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PRIESTHOOD OF ALL BELIEVERS

On October 31, 1517, a Roman Catholic monk named Martin Luther nailed a paper with ninety-five theses (statements) to the door of the castle church in Wittenberg, Germany. Luther was protesting what Johann Tetzel, a representative from Rome, was asking of the church members. The Roman Catholic Church was having difficulty remodeling St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome and needed more money. I’m glad churches no longer have problems raising money to keep their buildings up and running, aren’t you?

Tetzel was selling indulgences. What’s an indulgence? An indulgence in Roman Catholic theology is the full or partial pardon of punishment due for sins which have already been forgiven. This pardon comes from the storehouse of merit from Jesus’ sacrifice and by the virtues of the saints who have gone before us. So Tetzel was touring Germany selling pardons to pay for the church building. Some say Tetzel went around saying, "As soon as the coin in the coffer rings, the soul from purgatory springs."

So on All Saints Eve, (which we also call and celebrate as “All Hallows Eve” or “Halloween”), Martin Luther said the church has no right to grant pardons for punishment of sins because forgiveness was God's alone to grant. In Thesis 86 Luther asks: "Why does the pope, whose wealth today is greater than the wealth of the richest Crassus, build the basilica of St. Peter with the money of poor believers rather than with his own money?” Well, there goes the Study Team’s major plan for how to solve our budget shortfall this year! Guilt usually brings in lots of money!


Martin Luther’s protest of his church’s efforts to remodel church buildings with money from pardons for punishment began what we call the Protestant Reformation. Baptists came out of this tradition as the Protestant movement moved over to England and in 1609, just ninety years after Luther’s stand at the church house door, Baptists were born. 

Some of our Baptist distinctives come from the Protestant Reformation. The clarion call of Luther and others was sola scriptura, sola fide, sola gratia: by Scripture alone, by faith alone, by grace alone. We are free to read and interpret scripture for ourselves. From his own study of scripture Luther affirmed God's act of declaring a sinner in correct relationship with God by faith alone through God's grace. Luther wrote, "This one and firm rock, which we call the doctrine of justification, is the chief article of the whole Christian doctrine.”

Out of these values of scripture, faith and grace came the important emphasis on the priesthood of all believers. Martin Luther refused the common distinction between priests and laypersons and said that, unlike the priesthood in Judaism, we no longer need human priests to come between us and God. One of the scriptures cited is the one we have already heard today in Hebrews 7 that Jesus is the supreme "high priest" who offered himself as a perfect sacrifice (Hebrews 7:23-28). Baptists maintain that through Christ we have been given direct access to God, just like a priest; thus the doctrine is called the priesthood of all believers. God is equally accessible to all of us.


The Reformation also taught us that not only are we all are priests who have direct access to God but that every Christian has equal potential to minister for God and to be a priest to others. Here again we find the cruciform aspect of our faith. Do you know the word “cruciform?” “Crux” is the Latin word for “cross,” so “cruciform” means “formed like a cross.” In other words, we have a “cross-shaped” faith. Even our belief in the priesthood of believers is cross-shaped as well. Each of us is a priest with God and has a vertical and direct relationship with our Lord; and each of us is a priest to others and has a horizontal and direct relationship with one another. Please point your hands upward like to this to symbolize our status as priests with God and then extend your arms out to symbolize our role as priests for one another. 
FROM BARRIERS TO PRIESTS


Let’s look for the priest in our Gospel story for today. Jesus is in Jericho, about fifteen miles outside of Jerusalem. As a matter of fact, Mark tells us that Jesus is leaving Jericho, is on the outside edge of the city, and is walking resolutely on the way to Jerusalem. A blind beggar is sitting on the side of the road.

"Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!" he shouts (10:47). He calls out to Jesus for help: "Have mercy on me!"  And even when the powerful people, the influential people, the sighted people try to shut him up, he continues to call to Jesus for help because he sees, as no other person sees, that Jesus cares for those persons who suffer on the edges of society. Powerless children, poor beggars, unsighted persons see Jesus for who he really is. 


Jesus stops walking and stands still. Here is one of the few times in Mark’s gospel account where Jesus stands still. According to Mark Jesus is always on the move, but here Jesus stands still. Jesus says, "Call him here." 


Jesus is speaking to the crowd--to the twelve disciples, to their families, to those traveling with them toward Jerusalem. Jesus orders "Call him here.” The same crowd who had earlier shouted “Be quiet!” now calls to Bartimaeus, “Take courage; get up, he is calling you.” So the blind man, who has been a lump of clothes on the side of the road, suddenly springs up and runs to Jesus. 

 
"What do you want me to do for you?” Jesus asks him (10:50).  Do you remember this question? Just last Sunday we heard Jesus ask James and John, "What do you want me to do for you?” They wanted seats of authority on the right and left of Jesus. "What do you want me to do for you?” Jesus asks blind Bartimaeus and he responds, "My teacher, let me see again.”

Jesus tells him to "Go away; your faith has made you well.” Bartimaeus appears to be the only one there who really sees Jesus for who he is and still follows Jesus “on the way” to Jerusalem. Mark tells us that the blind Bartimaeus sees Jesus with greater clarity than the sighted crowd who follows Jesus that day.

Who is the priest in this story? Usually we focus on how Jesus is the priest with God and becomes a priest for Bartimaeus. Last week we asked you to write down your response Jesus’ question, "What do you want me to do for you?” So many of the slips of paper you submitted last week had Bartimaeus’ cry, “Jesus, have mercy on me.” We sing with Bonnie Raitt, “Help me Lord!” Jesus is a priest to Bartimaeus. 


Is there another priest in this story? Today I would like for us to consider the crowd and notice how they become priests. When the blind man on the edge of society made a public spectacle of himself by shouting to Jesus for help, the crowd “shushes” him and rebukes him. I imagine they used some strong words as they tried to shout him down. Why?


If the people of that day are anything like we are today, I imagine they were enjoying Jesus’ company. They were admiring Jesus and listening to his words of wisdom. They were laughing as he tied the scribes and Pharisees in knots. They enjoyed listening to his parables. They wanted, like James and John, to sit on the right and left of Jesus and experience the glow of his presence. This loud beggar was ruining their stroll with Jesus through Jericho. 


This blind beggar would not be shushed, however. Like a five year old who knows only one volume—LOUD!—Bartimaeus continues, “Son of David, have mercy on me!” Jesus stands still and tells those on his right and left, “Call him here.” And because of the call of Jesus, the others stop shushing this man and say, “Take courage; get up; he is calling you.” 


Jesus calls the crowd that day to be priests in a cruciform way. Jesus wants each person to have a direct relationship with the Lord God, but Jesus also calls them that day to be priests to this one who calls to Jesus for help. They become the encouragement that Jesus already is. Jesus helps the crowd to become the disciples they could not be without the call of Jesus. Jesus calls them to become closer to Jesus as they hear and acknowledge those on the margins. Jesus calls them to become priests to others by encouraging them and by stepping back to allow room for others to come to Jesus, too. In this story Mark affirms the power of Jesus to heal and also affirms the power of the community to be priests to Bartimaeus.
A NEW REFORMATION


I believe this is the word of the Lord for us today. The Reformation gave Baptists the powerful encouragement to be like that crowd around Bartimaeus—priests before God and priests for one another. I believe that followers of Jesus today want what Martin Luther desired: to break free from the religiosity of organized religion and be encouraged to follow our spiritual calling to be priests before God and for one another. 

Have you noticed that Martin Luther began the Protestant Reformation as a protest to the organized church? The church of Luther’s day used guilt and sin as the motivations to raise money to pay for buildings and staff. The Reformation became a fresh wind of spirituality to call us back to the interpretation of scripture, to the spiritual development of each believer, and to be priests to one another. 

Ben presented Baptist Walter Rauschenbusch to us today and Rauschenbusch affirmed our priesthood to one another.  One hundred years ago Rauschenbusch predicted a crisis for the church and for society because the Western world was “in the midst of a revolutionary epoch fully as thorough as that of the Renaissance and Reformation.” 1


In her book, The Great Emergence: How Christianity Is Changing and Why, Phyllis Tickle suggests that reformations occur about every 500 years and that we are in the midst of a new Reformation. She believes that the main question of Luther was, “Where is the authority?” and he placed authority in sola scriptura: by scripture alone. We are again asking for sources of authority and most in North American culture do not trust in scriptures alone. 

Tickle proposes that the ultimate question about authority will be answered not by one source but by a combination of sources--Scripture, community, Holy Spirit, circumstance, and priesthood of believers. 2 The new Reformation will not tolerate a faith measured by elegant buildings and multiple staffs and will not stand for authority to be controlled by a small group of people. She predicts that our church and our culture will be “more Jewish, more paradoxical, more narrative and more mystical than anything the church has had for the last seventeen or eighteen hundred years.” 3

We, like the crowds that day in Jericho, hear the call of Jesus. In the new Reformation, the mark of a disciple of Jesus will not be orthodoxy—believing the right doctrines about Jesus. The definition for a disciple of Jesus will be orthopraxy—following the daily call of Jesus in right practice in a network of believers. Bartimaeus, of course, is a disciple because he threw away his only possession (his cloak-), sprang up, came to Jesus, and followed Jesus on the way. The crowd became disciples of Jesus when they heard Jesus say, “Call him here,” and offered words and actions of encouragement to blind Bartimaeus: “Take courage; get up; he is calling you.” 

As Harvey Cox is saying these days in The Future of Faith (2009), we are moving from the age of belief in the organizational church to the age of the spirit—the spirit of Jesus, the Holy Spirit, and the faithful spirit of the early missional church. This new missional church in this new Reformation will, I believe, keep the cruciform aspect of our faith as we are direct priests with God and also priests for one another. Jesus calls us to see those on the margins of society and to call out, “Take courage; get up; he is calling you.” I believe this is the future for the Christian church, the future for Baptists, the future for Vienna Baptist Church, and the future for your personal walk with Jesus. Let’s walk with Jesus and his disciple Bartimaeus on the way to Jerusalem.
1 Paul Rauschenbusch, ed. Christianity and the Social Crisis in the 21st Century: The Classic that Woke Up the Church, 2007, page 40; quoted in Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence: How Christianity Is Changing and Why, 2008, page 125

2 Phyllis Tickle, The Great Emergence: How Christianity Is Changing and Why, 2008, pages 150-153

3 Phyllis Tickle, page 162
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