
Reflection on Priesthood 
 
1. Introduction 

I approach the idea of priesthood with two concerns: 

(1) A lot of my ideas about priesthood are tied up with being a parish 
priest, and are in fact ideas about what an incumbent is, but I’m going to 
be a priest and an assistant curate for at least two years. How do I 
disentangle the ideas of ‘priesthood’ and ‘leadership’? 

(2) The idea is for me also bound up with worries about clericalism and 
sacrifice, so I wonder whether the term ‘presbyter’ might not be a 
more appropriate term for an ordained pastor in a church of the 
Reformation. 

Through reading and reflection, however, I have worked through both of these 
concerns to my satisfaction. The following summarizes the results. 
 
2. Theological reflection 

(a)  What is priesthood about? 

It is clear both from the Old Testament and from Hebrews 5.1 that the primary 
function of a priest is sacrifice. Sacrifice need not mean the killing of animals. The 
destruction of the first temple meant the Jews had to think about what the core 
of sacrifice was, and they concluded that it was obedience (cf. Psalm 51.18). This is 
something that everyone can offer, not just cultic priests. We offer God our 
obedience, or, in other words, we offer ourselves. 
 
(b)  Who is a priest? 

According to Hebrews, Christ offered the perfect obedience, made the perfect 
self-sacrifice. This makes him the high priest to end all high priests. Priesthood 
pertains first to Christ. 

Yet elsewhere in the New Testament (1 Peter and Revelation), the people of 
God are explicitly called ‘priests’, and priestly language is used of them in various 
other places, e.g. Paul asks the Roman Christians to ‘present your bodies as a 
living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship’ 
(Romans 12.1). The writer of 1 Peter calls his hearers ‘a royal priesthood, a holy 
nation, God’s own people’ (1 Peter 2.9), echoing very clearly a passage from 
Exodus: ‘Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall 
be my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is 
mine, but you shall be for me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation.’ (Exodus 
19.5–6a) Thus priesthood pertains second to the people of God, or the Church. 
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In one place in the New Testament the work of a kind of ‘minister’ is referred 
to as specifically ‘priestly’: in Romans, where Paul refers to ‘the priestly service 
of the gospel of God’ (Romans 15.16). He seems to be implying that the work 
of an evangelist is ‘priestly’ in a special way. 
 
(c)  How are these types of priesthood related? 

The priesthood of the people of God is related directly to Christ’s priesthood. 
The people of God are the body of Christ, and in a sense continue Christ’s 
ministry in the world, through the Holy Spirit. In that way they share in his 
priesthood. But what of the third type, the ordained priesthood? 

It should be remembered that the church has two basic types of sacramental 
ordination: diaconal and priestly.1 They both make people into sacraments, 
material means of encountering God, and they do so for the building up of the 
Church. In Ephesians 4.7–16 Paul (or one of his followers) describes the specific 
ministries in the Church as ‘ligaments’ which knit the body together. 

Those who are ordained deacons reveal Christ through service: they are 
sacraments of ‘Christ the servant’, making Christ’s diaconal ministry present to 
the people of God so as to enable them to realize their status as servants, both of 
the gospel (Ephesians 3.7) and of each other (John 13.13–15). Those who are 
ordained priests reveal Christ through priesthood: they are sacraments of ‘Christ 
the priest’, making Christ’s priestly ministry present to the people of God so as to 
enable them to realize their status as priests. 

The ordained priesthood is thus a link between the other two types of 
priesthood, the priesthood of Christ and the priesthood of the people of God: it 
derives from the one and helps to realize the other. At the consummation of the 
kingdom of God, when the royal priesthood will be fully realized, there will be 
no need for sacraments, including ordained priests. 
 
(d)   Why can only priests preside at the Eucharist? 

I said above that the ordained priest, through being a sacrament of Christ’s 
priesthood, enables the people of God to realize their priesthood. The Eucharist 
is where these three types of priesthood come together. 

The Eucharist is a liturgical anamnesis of Christ’s great sacrifice, a liturgy that 
recalls it and makes its effects present. These effects are the establishment of a 
new covenant and the formation of a new people, a ‘kingdom of priests’. In the 
Eucharist the people symbolically sacrifice themselves in the ‘gifts’ they present at 
the offertory (originally the bread and wine, now more usually money), and they 

																																																								
1 One western tradition is to see bishops and presbyters as varieties of sacramental priesthood. 
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offer themselves as ‘a living sacrifice’ for the coming week. In this way the 
Eucharist aims to unite their self-sacrifice with Christ’s, i.e. to make them more 
fully the priests they are called to be, and in so doing to build up the Church. 

As the function of the ordained priest is to enable and encourage the people to 
realize their priesthood, it is appropriate that the ordained priest should preside at 
the liturgy where Christ’s self-sacrifice is recalled, and where the people unite 
themselves to this sacrifice, going out to live lives of self-sacrifice in the world. 
The Eucharist sums up the purpose of the ordained priest: building up the 
Church. 
 
3. Conclusion 

Priesthood is not synonymous with leadership, and certainly not with being an 
incumbent. The above definition of what a priest is (one who is a sacrament of 
Christ’s priesthood and helps the people of God to realize their priesthood) helps 
me to understand what it means to be an assistant curate who is a priest (or a 
cathedral canon, or chaplain, or retired priest, for that matter). A priest may have 
particular responsibilities in one part of the Church, but whatever their ‘job’, 
their role is to reveal Christ’s priesthood and build up the royal priesthood of all 
Christian people. 

The definition of ‘sacrifice’ above (as obedience or self-sacrifice) avoided the 
concept of propitiation, and gave new meaning to the idea of a ‘sacrificing 
priesthood’. Priesthood is not unique to the clergy, but they have a key role. 
They are to manifest Christ’s self-sacrifice and to elicit self-sacrifice in the people 
they serve, looking forward to the day ‘when sacraments shall cease’, and they 
are no longer needed. 
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