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People often ask me “What is it like to be a Priest?”  Or they will say “It must be a large responsibility being a part of the clergy.”  I sometimes respond with a description of some of the challenges of being a pastor of a community but more often I will not give much of an answer.  During these conversations the words of St. Peter runs through my mind, “Put away all malice and all guile and insincerity and envy and all slander. …Come to Him (God) …like living stones built into a spiritual house, to be a holy priesthood, to offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ.” (1 Peter 2:1-5)  St. Peter is speaking to the Christian communities located in Asia Minor (modern day Turkey) and does not limit his exhortations to the leaders of the community but compels all members of those communities to embrace holiness.  The compelling message to Peter’s words is the universal call to the holy priesthood, which translates for all followers of Christ to be “priests”.  But what does this mean to be a “priest”?

 

To understand St. Peter’s words of the priestly calling, we need to know exactly the purpose of a priest.  In the Old Testament, the role of the priest was to minister the sacred things of God, especially the animal sacrificial offerings to the Lord. (Lev. Chap. 6)  And the purpose of these offerings was to bring unity and atonement between the one for whom the sacrifice was offered, and God.  The priest had the responsibility also to discern if the sacrifices were worthy to offer up to God, to determine what was “holy or unholy, and between unclean and pure.” (Lev. 10:10)  In the Orthodox faith, the correct teachings of this priestly call are clearly understood through our manner of worship.  On every Sunday morning or on every occasion when we celebrate the Divine Liturgy, we perform the service which has it’s roots in the Old Testament animal sacrifice, but in place of the animal God has given His only begotten Son as the offering to bring peace between us and Him, which is manifested in the Eucharist/Holy Communion.  The Orthodox faith ordains at least one Priest to lead the sacrificial service in the absence of the bishop, who is our earthly Christ-like leader.  In the Church it is essential to have consistent and credible leaders to ensure that the Eucharist is kept sacred and is respected.  Also we need to remember that the sacrifice of God’s son is connected directly to our responsibility to offer ourselves as a sacrifice.  Christ, offering up his life for us, (Hebrews 9:14-15) died on the cross and we, being His disciples, must carry our own cross (Luke 14:27) and offer up a spiritual sacrifice. (1 Peter 2:5)  And this spiritual sacrifice, as any sacrifice, must be pure and undefiled, which is the responsibility of the priest to ensure.  So the priest is called to maintain the sacredness of the sacrifice, the Eucharist, offered by God and is called to maintain the integrity of the sacrifice offered by His disciple.  The Orthodox Faith continues the ancient tradition of having select ordained Priests to be held accountable for the designated communities and minister the sacraments but at the same time it is clear that all the faithful has a priestly responsibility to guard and maintain the purity of the offerings to God.  

 

The offering given by God is His only begotten Son, but what is this “spiritual sacrifice” that St. Peter speaks about?  In the Divine Liturgy this is thoroughly spelled out for us.  In the litany after the consecration of the body and blood of Christ we are called to commit our “entire lives to Christ our God.”  Our life is our sacrifice!  Our sacrifice is to constantly try to please God.  So as a nation of “priests,” every single one of the faithful should be concerned if our lives and the lives of our fellow Christians are totally Christ centered.  And, we all have the responsibility to maintain the holiness of the sacrificial flesh and blood offering of the Son of God, the Eucharist.  So with embracing this reality all of the faithful do what ever it takes to fulfill the call to the “Royal Priesthood”.  We confess our sins.  We abstain from those things that lead us away from God.  We pray to our Lord for strength and hope to overcome the passions in the world, whether it be anger, fear, envy, despair, lust, or gluttony.  As “priests” we do everything in our power to wash these tendencies away and lead a more pure and godlike life.  It is the Orthodox way to have one ordained Priest to lead a community in embracing the sacredness of life but don’t use this as an excuse to take away your responsibility a being part of the “Royal Priesthood”.  Each Orthodox Christian needs to be lovingly concerned for each other’s spiritual state and the integrity of the Eucharist.  God calls us all to be part of the Royal Priesthood.  So the question I ask of you, What is it like to be a “priest”?

