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George Herbert’s poem on 'Priesthood' speaks of us as clay and God as fire and their coming together.  'The Fire and the Clay' has made the title of a book about contemporary priesthood composed by a group associated with the Anglocatholic College of the Resurrection at Mirfield.  





The writers are unashamed of the distinctive role of ministerial priesthood:  ‘the sacramental presentation of Christ to his people through growth into a particular likeness of him’ p60.  The historic term ‘parson’ links to the Latin ‘persona’, the person who represents Christ to his people.  The priest of a parish is seen to have two prime responsibilities - to make Christ present and to be a public example of a Christian.  There is no escaping of his distinctive role and the need for priests to be well formed in holiness.





The book relates the traditional focus on the person of the priest to a view of evangelism as a process of becoming what we are in Christ.  The particular calling of a priest to be Christ-like is to be held alongside 'belief that Christ is the one true person.'





Pastoral care is about helping people find their true selves in this sense. ‘The body of Christ is gallvanised not by knowledge alone, nor teaching, nor conviction, but the presence of one who expands the horizons of what it is to be a person' p76.





The writers are concerned about developments in ordination training that emphasise the acquiring of skills to the detriment of personal formation.  'Priesthood is bound up more with the person you are than with the work you do' p114.





The Alternative Service Book Ordinal gives the Bishop this reminder to read to those to be ordained priest.  They are to  'grow up into his [the Lord’s] likeness, and sanctify the lives of all with whom [they] have to do ... To give [themselves] wholly to his service' p53.





Karl Rahner’s warning is to be heeded by ordinands and priests as they seek to come close to Christ.  'The religious person of the future will either be one who has experienced something, or he will no longer exist' p131.





The Introduction denies the intention to produce 'a compendium on the priesthood'.  There is a certain humility expressed in the face of issues like the ordination of women and Anglican divisions over the nature of ordination.  At the same time there is strongl affirmation of episcopacy and ministerial priesthood as providential gifts to the Church, as in Austin Farrer’s great analogy.





'The apostolic testimony was a divine gift; it settled into the scriptures of the New Covenant, and we have canonised the scriptures.  The apostolic ministry was likewise a divine gift; it settled into the episcopate and we have canonised the office'.





'The Fire and the Clay' is unashamed to speak of the institutional church as part of the Gospel.  It makes this wise comment on the modern criticism of 'churchiness' in favour of a purer Gospel:  'it is a natural pastime of humanity to undo the incarnation, and never more so than in the twentieth century' p27.





