impression that people must believe and follow
you, and don't be upset if they don't obey you. You
should step back, and let God and His Word step forward.

Speak the truth to everyone, freely and openly, but
always in love, without reservation, even when chastiz
ing sin, as Nathan did to David, II Sam. 12. To chastize
only halfway does more harm than good. Don't be hindered
by fear of some evil consequences, but speak the truth
lovingly and confidently, and then leave the results to
the Lord.

Be ready to yield your rights to anyone, so long as
you can do it with a good conscience. But never give up
anything of God's Word. There you should stand fast like
an iron wall and let God rule. For the sake of that Word
be ready to suffer whatever may come.



The Seelsorger must make allowances for different tem
peraments, abilities, circumstances, and personal preju
dices. Just keep in mind how very many temptations your
church members are exposed to as they go about their
daily work in this unbelieving world.

Do not postpone a reprimand if you can settle the
matter right away. In such cases, do not try to per
suade them merely to say "Yes" with the mouth, but try to
convince them to do so from the heart. The old writer
Samuel Butler said, "He that complies against his will
is of his own opinion still." Always make it clear that
you hate the sin, but that you are seeking the better
ment of the sinner. As far as his actual sins are con
cerned, you will do well to lead the sinner to the source
of sin, namely, to the condition of his heart with its
original sin. And then go on to show him how much he
needs the Savior Jesus Christ. In this connection, al
ways keep in mind the ten thousand talents which you
yourself owe, and what great trouble God has with you,
and yet how very patient He is. Matt. 18:23-25.

Do not say in a lazy manner: IVhen I have opportunity
or when it is more convenient, then I will speak to this
or that person. Go to the person as soon as possible in
an effort to settle the problem. At the same time, look
for an opportunity that will be as convenient as possible
for your church member, when he will be in a favorable
position to talk. Be especially diligent in pursuing a
situation, whenever possible, in order to raise up one
who has fallen, calling a sinner to repentance. In Luke
15 the Good Shepherd left the ninety and nine and went
after the one which was lost.

Let us close this section by referring to some ex
amples in Scripture of the private care of souls. Paul
tells of having applied the Word of God in individual
circumstances. "Remember, that by the space of three
years I ceased not to warn every one night and day with
tears," Acts 20:31. Recall how Paul spoke with Felix
and his wife Drusilla concerning "righteousness and tem
perance and judgment to come," Acts 24:24-25. In writ
ing to the Christians at Thessalonica Paul said, "Ye are
witnesses, and God also, how holily and justly and un-
blameably we behaved ourselves among you that believe:
As ye know how we exhorted and comforted and charged



every one of you, as a father doth his children, that ye
would walk worthy of God, who hath called you unto his
kingdom and glory," I Thess. IrlOff. We need only men
tion how Jesus dealt with two of His own disciples:
Peter after his three-fold denial of the Savior, Luke 22:
61; and also Thomas after His resurrection, John 20:27.
Just stop to think of all the individuals that Jesus
dealt with during His earthly ministry as He showed the
true love of a Shepherd for the souls of each and every
one.

II.

The pastor has an especially appropriate time and op
portunity for the private care of souls in connection with
Communion announcements. Unfortunately, this worthy old
custom has gradually been falling into general disuse. As
congregations become larger and more spread out, and as
people busy themselves with many things, it appears im
practical and difficult to set certain hours during which
communicant members of the congregation may come and an
nounce to the pastor their intention and desire to par
take of the Lord's Supper the next Sunday. Instead of
the pastor and individual members having an opportunity
to sit down and visit on matters of mutual interest, the
practice of Communion announcements has largely become a
matter of signing a card and handing it to an usher, or
signing a piece of paper as the individual comes to
church. While this may serve the purpose of providing a
record of who partook of the Sacrament, it deprives the
pastor of yet another opportunity to be a true Seelsorg-
er to his members. Let us consider briefly what we may
be gaining by adopting the practice of more individual
ized Communion announcements.

If the proper relationship exists between the pastor
and his sheep, then they will as a rule come gladly to
announce for Communion. They will welcome the opportuni
ty to talk with their pastor. If sincere Christians do
not come gladly to announce, then it is seldom the case
that the pastor is without blame.

During announcements do not conduct yourself as a
judge, but rather consider yourself to be a physician and
those making announcements to be your patients. Seek to
leam how and where each individual may be lacking, and


