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To all those I have had the privilege of ordaining as deacon and priest in the Reading episcopal area of the Diocese of Oxford and in the Diocese of Chelmsford – may God continue to bless and sustain you in the ministry we share.


How beautiful on the mountains

Are the feet of the messenger who announces peace,

who brings good news

who announces salvation,

who says to Zion, ‘Your God reigns.’

Listen! Your sentinels lift up their voices,

together they sing for joy.

ISAIAH 52.7−8, NRSV
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INTRODUCTION

A friend of mine once said that the main problem with the Church was the clergy. Not the clergy as people; they were, as far as she could gather, good and honourable men and women. Well, most of them! No, it was the very notion of clergy that was the problem. After all, wasn’t ministry supposed to belong to everyone? Wasn’t this the radical idea at the heart of the New Testament?

According to her analysis, priesthood was an Old Testament idea that was done away with on the cross along with temples and sacrifices and all the other (now redundant) paraphernalia of priesthood. By bringing it back, the Church had sold out on what was essential to its vocation, to be itself the priestly people of God, exercising what she referred to as ‘the priesthood of all believers’.

I’ve been a bishop in the Church of England for fifteen years. I have interviewed a lot of people who are seriously considering a vocation to ordained ministry. I have told this story of my friend’s view of priesthood to virtually all of them. I have asked them how they would respond. Why do we have priests? And if we do have them, in the light of what we know God has done in Christ, the High Priest and perfecter of our faith, what sort of ministers should these priests be? 

People’s answers have varied enormously. Some, alarmingly, given that this is an interview about becoming a priest, don’t seem to have given the matter very much thought at all. Others, thinking my friend’s views must also be my own, agree with her rather too readily. But most, in my view, seem too quick to go in one of two equally dubious directions. Seizing upon the two biblical passages that most readily appear to counter my friend’s argument (Jesus selecting twelve apostles and then those apostles selecting seven deacons), the priesthood is either elevated to a position of grandiose leadership, or reduced to become not much more than a supervisor or manager, a keeper of the ministerial rota and the caretaker of the church.

Actually, these two pieces of Scripture are the key to understanding ordained ministry, but they need to be held together in creative tension, not seen as separate pathways. But that is to jump ahead of ourselves.

This book is my answer to my own question. It attempts to deal with the question: Why priests exactly, and how we should understand the ministry of the ordained priesthood in a Church where ministry does indeed belong to everyone?

As well as interviewing a lot of would-be priests, I have also ordained several hundred. It is the particular joy of episcopal ministry to be the one who ordains and sends out new ministers. Almost all the chapters in this book began life as an address given in the Chelmsford Diocesan Retreat House at Pleshey to those about to be ordained as priests in the Church of God. When I became Bishop of Chelmsford in 2010, I consciously decided to take a different aspect of ordained ministry and reflect upon it each year with those I would be ordaining the next day. These addresses are now gathered together, hacked about a bit, added to and subtracted from (I inevitably found myself saying some things every year to each group of ordinands) and brought together as what I believe is a much-needed (and, with hope, confident) re-presentation of the call to priesthood. I have edited only where necessary, either to expand a point, delete too many unnecessary repetitions from year to year (though I think the repetitions are not insignificant and therefore some remain), and then to add in some things that I believe are important, but may be not best said on the night before an ordination. But even though they have been carefully edited and woven into a book about ordained ministry, I trust that their integrity as actual addresses given to real people about to be ordained remains; and because they were always conceived as a series of addresses that would become a book, I hope readers will find that they hang together as a single enterprise, and not just a series of separate reflections. 

I want very much to say how good and how beautiful it is to serve as a priest in God’s Church. I want to place this vocation within the wider vocation of the whole people of God, and within the historic threefold pattern of ministry − bishop, priest and deacon – that the Church has inherited from its beginnings in the New Testament and in the first centuries of its life. I believe there is wisdom here that we neglect at our peril. It gives us a leadership and a ministry that is more than, and different from, the leadership of the world: a leadership and a ministry that is rooted in Christ.

But I also passionately believe that ministry does belong to everyone and that because of our baptism everyone has a share in the ministry of Christ and a responsibility to live as his disciples. However, I also believe that the incarnational and sacramental pattern of the Christian faith means that as Christ himself is the sacrament of God, God made visible and tangible to us in flesh and blood like ours, then it is Christ himself who ordains and sends out particular ministers, not just to lead and serve his Church (though, as we shall see, this is a primary part of ordained ministry), but also as evangelists and prophets to teach and preach, to hold the powerful to account, and to speak of God’s kingdom of justice and peace in a world of ever increasing confusion and hurt. This exacting and exhilarating call to priesthood needs to be reimagined and reasserted in every generation. However, it seems especially important at the moment, not just because the world is so racked by pain and rocked by indecision, or because the failures of leadership in so many walks of life leave people unsure where to put their faith beyond the transitory pleasures of their own security and material satisfaction, but because the Church itself sometimes seems to have lost confidence in its own vocation to offer a leadership that is prophetic, contemplative and sacramental, as well as professional.

The book is also, therefore, rooted in that text that should be the title deed for all ordained ministry, namely the Ordinal: the book of ordination services given by the Church to frame and understand ordained ministry and included in the Declaration of Assent of the Church of England as one of its three most significant source documents. Of course, there is wisdom to be found elsewhere – not least in the Scriptures, but also in all kinds of other sources, both secular and sacred, where other people’s reflections and experiences of leadership can inform ours. The Ordinal, though, is the book that tells us what we think ordained ministry should be. It also contains the prayers that are prayed as we are ordained.

Having said that, I realise what I am considering here may appear to be limited to Anglicans, since it is the Ordinal of the Church of England that is my source and guide in all that follows. But because, as we shall discover, the Ordinal is itself deeply rooted in the Scriptures, I hope and believe that this book will be of benefit to Christians of many different denominations as we discover together what it means to lead God’s Church. I also note that some of the ecumenical documents on ministry affirm and promote the ideas that I am emphasising here. So although this is unapologetically a book that focuses on Anglican ministry, I believe it can be relevant and valuable to all.

‘Read poems as prayers’

In his sequence of poems Station Island, Seamus Heaney presents us, rather beautifully, with a ‘poem within a poem’. It tells the story of someone looking for a chance to start again and to salvage what has been lost in their life. In some sort of trance-like state they either remember making their confession or perhaps even go to a priest to make a confession. The priest says this:

What came to nothing could always be replenished. 

‘Read poems as prayers,’ he said, ‘and for your penance 

translate me something by Juan de la Cruz.’1

Such a penance is rather daunting. Hollywood has it that the absolved penitent is usually given so many ‘Our Fathers’ and ‘Hail Marys’ to say. In reality a penance is more likely to be something to be offered as a sign of amendment of life that is connected in some way to the nature of the sins confessed, or something to meditate on that will aid the amendment of our lives more generally, such as a psalm or a story from the Gospels. But to translate from the Spanish a poem by John of the Cross is, by any estimation, a tall order. For Seamus Heaney it provides the pretext for the poem within the poem: he offers a profoundly beautiful translation of one of John of the Cross’s most famous poems, ‘Although it is the Night’.

I like Heaney’s suggestion that we can ‘read poems as prayers’. So, in recent years, whenever I have been asked to lead a retreat I have encouraged the retreatants to discover their inner poet. I have shared with them a Gospel story where Jesus is asking people questions; I have then invited them to respond by writing a poem that is – as it were − their answer to Jesus. And for those who find writing poems impossibly difficult (and they usually form the majority), I have said write a prayer instead, and then let them discover for themselves that poems and prayers are, as Rowan Williams puts it, ‘close cousins’. 

Some of the poems written have been very beautiful, and since most of the quiet days and retreats I lead are for clergy, I have started to amass a little collection of poems by clergy reflecting on different aspects of their ministry. It seemed fitting, then, as the Word was made flesh, and as a priest is the one who is a walking sacrament of God’s love and purposes in Christ, to scatter a few of these poems throughout the book. They are not necessarily great poetry. But they are keenly felt. 

Most priests are wordsmiths of one sort or another. The sermon is a little work of art. Prayers are poems. So these poems reveal the vocation of those who have worked hard for many years enfleshing faith for congregations whose members are both stubborn and eager. They are not explanations of ministry. They don’t tell us what ordination means. I’ve tried to do that in this book. But the poems do say something else; something that prose finds elusive. They start to say how it feels to be a priest, what it costs and how faith and vocation can be sustained.

I dedicate the book to all those I have had the honour and privilege of ordaining within the Church of England, and especially in the wonderfully vast and diverse Diocese of Chelmsford where I serve. On all the occasions where I have spoken to those about to be ordained I have wanted to instruct and inspire them in the ways and patterns of ordained ministry; and most of all I have wanted to share its joys and the sense of adventure that comes with following Christ in this way. For me, despite its challenges and ubiquitous encounters with darkness that can often be its daily bread, the ordained life has been a liberation and a joy (it has enabled me to become more myself, for it has been the discovery of God’s call on my life). It has been joy to serve and lead the people of God and to try and bring something of the light and brilliance of Christ into the dark and neglected corners of human lives and human existence. It has been a joy to see the Church flourish and grow. It has even been a joy, though often of an acutely painful kind, to sit with those who hurt and falter, and indeed with a Church that is faltering, and try to see what Christ can do and where God’s love can be found and claimed. There is, in my experience, a curiosity and longing in the human heart for the things of God: it doesn’t go away, though it sometimes finds succour in other places, be they helpful, neutral, frivolous or malign. Being a priest has nourished my own humanity and helped me become the person I am meant to be. It has helped me see the world as God sees it and make the world as God would have it be.

It has been a joy to share this with others. It is, after all, the only hope for the world. How could it be otherwise? The world belongs to God, and his Christ is light and life for all.
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