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May the words of my mouth and the meditation of our hearts be acceptable in your sight, O Lord, our 

strength and our redeemer. Amen. 

While both last week’s and this week’s Gospel lessons feature the ministry of John the Baptist 

prominently, it is in the collect of the Third Sunday in Advent which we find an emphasis on 

John as the Forerunner. The traditional Prayer Book collect for the Third Sunday in Advent places 

John and his ministry smack-bang in the middle of our field of view: 

O Lord Jesus Christ, who at your first coming sent your messenger to prepare your way before you: 

grant that the ministers and stewards of your mysteries may likewise so prepare and make ready your 

way by turning the hearts of the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous, that at your second coming 

to judge the world we may be found an acceptable people in your sight; for you live and reign with the 

Father and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever. Amen. 

Before addressing the ministry of the Baptist and its enduring relevance as an example which 

informs the ministry of the Church, it is necessary to address the elephant in the room. It needs 

to be said though that this collect contains a sentiment which is anathema to most contemporary 

audiences. When the collect refers to the “ministers and stewards of [Christ’s] mysteries”, it is, of 

course, referring to the clergy, and therefore contains more than a hint of a problematic 

clericalism.  

All things are a product of their context, and Prayer Books and the doctrine contained in them is 

no exception. While three out of four Advent collects in the 1662 Prayer Book reflect the 

theological concerns of the English Reformation – emphasising God’s absolute sovereignty, and 

humanity’s absolute reliance upon God’s grace, as well as affirming the scriptures as the ultimate 

source of comfort and truth – this collect for the third Sunday in Advent is a bit different. This 

collect was written not by Archbishop Thomas Cranmer, but by Bishop John Cosin – the 

Restoration Bishop of Durham who also edited the 1662 version of the Prayer Book. That the 

collect for the Third Sunday in Advent refers to the “ministers and stewards of [Christ’s] 

mysteries” turning the “hearts of the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous” reflects a desire 

to stress the normativity of the Church of England’s restored episcopal government, and the 

restored three-fold ministry of bishops, priests, and deacons. That Cosin felt it was necessary to 

embed this idea in the collect for the Third Sunday in Advent reveals the fact that English Church 

was still bearing the wounds of the English Civil War; the Martyrdom of King Charles I and his 

Archbishop of Canterbury, William Laud, and a decade of rule under Oliver Cromwell during 

which time Anglicanism was disestablished and replaced by a puritanical form of 

Presbyterianism.  

Whether or not we share the specifics of Cosin’s conviction concerning Church polity and his 

belief in the normativity of the Church being led by bishops, priests, and deacons, it is undeniable 

that Cosin’s sacerdotal convictions are not shared by the majority of our society. There is, 

understandably, a certain aversion amongst most modern people at the idea that the so-called 
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“disobedient” need to be turned to and guided by the wisdom of “the righteous”. This is 

especially the case because a near continuous stream of scandals and revelations of the prevalence 

of abuse of vulnerable people at the hands of clergy has gravely undermined the very idea that 

clergy are, in fact, righteous. Christian clergy, and the Church which they seek to shepherd, are 

increasingly seen in the eyes of the world not as righteous men and women who speak the truth 

in love, but as conceited hypocrites and who cynically employ dangerous myths to justify bigotry. 

Several practicing people of faith have gone so far as to call for the abolition of the sacerdotal 

ministry – James Carroll, a former Catholic priest and author of the controversial book Christ 

Actually, has suggested that the structure of the Church owes more to emperors than to apostles 

and that the Church needs to be “liberated” from the imperium which “took it captive” 1,700 

years ago.  

All this said, the importance of priesthood and priestliness cannot be discounted entirely. After 

all, John the Baptist was from a priestly family – his father, Zechariah, was a priest and received 

the annunciation of John’s conception while undertaking perhaps the most priestly of tasks, 

offering incense in the Jerusalem Temple. But, it does draw our attention to the fact that the 

priesthood that really matters is not conferred by episcopal ordination. The priesthood that really 

matters is the priesthood of all believers – as Martin Luther said in his On the Babylonian Captivity 

of the Church 500 years ago: “we are all equally priests, as many of us as are baptized”. Indeed, 

when we anoint a person at Baptism, we do so to symbolise that they have taken their place 

among the “royal priesthood” which is the whole people of God. Since the turn of the 20th 

century, the Church has steadily recognised, and not before time, that the mysteries of Christ 

don’t actually belong to a special clerical caste. We now recognise that Baptism may be validly 

conferred by any person with the right intention, and we recognise that even consecrating the 

Eucharist – the most priestly of sacramental acts – is not the act of an ordained person alone, but 

the act of the entire priestly people of God; an act of the Body of Christ. This reality is affirmed 

again and again as at each celebration of the Eucharist we proclaim that “We who are many are 

one body, for we all share in the one bread”. 

It is, however, prudent to sound a note of caution against too readily identifying the Church with 

Him who we serve. We quite rightly recognise that when two or three are gathered in Christ’s 

name, the Risen and Ascended Lord is here in our midst, and never more so than when we gather 

to celebrate the Eucharist; but when we speak of the Church being Christ’s body, we should never 

confuse what we mean by this. The Church is not a continuation of the incarnation of the Word 

– but the Church is a sacrament of Christ’s body, in very much the same way that the bread of 

the Eucharist is a sacrament of Christ’s body. The Church is, therefore, Holy, but it is meant to be 

representative of a much greater reality.  

In the long history of Christian art, John the Baptist is traditionally depicted pointing away from 

himself, often toward a lamb, and often accompanied by the Latin words “Ecce, Agnus Dei”, 

“Behold the Lamb of God” – a reference to what John says when he first encounters Jesus in the 

verse which follows the final verse of this morning’s Gospel. A large part of John the Baptist’s 

ministry was not so much about who he was, but about who he wasn’t, as we see in this morning’s 

Gospel – John is confronted by the Pharisees and the thing which he says definitively and 

emphatically is “I am not the Messiah”. John provides the Church in every age with a model for 
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our proclamation – pointing beyond ourselves toward Him who is the light of the world, to Him 

of whom we are not worthy to untie the thong of his sandal. This Sunday, we are therefore again 

reminded that the Church does not exist for its own sake; that the Church is not the light. We are 

called to cry out in the wilderness of our contemporary society ‘Make straight the way of the 

Lord,’ and to bear witness to the light so that all people may come to believe through our ministry. 

It is the Church, collectively, as the people of God which is, in the words of the collect with which 

I began, tasked with turning the hearts of the disobedient to the wisdom of the righteous.  

There is no greater or more priestly task than this; and it belongs to all of us who have been 

baptised, whether you were baptised 80 years ago or two weeks ago, we are all equally members 

of the royal priesthood. 

In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 


