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Reflections on Christian Priesthood

Dr. Joseph Mar Dionysius Metropolitan

Introduction

Priesthood is a divine media
ting office instituted by God Himself,
mainly for worship, between Creator
God and the created orders including
humans. Man is the crown of creation
functioning as the Vicar of creation
on behalf of God. His vicarious func
tions include functioning as King,
Prophet and Priest for the entire cre
ation on behalf of God. Kingship indi
cates protection; prophet hood indi
cates divinely inspired carrying and
revealing the messages and will of
God for the ordinary people after att
ending God’s council; priesthood
indicates bringing the creation near
er to God through worship, media
tion, sacrifice and sacraments. The
three offices thus instituted by God
Himself is for the benefit and better
ment of entire creation, especially
human beings.

Old Testament (OT)
Background

Prayer, sacrifice and worship
seem to have been comparatively
unknown to the early people. How
ever, people who were very close to
God had devotional experiences.
For instance, the offering of Cain
and Abel to the Yahweh from their
agriculture, Abraham beseeching
God on behalf of the people, Moses
interceding for his people seems to
be only personal exceptions. Such
devotional experiences were not
within the reach of ordinary Israe
lites. The tribal Patriarchs, in the
early history of Israelites, executed
and handled in their own ways all
the three offices mentioned above
— kingship, prophet hood and priest
hood. An organized formation and
development of these three offices
were only later events. However, the
incorporation of these offices and
their diversification in separate per
sons was the usual trend in the very

beginning and gradual accum
ulation and unification in an
evolutionary sequence may be
noticed later. In such situations
where these offices were held by
separate persons too mutual inter
actions were existed. The acquisi
tion of these offices also remain
ed patriarchal and strictly hereditary in OT backgro
und. Gradually corruption crept in and consequently
contaminated these offices, especially the office of
Mosaic priesthood by the time of our Lord Jesus Christ.
Contrary to this, in NT situations such patriarchal here
ditary lineage seems to be disappeared. Moreover
the incorporation and accumulation of these offices
in a single person came into vogue.

New Testament (NT) Background

Jesus Christ at the age of thirty as per the Jewish
tradition of assuming the office of priesthood (Num
bers 4:1-4), approached John the Baptist, the last link
of priests in the OT Mosaic priesthood tradition, before
His public ministry and received from him the Baptism
of Priesthood (refer the liturgical malayalam song
“adhyacharathuam kaikondu Aharon-"). He does not
require the laying of hands for priesthood from Saint
John as He was the eternal giver of priesthood, but to
observe the Jewish Law. He ascended from heaven
not to remove but to fulfill and perfect the Jewish Laws.
The priesthood given to Moses at the Mount Sinai
was actually taking back by Jesus through receiving it
from John the Baptist. He put a full stop to OT Mosaic
priesthood and started the NT system of priesthood
in him. He selected twelve disciples in consultation
with His Father and gave them the title ‘Apostles’. Jesus
adopted a very regular systematic way in developing
and ordaining the Apostolic Priesthood. Except Judas
Iscariot all of them belong to below poverty line (BPL)
people of Galilee province in Israel. He ordained them
as Deacons and trained them for a period of three
and a half years in gurukul mobile seminary system,
keeping them always along with him. The apostles were
ordained as priests soon after the resurrection of our
Lord (Jn. 20: 19-23). The consecration of the apostles
as Episcopas (Bishops) was at the time of the heavenly
ascension of Jesus on the mount of Olive (Mt. 27: 16-
20). Being Bishops the Apostles were given specifically
three authorities by Jesus to carry out the Episcopal
duties — (1) the authority to Baptize in the name of
Holy Trinity, (2) the authority to teach and preach what
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Jesus had taught and shown to them and (3)
the authority to make others disciples (that is
priesthood ordination) from the whole people
irrespective of caste, creed or colour (Mt. 27:
19&20). The written Biblical and Church
history traditions clearly witness the ordination
appointment of Deacons, Presbyters (priests)
and Episcopas (Bishops) throughout the world
by the Apostles followed by apostolic Fathers
and continued till now. There is clear cut contin
uous unbroken apostolic priesthood tradition
existing in the Church. Thus the Biblical and
historical bases behind the development of
Christian priesthood cannot be denied.

Some facts on Christian Priesthood

1.There are two types of priesthoods existing
in the Church — (1) General Baptismal Priest
hood and (2) Specific Ordained Priesthood.
The whole believers of the Church who have
received holy Baptism belong to the first cate
gory (1 Peter 2: 9 ) while the second one
consists of the whole ordained priesthood of
three levels — (1) Deacons,(2)Priests/ Presb
yters/ Fathers and (3)Episcopos/ Bishops/
Metropolitans/ Catholicos/ Patriarchs sele
cted from the first category for officiating
sacramental ministry. Though Holy Ghost is
the ordaining authority who pours and fulfills
the divine priesthood gifts, the Bishop remain
as the custodian and recourse who executes
priestly ordination on behalf of the former.

2.Jesus Christ gives very clear guidelines to
the Apostles regarding their lifestyle and
commitment to the priestly ministry (Mat. 10:
5-16). Actually the gospel of Mathew chapter
10 covers most of the aspects on Apostles’
ordination speech by our Lord. They were
chosen and appointed to the priestly office
for mainly three assignments — (1) to be with
Him, (2) to proclaim the life of repentance and
Kingdom of Heaven and (3) to practice cons
olation ministry of both spiritual -through
sacramental activities- and physical- through
relieving all sorts of ailments from the people.
Jesus also insisted them that their life style
and mode of operation of their assignments
should strictly follow certain patterns such as
(1) maintenance of priority in life and action,
(2) teaching and preaching always the
themes of repentance, consolation and hea
venly kingdom, (3) leading always simple hum
ble life without taking the worldly pleasures,
(4) giving freely their gifts without taking any

remuneration and personal glory, (5) always
carrying the cross of oneself and progressing
in suffering experiences, (6) not making any
reserve funds, gold, silver and other worldly
treasures, (7) avoiding diplomatic inter relatio
ns with the worldly people on one hand and
maintaining good healthy relations with divine
people on the other hand, (8) not maintaining
any revenge and hatred against those who
have harmed and avoided and (9) maintai
ning always purity and transparency in life,
inter relations and actions (Mk 3:14&15).In
Pauline epistles of Timothy the Biblical and
Theological bases of Christian priesthood are
vividly given.

3.The most potent Biblical character who stan
ds as the ever shining priesthood model is
Moses in the OT background and Jesus Him
self as the supreme priesthood model in NT.
The priestly models in Christ include empa
thy, giving oneself without an atom of selfish
ness, service attitude that of a servant, loving
without exercising power, executing God’s
agenda rather than one’s own selfish goals
and maintaining accountability accessibility
and availability in life and actions.

4. Priesthood should bear four dimensions and
levels of inter relations. These include the
inter relationships between (1) creator God
and the priest, (2) community of believers and
the priest, (3) people outside the community
of believers and (4) all the created orders in
the environment and the priest.

Conclusion

Those who are serving in various stages
of priesthood should always remember the
value of their priestly calling and selection and
the value of those abandoned in order to
maintain and succeed in priesthood. A priest
should not confine himself to the glory and
benefit but rather extend himself to others
benefit and consolation. Always remember
that priesthood is the sacramental presence
of God within the community of believers,
community outside the believers and all the
created orders in the environment. Remem
ber always that only a converted, committed
and transformed priesthood alone can con
vert and transform the laity. The egoism, arrog
ance and selfishness always damage priest
hood and its causes (1 Cor. 1: 26- 31; 2 Cor.4:
7-12). Remember always the priesthood is
the ‘potential power in earthen vessels’.
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