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The Ministerial Priesthood 
Immediately above my desk in Bishop’s Lodge these words are pinned to the wall:
“This is what our Lord asks of you;

to be content to live with Him without anxiety,

without any strain after perfection.

Rest contend with the knowledge that

He in His own Person,

with the Father and the Holy Spirit,

is in your soul,

substantially, really, literally,

that He does everything you do with you, from

the humblest duties to the highest.

Your whole devotional life

should consist in this companionship, 

accepted, without ceremony,

without intellectual or emotional effort,

simply possessed and enjoyed,

in perfect calmness and tranquillity”.
Quite apart from being a constant reminder in an over-busy life of the need to resist “strain after perfection”, they are also a reminder that we are, whether we recognise it or not, always inhabiting what I have called “the border country” – the thin space between the Divine presence and our often self-absorbed lives.  My theme for these talks has to do with how we inhabit that thin space more effectively and more attentively.
Nearly 200 years ago John Keats wrote these words:

“Bright star, would I were steadfast as thou art –

not in lone splendour hung aloft the night,

and watching, with eternal lids apart, 

like nature’s patient, sleepless eremite,

the moving waters at their priest-like task

of pure ablution round earth’s human shores.”
The “priest-like task” which Keats speaks of was taken up as the title of a book Wesley Carr wrote when he was Director of Training in the Chelmsford Diocese and I was a newly ordained curate.  He developed the idea of the priest-like task as having to do with interpretation of people’s experience.  Broadly he took the view that it was not for the clergy to police or patrol the boundary between human experience and the Divine presence.  But it was for us to inhabit that boundary exercising a ministry of availability to people and helping them interpret their experience in the light of what the Christian tradition has to say about God.  That interpretative role he developed in a later book entitled “Brief Encounters”.  This was a book about the occasional offices, not seen primarily as an opportunity for conversion in the sense of replacing people’s imagined view of the world with another one, but rather an opportunity for exploration.  An invitation to a young couple approaching marriage to explore the meaning of their own lives with each other and with the priest.  And the same opportunities come the way of the Church of England constantly where the parish priest is in some ways available and accessible for that kind of exploration.

In his recent address to the Chairs of the Houses of Clergy in the Church of England, Archbishop Rowan spoke of the Church as “the place where people put things that won’t go anywhere else”.  His point was that as society becomes more short term and secular in its habits, more people will find that experiences which most threaten or change their lives are experiences for which there are no words available – births, deaths, marriages or the collapse of relationships.  It is at this point in people’s lives that a significant proportion of the population come within hailing distance of the church.  What they seek is space not pressure in which they can begin to discuss and explore.  They need a space in which they can begin to look at themselves and understand the possibility that God may already be at work in their lives.  Archbishop Rowan made the point that a church which is over busy or over anxious about its own future will not easily be the place where people seek those kinds of brief encounters.
Recently the Church of England’s Wedding Project which some of you have worked with, has begun to explore that traditional task of the church and of the ordained minister within it.  It is fundamentally a stance towards the world which is open and rooted in a belief that God is already incarnationally at work in the lives of those with whom we have to do.

It’s now nearly 40 years since I used to go as a volunteer after work in Whitehall to St Martin in the Fields.  After a day in the company of colleagues in the Foreign Office I would find myself drinking tea or making sandwiches with alcoholics and drug addicts who found their way into the Social Services Unit at St Martin’s.  Those encounters with extreme vulnerability, with people who had become almost totally undefended were in many ways life enhancing experiences.  Without doubt they were formative because they made it absolutely clear that God was already at work in them in ways they could not recognise for themselves.  They indeed often ministered to those of us who were staffing the Social Service Unit.

And that brings me to the heart of what I want to say about the ordained ministry.  Our ministry is a sign, an image or icon of the ministry which all human beings are called to exercise.  The priesthood is not the property of one caste, class, race or I would say gender.  It exists because human beings need to create maps, signposts and points of encounter to point all of us towards the hidden Holy in our lives.  The ordained person is therefore primarily a sign, a sacrament of the priesthood of all Christians, which is the priesthood of Christ.  And the ordained person is also a sign by which the Church expresses its relationship to its own past, to the Churches with which it is communion and to Christians of other traditions.  But the universal reality is that the ordained person becomes a sign or sacrament of the fundamental priestly ministry shared by all with Christ.

But because of the necessity to focus this truth in individuals and to limit the unlimitable God in language, rituals and doctrines which give us access to Him, it is inevitable that we as clergy will always live with some tension between our own personal sense of God and what the institution requires of us.  The theologian Schillebeeckx wrote these words:
“The paradox here is that it is almost impossible to hand down living belief in God without some alienation from the institution.  A religion is not only the expression of a fundamental religious experience but also a domestication, a taming of the overwhelming power of this experience.”

I am sure that tensions, that alienation is something we are all familiar with in one way or another.  So lets look at some examples of ways in which this tension works itself out.  It is a tension which arises from recognising that what I have called the border between the Holy and ourselves cannot be policed or patrolled, while on the other hand recognising that institutional religion requires boundaries, rules and regulations.

How we understand the sacraments of the Church raises this question in a central and fundamental way.  Sacraments are outward and visible signs of inward and spiritual grace.  In other words they’re signs of things ungraspable and inexhaustible.  They put us in touch with the grace of God which is boundlessly generous.  And yet sacraments hold no monopoly on grace, which is surely an uncontrolled and uncontrollable gift of the Divine.  Rather sacraments point us towards grace; they map it for us; they remind us of its pervasive (and therefore ungraspable) presence by creating images of it in concrete rites, objects, and persons.  But here we come to the central point.  The sacraments do not exhaust grace, as if one had no access to grace except through these sacramental rites.  Grace always remains free of human control.  God is always free to address us by any means whatever.  And this is the difficulty.  Bill Countryman in the book I referred to earlier, “Living on the Border of the Holy”, expresses the difficulty in this way:

“Our hankering to compete, to make much of ourselves, to protect our sense of self importance, to place truth, if possible, in our debt, is always looking for an opportunity of self aggrandisement.  The sacramental priest finds such an opportunity by reversing the relationship between sacrament and grace, so that the sacrament appears to be primary and the hidden Holy merely a backdrop to it.  In this way, the temple comes to be seen not simply as sacred but as holy in its own right, not just as the sacrament of God’s presence but as its guarantee.”
We can see how close we are to a current controversy about Eucharistic impairment in the Church.  But whatever our theology of the sacraments, all of us are warned against idolatry.  Whatever can serve as a true sacrament of God’s grace can also serve as a convincing idol to be worshipped as if it were the grace itself. 
Or let’s take another current example of the tension that exists between our deepest theological insights and the life of the church.  It relates to a debate which took place last week in the General Synod about whether clergy who have been divorced or who are married to people who are divorced could be candidates for Episcopal ministry.  Clearly as priests we have a high responsibility to aspire to the highest standards in our human relationships and especially in our closest personal human relationships.  But the assumption in our current teaching seems to be that the clergy are purer, more moral, more disciplined than the laity – or if not, that they ought to be.  And that Bishops should be commensurately even more virtuous.  A classic expression of this attitude comes from a 17th Century Dean of Durham, one Thomas Comber who wrote this:

“The laity have but a single point to manage, that is to take care they do not offend God themselves, whereas a minister must not only avoid that which is evil in itself, but also fly from the appearance of it and everything which may occasion his people to offend.  So that there are several innocent words and accents which may yet be apt to be misconstrued that our clergyman must abstain from lest others, taking the same liberty, and wanting the like discretion, may stumble at the stone which the other stepped over without hurt.  He must be virtuous for his own sake and unsuspected of vice for the sake of others.  Some company he may not keep, some places he must shun, some exercises he ought to forebear lest he give offence to weak but well meaning people, or occasion to the wicked to speak evil of his sacred profession.”
On this criteria Jesus himself would have been unordainable.  He kept company with people and visited places and indulged in exercises for which he could be and was criticised severely, and not just by “weak and well meaning people” but by people as religious in their day as Comber was in his.  Few, if any, of Jesus’ disciples could have met the Dean’s standard.  And in any case Jesus’ insistence repeatedly was that the fundamental given in our relationship with God is not our goodness, but God’s forgiving love.  If we define the ordained in terms of exceptional holiness or purity, we are implying that even though God’s love may be sufficient for the lay person it cannot be for the ordained person who must be more deserving, more moral and more pure.  The Good News of Jesus is about forgiveness, not purity.  And none of this of course is to deny that Jesus demands a great deal of His followers and that the Church should properly demand the highest possible standards of its ordained clergy.
And this relates to a third point I want to make about the priesthood.  Currently there is much talk of the need for Church growth.  This is one of the three fundamental priorities of the Archbishops’ Council for the next quinquennium.  The Church Commissioners have established a £12 million growth fund to be spent over the next 3 years in dioceses which can come forward with significant plans for growth.  Now it’s easy to be misunderstood in this area.  I long for the Church to grow.  I have seen the vibrancy, delight and self confidence in our partner churches in Tanzania and South India which are growing rapidly.  I have seen the difference between attractive lively churches to which people are drawn and those which are so far gone in a narrative of decline that they have assumed that shrinkage is the natural state of the Church.  But my concern is that this emphasis on growth runs the risk of commodifying the ministry of the Church.  At its worst it begins to picture the clergy as salespersons or as managers of retail outlets.  It begins to position the laity as consumers to be enticed into the Church and parted from their resources in return for the commodities (spiritual and social) that the Church will provide.  And if this seems an extreme caricature of our local Anglican arrangements, then go to some of the mega churches in the United States and you will see how close to this model some of them operate.  While they believe that they are making the Gospel available to larger numbers of people they become caught up in the same dynamics that affect any retail operation.  They have discovered what sells and they will have to continue to sell more and more of it in order to make ends meet.  And the clergy become the people principally responsible for the sales charts.
Now all of this grossly exaggerates our own local situation.  But there is a corrective to some of the current narrative of Church growth required.  The ministry to which we are called must be nothing less than a sign of God’s boundless, unconditional and universal grace, made available at God’s discretion through God’s initiative.  The Church exists, and therefore the ministries to which we are called exist as signs of that truth and not as a mechanism for controlling it, purveying it or manipulating it.  
And this brings me to my final point.  It has to do with how we as clergy ensure that we do not obscure that truth.  And that relates to what I was saying in my first talk about humility.  In his book “The Christian Priest Today” Michael Ramsey wrote this:

“There will be everything in the world to thwart you.  If you do well you can be pleased with yourself, and humility is in peril.  If you do badly, you may worry about yourself, and humility is in peril.  If people are nice to you and tell you what a good clergyman you are, humility is in peril.  If people are nasty to you, you have a grievance, and humility is in peril.  Furthermore, the temptations to jealousy between us in the ministry are more subtle and common than you may realise.  So too, if you are learning to be humble you are in peril.  You can half consciously congratulate yourself that you are a spiritually minded priest unlike the worldly, pompous, ill-trained Erastian clergyman in the next parish.  We all know some of the caricatures of a man who, knowing he is meant to be humble, affects it in mannerisms of speech and habit.”
Ramsey is very clear eyed about the perils of self delusion.  But without the quest for humility we are not going to make it on the long journey towards becoming the people whom God best uses to open up the border with the Holy.  Ramsey’s quotation just reminds us how difficult and demanding it is.

And yet it is vital.  In today’s Church, our senior appointments processes require clergy who are applying for Archdeaconries or Deaneries to explain at some length why they are well qualified for the heavy demands and responsibilities of the post.  Self deprecating and self effacing modesty appears no longer to be so appropriate.  The Church appears to be looking for clergy who are aware of their strengths and capable of describing them accurately.  And over and over again I become aware that this sits uncomfortably with the spiritual formation that many clergy have experienced.  It is a potential trap into which we can all easily fall.

And this is the central point about our priesthood.  Jesus levelled the charge of hypocrisy not primarily at the ordinary people of his world, but at the religious leadership, the priests of religion.  He charged them with hypocrisy not because they were worse than any one else, but because they saw themselves as the best of their day.  They were in danger of losing sight of their own imperfect humanity and growing accustomed to concealing their humanity from themselves and from others.

The grave temptation for every priest is the temptation to think highly of ourselves because we believe that we have glimpsed something of the Divine.  But the insight which has been granted to us is a gift; it never redounds to our own credit.  And if we elevate our small insights into a claim that we possess the truth – an error that is at the heart of all fundamentalisms – then the hypocrisy of this act builds a barrier between us and God that it is almost impossible to overcome.  The best defence against hypocrisy is humility.  It is intimately linked with Jesus’ willingness to eat with sinners and the unclean.  Jesus himself did not place himself above even the least worthy of his contemporaries.  And the priesthood of the Christian people in a time like this needs the gift of such humility as it places itself at the service of the world.
So I end this talk by commending to you the Archbishop of Canterbury’s lent book for this year entitled ‘Barefoot Disciple’.  It is written by Stephen Cherry, known to many of us as the former Rector of All Saints Loughborough.  It is subtitled ‘Walking the Way of Passionate Humility’.  And much of it is about the transformative power of humility.  Stephen Cherry writes that humility is most Christ-like when it combines a certain down to earth acceptance of reality with a passionate longing for God’s Kingdom of justice, truth, mercy and peace.  So he speaks about passionate humility – what he calls humility with attitude, humility with edge.  Passionate humility implies radical openness and costly vulnerability.  Passionate humility knows something about the Kingdom of God, and desires it deeply.

And that I believe is what we clergy need and must pray for in a church like this at a time like this.  If we think we can police and patrol how and where people encounter God, we need humility.  If we think that we can define the conditions under which the church’s Sacraments become vehicles for God’s grace, we need humility.  If we think we can achieve the highest standards of purity and outdo the laity in virtue, we need humility.  If we think that by techniques, planning, effort or our own skill alone we can secure the growth of the church and guarantee the encounter between our parishioners and God, we need humility.  For this border territory is all around us and we are not in charge of it. 
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