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Oh how I love our first reading from Isaiah. My wonderful, soon-to-be priestly colleagues, 

did it not make your heart sing? Don’t you want to be part of doing all these wonderful 

things? However, I am here to tell you that these are not a priest’s role. Well, they are and 

they aren’t. Have I confused you yet? Let me explain… 

 

One of my favourite descriptions of priesthood is inspired by Michael Ramsey. It is years 

since I read his classic book The Christian Priest Today, but this idea, if not the exact 

wording has remained with me ever since.  The priest is to approach God with the world 

on their heart, and to approach the world with God on their heart. They are to approach 

God and intercede for those who are oppressed, broken-hearted, captive, imprisoned, 

mourning and then turn back to the world proclaiming by word and actions that they are to 

receive justice, be healed, released and comforted.  

 

But this is not only the ordained priests’ task. It is the priestly work of all God’s people to 

pray for the world, and then live out God’s heart for the world. Remember, we heard at the 

start: 

 

God calls his people to follow Christ, and forms us into a royal priesthood, a holy nation, to 

declare the wonderful deeds of him who has called us out of darkness into his marvellous light.  

The Church is the Body of Christ, the people of God and the dwelling-place of the Holy 

Spirit. In baptism the whole Church is summoned to witness to God’s love and to work for the 

coming of his kingdom. 

 

It is our baptism that calls us to proclaim good news and to bring justice, healing, 

forgiveness, freedom and comfort. This is the work of priesthood of all believers, the 

whole people of God. 

 

So why then do we ordain priests?  

 

Well, you can probably tell from my accent that I am not from round these parts . As 

some of our deacons are aware, I grew up in Scotland, and my background is in the 

Presbyterian church. My childhood denomination does not have bishops, priests or 

deacons. We do ordain people, but only once. Trying to explain to my bemused Scottish 
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relatives why a year after I was ordained deacon, they had to come back and do it all 

again was fun. 

 

But it meant I really had a bit of work to do when I found myself called to ordained 

ministry in the Church of England. What did it mean to be a priest? Well there are a 

thousand answers to that question. I will share with you the answer I believe God gave 

to me. 

 

You are a priest that they – all God’s people in your place – may be priests. You are a 

priest that they might be priests. We are not simply to serve God’s people, but to serve 

their priestly ministry in the world. Again, I refer you to the opening words of our 

service – which I have to say, Bishop, should have come with a spoiler alert – “Priests are 

ordained so that the people of God may be better equipped to make Christ known”.  

 

What might that look like? This is another question I have neither the time or intellect to 

answer. Instead, may I offer a modern day parable from our time together over these 

past days.  

 

The pre-ordination retreat this year has been held here in the cathedral. This has meant 

that we have been blessed with the most wonderful, wonderful worship, and so I hope 

you won’t mind if I digress for a moment to thank all those involved from the Precentor 

to the smallest choir boy – along with the many friends they roped in to help - for the 

great gift their leading in worship has been to us. One night, we were hugely privileged to 

be present when the Girl Choristers sang Evensong, supported only by the organ, for the 

first time since their foundation was reestablished two years ago. They were amazing. 

Now from where I was seated, I had a wonderful view of the choir as they sang and also 

the Director of Music, Tim, as he conducted them. I found it fascinating. And one of the 

things that struck me was that Tim is a passionate gifted musician with years of training 

and practice. Much more than these young girls beginning their journey in the choir.  Yet 
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in that moment, his job was not to perform himself, but to put all his talent, his passion, 

his years of hard work at the service of his choir. He enabled these choristers to inhabit 

that sacred music, bringing glory to God and blessing all who heard it as it enabled our 

prayer. It was beautiful. 

 

So to those to be ordained priest today, put all God has made you and all God has taught 

you at the service of God’s people, and help the Church sing! Help the Church sing to 

God’s glory and for the blessing of the world. Help the Church sing of justice and 

freedom and healing and hope. And to everyone else, all of you gathered here to support 

our ordinands whether in the building or on livestream at home, sing with all your hearts. 

May your lives sing of God’s glory and love and by God’s grace become a blessing to all 

around. 

 

Now, returning to my friends soon to be ordained, if you feel slightly daunted by this 

responsibility, take heart from the words of our Christ in our Gospel. Peace, peace be 

with you. Receive the Holy Spirit. That prayer for the gift of the Holy Spirit lies at the 

very heart of all today is about. As the bishop will say in a few moments time: you cannot 

bear the weight of this calling in your own strength, but only by the grace and power of 

God…pray earnestly for the gift of the Holy Spirit. And all will be well, as Jesus assures 

us in the Gospel that God delights to give the Holy Spirit to those who ask. 

 

You will be priest that all God’s children may fulfil their priestly ministry. Go together 

and help God’s church sing! 

 

Amen. 
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