
TEXT: Deuteronomy 18:15-22     January 31, 2021 

RAISING PROPHETS! 

Over time, many folks have come to sum up the work of a minister with four words that 
begin with the letter “p”:  pastor, preacher, priest and prophet.  Personally (there’s another 
“p” word!) most of the time I refer to myself as being a pastor.  Indeed, my title here on 
Sanibel, as it was in my prior church, is Senior Pastor.  That’s not a reference to the fact that I 
am over sixty-five, in fact the first time I held that title I was just forty-eight, not even old 
enough for an AARP card!  (Even though they seem to sending them out with birth 
certificates these days!)  No, the senior in Senior Pastor means that one is the lead pastor in a 
situation where there is more than one ordained person on staff. 

The word pastor comes from a word in Old French, ‘’pastur” --which means shepherd, or 
herdsman.  Somewhere around 1242 the word pastor first appeared in reference to clergy 
meaning one who shepherds souls.  Guides them, cares for them, protects them. 

Preacher, of course, refers to the most visible part of the job.  A preacher offers up his or her 
interpretations of the scriptures, delivers sermons, orally shares the good news of God’s love.  
I have no difficulty seeing myself, understanding myself, as a preacher.  Preaching is 
something I have done literally thousands of times over the course of my career.  And here in 
the south, it is often the most frequently used term to describe Protestant clergy. 

Priest was a title and function I had a great deal of difficulty identifying with as a young man.  
In fact, it is one of the reasons I returned to my Congregational roots instead of seeking to be 
ordained in the Episcopal Church I had joined as an adult.  I just couldn’t see myself as being a 
mediator between God and human beings.  I had been raised to believe in the priesthood of 
all believers.  The notion that everyone has direct access to God, and that no one needs a go-
between.  But over the years, I have frequently been asked to offer prayers on behalf of 
others.  Not that mine are any better than yours, but it seems to bring people a measure of 
comfort.  And occasionally I am even called on to be with someone as they confess a wrong 
doing, and am expected to offer up words of assurance that they are forgiven and loved God.  
I recognize that for many clergy symbolize the fact that God is in our midst.  So, while it is still 
not my favorite self-descriptor, I have come to accept the idea that I am have a priestly 
function.   

So, pastor, preacher, priest . . .  and prophet.  Pastor and preacher often, priest, in later years, 
but prophet?  To be honest with you, I don’t usually think of myself as a prophet.  Sure, I’ve 
got a beard--but not a long, bushy one.  But seriously, what does it mean to be a prophet in 
the first place?  Especially in my position as Senior Pastor here on Sanibel? 



Prophets in the Jewish and Christian traditions are not prognosticators.  They don’t have 
crystal balls.  They don’t use Tarot cards or tea leaves to predict the future.  They may speak 
of the future--in fact often do.  But their primary function is to point to God’s vision, God’s 
dream, of world of peace and justice.  Their primary role is to call on people to live as God 
would have us live.  Their task is not to create elaborate theological arguments.  They are not 
expected to be intellectual giants.  Rather they are expected to be able to point out those 
ways we have failed to live up to God’s expectations, not just as individuals, but especially as 
societies. “Instead of showing us a way through elegant mansions of the mind,” wrote Rabbi 
Abraham Joshua Heschel, “. . . prophets take us to the slums.”  (The Prophets, I:3)  

Prophets, you see, speak out on behalf of those who have been marginalized, those who have 
been treated poorly, abused by individuals, groups or the system itself.  They seek to speak 
God’s truth, pointing out how life really is for those on the edges of society.  That can be a 
hard message to deliver, and a hard message to hear.  At best it stirs those who are privileged 
to action, inspiring them to use their power to bring about change, at worst it can stir up 
anger directed towards the prophet, or worse yet, those who are already trampled and torn.  
Indeed, it may have been a prophet who first said, “Don’t shoot the messenger.” But the 
prophet also has another job, for he or she is called to assure those who are oppressed that 
they have not been forgotten by God, that the day will come when justice will be served and 
all will be made well.  Prophets are called to challenge the elite, and to lift up those who have 
been mistreated.  To use a phrase that surprisingly came out of the world of early twentieth 
century journalism, a prophet is one who afflicts the comfortable, but comforts the afflicted. 

I’ve been thinking about the four p’s and the various roles of ministry for several reasons.  
Things like the fact that last week at our Annual Meeting the members of our congregation 
officially endorsed a two-year plan that will culminate in my retirement, early in 2023.  And 
then that it was exactly eleven years ago this Sunday that I first stepped into the pulpit here 
as your Senior Pastor.  Eleven years! That is longer than I had served in any of my prior three 
full-time pastorates.   

It has been a good eleven years.  Yes, we’ve had our challenges, especially this past year.  But 
together we have served this community well.  As Senior Pastor I have helped shape this 
congregation as it exists today, and as a congregation you have helped further refine my 
identity as an ordained minister.  And during my time here there have been times when all 
four of those roles, pastor, preacher, priest and prophet, have been a part of my work. 

In light of these realities, our reading from Deuteronomy today has taken on different 
significance for me.  We begin by noting the whole book of Deuteronomy is presented as a 
Farewell Sermon given by Moses at the end of the forty years of wandering through the 
wilderness.  The Israelites are standing at the Jordan, ready to cross over into the Promised 



Land, and Moses isn’t going to go with them.  His journey on earth is about to come to an 
end.  His time as serving as their preacher, their pastor, their priest and prophet, has come to 
an end, and he wants to remind them of the many things he has taught them along the way.  
Deuteronomy even includes a second version of the Ten Commandments. 

Don’t worry, I am not about to launch into a thirty-chapter sermon!  For one thing, God 
willing, my departure is still two years away!  And beyond that, unlike Moses, I hope that I 
will have many more years of life left after I leave this pulpit.  But l imagine that the 
formalization of my retirement plans has stirred up some thoughts no doubt similar to those 
experienced by the Israelites as they stood there on the banks of the Jordan. 

As Moses spoke some were probably ready for new leadership, and quite OK with Moses 
taking his leave.  A few couldn’t wait for his tenure to come to a close!  Others couldn’t 
imagine what it will be like after he leaves.  Some are wondering are if their qualified leaders 
out there to take his place.  And still others are looking at their loose confederation of tribes 
and asking big questions, like who do we want to be as a nation, and what sort of leader do 
we need to help us reach that vision?  Who does God want us to be once we cross the Jordan, 
and who would God have lead us on that way? 

Trust me when I say, I understand full well that I’m not Moses.  (“I knew Moses, and you’re 
no Moses!)  But still, I think it is an apt comparison.  As one commentator notes, “[Moses] 
knows his time is coming.  He will not be their leader forever. . . It isn’t that he’s burned out 
or that he knows they are finishing his sentences in his sermons.  No, God has told him it’s 
time for a transition, and [he] needs to announce [his] retirement.”  (William J. Carl III, 
Feasting on the Word, B:1, 293) 

But for Moses there is more.  He not only tells them he’s retiring from his post; he also 
reminds them that he has served as an agent for God, and that while he will no longer travel 
with them, God’s not going anywhere. God will continue to be with them every step of the 
way.  And part of what God will provide for them is a new prophet, a new leader.  “The Lord 
your God,” says Moses, “will raise up a new prophet like me from among your own people.”  
(Deuteronomy 18:15)   

Unlike Moses, I am not usually in direct communication with God--at least not in the same 
way as Moses was.  But I do think this is transition, partially imposed on us by things like the 
pandemic and the changes that have been creeping up on every church, is timely.  Indeed, 
this congregation through the far-reaching survey conducted this fall, and the result ting 
strategic planning process is already beginning to do the necessary work of preparing for a 
new day and a new Senior Pastor.  And as you do so, God will provide.  God will provide a 
leader who will serve you in a faithful manner.  Not a carbon copy of John Danner.  No more 



than I am a carbon copy of Ran Niehoff.  A leader who may suggest new ways of being the 
church, different ways of being God’s people.  There may be big changes in the future, more 
than likely there will be big changes.  But one thing will remain constant, God’s love and care 
for this congregation and, for that matter, for me as well.  While I’m headed off into the 
sunset in a couple of years, God’s going to still be right here on Periwinkle Way! 

I trust and pray that in the two years that lie before us you and I will find ways to further 
God’s work here on Sanibel, at Shell Point, in Lee County and beyond.  I hope we will be open 
to new ways of doing things, new ways of being pastor and congregation.  And I also hope 
that we will use this time wisely, each in our own way, to prepare ourselves for what lies 
ahead, trusting that God will be with us even as God was with those Israelites as they crossed 
the Joran, and somehow, still with Moses as well.  Because God after all is God, able and 
willing to be in all places at all times.       

  Amen 

John H. Danner  

 

 

  

 

   


