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You ask a man what the most important moment of his life is and he might say it was the day he married his wife.  A woman told me it was the birth of her son.  Another said it was the date of her conversion to Jesus Christ, that the change was so dramatic, it truly was like coming from darkness into light, from death into life.  Rarely, if ever, would you hear persons say, especially if they were Christian, that it was the day they were ordained to ministry in the church.  I know that prior to my marriage to Rose two and a half years ago, that was MY answer, when almost a quarter of a century ago, I was ordained to the position of Minister of the Word and Sacrament in the Presbyterian Church (USA).  That date will ALWAYS occupy a paramount place in my life, one that was the culmination of a long process involving years of preparation and involvement both in and outside of the church.  Notwithstanding the years I spent in both college and seminary, I took every opportunity to preach, lead Bible studies, teach Sunday School classes, and serve on numerous committees in the local church.  I was examined by Presbytery which took me under care, reported regularly for six years to the Candidates Committee who evaluated my progress, passed the grueling Standard Ordination exams, and even pastored a church for a year as part of my internship program.  

Yet, what qualified me to become a minister was not that service of ordination, nor all those years of education and preparation that had led up to it but something much deeper and more elemental- it was a calling that God had placed on my life, a summons to forsake every other ambition and follow him wherever he might lead me.  Gone were my dreams of being a writer and publishing the "great American novel."  Gone were my ambitions to teach in a college or university.  By echoing Isaiah's words, "Here I am, Lord.  Send me!" I was relinquishing control over my own life and taking the enormous risk of following that still, small voice who promised to guide my steps.  I remember how frightening it all was, and yet how wonderfully exciting at the same time.  I didn't know where I would end up but I knew I wouldn't be alone, that I'd be journeying with Jesus who would make the way plain for me; and I knew that God's people, the church would be there, waiting to receive me.  I know it sounds strange, perhaps a bit too mystical, maybe even foolish- but the twelve disciples and the Apostle Paul and many other followers of Christ have dared to become fools themselves- fools for Christ- and THEY never regretted it.

There's no telling where I would have ended up had I never heeded that voice.  But I know that there is no other vocation in the world I would rather struggle at.  I get to lead God's people in worship and break open the Word of Life that is food for your souls.  I handle the sacred elements of Christ's body and blood.  I am allowed access, not only into your homes, but into your hearts and lives- to become an extended part of your own families.

Even now, as I look out over this congregation, I don't see an assembly of strange faces, but a gathering of my brothers and sisters, no matter how old or young you may be.  Indeed, Christ has knit us together into a single family.  I am privileged to be there in the most sacred moments of your lives- to help bring you together in marriage, to baptize your children into our fellowship, to remind you of our Lord's presence when you struggle through illness, to prepare you for death in this world and life for the next.  I am allowed to guide you through most of the great passages in your lives, an opportunity no OTHER vocation enjoys.  

But I repeat, what has made me a minister of the Gospel has not been those years of training and education, but rather a calling I heard thirty-five years ago, a voice deep in my soul saying, "Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?"  I received that calling and subsequently responded with, "Here am I; send me!"  Over the years, that call to ministry has been validated and encouraged by people like yourselves who recognized my God-given gifts and talents when you extended to me the call to serve as your pastor.

The fact is that ministry must always begin with a “call” and not for any other reason.  Isaiah became God's spokesman because God called him to speak his word.  All of Israel's Patriarchs and prophets received a divine commission- from Noah to Abraham to Moses and Joshua; from David and the prophets, right through to Christ's own disciples.  Jesus himself had said, "You did not choose me; I chose you!"  In truth, no one simply wakes up one morning and says, "I know what I'll do with my life- I'll become a minister!"  It is a very demanding vocation- you must always be on call for any emergency that might arise. You are always offering support to people in need; having to care for persons you don't necessarily like; preaching ideals you find impossible to keep; loving others when you feel so darn unlovable yourself.  Only a vocation from God with God's help can ever enable one to fulfill such a calling.


During my last year in high school, I was playing pinball with a friend of mine whom I had gone through grade school with.  As we took turns shooting the ball, we were discussing about what each of us wanted to do for the rest of our lives.  I said that I wanted to write since I loved to read so much.  He told me how neat he thought it would be to be a minister- to work your own hours, perform every Sunday before a captive audience, have everybody respect and look up to you.  He definitely had some strange notions as to what it was like to be minister.  What startled me about his choice of profession was that he demonstrated little or no interest in God or the church.  Rather, he was attracted to the role that ministers tend to play- of often being a socially prominent figure, the resident holy man about town.  He had no conception of the ministry as a calling from God- to forsake all and follow him, nor that the church was a spiritual body with Christ as its head.  To my friend, a "minister" was a professional title and the church, a social organization along the same lines as the Rotary or the Kiwanis.

I don't think my friend was alone in his limited understanding of ministers and the church.  Several years ago, I invited a cemetery plot salesman into my home.  At one point in the conversation, he said, "Come on, David- you're a salesman just like myself except where I sell plots on earth, you sell mansions in heaven."  I said to him, "Excuse me, you've got that wrong.  I'm a terrible salesman.  I can't even sell raffle tickets for the Lions Club.  Believe me, if the church was simply a business, I'd have been gone six months after I got here."

Then I shared with him what the Apostle Paul wrote the church in Corinth:

As for me, brothers, when I came to you, I declared the attested truth of God without display of fine words or wisdom.  I resolved that while I was with you, I would think of nothing but Jesus Christ- Christ nailed to the cross.  I came before you weak, nervous, and shaking with fear.  The word I spoke, the gospel I proclaimed, did not sway you with subtle arguments; it carried conviction by spiritual power, so that your faith might be built not upon human wisdom but upon the power of God. (1 Cor. 2:1-5)
I said to him, "Mike, the greatest evangelist of the early church, one who brought thousands to Christ and established more churches than any other, was anything but a salesman- and that was why he was so successful.  He was so weak and poor of speech that he had to rely on God's power and not his own."

If there was one word I resented in seminary and that I still resent to this day, it is the word "professional."  The greatest temptation and stumbling block for any seminarian or young pastor is to think that he or she is a "professional," in the same way doctors and lawyers are generally regarded "professionals."  They begin to think, "I have as much education and training as any professional.  I have the title "Rev." before my name and degree letters after it like "B.S., M.Div., D.Min. or Ph.D"  I administrate over a great institution- the church.  Day in, day out, the public seeks out my help.  Why SHOULDN'T I be called a professional?  Why shouldn't I receive the salary and the status I deserve!"

Church, I honestly believe that such “professionalism” is a cancerous attitude that reduces the ministry to a mere job rather than a holy calling, a business rather than the Body of Christ.  We've all seen it happen.  The church becomes their patients or clients, not their brothers and sisters.  They maintain a safe "professional distance" with the congregation believing they must never get too close to any of them.  Professionals have a certain role they have to play- they must always look and play the part.  They seem more concerned about status and success than sacrifice, more apt to carry a brief case than a bloody cross.

Believe me, it is those pastors with a professional air about them that so quickly abandon the ministry.  They sooner or later count the cost and realize the cost isn't worth it.  They could make more money working less hours as a psychologist or corporate manager than they could visiting the sick and preaching sermons and leading Bible studies.  You see, the aims of the professional are social and material; the goals of the PASTOR, on the other hand, are SPIRITUAL and ETERNAL.  The professional serves an "organization" while the pastor serves an "organism"- a living, breathing, dynamic entity teeming with life- the church, the Body of Jesus Christ.  Professionalism has nothing to do with the essence and heart of the Christian ministry.  As one Baptist minister fervently prayed: "God, deliver us from the professionalizer! ...Banish professionalism from our midst, and in its place put passionate prayer, poverty of spirit, hunger for God, rigorous study of holy things, white-hot devotion to Jesus Christ, utter indifference to all material gain, and unremitting labor to rescue the perishing, perfect the saints, and glorify our sovereign Lord."

For years I have always felt that FOR ME, with the odd assortment of talents and gifts that I possess, the Christian ministry is the noblest, most exciting vocation in the world.  I've tried to share a little as to why I feel that way this morning.  It's not just a job, nor is it for professionals.  Ministers don't work for a business or organization.  Rather, they are "servants" who have been called out and set apart for the task of leading a spiritual fellowship unlike anything else in the world.  I am a minister, not by virtue of my education and training, though that has helped prepare me some; not by virtue of my ecclesiastical ordination, which has given me the opportunity to function as your pastor; but by virtue of God's call and claim upon my life.  When I heard the voice of God saying, "Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?" like Isaiah I rose to my feet and said, "Here am I, Lord; send me!"

This morning, we will be ordaining and installing the new class of elders and deacons for our church.  They TOO have been asked to participate in this high and noble calling, in a ministry as real and vital as my own.  They will take the very same ordination vows that I took almost twenty-five years ago.  What we are doing is recognizing the call that God gave THEM, that down deep in their heart of hearts, they heard a still, small voice ask, "Whom shall I send, and who shall go for us?" and THEIR response was, "Here I am, Lord; send me!  I want to go!  I want to serve!  Let me be your ambassador, your chosen representative!  Let me help lead your church!"

This morning, we are reaffirming that call; we are recognizing their God-given gifts and placing our stamp of approval on them.  We are validating their ministry and granting them permission to exercise it within the boundaries of this church.  Our gifts may be different- I may be gifted to preach and teach; theirs may be in the some other form of service and administration, but still it is the very same ministry we share.  Like myself, you cannot professionalize this office; they are to be a servant among us.  It will entail the sacrifice of their time, their energy, their resources and the rewards will often look small in return.

Yet their satisfaction will come in serving others and in knowing that God has been gracious enough to call them and entrust them with just such a responsibility.  At times they may be tired or confused or even discouraged, but I urge them to be patient.  The same God who calls us also leads us and will strengthen us as we go along.  Once ordained, they will carry that office for life.  No one can take that calling away.  As the Bible says, "The gifts and calling from God are without repentance."  They shall be an Elder, a Deacon, a Minister of the Word until the day they die.  They will NEVER stop exercising their gifts and I assure you that we will never refrain from asking them to use them, even after their terms of office are over.

This morning, their calling from God is being affirmed; their gifts for leadership and service are being summoned.  The Nominating Committee of our church has prayerfully considered them for more than just another name or body to fill some vacancy.  They recognized their heart, their gifts, their faith, their commitment- all ingredients of their calling.  If they remain faithful and true to our Lord Jesus Christ, he will help them to remain faithful and true to their ministry- he PROMISES us that.  My sincerest prayer is that in the days before us, they TOO will discover THEIR call to be the noblest, most challenging, most exciting vocation in all the world.  Amen and amen.
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