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                               GOD’S PRIESTS, OUR PRIESTS 

 

Do you remember the book, “Little Women?” It told the story of four sisters growing 

up in America during the second half of the nineteenth century. Louisa Alcott wrote 

three sequels to that book, taking us through the children and families of these sisters. 

At the very end of the last book she lists the careers of the second generation: 

Bess (the artist) and Josie (the actress) won honours in their callings; 

Nan remained a busy, cheerful and independent doctor; 

Dan lived bravely and usefully, serving the American Indians; 

George became an Alderman; Adolphus found congenial employment with a 

fashionable tailor; 

Demi became a partner in a publishing firm;  

Rob became a college professor; 

But Teddy eclipsed them all (what do you think he did?) by becoming a brilliant 

clergyman. The best possible thing your highly-gifted son could be was a minister. 

 

Call me a cynic but I cannot imagine many authors writing that nowadays. And I 

suspect that few of even the most committed Christian parents would jump for joy if 

their brilliant, expensively educated son told them he was going into the ministry. 

(Not sure about the daughters…. still a bit of a different ball game there….) 

But then, through centuries of human religion, the image of ministry has always gone 

up and down, constantly veering from being the best thing your son could do to a total 

waste of his time and talents. It has been described as the noblest of callings and then 

of course there was Voltaire, who said that in his opinion the first professional priest 

was the “first rogue who met the first fool.”   

Even in the Bible you get mixed messages. The first priest you read about in Genesis 

was called Melchizedek and it says that he was a priest of “the most high God” and 

“King of Salem.” And that is it. We never learn anything else about him. But he is 

obviously rated high because first the great King David and then Jesus Christ himself 

were described as being “priests for ever after the order of Melchizedek.”  The Jewish 

priesthood of later years had its times of being regarded as central to the life of the 

nation and times of being pushed to the margins; there are passages in the Bible where 

priests are spoken of with approval as God’s servants and passages where they are 

described as irresponsible, narrow-minded, far too bogged down in petty ritual and the 

nation and its religion would be better off without them.    

 

As a minister in twenty-first century Britain, you encounter people who tell you how 

very much they need your ministry and you meet people for whom you are a total 

irrelevance. (And the two groups are not strictly divided into church-goers and non 

church-goers either…) The United Reformed Church typically takes an ambiguous 

view-remember that delightful quotation I put on the Church Meeting Agenda some 

time ago: “Ordained Ministers are not essential to the church but they can be useful.”  

Do you know though, after twenty-five years you finally understand that what really 

matters is not what other people think of your job but what you yourself think of it.  

&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&   

 

As many of you know, I play the organ in my spare time and a few months ago it 

suddenly occurred to me how very privileged I was. The organ has been called by 

musicians, “The King of Instruments” and theology (“the study of God”) was known 

for centuries as “The Queen of the Sciences.”  I thought, well you cannot ask for 
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much more than this, Jennifer. In your job you are engaging with “The Queen of the 

Sciences” and in your hobby with “The King of Instruments.” I felt quite good…. 

 

Theology has been called the Queen of the Sciences because if it is followed in its 

purest form, as study of God, rather than nit-picking over religion, it provides a very 

much needed wholeness to life. It lifts all other subjects and disciplines into a far 

wider context. Let me explain what I mean:  

If you think abut it, narrow-mindedness is the root cause of most great evils.  

Why have tyrannical dictators destroyed the lives and countries of millions of people? 

Because they could not see any further than their own nation’s interests.  

Why has our planet ended up facing its own destruction?  

Because industrial progress has focussed only on productivity and profit.  

Why is AIDS decimating millions of families and communities?  

Because the revolution in sexual freedom concentrated only on personal pleasure.   

Why has the Christian church gone into rapid decline?  

Because Christianity for far too long focussed almost exclusively on maintaining its 

own organised religion rather than on introducing people to God.  

There is nothing essentially wrong with strong political leaders, with industrial 

progress, with sexual pleasure, or with organised religion. But when any activity is 

pursued obsessively, without reference to any wider interests, human life first 

becomes unbalanced and then it becomes a danger to others.   

 

This is why belief in God, in something greater than ourselves, makes human life big 

enough and wide enough and far-seeing enough. Belief in God is what saves people 

from getting obsessive over their own limited interests. Belief in God holds us back 

from megalomania if we think we can do anything and from despair if we think we 

can do nothing. Belief in God puts our lives into a proper perspective. 

Do you remember that story of the three stone-masons who were asked what they 

were doing? The first said, “I am putting stones one on top of the other.” The second 

said “I am earning five shillings a week to feed my family.” The third said “I am 

helping Sir Christopher Wren to build St Paul’s Cathedral.”  That is the kind of 

vision and the kind of responsibility which belief in God gives you. Your life is not 

just about doing your job and earning your money, with no wider idea of what you are 

doing or why you are doing it. Life is about taking your place in the whole creation of 

God’s world and picking up on God’s vision of beauty and creativity, love and 

delight, health and wholeness, justice and peace for all.  

George Macleod wrote “Show to us, Lord, the glory in the grey. Awake for us your 

presence in the .. storm till all our joys are seen as you and all our trivial tasks 

emerge as … sacraments in the universal temple of your love.  

 

That is what theology, real theology does for you: it enables you to find the glory 

even in the grey routines of existence and to see the whole of life, not just the church 

“bits”, as a sacrament, as an endless way of encountering the reality of God. Belief in 

God makes sense of life and makes sense of you. 

&&&&&&&&&&&&&& 

 

Did you see that episode of “Lewis”, where he meets an Oxford Professor who, I 

suspect, was modelled on Richard Dawkins: a man who has spent his professional life 

arguing passionately against belief in God and organised religion? You see this man 

about to take his own life because he believes that by doing so he can save his son 
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from serious trouble for which he feels partly responsible. He leaves a phone message 

for his wife saying, all these years of my life spent pummelling Christ and now, at its 

end I find myself chasing redemption.  

This was not, I think, a death-bed conversion but it was an acknowledgment that Jesus 

Christ was not perhaps after all a fairy-story conjured up by “rogues” in order to gain 

power over ”fools.” Jesus Christ’s story had a resonance in every human life, even 

that of this militant atheist.        

 

If I have learned over the years that theology makes sense of life, then I have also 

learned that life makes sense of theology. You come to the point where you realise 

that the Christian faith is not something totally alien, imposed upon ordinary people 

by believers who can be quite frightening, not to mention tedious; by books that can, 

frankly, be rather boring and by rituals that can be difficult to understand. The 

Christian faith is about real life. It is focussed on a man who lived a real life. It is 

about real-life stories and real-life dramas. 

I have seen babies born in the most hopeless, unpromising circumstances grow up to 

be people of hope and promise to others, just like that baby in Bethlehem.   

I have seen people wrestling with and rejecting the temptations to focus their lives 

exclusively on material gain or popularity or power, just as Christ wrestled with the 

devil in the wilderness. 

I have seen people offering a level like Christ’s of unremitting healing care long after 

you would have expected their strength to give out. (and they would not all call 

themselves Christians)     

I have heard people stand up to those with a lot of power but no compassion and 

expose them as the frauds they are, just as Christ did.  

I have seen faith as tiny as a grain of mustard seed- just a few faint memories and a 

visit to church once in a blue moon- grow into something immensely powerful and 

life-transforming and thought that yes, Jesus did know what he was talking about. 

I have seen the total mess that guilt and anger can make of a person’s life and how 

badly they need forgiveness they can believe in; and I have seen people searching for 

redemption: trying to find something they can do to make themselves feel better; 

and I have met desperately unhappy people wanting just one thing to give them hope 

and I can see why those multitudes followed Jesus wherever he went.     

I have seen men and women walking up to death with courage and good cheer 

because they want those they love to grow through this death and not be diminished 

by it. 

I have seen lives that looked frozen, dead and buried rise to a totally unexpected 

resurrection.        

And all of this has helped me to affirm over and over again that Jesus Christ is not a 

myth and not a con-trick but part of the Godhead who lives in us and we in him. 

 

I cannot claim to understand everything about life and about God but what I know 

about God helps me to understand life and what I have seen of life has helped me to 

understand God. Behold he lent me, as we went, the vision of the seer; behold I saw 

the life of men, the life of God shine clear.  

&&&&&&&&&&&&&& 

 

So, as I said, I feel deeply privileged to have spent my professional life with “the 

Queen of the Sciences.” But, despite having made a distinction between belief in God 

and organised religion, I still could not have grown into belief without the church.  
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We need each other in this world to help us find God.  

If people are going to learn that their own stories resonate with Christ’s story they 

need a place to come and hear that story.  

If people are going to recognise the glory of God even in the greyest routines of life, 

they need a place where they can come to focus on God and learn the signs of his 

presence.  

If people are going to find the hope and the salvation they crave, they need a faith 

community to proclaim and to demonstrate the saving power of God to them.  

If people are going to experience the miracles of re-birth and renewal, they are going 

to need a lot of strong and loving arms to lift them up from destruction and despair.  

And if people are going to catch God’s vision of a fair and just world, they are going 

to need a strong and passionate community to be seen working for that vision. 

 

That is what the church is here for and through all our long history, as we have 

grappled with our success and our failure, our faithfulness and our betrayals, our 

wisdom and our crass stupidity, liberals versus evangelicals, Isaac Watts versus 

Graham Kendrick, we have been dragged back over and over again to the basic reason 

for our existence. We are here to make sense of God to the world and to make sense 

of the world for God. That is what true priesthood is all about. 

  

There is a priesthood of all believers because each of you have stories to tell, 

experiences to affirm, faith to share, a vision to build, love to offer. Everybody has 

their part to play in creating this space in which men, women and children can be 

given a voice, a vocabulary and a community in which to make sense of life and sense 

of God. Despite all the failings of organised religion, you cannot grow in faith on your 

own. We are all called, like Melchizedek, to be “priests of the most High God” in 

some shape or form and, trust me, you all have some of that in you.  

 

And professional, ordained ministry? Is it essential or even useful to the church and 

world? That is not a question I am required to answer. I can only say that I knew 

myself called by God to make Christian ministry my life’s work and despite all that 

have got wrong or felt doubtful about I have never quite been able to convince myself  

that that call did not happen. There is an old saying that there is nothing certain in life 

but death and taxes. There is nothing certain in my life except death, taxes and my 

call to ministry. But even so, without the church, that call could never have been 

fulfilled. You affirmed that call and you helped to make that ministry happen. 

 

So- if a book were to be written about my friends and me and what we did with our 

lives, how would that finish up?   

Heather became a Probation Officer and Ruth became a journalist; Tony went into the 

retail trade and Gary became an Officer in the RAF; Chris became a librarian and 

Anne became a Local Councillor. And what about Jennifer? Is the status of her 

profession at the top of the list or at the bottom? Neither. Jennifer just did the only 

thing she could possibly have done in becoming a Minister and that is all there is to 

say. Except thank-you to God for this blessed privilege and thank-you to all God’s 

people, in heaven and on earth who have made that ministry possible.  

Amen.     
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