A Priesthood of Believers—
Neither Republic Nor Hierarchy

by Glen Greenwalt

here is at present a power strug-

gle in the Seventh-day Adventist
church. Growing numbers of the laity and clergy
insist that the polity of the church must become
more representative of its membership.! On the
other hand, large numbers of the laity and clergy
(especially those in administrative positions) fear
that a decentralization of church polity will lead
inevitably to a loss of the unity and uniqueness of
the Adventist mission. Asinthe case of mostcon-
tests, each side has championed its own slogans,
the most prominent one of those calling for a
restructuring of church polity based on the Protes-
tant doctrine of “the priesthood of all believers.”

Unfortunately, this doctrine is seldom ex-
plained, or worse still, anachronistically identi-
fied with American republicanism.? This is not
surprising. Protestants have rarely clarified how
the doctrine of the universal priesthood translates
into governmental polity. Traditionally they have
been far more adept at attacking perceived and
real problems of organizational abuse, than in
establishing a form of polity which fosters re-
newal of the spirit.

This paper attempts to cut through the rhetoric
of some 400 years of Protestant polemics and
practice. We will show that Luther’s understand-
ing of what it means to be a church in which all are
priests is far more insightful than our own.

Luther, in his recovery of this important bibli-
cal doctrine, stated it in a way that guards against
the abuses of clericalism and congregationalism.
In addition, he established it on a plane high above
the slogans of political contests. The purpose of
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this article, therefore, is to provide a theology of
church that should precede any determination of
church polity.

If you were to ask Luther why he believed
every baptized member of the Christian faithisa
priest, when there was no precedent for such an
inclusive priesthood anywhere in the ancient
world, not even in the religion of Israel or in the
tradition of the church, he would be ready with
one of two answers. First, Luther was convinced
by the simple syllogism that “since [Christ] is a
priest and we are his brethren all Christians have
the power and must fulfill the command to preach
and to come before God with our intercession for
one another and to sacrifice ourselves to God.” In
other words, since Christians are members of the
body of Christ, the gifts of Christ are shared by
all.?

Second, Luther held that, just as there is no
other proclamation of God’s Word than that
which is common to all, so there can be no
priesthood other than that which is open to all.
The peasant, the cobbler, the artisan, the noble—
all are equal before God’s Word. Because of their
belief, signified in baptism, all can and must
serve as priests. Luther was wholly unimpressed
by the counter argument of the Roman magis-
terium that only a special priesthood can rightly
serve God and the church since all other members
of the church lack the special character conveyed
by the sacrament of ordination. In a keen retort,
Luther answers, “God’s Word is holy and sancti-
fies everything it touches.”

On this basis, then, Luther denounced the spiri-
tual caste system on which the church of his day
wasfounded. As Luther often stated with pierc-
ing clarity,



“If [the magisterium] were forced to grant that all of us
that have been baptised are equally priests, as indeed
we are. . . they would then know they have no right to
rule over us except insofar as we freely concede it. For
thus it is written in I Peter 2: ‘You are a chosen race, a
royal priesthood and a priestly rovalty.’ ” Therefore we
are all priests, as many of us as are Christians.®

But if we are all priests with the right to ap-
proach God on our own, what place can the church
have? Does not the concept of the universal
priesthood of believers produce a self-sufficient

The priesthood of all believers is
not a license for individual postur-
ing before God. Rather it does just
the opposite—it promotes commu-
nity.

Protestantism in which the church and our fellow
believers must take a back seat to our personal
dealings with God? Luther answers that the
church is important precisely because it is a
community composed exclusively of priests.’

The individualistic interpretation of the believ-
ers’ priesthood according to which each person is
his or her own priest, is far from Luther’s way of
thinking. To be sure, a priest has the privilege of
free access to God, but this does not warrant
individual dealings with God at the expense of our
relationships with our fellow believers.

By definition a priest is someone who performs
religious duties for others. The priesthood of all
believers is not a license for individual posturing
before God. Rather it does just the opposite—it
promotes community. To be a priest, after all, is
to minister to others. The church is of immense
importance, therefore, because it is the commu-
nity where Christian priests minister to the needs
of one another.

Nowhere is Luther’s concern to promote a
community marked by mutual sharing and care
better demonstrated than in his understanding of
the church as the communio sanctorum, which
may be translated as a “holy people,” or a “holy
community.””® The definition of the church as
communio sanctorum was not original with Lu-
ther, of course, but one he inherited. However,
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Luther radically revamped its meaning. Accord-
ing to the theology of the day, communio sanc-
torum referred not only to the saints residing in
heaven, but to a participation with the saints as
holy people, i.e., in their merits. As a conse-
quence, the biblical meaning of saint as a member
of the church on earth was pushed into the back-
ground and the sharing with the saints was turned
into a materialized commerce between heaven
and earth. Luther sought to change this.

First, he brought the community of saints down
from heaven to earth. “Whatever it is that you
want to do for the saint,” Luther admonished,
“turn your attention away from the dead towards
the living. The living saints are your neighbors:
the naked, the hungry, the thirsty, the poor people
who have wives and children and suffer shame.™

Second, he ruthlessly attacked the commerce
in merits between the heavenly and the earthly
church and the moralism it spawned. For Luther
the whole notion of there being a treasury of the
excess merits of the departed saints was based on
a faulty premise. It suggests God can be per-
suaded by substitutionary achievement or merito-
rious intercession.. What one can do is go to the
side of another and work for him and pray that he
mightreceive his own faith and works. In this way
the merits of the saints (fellow believers) do serve
as a treasury in the church, not because they are
excess merits, but because the church is acommu-
nity of saints in which each one works for the
other, as members of one another.’® In short, the
way of merit is replaced with priestly service one
to another.

learly, then, while the Reforma-

tion Luther began took place in
conflict with the church of his day, his protest was
not waged in the name of a churchless and individ-
ual piety, but in the name of true Christian catho-
licity.* Luther would be shocked to learn that his
writings have been used to defend the spirit of in-
dependence and self-reliance that has often char-
acterized Protestantism. Far from being an advo-
cate of go-it-alone Protestantism, Luther’s entire
ecclesial agenda promoted the kind of community
that would provide the widest and deepest basis
for pastoral care. For Luther, the doctrine of the
priesthood of all believers meant that existence
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for oneself is replaced by a life of service for
others. As Christ has become the common pos-
session of us all, so we are to become the common
possession of one another; as he emptied himself
and took the form of a servant, so must we.!?

This identity between the priesthood of Christ
with that of his followers is the axiom upon which
Luther founded his understanding of the church as
a community of holy people. As a consequence,
Luther assigns duties and responsibilities to every
member of the communio sanctorum. To begin,
Luther insists that since we are priests by the
power of God’s Word, we all have the right and
duty (on pain of losing our souls and courting the
disfavor of God) to preach God’s Word.*

A criticism that is sometimes raised, however,
is that Luther reduces the priesthood to the
preaching of the gospel. This is a criticism that
has been around since at least the time of Trent,
and is unjustified. While Luther does on occasion
say the priesthood is nothing but a ministry of the
Word,* he does not mean that it is identical with
the interminable sermon through which those
listening in the pew are often made to suffer. The
Word, for Luther, is a service, an act of caring,
identical with Christ’s ministry on our behalf. '
The ministry of the Word, therefore, opens before
Luther the horizon of all that the church and its
priesthood may ever become, for the Word not
only prompts but also assures the care and nurture
found in the church.

Second, while Luther emphatically rejected
the medieval church’s teaching regarding the
treasury of merits, he untiringly taught that every
Christian has the privilege and responsibility to be
the agency through which others can find assur-
ance of God’s forgiveness.’* As Christians we
have all been crowned, ordained, and anointed
with the Holy Spirit so that we are all priests in
Christ. This means, Luther wrote, “that I may go
to my good friend and say to him, ‘Dear friend,
this is the trouble and the difficulty which I am
having with sin,” and he should be free to say to
me, ‘Your sins are forgiven, go in the peace of
God.” v

The prevailing notion among Protestants that
Roman Catholics may need a priest to mediate
between themselves and Almighty God, but Prot-
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estants, as their own priests, are to face God in
solitary loneliness would have been utterly for-
eign to Luther. For Luther, the church’s greatest
good and glory is that it provides a “Gracious
exchange of our sin and suffering with the right-
eousness of Christ and the saints.”®

Third, as Roman Catholic scholar Timothy

Luther called instead for a sacrifice
of one’s own self—a sacrifice that
properly belongs not to the ton-
sured priests, but to all who live
under the cross.

McMarthy states, a priest is a person who is
qualified to offer sacrifices. Therefore, where
there is no sacrifice there can be no priesthood.”
Luther would agree. Despite his determined
attack on the mass, Luther was anxious to pre-
serve the place of sacrifice in the church. Luther
condemned the external ritualistic sacrifice of the
mass, which gave rise to the commercial selling of
masses. This furthered the idea that God was
angry and must be appeased.

Luther called instead for a sacrifice of one’s
own self—a sacrifice that properly belongs not to
the tonsured priests, but to all who live under the
cross.? Christ’s sacrifice becomes, therefore, the
paradigm of all Christian sacrifice. As the Eucha-
rist signifies, we have become one loaf with
Christ. Just as Christ willingly sacrificed himself
for the church, we as fellow priests with Christ are
to willingly give ourselves in service to others.

Nothing so provoked Luther’s ire as those who
were willing to take of God’s blessings, but who
were unwilling to pour them out again in love.
“What a terrible blaspheme against God,” Luther
writes, “that we all take the sacramental meal and
want to be good Christians, but not one of us is
willing to stoop down to serve our neighbors.”

Unfortunately, this side of Luther’s teaching
regarding the priesthood of all believers has been
all but obscured in Protestantism. If the church is
ever to gain a place of importance in the lives of
most men and women, it seems safe to suggest that
this will only happen when it becomes a commu-
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nity in which priestly care toward one another is
exemplified in all the magnitude and richness
Luther envisioned. Seen from this perspective,
questions regarding the governmental polity of
the church clearly become secondary issues.

Still, the question naturally arises: If the church
is a community through which the benefits of
Christ course to all its members, what role is left
for an ordained clergy? Luther’s writings occa-
sionally hint that the church could exist without an
official, public ministry, but Luther never builds
on this.?? Rather, he offers what appears to be two
conflicting arguments on the necessity of or-
dained clergy in the church.

ccording to the first line of argu-

ment, a special ministry is neces-
sary in the church because of the need for order.
By right of being priest, all are authorized and
called to minister, but not all should, lest chaos
disrupt the church. If everyone were to exercise
his or her right to preach at the same time, the din
would be like a chorus of frogs or (with apologies
for Luther’s sexism) the clatter of housewives on
the way to market where no one wishes to listen,
but all want to talk. Similarly, if all insisted on
performing the baptism, the poor infant would
drown.?

To avoid such bedlam, individual priests must
commit the public ministry of the church to per-
sons who will administer it for them. Preaching
and the sacraments belong to the entire congrega-
tion, but the minister is the one who carries out
these tasks on behalf of the congregation. It is
because all are priests, then, that not all may
exercise their priestly rights in public.

This position is sometimes called the delega-
tion theory of ministry.® Here the office of minis-
ter is conceived to be instituted in the church as an
expedient measure to assure continuity and order
in the church. Hence, it belongs to the bene esse
(well liking) of the church and not to its esse
(essence). Not surprisingly, this view appears
most often in Luther’s early writings where he
uses it as a polemic against the abuses of the
Roman hierarchy.»

The most valuable asset of such a representa-
tional model of ministry is that it promotes a col-

legiality in which the minister becomes a facili-
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tator of the shared ministry of all. The risk of this
position, on the other hand, is that the pastor may
be reduced to a mere functionary of the congrega-
tion, since a pastor cannot truly represent a con-
gregation or be its mouthpiece if he or she is
forced by conscience to take a stand contrary to
the convictions of the congregation.

According to the second line of argument,
Luther speaks of the ordained ministry as adivine
institution, distinct from the common priesthood.
Here the office of pastor or bishop is “command-
ed, instituted, and ordered” by God and does not
properly belong to the members of the church but
to Christ alone.? The ministry is a gift in line with
the appointment of apostles, prophets, evangel-
ists, who have been given to the church. The real
incumbent of the office of ministry according to
this view, is Christ himself. The one who holds
the office in the congregation speaks and acts as
Christ’s representative.?

This view is often called the institutional the-
ory of ministry.® In this case, the office of minister
belongs to the very essence of the church. Not
surprisingly, this position is evoked most often in
Luther’s writings when the common life of the
church is not functioning smoothly—for ex-
ample, when the church was faced with a growing
band of eager, self-made preachers who were
overrunning Saxony.?

The advantage of this position is that the au-
thority of the ordained ministry is safeguarded
from the pressures of popular opinion and current
whim. The minister is distanced from the congre-
gation in such a way that the prophetic voice of the
office of ministry is retained. The minister is
accountable first to Christ and only secondarily to
the congregation. The danger, of course, is that
this position threatens to reduce the importance of
the congregation to that of a passive observer.

Modem scholarship has found it very difficult
to reconcile these two threads of thought in
Luther’s writings. Scholars have attempted to
resolve this tension by pointing out the pastoral
character of Luther’s writings. Thus, it is noted,
when clericalism reared its ugly head, Luther
emphasized the privilege and duty belonging to
all Christians. On the other hand, when the church
was not being the church, Luther found it neces-
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sary to emphasize the divine institution of the
ministry and the prophetic word of guidance and
judgment.3®

There is a pragmatic attractiveness to this
solution. It reminds us that neither the ordained
ministry nor the congregation is ever so secure
that either one or the other might not fall. The
church is a historical institution, and like all other
infinite things, it is not exempt from the conflicts
and tragedies that have governed all of human
history. Thus, the church is forced to face, again
and again the opposing threats of institutionalism
and congregational enthusiasm.

The difficulty, however, with the foregoing
position is that unless there is an underlying
principle that allows Luther to change his empha-
sis to meet the exigencies of differing situations,
his teaching becomes arbitrary and therefore of
little value. Amazingly, Luther was unaware of
the alleged contradiction in his position. Without
hesitation he coordinated the delegation and insti-
tutional views of the office of ministry, at times
employing both in the same passage.®!

What allows Luther to make this move is his
insistence that Christ is the only head of the
church. By so doing, Luther reminds us that we
are one body and that Christ’s rule of the church
extends to all of its members—<clergy as well as
laity. The clergy are, to be sure, the instruments
by which Christ superintends the church. But here
the clergy are granted no special honors, for the
priesthood composed of all believers is also an
extension of Christ’s ministry in the world, and
therefore divinely instituted.

Perhaps the best way to reconcile the two
sides of Luther’s thought is to recognize that the
ministry was instituted by God but transmitted
through the church. In any case, Luther’s model
for governmental polity in the church is not the
rule of the oligarchical few, nor the rule of the
democratic many, but the rule of the Eternal Son
who is active in the life of the whole church. *

n brief, three conclusions might be
drawn from this study of Luther’s
understanding of the priesthood of all believers
which might assist the church today in its quest to
find an equitable and Christian form of polity.
First, this study has shown that the doctrine of the
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priesthood of all believers is concerned only acci-
dentally with promoting a democratic form of
church polity. Itis essentially concerned with the
self-sacrificing ministry of Christ as it is emulated
in the shared life of the church. What is disap-
pointing about the current debate in the Seventh-
day Adventist church over governmental polity is
its rampant distrust and accusation. On the one
hand, the leadership fears that it will become
“simply a figurehead coordinator surrounded by
part-time lay members who control everything.”
Many laity, on the other hand, find in the accumu-
lated failings of leadership in recent years a con-

It is precisely the administrators
white-knuckled grasp on the tiller
that has provoked many laity to
lose confidence in the fate of the
church and led to their abandoning
the ship.

firmation of their fears that without meaningful
checks and balances, the “office holders in the or-
ganization will arrogate to themselves as much
power as possible, all in the name of furthering
the mission of the church.”*

What stands out in this atmosphere of suspi-
cion and accusation is the lack of the spirit of
community that Luther believed the church
should demonstrate. But worse still, by focusing
on the question of control, the solutions promoted
by each side to overcome the current divisive
spiritin the church seem to exacerbate rather than
resolve the problem. As the situation now stands,
the administrators view their ecclesial authority
as the guarantee of the church’s unity. They
remain ironically unmindful of the fact that it is
precisely their white-knuckled grasp on the tiller
that has provoked many laity to lose confidence in
the fate of the church and led to their abandoning
the ship. On the other hand, the simple inclusion
of a greater number of laity at the helm of the
church is surely no guarantee that the church will
better weather this present crisis. What is over-
looked in this proposal is the great disarray among
the laity as to the direction the church should take.
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Which laity, then, are to be selected, and how?

Thus, the thesis of this article that a theology of
church should precede any determination of
church polity is not as impractical as it might first
seem. Rather than being an unnecessary or time-
consuming delay to needed reform, the construc-
tion of a theology of the church is necessary if
there is any hope of restructuring the organiza-
tion. After all, what brings order and coherence
to anything, whether it be the writing of an essay,
the planning of a family outing, or the running of
a church, is that the procedures involved are di-
rected toward the fulfillment of some recognized
goal or objective other than the procedure itself.
Thus, only when we share a common understand-
ing of the church will we be able to form structures
best adapted to fulfill the church’s ends.

Second, if the church is a community or body
of which Christ is the head, then absolute author-
ity can never reside in any finite structure, since
the divine by definition transcends any human
understanding or structure. Unfortunately, nei-
ther the leadership nor the laity involved in the
current debate seem to clearly understand this.
The church’s leadership quite happily asserts that
the General Conference in session is the highest
authority on earth. Meanwhile, they fail to seri-
ously consider whether the General Conference
has a representative composition. Possibly the
reason a constitution composed primarily by
white, American males favors the same has as
much todo with historical contingencies asdivine
providence. On the other hand, many laity pro-
mote a republican form of church polity as if it
were handed down by God, without seriously
considering its potential liabilities. While checks
and balances help counter the extravagances of
human foibles, they are hardly a guarantee of truth
or infallibility

he danger of course in linking God
to a particular form of polity is that

human conventions and structures of government
are understood as expressing the very will of God.
Thus not only are our statements in danger of be-
coming idolatrous, but any real possibility of
reformis threatened, since the divine will become
little more than a means for legitimizing whatever
is deemed right by human convention. Thus a
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vicious circle is established in which party-poli-
tics and God become one. Ironically, God is only
able to transform the church when his independ-
ence from the church is jealously maintained. But
more importantly, God’s transcendence over
human structure serves as the ideal the church has
not yet attained. Thus the need for reform of the
church canneverend. To place barriersin the way
of reform is to fail to acknowledge God’s tran-
scendence, for it is at least an implicit claim that
the church is already an embodiment of the full-
ness of Christ’s incarnation.

Third, since the church as depicted by Lutheris
a community characterized by priestly care for
one another and not lordship, authority, while
necessary, must never be confused with power or
coercion—whether imposed by clergy or laity.
Clearly, for a group or society to survive over time
and fulfill its aims, it requires some sort of insti-
tutional authority. Plans have to be drawn up,
decisions made, boundaries of the community
established. One cannot imagine a community—
whether a stamp club or an international corpora-
tion—that is devoid of all trappings of structure
and polity.

But what distinguishes authority from power is
thatauthority takesits rationale for existence from
the intrinsic demands of the community it serves,
and not fromits ability to coerce others to fulfill its
own ends. Thus authority can never become an
end in itself; its only purpose must be to serve and
enhance the life of the community.

Authority, then, is the means through which the
common aims and ends of the community are
achieved. To the extent that any designated au-
thority fulfills these aims, it justifies its existence.
Tothe extent that it fails to promote the well-being
of the community it forfeits its right torule. Thus
while the doctrine of the priesthood of all believ-
ers cannot be identified with any single form of
church polity, it clearly demonstrates that the
establishment of any governing structure must be
justified in terms of the common life of the church.

We can understand, then, why the redemptive
power of the gospel as it is mirrored and pro-
claimed in the life of the church is the final norm
of authority, for Luther, rather than institutional
structures or even Scripture in and of itself. There
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is a problem with making institutional authority
the final norm of the church. Final authority
cannot be extended to either the office of ministry
or the universal priesthood, since both have re-
peatedly demonstrated their capacity for deaf-
ness, not to mention outright rebellion.

Nor can Scripture as a written document be the
final norm of faith and practice, since it is pre-
cisely the interpretation of Scripture that is often
at the heart of disagreements in the church. Only
in the liberating praxis of grace, pardon, and
unrestricted love do we find a norm without
norms. It is only by embodying these attributes
that any doctrine or polity can be authoritative in
the church. Doctrines and polities that restrict the
redemptive life of Christ from finding full expres-
sion in the church must be changed.

Seen from this perspective, the need for refor-
mation in the Seventh-day Adventist church is
obvious. Clearly, we have not yet achieved a
community in which all barriers have been razed
(Eph. 2:14), and all distinctions between persons
have been reconciled in the perfect unity of Christ
(Gal. 3:28).

he question is How do we get

from where we now are to what
the gospel would have us become? Luther, unfor-
tunately, failed to model in his own experience a
pattern we might follow. Despite his insistence
upon the corporate constitution of the church,
Luther tended to understand the gifts entrusted to
the church in individual terms. Thus Luther
understood his own vocation to be that of a theo-
logical professor and a preacher, and so studied to
mind his own business. He left to others like
Bugenhagen and Amsdorf the task of administer-
ing the church. Tobe faithful to Luther’srecovery
of the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers
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we must go beyond him to find a more immediate
way in which the gifts bestowed to the church can
benefit the whole body of Christ.

Iconfess Ido not know how this might be done.
However, if we would commit ourselves to a
united investigation of the question of the mean-
ing of the church, the Spirit will lead us into great-
er understanding and experience. The power of
the Spirit is located in its ability to unite the gifts
of us all. Individually, we see only facets of the
problems and therefore never a complete or ade-
quate solution. United, our vision becomes com-
prehensive and the solutions more available.

I propose that the Association of Adventist
Forums sponsor a task force composed of laity,
clergy, teachers of religion and theology, and
administrators commissioned not to answer the
question of what the church is, but to prepare
a study guide for use by members in discovering
the nature of the church’s identity and mission.
Ideally, the administrators of the various union
conferences and the religion faculties of the de-
nomination’s colleges, would sponsor seminars
to facilitate a united inquiry into the nature of the
church and its ministry.

I cannot overemphasize that what I am pro-
posing is not that the church call conferences in
which prepared papers are read and then pub-
lished in proceedings, but for conferences in
which laity, clergy, teachers, and administrators
come together to consider the meaning of our
lives together in the church. Such conferences are
imperative, not because of problems now con-
fronting the church, but because our life together
demands that we study, share, pray, and witness
together. In the spirit of Luther, therefore, I
present this challenge to the readership of Spec-
trum and the church.
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