
The Christian as Wayfaring Stranger:
The Priesthood of All Believers

I am a poor wayfaring stranger
While traveling through this world of woe
Yet there's no sickness, toil or danger
In that bright world to which I go

I'm going there to see my father
I'm going there no more to roam
I'm only going over Jordan
I'm only going over home

I know dark clouds will gather round me
I know my way is rough and steep
Yet beauteous fields lie just before me
Where God's redeemed their vigils keep

I'm going there to see my mother
She said she'd meet me when I come
I'm only going over Jordan
I'm only going over home1

My Father used to sing this song at times when he was feeling down or a little
sad.  The song speaks of the Christian life in terms of journeying, and it also reminds
one that home is not a place that can be found on earth.  The song has renewed
meaning for me as I prepare for graduation and for yet another "leave-taking."  My
thoughts have been filled with remembrances of beginnings and endings, arrivals and
departures.  The old sense of homelessness I have felt at other times such as this has
crept back into my psyche.  The desire to be at home is strong in all Christians.  Joyce
Rupp, in her book Praying Our Goodbyes, has captured this feeling. She quotes
Rabindranath Tagore :

Like a flock of homesick cranes
flying night and day back to
their mountain nests, let all my
life take its voyage to its eternal
home in one salutation to thee.2

      Traditional gospel song, found on Emmylou Harris' album, Roses in the Snow, W arner Brothers1

Records, Inc, 1980.

      Joyce Rupp, Praying Our Goodbyes, (Notre Dame, IN:  Ave Maria Press, 1988), p. 63.2



As stated earlier, all Christians are sojourners looking for a home.  Rupp in
exegeting the above poem says that "the homesick crane in us is the pilgrim who never
arrives, who is always going home."    And this feeling has its roots far back in the3

Christian experience. Paul, one of the original itinerents, writing his second letter to the
Corinth church gives some details concerning his future travel plans: 

I shall come to you after I pass through Macedonia, and perhaps I shall stay or
even spend the winter with you, so that you may send me on my way wherever I
may go.  For I do not wish to see you now just in passing, but I hope to spend
some time with you, if the Lord permits (II Corinthians 16:5-7).

It seems to me that here Paul sums up the human experience. People are
transient; never staying long in any one place.  This is especially true for our society
today.  Likewise, on the journey of faith, there are short pauses for reflection and
growth; time to put down a few tentative roots;  but then as often as not one has to pull
up stakes and move on.  It's just the way of things.

But the motif of being on a journey predates a decision to follow Christ.  The
biblical story of the "prodigal son" is an apt illustration of this.  The prodigal's journey
began when he left home, not just when he started his return trip.  And scripture states
in no uncertain terms that all are prodigals, separated from God by sinfulness.  As
Laura Smit writes, "We are runaway children, estranged from the God who loves us and
wants us."     For this reason, we are told, Christ came into the world.  Ephesians 1: 9-4

10 reads, "For God has made known to us in all wisdom and insight the mystery of his
will, according to his purpose which is set forth in Christ as a plan for the fulness of
time, to unite all things in him, things in heaven and things on earth."   In this respect
then, it is evident that God desires a homecoming, a reunion with us.  Smit goes on to
say, "We are promised acceptance back home.  We can get back on speaking terms -
even on hugging and laughing terms - with Dad [or Mom] again."5

Walter Brueggeman makes a similar point in his text The Bible Makes Sense. 
He starts by talking about covenants, but then he moves on to speak of how we can
become children of God.  In summary he states that:

1) God is a God of covenants, God wants to covenant with us, and any covenant
with God is a covenant in community.

2) This covenant community gives its members new identities and destinies; it
provides us with a reorientation of all our existing loyalties.
3) God works in this community through Jesus Christ in order to empower us to
become children of God - God gives us  a new status. Slaves become sons and
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daughters of God.  Orphans become the adopted children of God - sons and 
daughters in their own right.

4)  Sons and daughters have a future, thus, hope in a hopeless world.

5)  Sons and daughters have a vocation - they are called to a new work, a work
identified with God's own work.

6)  God's own work is reconciliation, which entails:
a) the ordering of the family of faith into an united family.
b) an action of solidarity with the "little ones" in society - working to
empower the powerless.
c) a radical address to public institutions which may enslave or estrange
persons in addition to individual acts of charity.
d) a concern not only for individuals, but for all of  "God's good earth."6

Bruggemann carefully fine-tunes liberation theology in his outline of how one
becomes a child of God.  While identification with the poor and weak is important, it is
also plain that all people are poor and weak in one sense or another.  All are slaves in
today's world; slaves to money, career, family, education, etc.  Likewise,  all experience
the sense of being an orphan, of being alone, out of place, deserted.   The feeling of7

being in exile is as strong today as it was when the people of Jerusalem sat besides the
waters of Babylon and wept in remembering Zion.

This point - that all are slaves or orphans - is illustrated rather clearly in the
Zacchaeus story.   "Zacchaeus was surely an orphan, alienated from the family of
God," states Bruggemann.  He had allowed himself to become enslaved to various
other gods.   Yet Jesus spoke to him, called out to him; just as he does to all the8

enslaved and orphaned people today, regardless of their social status, wealth or class. 
All are called to become children of God.  The truth is that “we are God's.  Despite both
our infantile incontinence and our adolescent rebellions, God claims us.  God welcomes
us home, as parents joyfully receive a long-awaited infant and also as a father staring
down the road sights the figure of his humbled, broken son.”9

And I will also add that God awaits our return as one who anxiously awaits the
moment of meeting with a best friend from the past.  Steve Chapin used to sing a song
that says, "Old friends they mean much more to me than the new friend.  Cause they
can see where you are, and they know where you've been."  God is my oldest friend - a
friend to me even before I knew God's name or that such a being existed.  Being a
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friend, God desires reunion with us, and in this reunion one finds fellowship in being the
people of God.  As I Peter 2: 9-10 says, 

"You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God's own people,
chosen to proclaim the wonderful acts of God, who has called you out of
darkness into the marvelous light.  At one time you were no people, but now you
are God's people; at one time you did not know mercy, but now you have
received mercy." 

II Corinthians 5: 17-19 develops this idea as well when it states that “When
anyone is joined to Christ, he or she is a new being;  the old is gone, the new has
come.  All this was done by God, who through Christ changed us from enemies into
friends and gave us the task of making others God's friends also.  Our message is that
God was making all humankind his friends through Christ.”

These two passages speak of the ministry of reconciliation, which first of all is
God's work for us.  Paul writes primarily not about "the reconciliation of people with one
another but [about] their reconciliation with God."   Now the gracious act of God in10

reconciling humankind with God's self through the gift of Christ naturally entails a
response on the part of humanity.  As Ernest Best states, people's "reconciliation with
one another should then follow." This reconciling response takes form as ministry to11

others, and specifically for laity this is known as the general ministry.    

The general ministry is the primary form of ministry apart from which no other
Christian ministry can be described.  The general ministry is the foundation upon
which  all other ministry is built.12

This ministry is doing Christ's work, work to which all God's people are called, not
just clergy.  II Corinthians 12: 4-6 reads, "Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same
spirit; and there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of
working, but it is the same God who inspires them all in every one."  As the Discipline
states "there is but one ministry in Christ, but there are diverse gifts and evidence of
God's grace in the Body of Christ," and every Christian as a child of God is called to
ministry in one form or another.13

What does it mean to be a child of God called into ministry? First and foremost, it
is to identify with the reconciling work of God.   This reconciliation is between God and14
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humanity, and humans in relationship.  It entails uniting the church, the body of Christ,
which is severely and sinfully divided into small denominational pieces.  Reconciliation
also involves empowering those with no power at all; those at the bottom of the scale. 
It means being in solidarity with the "little ones" of today's world , just as Jesus was in15

solidarity with the weak, the outcast, and the poor of his own day.

The work of reconciliation must challenge institutions that enslave and estrange
the little ones of our time.  It means standing up to these hierarchical towers of power
and bringing down their walls.  And finally, it is being concerned with how these same
institutions have abused our world - the good gift of God to us.

All of these grandiose ideas and plans are based upon  accepting the premise
that power is not found in traditional, coercive outlets.  "True power" is found through
giving up all claims to strength and identifying totally with those who suffer.   In this way16

one becomes like Christ, and sees with new eyes things the world misses due to
spiritual blindness.  It then becomes clear that it is not the powerful Son of God,
Messiah of the ages, the King of Kings and Lord of Lords who saves us, but that
salvation comes by way of a suffering servant who was spat upon, beaten, scourged,
spurned by all, and crucified.  Through identification and solidarity with the suffering,
transformation of people's lives and the world can occur.

This abstract identification with Christ and the suffering will lead Christians into
concrete forms of ministry.  Part IV of the Discipline deals with "The Ministry of All
Christians."  In the section entitled "The Churches," the covenanting nature of God is
discussed, with specific mention of the new covenant made with humanity through
Christ. This becomes the ground of our hope and summons the Church to engage in
ministry.  This ministry is done through both witness by word and deed, and it "affirms
the worth of all humanity and the value of interrelationship in all of God's creation" (Par.
103).  The mission and ministry of the Church includes worship, fellowship, work toward
unity, the building up of disciples, the struggle for justice and peace, and the revelation
of God's love to all people regardless of who they are or what they have done.  The
ministry of Christ's love through us is the heart of Christian ministry.

Ministry in the Christian church is derived from the ministry of Christ, the ministry
of the Father through the Incarnate Son by the Holy Spirit.  It is ministry
bestowed upon and required of the entire church.  All Christians are called to the
ministry, and theirs is a ministry of the people of God within the community of
faith and in the world.

The Discipline asserts that "all Christians are called to minister wherever Christ
would have them serve and witness in deeds and words that heal and free" (Par. 105). 
This ministry is a gift of God's grace and a call to continual service - a call originating
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the baptism of an individual into the Church.  Theodore Eastman tells us that baptism
incorporates one into the Christian community "whose purpose is to bring its members
to spiritual maturity.  It also prepares and supports and commissions the recipient for
ministry to all the world and entry into the priesthood of all believers.”17

The Discipline makes a similar point when stating: "Baptism is followed by
nurture and the consequent awareness by the baptized of the claim to ministry in Christ
placed upon their lives by the Church."    Baptism also gives our journeying a sense of18

purpose.  

Through baptism, God tells us that history is headed somewhere.  We are now
between the river of Eden and the river of the heavenly city;  but we are not
wandering aimlessly.  We are moving from one to the other.  God has a purpose
and pursues it relentlessly.  In the end, that purpose will be accomplished.  In
this assurance we have hope and life.19

Before moving on to what the ministry of all Christians is about, it is necessary to
speak to the issue of ordained or representative ministry.  The section which follows
does just that.

      A Theodore Eastman, The Baptizing Community, (New York: Seabury Press, 1982), p. 49.17

      The Discipline, p. 114.18

      Laurence Hull Stookey, Baptism:  Christ's Act in the Church, (Nashville: Abingdon, 1982), p. 18.19


