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This is an uplifting book.  It is a recovery of the concept of priesthood in the perspective of God’s invitation for humankind to share his unity, goodness, truth and beauty.  

This invitation is set forth in the coming of Christ who makes his Church ‘sacrament of salvation’, sign both of intimate union with God and of the ultimate unity of the human race.

Ministry in the Church is directed to this making one of all with God and one another in the power of the Holy Spirit. Because of the brokenness and disorder intrinsic to the human condition all ministry must be related to Christ the Redeemer, who is Prophet, Priest and King.  Christ gives to his Church the same mission of prophecy, priesthood and shepherding.  This mission is strengthened and held to Christ by a ministerial priesthood having ‘a particular sacramental relationship with Christ as High Priest’ (ARCIC Elucidations, No 12).

Thomas Lane affirms that ‘we have only one priest…the primary offerer in every Eucharist is Jesus Christ offering himself to the Father…’ p193.  The vision in 1 Peter of the baptised as living stones in a living temple ‘ out of which sacrifice is continually rising to God’ links to the priesthood of Christ expounded in the letter to the Hebrews.  The priestly ministry on earth is exercised supremely in the Eucharist where ‘the whole Christ is offering the whole Church, for the life of the whole world.

Such a transcendent and Christocentric vision helps illuminate some of the historical problems about ministerial priesthood.  Whilst the ordained act uniquely ‘in the person of Christ’, all the baptised are called to act on his behalf.  ‘The candles of both are lit from the one Paschal Candle, and, in turn, they help to light each other’ p92. Ordained ministry though ‘is not an extension of the common Christian priesthood but belongs to another realm of the gifts of the Spirit’ (ARCIC Ministry and Ordination par 13).  In the words of Pope John Paul II, the priest finds his identity in being a specific participation in and continuation of Christ himself’ p307.

The author is aware of the danger of this claim about the ministerial priesthood and the misuse of it.  He is also intent on defending the distinction between clergy and laity whilst calling them to be 'in tune’.

‘To continue the image of per-sonating, the voices of praise from priest, people and the interceding Christ (cf Heb 7:25) together shape a ‘sonata’ of praise that glorifies God.  The ordained priest is the ‘guarantor’ for the community of the baptised that each eucharistic celebration is an authentic ‘appearing’ of the crucified and risen Lord who has ‘entered into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God on our behalf’ 

(Heb 9:24)  p102.

Priests find their identity in relation both to their Bishop and to their local Christian community but, Lane insists, it is their ordination, which unites them in a special way to Christ, that provides them with their fullest identity.  Like Christ they share with the Church in prophetic (preaching and teaching), priestly (worship) and kingly/shepherding (pastoral) ministry, all  of which overlap.  Although this triple mission ‘percolates through’ to every church member it does so through the ‘unifying focus’ provided by the ministerial priesthood.  The ordained ‘call forth, encourage and co-ordinate the exercise of the many charisms which the Spirit keeps giving to the Church…a priesthood of motivating, enabling, facilitating, and animating…instrument and sacrament of Christ’s priesthood in a Church which is itself both instrument and sacrament’ p163.

Holy Orders are given to promote ‘holy order in the church’.  Lane comes back again and again to the role of the priest as ‘man of mystery’, ‘ promoter of the other worldly’, the one who calls the Church to pit ‘last things first’ in terms of looking to eternity.  As ‘a man of the cultic, the sacral, the holy’ a priest is concerned for holiness, recognising that the realm of the sacred in Christianity descends right down into the human heart.  He himself, Lane insists, should seek to be a ‘shepherd after God’s own heart’ (Jeremiah 3:15).

If the whole priestly people of God have responsibility for re-making in Christ the broken connections between heaven and earth, the ordained priest has this responsibility par excellence.  Priests are people who make connections, ministers of reconciliation.  They are concerned to connect the mission and priesthood of Christ with that of all the baptised.  By their ministry they draw together the prophetic, priestly and pastoral aspects of life in Christ, word and sacrament, daily life and the eternal perspective.

‘A Priesthood in Tune’ is at one level a conservative work, defending as it does the traditional separation of clergy and laity.  The defence made is the centrality of Christ to Christian worship and mission, which is served by the emphasis on his priesthood as pivotal.  It ids the exercise of this priesthood by all the baptised that makes for a ministerial priesthood set apart from the whole for the good of the whole.

Thomas Lane has issued a powerful call to the ministerial priesthood to renew its allegiance to Christ and to the recovery of his priesthood by all the baptised.

