Clergy Retreats at Launde Abbey – 21 - 24 February 2011

The Priesthood of Christ
During the last few weeks, quite unexpectedly, I paid visits to the parishes in East London and South Essex where I served as Curate, Team Vicar and Team Rector.  They were moving experiences of connecting with colleagues and parishioners, some of whom I had not seen for over 30 years.  There was Megan in a wheelchair, suffering from Muscular Dystrophy.  Instinctively I squatted down to talk to her at eye level.  She immediately said: “That’s what you did when we first met in the parish office 30 years ago”.  And then there was Marian, with whom in a chance conversation in the early 1980s I’d asked questions about ordination.  Now ordained, she asked me: “Do you remember how we talked about this that wet November day in Canvey Island?”

I confess to remembering neither occasion.  But both encounters were for others iconic moments.  Fixed in the memory as establishing some key point of recognition, relationship or discovery.  These encounters have nothing whatsoever to do with my capacities as a priest or my sensitivities as a human being.  But they reveal a great deal about the office of priesthood, how it functions as a sign of what is ‘other’ and how it is used by God to draw people into an encounter with Himself.  And this is what I want to explore during the next 24 hours.  We will not be focussing on the current controversies about the Church’s ministry, on our 2020 Vision in the Diocese, on questions relating to selection, formation, or the changing role of the Church’s Ministers.  Rather I want to think about how God uses us in spite of the confusions, uncertainties and controversies of the Church and in spite of our different theologies, traditions and outlooks.
My starting point for these talks is that there is a thin divide between the holiness of God and the routine of everyone’s life.  And that it is the Priest’s job to enable the latter to come into contact with the former.  Here are some words from the writer Frederick Buechner, quoted in Michael Mayne’s wonderful book “This Sunrise of Wonder”. 
“There is no event so commonplace but that God is present within it, always heavenly, always leaving you room to recognise him or not to recognise him.  If I were called upon to state in a few words the essence of everything I was trying to say both as a novelist and as a preacher, it would be something like this: Listen to your life.  See it for the fathomless mystery that it is.  In the boredom and pain of it no less than in the excitement and gladness: touch, taste, smell your way to the heavenly and hidden heart of it because in the last analysis all moments are key moments, and life itself is grace.”
So here in this lovely retreat house, on the site which has been prayed in for over 1,000 years, I use the word priest to mean any person who lives on the boundary between human existence and the holiness of God.  The American theologian Bill Countryman entitled his book about the priesthood: “Living on the Border of the Holy”.  And he writes this in his introduction:
“The holy that the Priest encounters in the borderlands is none other than Truth, the Truth that underlies, permeates, upholds and judges us and our every day world.  It is remote and transcendent, and yet also as close and intimate as our own breath.  The border where we encounter the Holy is not just at the edge of our existence but, even more truly at its centre.  There all of us must find ourselves sooner or later, and when we do, we want a Priest to engage us in a mutual ministry of support and encouragement, of interpretation and understanding.  Without such priestly ministry, we are in danger of finding ourselves bewildered and cast adrift.”
I’m pleased and privileged to be exploring these things with you here in this chapel.  Behind me are the icons of the Saints.  When Prince Charles came to Launde last month he showed a particular fascination with these icons.  Quite apart from his own personal interest, I think he has an instinctive understanding that his role is iconic.  That in our culture the monarchy stands for something about society in its relationship with God.  And I would want to say to you that in a different way, we as priests have an iconic role – we stand for something mysterious which expresses the world’s relationship to God.

Yet we all know that putting people in touch with the Holy is demanding and even dangerous.  Those of you who have read Michael Ramsey’s classic book “The Christian Priest Today” will be familiar with this quotation:

“There is only one kind of person who makes God known and realised by other people, and that is the person who is humble because he knows God and knows God because he is humble.  There is no substitute for this.  It is only a humble Priest who is authoritatively a man of God, one who makes God real to his fellows.  May it one day be said of you, not necessarily that you talked about God cleverly, but that you made God real to people.”  “He somehow made God real to me”: only humility can do that”.
So I hope our time together will give us some space to talk, to pray, to think and to explore some of these things.  What I have to offer you is a personal view of the ministry which we share in three perspectives:

· Through the ministry of Christ

· Through the ministerial priesthood of the Church

· Through the ministry of all believers.

My hope is that this precious time together will open us up prayerfully to our vulnerability to God and indeed to each other.  My recent brief experience with the Curates of the Diocese in India was both a delightful and also challenging experience of openness and vulnerability with fellow clergy in a different sort of relationship.  It was symbolised walking barefoot up 400 steps to the top of the Temple of the Rock in Trichy in Tamil Nadu.  Talking and laughing as we went, yet sharing our unspoken anxiety about whether we would make it to the top in the heat,  I felt in a new way what it was to share a partnership in the Gospel – “My cure and yours”, that was experienced in friendship, vulnerability and intimacy with fellow clergy.  As I said when I thanked the Curates before I came home, I was grateful for them allowing me to be (in St Augustine’s words) with them as a Christian as well as for them as a Bishop.  And that is how I hope we can be together for these 24 hours.
Further I hope that hearing God’s words to us and reflecting on God’s ministry through us will free us from our preoccupations, our anxieties and concerns at least for a few brief hours.  Lest you think a Bishop is free from such things (!) I need to confess to you that I come to these days needing to learn to walk more trustfully with God and to let go my own anxieties.  And I am clearer than ever that our anxiety as a church can infect all our ministries unless we are constantly watchful and attentive.
So I want to explore this idea of Priesthood as having to do with how we help other people encounter the Holy in what Bill Countryman calls “The Border Country”.  And in this first talk I want to draw attention to the way in which Jesus offers us a model of how to do that.  Because what is clear from his ministry is that he profoundly understood that despite our ancient human longing to pin God down, we cannot confine God to a shrine or a rite.  In spite of our desire to tie the Divine to some particular place or time or formula so that, knowing its precise location we can avoid it when we wish to and summon it on our own terms by our own choice, we know that this is impossible.  Ultimately, pinning God is a futile exercise.  Jesus says to Nicodemus “The wind blows where it chooses, and you hear the sound of it, but you do not know where it comes from or where it goes.”  Shrines and places of pilgrimage and sacred spaces have their intrinsic value but not as guaranteeing our access to God.  That access is always and only a gift, indeed a self-giving of God that may come upon us anywhere in our lives in the world.  The most we can try to do is to pay attention.  As Philip Toynbee wrote: “The basic command of religion is not “do this” or “do not do that” but simply “look!””
How does the priesthood of Jesus help us to do this?  This morning I can only make a few brief few suggestions for you to think about.

First, Jesus though clearly at home in the first century Jewish world has a ministry that contrasts with both that of the Temple Priests and that of the Scribes and Rabbis.  The Jesus of the Gospels shows a surprising indifference to the purity code of his day.  He habitually welcomed talked and conversed with the crowds.  He chose his inner circle of disciples largely from among ordinary people, who would not have had a detailed knowledge of the purity laws or the commitment to be meticulous in observing them.  He welcomed women among his close followers, despite the fact that according to the Torah, they were especially prone to impurity.  He associated with tax collectors and sinners and even ate with them.  He defended his followers when they transgressed normal purity customs.  He touched a leper in cleansing him and a corpse in raising a dead girl.  When a woman who had a haemorrhage and was therefore chronically and contagiously unclean touched Jesus for healing, he turned around, caught her in the act and rather than rebuking her told her to go in peace.  So the space between the familiar world and the Holy is not one that is protected or separated by rules or codes of behaviour. 
As a result, Jesus rejects familiar roles.  He appears in St Mark Chapter 3 to reject his family and replace them with his followers.  He is a miracle worker, but not always a willing one – and often attributes miracles to the faith of the person healed rather than to his own powers.  In Mark’s Gospel, he often silences those who would identify him as “Messiah” or “Son of God”.  He has a high notion of his mission and message, but no great interest in controlling how people perceive him.  He only wishes to avoid being identified with a formula.  He refers to himself as “Son of Man” a phrase whose full implications are still unclear but which basically simply means a human being.

Consequently Jesus’ priesthood evokes both hostility as well as a large popular following.  It seems as if his ministry awakened in all who heard him something of our deep common human ambivalence about the Holy.  It was the authenticity of his message that gave it its power and yet also what got him killed.  Jesus did not so much attack the established priesthoods of the religion of his day (although he did do that at times) as bypass them.  He demonstrated repeatedly that it is possible to encounter God in the midst of the profane life of the world without benefit of a clergy caste.

Much of this thinking comes together in the Epistle to the Hebrews, which draws it images from the priesthood of the Jerusalem Temple.  Hebrews argues that Jesus belongs to an order of priesthood older, more enduring, and more significant than the priesthood of the Temple – the order of Melchizedek.  Because of this, Jesus’ priesthood – above all, his sacrifice of himself – reconnects humanity with God in a way that the Temple priesthood never could.  It succeeds in reconciling humanity with God, removing all the alienating effects of human sins.  And because Jesus’ sacrifice is so complete a priestly act, it never requires repetition.  There will be no further sacrifices according to this author, only the ongoing priestly ministry in which Jesus, now in God’s very presence, presents this one perfect sacrifice eternally before God, bringing our humanity into God’s presence once and for all.  And the model of this priesthood is of course one which stands alongside others in the presence of the Holy.  On this model the priest is the one who knows something not just of the Holy itself but also of the perplexities that we human beings experience.
And this reveals the fundamental understanding of the author of the letter to the Hebrews.  Jesus’ priesthood is a priesthood for all humanity, not just for the Church.  Jesus shares with us death, suffering, temptation –weakness of every sort.  The author of the letter to the Hebrews was surely meaning to underline that single most determinative aspect of our humanness – namely that we are finite.  In the presence of the Holy we know, above all, our limits, our weakness, our death.  But we also know life and joy and transcendence.  And we know them as gifts from God, not as things of our own creating or possessing.  

So we come to the central point of the priesthood of Christ.  Namely that weakness and limitation and vulnerability are the characteristics of which we become particularly conscious when we approach the boundary with the Holy.  The Jesus who ate with sinners, who walked all over Galilee and Judaea and the surrounding territories, teaching and healing and outraging the religious and political authorities, who gathered a motley assortment of disciples and stopped to talk with nobodies, who died at last on the Cross, with all its public humiliation, knew the boundary with the Holy as well as any human being can know it.  He knew both the fear and the love associated with it, and did not back away.  He stayed on the border, there to live and die and serve as a priest for the rest of us.

We all know that death is for us the most important threshold on the border with the absolutely real.  The Resurrection is a sign that, even in death, the border is still, contrary to our expectations, open.  And that is why our own exercise of priesthood brings us in some ways to the encounter with the unknown and unknowable, especially when we are conducting familiar funerals in all too familiar crematoria.  The Resurrection of Jesus has not abolished death, even though it has called us to look beyond it and has set it in a larger framework.  We must approach this border then, if we are honest, with a mixture of faith and uncertainty.  We cannot know what, exactly, our encounter there will mean for our lives.  We do not know how much the encounter with God will change us.  Moreover we do not like coming to the very edge of our sphere of control.  We are at some deep level discomforted by the fact that death and new life are all mixed up together here.  And yet the good news of Jesus’ death and resurrection creates a hope that his priestly experience will finally shape ours.
And that is why what Michael Ramsey had to say about humility is so central to our understanding of priesthood.  It leads us into ever more vulnerable relations with each other, with those to whom we minister and of course with God, and the ultimate encounter with Him at our death.  It is the image of the essential humility of Christ which we hold before us constantly if we are to learn to live like that and of course it is all summed up in the second chapter of the letter to the Philippians: 

“Christ Jesus who, though he was in the form of God, 

did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 

but emptied himself, 

taking the form of a slave

being born in human likeness.

And being found in human form, he humbled himself

and became obedient to the point of death –

even death on a cross.

Therefore God also highly exalted him

and gave him the name

that is above every name, 

so that at the name of Jesus

every knee should bow,

in heaven and earth and under the earth,

and every tongue should confess

that Jesus Christ is Lord

to the glory of God the Father.”
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