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The best of Anglicans see the theological and liturgical diversity of their tradition as 'a fruitful nuisance rather than a problem' to use Robin Greenwood’s phrase.  In this substantive reappraisal of ministerial priesthood the author at times exalt Anglican ‘unity in diversity’ into something of a reflection of the life of the Trinity itself!





‘Transforming Priesthood’ gives an accurate description of the present day situation for priests in the Church of England.  Three pressures are identified - finance, shortage of vocations and the 'renewed theological understanding of baptism and the relationship between laity and clergy in mission and ministry' p181.  Together they press for ‘bringing to birth a new way of being church’





Robin Greenwood believes 'progress is gradually being made from a self-awareness of the church as a haphazard assembling of passive individuals led by clergy, to one of a corporate missionary agency in which the ministries of the whole church and the ordained are bound to each other.'





Greenwood’s 'social Trinitarian ecclesiology' which sees the Church as 'instrumental in calling intelligent creation to respond to God’s invitation to be filled with his own relational life and to unite with God towards the drawing together of all things in a kaleidoscope unity of difference.’ p181





This relational form assists some making sense of the parish priest’s role in relation to the ministry of all the baptised.  Greenwood comes down hard on the traditional Christological models of ministerial priesthood, seen as ‘monist’ and ‘linear’ as opposed to ‘trinitarian’.  He insists that the traditional view of the priest as someone sent by Christ ‘to make his priesthood present a effective to his people’ institutes ‘permanent subordination’ of the laity.  





This view, which has been associated with ideas of priesthood as a ‘personal possession’ of the ordained, is to be rejected.  A narrow Christological view should give way to a Trinitarian picture which sees collaborative ministry of ordained and laity.





‘Apostolicity does not come from a chain of individuals or even through a historically ‘guaranteed’ line of apostolic communities' since ‘God is not to be conceived of in a linear way … but as three persons simultaneously and freely engaging' p150.





There are many helpful insights on the collaboration of clergy, and laity drawn from this relational theology.  At the same time the abuse of the traditional ontological distinction between priest and lay person cited seems to be the main force of his argument for its dismissal.  The matter should be given more careful consideration since many good and important things can be misused.  





Greenwood claims a Catholicity for his thesis on the basis of one understanding of ‘Catholic’ as ‘interrelatedness’.  There is however a playing down of the other Catholic sense of fidelity to tradition.  The important role of the priest in handing on the apostolic teaching is played down.  'Attempts to stifle pluriformity will need to be opposed’ p134. 





It may be true that a concentration on ‘formality and certainty inhibits the … search for … relatedness’ but it is also true that Christian freedom has its basis in Gospel truth.  Authority is given to the ordained to safeguard Christ’s teaching.  Greenwood seems to totally dilute this aspect of ordination when he writes that ‘there is no difference between clergy and laity in the quality of their Christian authority’.





'Transforming Priesthood' is a radical call or maybe a call for the very uprooting of the understanding of ordination in the universal Church.  Apart from the theological issues raised there is much wisdom about the practical exercise of ministerial priesthood today.





Priests bless in the sense of giving permission and ‘drawing out he understanding, the skills, the commitment and the hope of every church member’ p170.  They share the oversight gifting of the bishop.





They are to build confidence.  How much they can do this without confidence in their own distinctive role is the big question.  Robin Greenwood’s thesis will help the confidence of some.  It will be seen as something of an undermining of confidence by those who seek a reappraisal of priesthood more in harmony with what has been handed down through the centuries.


