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Study 2: 4:11-12; 5: 1-5
1. The Ministry of all believers

2. The Ministry of some believers

3. What about ordination?

The doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, as we considered yesterday, has sometimes been employed to question the legitimacy or necessity of pastoral leadership generally and of ordination to any such ministry in particular. Writers concerned to emphasise the role of the laity have been consistent in asking awkward questions. For example, Greg Ogden in The New Reformation (1990) quotes the question asked by the United Presbyterian Church in the USA in 1978: ‘Is ordination, as it is now practised, consistent or in conflict with the understanding of the common ministry of all Christians?’
 


Our two passages today, which come after the texts usually taken to teach the priesthood of all believers, introduce two related questions. The first emphasises gifts for service and the second raises the question of office in the life of the congregation. Chapter 4: 7-11 assumes the equality of all members in the congregation with each ministering to the others on the basis of the spiritual gifts he or she has received, what Edward Schillebeeckx described as an ‘egalitarian ecclesiology’.
 

The second reading distinguishes clearly between ‘elders’ and ‘you who are younger’ and underlines the responsibility of these elders to exercise leadership over the congregation. At first sight these might suggest quite different perspectives, but the writer did not seem to find any tension in reconciling these two ideas.

 
Careful consideration of these passages can, I think, provide a useful perspective for us as we grapple with questions of calling, gifts and office which I take to be at the heart of any doctrine of pastoral ministry and ordination.

1. The ministry of all believers (4: 7-11)

If there have been disputes about whether the priesthood of all believers has only a communal thrust and should not be taken in any individualistic sense, no such distinction exists here. All are gifted and all are called to be ministers or servants. The keynote of this passage is mutuality, phrases like ‘to each other’ and ‘to one another’ stress this. If earlier sections of 1 Peter have been concerned with how believers should relate to the wider society, here the focus is on how they should treat each other.

Let us quickly look at the whole passage. As with the whole document the eschatological context is determinative: ‘the end of all things is near’ (4:7). This gives an urgency to what follows. God’s future is breaking into the present. Life has a purpose. The immediate consequence of this realisation is (not surprisingly) to ‘be serious’ and comes to special focus in prayers. Alertness and prayer are frequently associated in the NT as being the result of a strong eschatological awareness. Michaels cites Augustine’s comparison of two Christian believers united in the love of Christ with two eyes in a single body. Like a person’s eyes, they are separate and do not look at each other, yet are focused together on God as the subject of their common vision. ‘Together they meet in one object, together they are directed to one object; their aim is one, their places diverse’.
 And that is true for whole communities of believers, who may find unity not by self-consciously trying to relate to each other, but by looking together in hope and prayer toward the God who called them and for whom they live.

But such direct focus also leads to this emphasis on mutuality, expressed supremely in a ‘constant love for one another’ (4: 8, cp 1: 22). Why? Because ‘love covers a multitude of sins’. This phrase has attracted several interpretations but whatever else it means it points to the community being a place of forgiveness. Perhaps there is the recognition that most of the sins committed by Christians have a social character and that for true community - to maintain love - forgiveness is essential. ‘Forgive us our sins as we forgive one another’ is our prayer. How we express this in our modern church communities is a sobering challenge for all of us.

Hospitality, a major virtue in the NT documents, is immediately noted as an important expression of mutual love, and this is to be done ‘without complaining’. Michaels observes hospitality ‘was not a matter of courtesy or etiquette but of survival’.
 House churches needed hospitality as did itinerant preachers (although the Didache alerts us to some possible misuses of this generosity by unscrupulous itinerants).
 Although the initial word was related to fellow-Christians, the contemporary application of this call to hospitality takes us directly to some of the tensions in our modern society in Australia and challenges us to express our love in the most practical and concrete of ways for refugees and other needy persons.

The author then moves directly from the responsibilities of believers everywhere in Asia Minor to the responsibilities of particular individuals in their respective congregations. Each one has received a ‘charisma’ (gift), a concrete manifestation of ‘charis’ (grace). There is no distinction of gender, class or status. Service is a trust; they are all stewards of ‘the manifold grace of God’, the richly diverse, multi-coloured grace of God. Each gift is unique, each gift comes from God and reveals some new aspect of God’s marvellous grace. Each specially designed gift is matched to the needs not of the recipient but of the community.  Each gift is for service to another. The principle is twofold: ‘to each his or her own’ and ‘with one another, for one another’. 

At the same time, the whole passage has a strong and unmistakeable note of God-centredness. In the similar passages in Paul, the gifts are linked with the Holy Spirit and the list of spiritual gifts is quite extensive (1 Cor. 12: 4-11; 14: 26-33; Rom. 12: 3-8). Peter is not interested in the questions that had prompted Paul to discuss the problems about the different gifts at Corinth. He does not discuss how gifts are given or how they are to be expressed in the local community. That can be left to the local churches. What he stresses is that it is all of God: God is the source of the grace given in the gifts; what is to be spoken are God’s words; God provides the strength for service and God is the one to be glorified. This idea perhaps suggests that the gifts are not to be thought of as natural talents but rather special gifts of God.

Peter does not classify the various gifts but simply suggests they relate to speaking and serving; or it may be that these two types of gifts illustrate the principles about gifts whatever they may be. Certainly the ordinary everyday gift of being able to speak is charged with a special value in the life of the community. They become ‘very words of God’ since such speaking is the source of cohesion and strength among these tiny communities. Or at least, Peter insists that anyone speaking must speak as if they were such oracles of God. The implications of this for all who would ever speak in a Christian assembly are such as to necessitate an appropriate dignity and an almost overwhelming awareness of responsibility. Presumably this must include what we might call preaching or teaching as well as prophecy - any speaking that has a legitimate place in the worshipping life of the gathered community in worship. 

The other ministry is ‘serving’ and the verb is related to diakonia. Seemingly this refers to any and every act of practical service that is related to the other believers. Although the office of a diakonia was later to emerge it does not seem to be in the mind of Peter at this point.

Indeed, Peter does not proceed to identify any one office or group that is entrusted to speak such words or serve in these ways. The clear emphasis is on the mutual responsibilities of all believers to and for one another. This is a truly charismatic understanding of Christian service since it is based on the charisma given to each believer. The distinctive feature of the reference to God’s strength here is that God confers it on those who serve him. It comes from God alone. Peter is not concerned so much with the gift as with the Giver, not so much on the strength but with the Strong One who provides it.

This is why (4:11b) God will be ‘glorified in all things through Jesus Christ’. Every spoken word, every practical deed will be for God’s glory. Through the ordinary, seemingly simple activities that take place within these communities of faith God is glorified. This doxology assures us that the ministry of all Christians to one another counts as authentic worship toward God as well. All ministries given by all the individual believers are to be respected and God will be glorified in these remote places where Christians are gathered. If this is so, they will be prepared for the ‘fiery ordeal’ that he now assures them will soon be testing them and gives them specific advice on how they should conduct themselves before outsiders even when they are reviled (4: 12-19).

Christians of all traditions today are agreed about this fundamental principle of ministry: all Christians are gifted and called to service. As BEM has it: ‘The Spirit calls people to faith, sanctifies them through many gifts, gives them strength to witness to the Gospel, and empowers them to serve in hope and love’. Again, ‘All members are called to discover, with the help of the community, the gifts they have received and to use them for the building up of the Church and for the service of the world to which the Spirit is sent’.

Many congregations have been renewed in the last few decades by a rediscovery of this principle. Challenges to identify our spiritual gifts and to use them in the life and mission of the church have been regularly and helpfully issued. A vast range of books on the theme has appeared. Criticisms of the role of the clergy as belonging to a separate class have multiplied.

Discussion on how this principle of every member being called to ministry may best be expressed in the liturgical life of the community has been helpful and generally has related to the baptism of Christians. Here I can only speak for Baptists by noting that at least in older Baptist traditions (now being rediscovered in many of our churches) the practice of laying-on of hands after baptism, when the newly baptised are received into the membership of that local congregation, has pointed to this ideal of every member ministry. Some even think of it as the ‘ordination’ of the baptised. A recent British manual on worship includes a suggested prayer for this service: ‘Lord bless these your servants and strengthen them by your Holy Spirit as we commission them for service in the Church and the world in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ’.
 That is why some churches, including my own here in Melbourne, lists the following in the weekly church bulletin: ‘Ministers: all the members of the congregation’.

However, this can become quite confusing as long-standing cultural and linguistic custom refers to the pastoral leaders as ‘ministers’. More seriously, at least some pastoral leaders have become confused about their role and authority. The influence of charismatic renewal has created an overlap in areas of ministry due to the different ways in which local churches express the exercise of spiritual gifts by all the members. What does ordination mean if every member is called to ministry? James Dunn has provocatively argued: ‘Until we count “ordination” of Sunday School teachers and distributors of church flowers as no different in essence from “ordination” of an elder or a bishop, we cannot claim to be functioning as the body of Christ’.

With these challenges in our minds, let us turn to our next passage.

2. The leadership of some believers (5:1-5).

Peter now appeals not to all the believers indiscriminately but to two specific groups among them that he addresses as ‘elders’ (presbuteroi) and ‘the younger ones’. This is a new feature for he had not felt it appropriate nor necessary to mention elders when discussing the church as a priestly community or in stressing the ministry of all believers. But as he offers guidance for their internal living he assumes - in no sense does he advocate it as a novelty - the common church structure of elders who lead the church. Some have argued that the contrast between 4:7-11 and 5:1-5 reflects an early stage in the church’s development when the acknowledgement of the role of all believers with a charismatic endowment had not disappeared - as it did in later time - and when the role of the overseer or bishop had not yet been distinguished from the role of elders. Whether this is true I am not sure but it does not seem to be required from the texts themselves for there is no intrinsic difficulty in holding both perspectives as, indeed, many of us do today! There is a valid and continuing ministry for all believers as well as a leadership role for some believers. This is not to introduce unwelcome distinctions of status but to recognise different functions within the life of the church where all are equal before God and where all are gifted.

The writer offers a threefold qualification of his claim to speak to the elders (5:1).  He does not cite his status as an apostle ((1:1) but as a ‘fellow-elder’, perhaps because he was an elder at Rome though some have argued that apostle and elder could be used interchangeably. In any case, he approaches them on the same level, not from any imagined superior position.  He does not want to exercise an authority over them but to establish a common ground with them. He is also ‘a witness of the sufferings of Christ’ and one who ‘shares (present tense) in the glory to be revealed’. These references might suggest Peter as sharing in the Transfiguration experience and as being at the crucifixion of Christ. 


The place of elders and indeed all named offices within the early church has been the subject of exhaustive research such as we cannot hope to review here. Literally of course it means one who is old in a biological sense and the later reference to the younger ones here has led some to find that meaning here. But the sense here, perhaps especially from the use of the title ‘fellow-elder’, is rather of an office found within all these Christian communities of Asia Minor. In the Hellenistic world elders served as community functionaries and we know that in Jewish synagogues the leaders were elders. In particular elders were heads of households and senior persons of honour and significance and some have argued that it is the household structure of the early churches that is a crucial factor in the emergence of the title. Leadership of churches in Asia Minor by elders is well attested in several places, notably Acts 20 where Paul met with the leaders from Ephesus, and in the Pastoral epistles (1 Tim 5, Titus 1) and in 2 John and 3 John. 

Certainly the ‘presbuteroi’ and the ‘episkopoi’ became synonymous terms and it is the episcopal or oversight function that is highlighted here (5:2). The image that is central to the role is that of a shepherd or pastor.  All believers were called to exercise a pastoral care, suggested by the language of love and service in 4:7-11. But here these elders are exhorted to ‘tend the flock of God that is in your charge, exercising the oversight’. This is reminiscent of the language used in Acts 20: 28 where Paul told the Ephesian elders: ‘Keep watch over yourselves and over all the flock, of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers, to shepherd the church of God that he obtained with the blood of his own Son’. In both places the stress is on the fact that it is God’s church, not the elders’. Paul warned against the wolves that would come in among the flock and not spare it just as Peter is about to warn against the devil who is compared to a devouring, roaring lion (5:8). 

God as Shepherd of his people is a familiar OT image and in the NT we think especially of Jesus as the Good Shepherd in John 10. The Apostle Peter is of course closely linked with this sense of a pastoral charge in John 21 where the Risen Jesus commissions him to ‘feed my lambs’ and to ‘shepherd my sheep’.

What does it mean to shepherd the flock? ‘Oversight’ is a verbal form of our noun ‘episkope’.  My friend Paul Fiddes of Oxford tells of when he was asked to give a talk to the Council of the Baptist Union of Great Britain on the Baptist doctrine of the ministry and dared to use the word episkope. ‘One minister arose from the floor in a mischievous spirit. He knew, he said, what a telescope was; he knew what a microscope was; but he was baffled by what sort of instrument an episkope might be’. The collapse of the Council into laughter put an end to any serious attention that Paul could hope to receive. Being wise after the event he later observed that he should have said something like: ‘a telescope is for far-seeing, a microscope is for near-seeing, and episkope is for over-seeing’.
  That is of course precisely what the word means and it is a thoroughly biblical word.

In a series of specific and pointed charges the spirit in which this tending must be undertaken is summarised; an eloquent reminder that from earliest times it has been possible for the highest calling to be corrupted by inferior motives and attitudes. Tend the flock: not as a chore but willingly. The contrast is not between duty and free choice, but between a sense of duty based on one’s own ego and a sense of duty based on the will of God. Too many ministers have crumpled under the demands of ministry when the human ego is the driving force. Again, work not for personal profit, not for a good living and status but with a genuine enthusiasm. Serve not as a tyrant but as an example of how the whole church should live and work. Perhaps to serve from a love of power is the greatest danger in any public ministry. Did not Jesus himself teach how his followers should serve: as a servant, as the slave of all (Mark 10: 42-44).  One is reminded of William Temple’s observation that ‘the pastoral office …  is a focalisation …  of a function of the whole church and its members’.
 That is how God would have you do it (5:2). 

The final promise to the elders is in 5:4. There is One to whom all are responsible and before whom all service is offered. The shepherd metaphor is applied to Christ as the ‘chief shepherd’, a phrase parallelled in Hebrews 13:20 where Jesus is termed ‘the great shepherd of the sheep’. There is an eschatological message again: when that Christ shall appear, the one true shepherd by whose spirit all lesser shepherds serve, there will be a crown of never fading glory. This is far more important than any fading and corruptible reward. The accent is not so much on a special crown that elders may receive but rather on the common glory in which all are sharers (see 5:1) – there is only one common crown.

The writer then turns to the younger ones and urges them to accept the authority of the elders. Commentators have suggested various groups who might be here noted. Is it literally a distinction between old and young? Is it suggestive of another ‘junior’ order, such as those who deacon? Does it mean all the rest of the congregation? Or is it, as has been well argued, those who are young in the faith (‘neophytes’)? In any case it is sobering to note that 1 Clement, probably written around CE 96, refers to an uprising of young against old in the congregation at Rome.

What the young are commanded to do is simply stated: they are to submit to the authority of the elders. This is the form of the ‘household’ duty codes which perhaps underlie 3: 1-7 where wives and slaves are similarly urged to submit.  The point is not elaborated and in any case the immediate command is that all, young and old, should clothe themselves with humility in all their relations with others. The justification of this is compelling: for Scripture teaches (Proverbs 3:34) that God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble. By such self-humbling they will be able to experience the all powerful exaltation which only God’s mighty hand can bring.

3. What about ordination?

So what have we heard from 1 Peter? That all are called to share in the universal priesthood of the church. That each one is gifted and called to serve with their gifts for the sake of others in the church and to help fulfil the mission and witness of the church. Many of us hold that every member is called to be a minister through our baptism into Christ. Then we have noted that from their earliest days Christian churches were led by those who had a special calling and gift to be a ‘shepherd’ or ‘pastor’ of the church and that this office brings an authority that others are invited to accept. The ministry of all and the leadership of some. Is that a fair reading of our texts?

But there are questions relating to the office of pastor and ordination that continue to bewilder and puzzle many of us. Australian Baptists have been forming committees and changing policies incessantly since the 1960s. Some have agonised over the ordination of women and this has necessitated a careful look again at what ordination means and in our context has raised questions about the role of a local church and the relationship with the wider (State) denominational bodies, which have generally been responsible for questions of accreditation. Now women have been ordained in four states. In one state this question has led them to reject the whole idea of ordination leaving a local church to do what it decides is best about women although the Union determines requirements for recognition of pastors. In another state they have reverted to a more widespread and older Baptist practice by having ordinations in the local church (with representation from the denomination) whereas other state Unions have retained the custom of ordinations at the annual assemblies which, it has been claimed, are suggestive that the significance of ordination extends beyond the local church where the ordinand is currently serving.


So there are diverse practices relating to ordination that are found not only in various Christian denominations around the world but also in Baptist churches. I could share with you stories about the dignity of such services. But in other parts of the Baptist world it has often been quite different! Back in 1969 a leading Southern Baptist Dr Duke McCall observed that ‘Baptist confusion about ordination has produced a series of time bombs. Already the life of the churches has been crippled by the first explosions. The worst is yet to come’.
 I suspect that the worst has now arrived!


So let me tell you about a maverick Southern Baptist preacher and writer called Will Campbell. He was born in the backblocks of Mississippi but became an active campaigner for civil rights and was scarcely a typical Southern Baptist. He is a celebrity figure because of his popular books and controversial views. An interviewer asked him, ‘In Brother to a Dragonfly, you wrote that you had once told your brother Joe, “All I ever wanted to be was a preacher”. Does that still hold? And is that your vocation?’ Campbell answered:

Sure it still holds, but I get nervous about the word ‘vocation’. My vocation –if you mean ‘calling’ – is no different from that of any other baptized believer. My vocation is living out of the drama. One of the characters in The Glad River says, ‘The trouble began when someone dreamed up the public-relations gimmick ‘full-time Christian’. We started confusing baptism with ordination and paying one another to be Christian, to be part of the drama. I don’t buy that. There’s very little in the New Testament I can find about ordination. There’s quite a bit about baptism.

 Then the interviewer asked, “Does some institutional body recognize your ordination, or is that not even relevant for you?’ Campbell answered:

It’s not relevant for ME. But hanging on my wall is a plain piece of paper full of misspelled words and typos that the Baptist preacher who ordained me typed up on that occasion. It’s signed by my daddy and uncle and cousin and the country preacher. And nobody can take that away from me.

He was aged 17 at the time of this ordination!


That story would scarcely encourage you to engage in ecumenical conversation with Baptists about ordination! Permit me to raise a few different perspectives that may, I hope, both be true to our listening from 1 Peter and offer a more legitimate reading of Baptist theology and history.


Whilst they accepted the priesthood of all believers Baptists also affirmed from the beginning the role of officers for the due order of the church’s life. These ‘offices’ were elder (pastor, or bishop) and deacon. The former was necessary for the teaching of the Word and leadership of the sacraments. One of the tensions among radical Puritans in the early Stuart period was the balance of power between the people and the pastor. Some placed possession of ministerial power in the hands of the people and Robert Browne, for example, constructed what seems to be a thoroughgoing ecclesiastical democracy. John Smyth similarly described how the flow of power moved from Christ to the elders via the people and placed the power of veto firmly in the hands of the congregation. Yet Smyth also held that Christ appointed his ministers directly. As he put it, ‘Some members of the church have special gifts given them of God, but the power of using those gifts they have from the head Christ by the means of the body, which is the pipe that from the fountain conveys all power ecclesiastical to every officer’.
 Yet there remained ambiguities. As Robinson expressed it, in language reminiscent of 1 Peter, the people were ‘sheep, yet not unreasonable beasts’ while the officers were ‘shepherds, as they were also themselves sheep’.
 They tended to make a distinction between possession of power and its actual use. In theory the people could lead in the sacraments, for example, but in practice it was the officers who led in observing the sacraments. 

The question then of whether authority flowed down directly from Christ or upwards from the people is the wrong question. It is not a delegation of power either from above or from below, as if the pastor was an employee of the church members. Oversight in the Baptist model is more dynamic, it flows to and fro between the personal and the communal, since the responsibility of ‘watching over’ the church belongs both to all the members and the pastor.
 So in the influential London Particular Baptist Confession of 1644 members of the covenanted community watch over each other spiritually but Christ also places men (sic) over the Church, ‘who by their office are to govern, oversee, visit, watch; so likewise for the better keeping thereof in all places, by all the members, he hath given authority, and laid duty upon all to watch over one another’.
 The theological basis of this notion of oversight is that Christ rules in this way.

In recent decades, some of our English Baptist churches were affected by what was called ‘Restorationism’ or the ‘Community Church’ movement where leadership is based around elders and the minister is the first among equals. The leaders are ‘under shepherds’ to Christ as ‘Chief shepherd’. Appeal is made to David in the OT who was both a shepherd and a king in order to promote the idea of a shepherd who also rules. The minister in turn submits to an ‘over-shepherd’ or ‘apostle’ with an inter-church ministry. This apostle submits directly to the rule of Christ. Power is delegated downwards, submission is yielded upwards. This form of church government is foreign to the Baptist tradition of congregational government and has produced a sect-like group with strong social control. Few if any of our churches in Australia adopted this pyramid structure of powerful shepherds but there has been a strong influence from the charismatic movement towards emphasising submission to the eldership that undermines the traditional place of the church meeting in a Baptist church. 

Another questioning of the place of the priesthood of all believers comes from a different debate. As is well known, the Southern Baptist Convention, by far the largest Baptist body in the world, was taken over by a fundamentalist faction which gained control of the seminaries and all the various agencies. Many were forced to leave their positions and a significant group formed a new Baptist group, the Cooperative Baptist Fellowship. The admission of this latter group to the BWA prompted the SBC to withdraw from the BWA. As Timothy George has observed, it is ironic that the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers has displaced biblical inerrancy as the hottest item of dispute in the SBC.
 The irony to which Timothy refers is that no one in the dispute actually denies the priesthood of all believers! What is at stake is how it is related to other doctrinal concerns, especially the question of pastoral authority. Some moderates were using the traditional emphasis on this doctrine to insist that individual Baptists were free to interpret the Bible and to speak their minds as they wished whereas the fundamentalists, dominated by pastors of mega churches saw this as a threat to their fundamentally autocratic powers. In 1988 at San Antonio, Texas, an infamous Resolution 5 was adopted amidst fiery debate. The affirmation was made that ‘the priesthood of the believer’ (note the singular) is a biblical doctrine. The individualistic character of this term is apparent. The resolution then made claims like these:

The high profile emphasis on the doctrine of the Priesthood of the Believer is a term which is subject to both misunderstanding and abuse …

… the doctrine of the Priesthood of the Believer has been used to justify wrongly the attitude that a Christian may believe whatever he so chooses and still be considered a loyal Southern Baptist… 

… the doctrine of the Priesthood of the Believer in no way contradicts the biblical understanding of the role, responsibility, and authority of the pastor which is seen in the command of the local church in Hebrews 13:17, “Obey your leaders, and submit to them, for they keep watch over your souls, as those who will give an account”.

Both sides of this debate have misunderstood the doctrine which, as we have argued, carries a communal rather than an individualistic understanding of priesthood.

Baptists characteristically held to a twofold rather than a threefold ministry: the pastor (otherwise called bishop, elder or minister) and the deacon. For example, the 1611 declaration made at Amsterdam reads:

That the Officers of everie Church or congregation are either Elders, who by their office do especially feed the flock concerning their soules (Acts 20:28, 1 Peter 5:2,3) or Deacons, Men and Women who by their office releave the necessities off the poore and impotent brethren concerning their bodies (Acts 6: 1-4).
 

Some few churches at one stage recognised a third pattern of ‘messenger’ who had a delegated power to move between congregations but this more ‘episcopal’ role was more commonly linked with the pastor or elder. Deacons served within the local church and were appointed by that church acting on its own whereas with the pastor it was usually ordination in the context of the larger church with representatives actively participating in the service. The pastor is generally called to exercise a ‘general oversight’ for the church. As a recent British report expressed it: ‘He or she will develop an overall vision of the whole Body and the gifts of all its members, and is entrusted with this general oversight to enable all to grow into the identity of Christ the Servant of humankind, and to help them make visible God’s own ministry of reconciliation’.
 

Authority is more a question of trust in the humble service of the one whose gifts and calling have been recognised than it is automatically given to the office. Allow me to quote from Paul Fiddes’ recent statement about his understanding of the meaning of ordination since I detect in his summary a helpful review of ordination among Baptists:

Ordination is the act in which the church, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, both recognizes a person’s call to ministry and commissions him or her for this work. Though taking place in a single moment, it sums up a whole process of calling, testing and mutual commitment between candidate and churches. It is thus a moment in which God freely acts, to meet someone with divine grace, to give him or her a new filling of the Holy Spirit to meet the needs of a new stage of life and ministry. The interweaving of the act of the church in commissioning and the act of God in blessing, is fittingly symbolized by the laying on of hands…. The act of ordination does not in itself grant or delegate authority to the person ordained, but it plays a central part in the forming of the person who will have authority because of his or her way of being. Ordination is a moment of special encounter with the triune God in which, like baptism, there is grace to help shape heart, mind and character.

Whether this understanding of ministry and ordination has any relevance for your discussions you will judge. Much ecumenical discussion explores the understanding and forms of episcope. I was interested when we met in Burma (Myanmar) as a part of the Baptist-Anglican conversations that the model of unity in the Church of North India was cited as one possible example of a ‘local adaptation’ of the episcopate. The CNI declares that the church is not committed to any one particular theological interpretation of episcopacy. The Bishop of the Eastern Himalayas Diocese, himself a Baptist minister, stressed that the bishop has to win the consent of the church council which he immediately serves. Paul Fiddes observed that this blends a personal and a communal episcope in which it seems both the Anglican and the Baptist traditions are included though neither is exactly duplicated.

This may seem odd and even painful to some from either tradition. But I am encouraged by the 1998 report of the Lambeth Conference of the Anglican Communion which stresses that diversity must include pain. 

If visible unity is about living in the world the communion of God’s own life, then our portrait of visible unity must show that tension, even conflict, will always be part of life this side of the kingdom. ‘Sharp things that divide us can paradoxically turn out to be gift … the world with all its divisions is not used to such a possibility as this: that those on opposing sides should stay together, should remain in dialogue, bearing each other’s burdens, even entering one another’s pain.

This sentiment is consistent with the spirit of what we have heard from 1 Peter. I thank you for your patience in hearing some Baptist angles on these questions and if it has brought you confusion or pain I hope you will agree that sharp things that divide us can turn out to be gift. 
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