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‘See, I am sending you out as sheep among wolves; so be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.’

I realize that it is old-fashioned to preach on a single verse.  I think this is unfortunate, because verses like this often take us back to the experiences people had with Jesus, and so, if we want to be faithful to him, we have to try not to stray from what they mean.  And we very often do this.

You might call this ‘the first ordination sermon every preached.’  It states what is being done, and it gives advice for how to do it.  ‘I am sending you out as sheep among wolves; be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.’

I’ve chosen this verse for this morning, because this is ‘Maine School of Ministry’ (MESOM) Sunday, and the main point of MESOM is to prepare people for ordination.  So ‘the first sermon ever for a Christian ordination’ cannot be a bad thing to focus on.

I will again be very old-fashioned this morning.  I will make three points.  The first is about MESOM—how do I know about it, what is it, and how does it work?  The second is about the verse itself.  What does it mean?  The third is personal and for us here in Hancock.  What has this verse meant for me as a minister, and what should it mean for TJ?

I know about the Maine School of Ministry mostly from having taught a four-month, eight Saturday class this past fall entitled ‘Christian Theology for the 21st Century.’  I taught it online, and it had eight students, seven from Maine and most preparing for or already engaged in local ministry in small, rural churches.  Two were men, six women, and for all of them, this was a second career.

This situation is now very representative for Protestant churches all over the US, for the UCC in particular, and for Maine especially.  It is very different from when I prepared for ministry in the 1970’s.  Then most of us were more or less directly out of college, and we attended seminary full-time and in person.  The shift from mostly men to some, and now mostly women had begun.  Nowadays, these seminaries are in steep decline.  As you know, Bangor Theological Seminary has closed.  Andover Newton seminary, the other UCC seminary in New England, has sold its campus and consolidated with Yale Divinity School in New Haven.  Few candidates today can afford to go to seminary full-time, and the cost of providing such an education is too high.  The various ‘Schools of Ministry,’ organized by UCC Conferences, have sprung up to fill the gap and meet the need.

In my judgment, both for good and ill, seminaries are a thing of the past, and these Schools of Ministry are the thing of the future.  The question is whether they will be a merely second-best substitute or a cutting edge. Since I believe in the importance of the church—more about that shortly—I want to help them.  So, I taught this course to do this, and I returned half of my $2000 stipend when the course was done.  I hope to teach another course for them in Christian Ethics for the 21st century in the fall, and I plan to do this for free.

I urge each and every one of you to make some contribution to this cause.  I believe that the UCC in Maine will die without it.  $10, $1000, today or later on—but before you forget about it, I urge you to give to MESOM.  I have and will,  I believe in leading from the front.  Otherwise, I would be a fraud.  That’s point number one, about MESOM.

Point two is about the verse we heard earlier.  ‘I send you out as a sheep among wolves; be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.’  I called this ‘the first ordination sermon.’  Why?  Because it is about what ministers should expect—to be ‘sheep among wolves,’ and what to do about it—to ‘be wise as serpents and innocent as doves.’

I appreciated most of TJ’s sermon on ‘love your enemies’last Sunday, but she was wrong about one thing.  Jesus did not say not to have enemies, and according to our verse, the point is that those who do what Jesus says WILL have enemies, and in fact, this is not only not a bad thing, it is unavoidable.  ‘I send you out as sheep among wolves.’  Wolves are the classic enemies of sheep, and you are being sent out among them.

There is also advice about the only way to handle this that will not get you eaten up.  Only if you can be ‘wise as serpents and innocent as doves’ can you avoid this—possibly!  But also, possibly not.  At any rate, being faithful to Jesus for the sake of others—for a church—which is basically what ordination is supposed to be about, means that you will be ‘a sheep among wolves.’  At least, that is what the verse says, and I do not mean to compromise or sugarcoat it.

Now for my third point, the personal one—personal about my own experience and personal for TJ AND US!  Let me give three examples of my own.

Before I came to be the Minister here in Hancock, I taught theology at Notre Dame for five years, as the only ‘real’ Protestant in a department of thirty-five Catholics.  For a Protestant, being a Christian means being a fully conscientious person.  And this means doing the right thing for the right reasons, and for being personally responsible for the reasons you have.  It will not do to say ‘because the Pope says so’ or ‘because the Bible says so.’  It will only do to say, this is what my conscience tells me is right and, as Martin Luther put it, ‘I can do no other.’  Your own conscience, for which you are responsible, takes precedence over everything else.
As I have put it, Notre Dame hired me in a fit of open-mindedness that, after five years, the theology department came to regret.  My duty as a Protestant—and as someone who felt called to be faithful to Jesus—was to insist that being Christian is not a matter of doing what the church says.  In other words, I was sent out as ‘a sheep among wolves.’  They fired me, and we came to Hancock.

The next question must be whether I was ‘a sheep among wolves’ here.  The answer is that I was not—or not entirely, or not always.  But there were times.  When I preached a sermon explaining that homosexuality had nothing in principle to do with being Christian, our Treasurer at that time, who was also the son-in-law of the woman who, as much as anyone, represented the soul of this church, resigned in disgust.  He was a Marine.  That was his real religion.  He also wanted the American flag in the front, not the rear, of the sanctuary.  No way.  As it turned out, there were some shepherds in this church who protected the minister sheep.  The wolf turned tail and ran away hungry.  I will be ever grateful for this.

The third example is from Phoebe’s and my time in a large, ‘flagship’ UCC church in St. Louis.  St. Louis is a very racially segregated city.  The search committee in First Congregational Church there advertised for a pastor who would desegregate it.  I said I would be proud to try, and I got the job.  I—and we—proceeded not just to try, but to do this.  We hired an African American woman as the Assistant Pastor.  She was a very difficult person.  Some of you know from your experience here what it means to have such a very difficult person as their minister, and this does not have to have anything to do with race.  Some of you know what this means from your experience in Ellsworth, and it does not have to have anything to do with gender.  But my point is this:  There were also shepherds in the big and liberal St. Louis church, but there were also bigger and wealthier wolves.  I as the sheep resigned, rather than split the church.  There were two main issues.  I cannot judge whether I was ‘innocent as a dove,’ but I do know that I was not ‘wise as a serpent’ in handling this situation.  From this I learned two important things.  Unless the minister is the sort of difficult person who insists on making it so, the minister is not the point.  The point is what the minister stands for.  Do they ultimately stand for the gospel—for being a truly conscientious person who tries to be faithful to Jesus?  Or do they stand ultimately for the institution of the church?  Don’t shoot the messenger—unless the messenger is a wolf. But if the messenger is only a sheep who can only follow, but never lead, well, there is no message there in the first place.  The gospel is not management, it is a message.

The second thing is that sometimes it is not possible to succeed, but that failure now may lead to success later.  So, you have to be willing to risk failure now for the possibility of success in the future.  I did manage to convince them to join same-sex couples then, in the 1990’s.  That was something.  I don’t honestly know how they’ve done on racial segregation.

And now, finally, for TJ.  You—as I, and as the other MESOM students—are to be a sheep among wolves.  This does not mean not making enemies. Of course, it does mean not BEING an enemy, but that is a different thing completely.  It does mean making enemies when others insist on acting as wolves, and especially when they try to wear sheep’s clothing.         No Christian is a wolf.  No one who is a wolf can also be a Christian.  The business of the minister is to put yourself in the way of trouble.  Ministers who are not making trouble are not doing their jobs.  The only question is whether they are making THE RIGHT KIND of trouble.  Is it a matter of their being a difficult person?  That is the wrong kind of trouble—that is about the messenger, and it is trouble for trouble’s sake.  But if it is a matter of calling on each of us to be a truly conscientious person, to be faithful to Jesus in this way, then that is the right kind of trouble.  That is trouble caused not by the messenger, but by the message.  It is the ‘double trouble’ of Jesus and of your own conscience, because these should finally coincide.  The minister who gets into no trouble is not a minister at all, but merely a sheep hiding in the flock.  The church member who complains about the minister getting into this double trouble is a wolf, whatever clothing they wear.

And so it also means ‘not preaching to the choir.’  Some muscles we have already stretched; there are others we need to exercise as well.  Gender is not the only muscle, and many of us are not limping because of this anymore.  The ‘core’ muscles are now political—we all know this.  What is it, politically, to be a shepherd, and not a wolf?  That is the music that our choir needs help learning to read—and sing.  What ‘builds up,’ and what ‘tears down’?  That is THE political question.  It is the question of the sheep, the shepherds, and the wolves.  How does this play out in Maine and in America today?  What does the gospel have to say about this? 

Since I wrote the first draft of this sermon, Russia has invaded Ukraine.  This is a purely cynical act of war.  And, by all the standards that Christians have worked out over the centuries, this war is clearly ‘unjust.’    And therefore, ‘praying’ is not enough, even if we are sure we know what ‘praying’ means. All Christians must not only condemn what Russia has done, we must try to understand what each of us can do to oppose it.  We must consider the means—and the cost—of being sheep among wolves.  Will our investments in the stock market go down?  Yes.  What difference should this make to you and me?  I put this on your hearts.

This is the gist of that first, one-verse ordination sermon.  It is what all the Christian theology and Christian ethics that I will ever teach to students in the Maine School of Ministry is about.  It is about Christian ministers risking being a sheep among wolves, and about Christian lay people refusing to be wolves and risking being this kind of sheep themselves.

That is it.  I hope that, whether it is $10 today or $1,000 later, you will give to the Maine School of Ministry.  I believe that the future of the church here in Maine depends on it.


Guest Minister, Hancock UCC Congregant – Rev. Dr. Philip Devenish
