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“Consequently, [Jesus Christ] is able for all time to save those who draw near to God
through him, since he always lives to make intercession for them.” Hebrews 7: 25

What does... a priest... do?... Or asked another way, What is a priest?...

Today’s second reading is like making soup using a bullion cube. Do we remember
bullion cubes? When water is added, a little cube the size of playing dice expands into a
bowl of soup... In the same way, the teaching in this Hebrews passage is dense and
compact, but when we examine it, it expands into this amazing – meal... The second
reading today is all about Jesus Christ, who is the perfect High Priest... So – What is a
priest?...

When we gather together as a Christian community, we use some words which aren’t
used at, say, Tim Hortons. We use some words or phrases distinctly. Let’s try to keep
these words or phrases to a minimum, because it just makes it harder for a newcomer to
understand and to belong!... But we can’t get rid of all our words, altogether... One of
these words is “priest...” But even some of us who have belonged to the community here
for some time might be a little foggy about the meaning for a “priest,” or how that is the
same or different from when that word is used in, say, the Bible...

At its most basic, a (quote) “priest” (unquote) helps represent God to the people, and the
people to God... The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines a priest this way: “Someone
who is authorized to perform the sacred rites of a religion, especially as a mediatory agent
between humans and God...”

A faith leader, that’s clear... But we get into murky territory if we talk about a Christian
priest standing between people and God – being a Mediator.” Writing to another Christian
leader, Timothy, St. Paul the Apostle had this to say: “For there is one God; there is also
one Mediator between God and humankind, Christ Jesus, himself human.” The only true,
perfect Mediator is Jesus Christ himself...

So I suggest we need to be careful to push too hard with the idea that a priest is a
Mediator, to help us encounter God. Preachers in other denominations might give a
different answer. If the question is, Can I, or Marie, or any other colleague help us
encounter God?... I certainly hope so... Do we have to have the clergy to encounter God?
I suggest – No... 



The gathering of the Church community, at its best, is a community of people learning
how to encounter and to be transformed by the living God. Through the Spirit of Jesus
Christ, we learn we have been born anew, and we are reconciled with God forever.
Nothing can ever take that fact away... We do need each other... But is God limited to the
community of the Church? No; God is not limited!...
  
The prophet Jonah encountered and surrendered to God in the middle of the sea. Moses
encountered God speaking in a burning bush while tending sheep in Midian. James and
John encountered Christ while mending their fishing-nets. And there are countless
examples in Christian history of ordinary men and women encountering God in all kinds
of places – not just in a Church building!...

To borrow an old phrase used for bishops, Christian leaders such as priests are, I suggest,
bene esse – we can “be a Good Thing;” we can be helpful...  I am convinced, though, that
we don’t have to have priests in order to encounter the living God... Other people might
disagree with me, but I think we need to careful about using language about being a
“mediator” to refer to Christian leaders in any form...

Let’s dig more into the Bible... In the Hebrew scriptures, the Old Testament, we read that
God called the tribe of Levi to minister; Jewish priests were a sub-category of Levites...
These Jewish priests served in the temple once the temple was built.  Crucially, the priests
also offered sacrifices – they killed animals or birds or offered oil or other items. These
were meant to be a free gift: To give thanks, to ask for forgiveness, and so on...

But is animal sacrifice the best way to get in a right relationship with God?... We read
firmly in the New Testament that a right relationship with God is through the death of
Jesus, the Son of God... In today’s second reading, we read of the contrast between the
Lord Jesus – our great High Priest –  and the Jewish priests who offered animal sacrifices.
Today’s second reading, verse 27: “Unlike the other high priests, [Jesus] has no need to
offer sacrifices day after day, first for his own sins, and then for those of the people; this
he did once for all when he offered himself [on the cross].”

So Jesus Christ the great High Priest offered the perfect sacrifice of himself... We offer in
response thanksgiving and praise; we offer our lives of joyful service to the true King of
kings. But what we offer is entirely a response, to the perfect gift of Jesus Christ. We
don’t need to add anything more to what Jesus Christ did, to receive his perfect gift of
love...  

As we celebrate Holy Communion, we remember Jesus Christ and we receive his grace
and power weekly... We remember his perfect gift, and in response, after we share
communion, we often say these words: “And here we offer and present to you, O Lord,
ourselves, our souls and bodies, to be a reasonable, holy and living sacrifice to you...” Do
you see how we offer ourselves in response to what Christ has done? Like so many of our
liturgical prayers, this is taken from the scripture (Romans 12: 2)...



In today’s second reading, we see the role of the priest within the community, but I
suggest we are wise not to elevate the place of any human servant leader. It is Jesus Christ
whom we exalt... Jesus Christ offered the perfect sacrifice. We offer ourselves joyfully in
reply...

All of us are ministers in the Church. Without exception, every single one of us has a
calling from God to make a difference in the Church or in the world. God has called some
of us out of lay ministry in the Church, to ordained ministry. Like many other Christian
churches, there are 3 kinds of leaders in the Anglican Church: Bishops, priests, and
deacons. “Priest” is actually a shortened form of the word “presbyter” or “elder.” The
original leaders were the apostles and their successors, the bishops. But as the gospel
spread, the bishops needed assisting elders – priests – to help minister in local
congregations...

Today’s second reading is packed with this Christian teaching about Jesus Christ our
High Priest, who has offered the perfect sacrifice... The author adds that Jesus is always
interceding – praying for us... So what is Jesus Christ doing right now, today?  He is
praying for you, and praying for me...

In this dense bullion cube of theology we’re unpacking, it’s easy to overlook a phrase:
The author of Hebrews tells us the purpose of Jesus our High Priest is to “save those who
draw near to God.” We take this little phrase for granted. But there’s an earthquake going
on as these words are being penned. This is really something to pay attention to!... Who
does God save?...

Throughout the Old Testament and beyond, it was a given that God had entered into a
special covenant relationship with Abraham and his descendants... They knew that they
had been chosen by God as his people in the world. All the early Christians were Jewish.
They were Jewish first, and then they became committed followers of the Lord Jesus, the
long-promised Messiah who would set the people free...

One day, the apostle Peter was thinking about a weird dream he had... Peter learns that he
has to tell the good news of Jesus Christ to Cornelius, a Roman soldier who was very
devout (but who was not Jewish). To Peter’s astonishment, Cornelius and other Gentile
foreigners received the gift of the Spirit of Jesus!... Here’s the earthquake: God wasn’t
just working through the Jewish people. God’s covenant with the Jews was led to a new
covenant with all people through the reconciling gift of Jesus Christ.

Jewish Paul puts it this way in Ephesians 2:

So then, remember that at one time you Gentiles by birth, called ‘the
uncircumcision’ by those who are called ‘the circumcision’—a physical
circumcision made in the flesh by human hands— remember that you were at that
time without Christ, being aliens from the commonwealth of Israel, 



and strangers to the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the
world... 
For [Christ Jesus] is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one and
has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between us.
[Jesus Christ did] reconcile both groups to God in one body through the cross...
[Christ] came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace to those
who were near; for through him both [Jews and Gentiles] have access in one Spirit
to the Father. So then you are no longer strangers and aliens, but you [Gentiles] 
are citizens with the saints and also members of the household of God...

The first-century Christians were stunned to understand that the good news of Jesus
Christ is for everyone – Jew and Gentile, slave and free, men and women – that is, all
people... The local parish is a microcosm of heaven. We can be diverse in our ethnicities,
our genders and our backgrounds. We likely have many different theological emphases.
But we are united in love through Jesus Christ...

Today we’re using a liturgy – an order of worship – that is different for us. It is a liturgy
for people who have their ethnic roots in Persia – in what is now modern-day Iran. Of
course almost all people in Iran today are Muslim, but there is a small persecuted
Christian minority. We are blessed – blessed – to have among us a family of Iranian
heritage. 

All the theology in Hebrews – of the High Priest Jesus Christ who came to save all
people, to reconcile all people to God through his self-offering – is being lived out in
practice among us. In the hospitality we show, in the love which we give and receive, we
are living out the truth of the gospel. Here the “rubber meets the road” – in spite of all our
different backgrounds, we are wonderfully united in Jesus, our High Priest, Mediator,
Saviour and King.

Thanks be to God. 
Amen.


