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In an elaborate and sacred ceremony on Sunday afternoon in the Cathedral 
of the Blessed Virgin Mary, as part of the Eucharistic liturgy, Jason Thiess 
was consecrated to the Roman Catholic priesthood. Having completed 
his years of seminary studies1 and wrestled with the call to total devotion 
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to Christ and the Roman Catholic Church (including the promise of obe-
dience to the bishop and the pledge of celibacy), Jason was ordained as a 
priest through Holy Orders.2 This Sacrament, one of seven in the Roman 
Catholic Church, is “directed towards the salvation of others” (CCC 1534)3 
through the consecration of priests “to feed the Church by the word and 
grace of God” (CCC 1535).4 

Bishop Todd Williams presided over the ceremony, which included “the 
initial rites—presentation and election of the ordinand [ Jason, the one 
ordained], instruction by the bishop, examination of the candidate, and litany 
of saints [a lengthy prayer asking the triune God, along with the intercession 
of the holy angels, the apostles, scores of saints, and the Catholic hierarchy, 
to grant mercy to the ordinand]” (CCC 1574). These introductory elements 
were followed by the laying of Williams’ hands on Jason and the bishop’s 
prayer of ordination for the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the newly 
consecrated priest. Next came the explanatory rites: the investiture with the 
stole and chasuble, two articles of priestly clothing; the bishop’s anointing of 
Jason’s palms with chrism (consecrated oil, symbolic of the anointing with 
the Holy Spirit); the presentation of the bread and wine for the Eucharist; 
and the kiss of peace. With his newly presented paten (the tray for the wafers) 
and chalice (the cup for the wine), Jason joined Bishop Williams and other 
priests for his first celebration of the Liturgy of the Eucharist, after which 
the Mass was concluded.

Roman Catholic Theology and Practice of the Priesthood

By this rite of Holy Orders and the “sacred power” conferred on him by 
the Sacrament, Jason joined the ranks of the Roman Catholic ministerial 
or hierarchical priesthood to which bishops and priests belong. Along with 
this type, the Church affirms a second type of priesthood, the baptismal or 
common priesthood to which all the Catholic faithful belong. While closely 
related, the two types are different in essence: “the ministerial priesthood 
is at the service of the common priesthood” (CCC 1547). Holy Orders is 
reserved for the first type and actualizes it by means of consecrating a priest 
so that he “acts in persona Christi Capitis” (CCC 1548), that is, in the person 
of Christ the Head: “It is the same priest, Christ Jesus, whose sacred person 
his minister truly represents. Now the minister ... is truly made like to the 



Roman Catholic Theology and Practice of the Priesthood

139

high priest and possesses the authority to act in the power and place of the 
person of Christ himself.”5 Accordingly, Jason both represents Christ to 
the Church and acts “in the name of the whole Church when presenting to 
God the prayer of the Church, and above all when offering the Eucharistic 
sacrifice” (CCC 1552). 

This Sacrament, like the Sacraments of Baptism and Confirmation, con-
ferred an indelible spiritual mark or character on Jason; thus, it may never 
be repeated. Even if Jason would commit an egregious sin on the basis of 
which he would be removed from his priestly office and stripped of his 
priestly duties, he would remain in essence a priest. Indeed, even as Jason 
engages in his ministry with his normal failings and usual sins, “it is ultimately 
Christ who acts and effects salvation through the ordained minister, [and] 
the unworthiness of the latter does not prevent Christ from acting” (CCC 
1584). Having received the gift of the grace of the Holy Spirit by means of 
Holy Orders, Jason participates in the mission of Christ and his Church by 
proclaiming the gospel, preaching, praying, baptizing, offering the Eucha-
ristic sacrifice, and more. 

It was against this Roman Catholic theology and practice of the priesthood 
that the Protestant leaders of the Reformation reacted with deep objection. 
What follows is a brief account of that protest, with focus on Martin Luther.6

Protestant Theology and Practice of the Priesthood: 
Luther’s Development 

Luther’s doctrine of the priesthood of all believers
When the spark was lit for the reform of church doctrine and practice in 
1517, not even Martin Luther himself could have perceived what was about 
to be unleashed. For Luther, his rediscovery in the Bible of the doctrine of 
justification by faith alone had immense implications for a whole array of 
doctrinal beliefs and church practices. One key implication was the equality 
that it creates among those who trust Christ alone for their salvation. For 
Luther, the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers was an implication of 
the doctrine of justification by faith. While he never used the term “priesthood 
of all believers” (the closest he comes is “general priesthood of all baptized 
Christians”),7 he repeatedly referred to baptized believers as “priests.”8 The 
doctrine of the priesthood of all believers meant that all who have faith in 
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Christ and are baptized are designated priests and share in Christ’s royal 
priesthood. This meant that every believer has equal access to the Father 
through Jesus. The corollary was that every believer has the responsibility 
to act as a priest to other believers, to minister to them, particularly through 
proclaiming Scripture to them.

Retrieving this idea of the priesthood of every believer from Scripture, 
Luther held that there is no spiritual divide between priests and laity; there 
is simply “one estate” to which all baptized believers belong.9 Because justifi-
cation by faith puts all baptized believers on equal footing, there are no tiers 
of spirituality or hierarchy in accessing the Father. Luther needed to retrieve 
the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers because, from the third century 
onwards, a gulf had opened between ordained and lay people, until it reached 
something of a chasm in the sixteenth century. The Roman Catholic Church 
had by Luther’s day created a spiritual hierarchy that mediated God’s grace 
from above to the people below, through the pope, bishops, and priests. 

Luther’s response to this development (or deviation) in the doctrine of the 
priesthood of all believers will be examined now. Luther was such a polemical 
writer that we must understand the context he was operating in to properly 
understand why he stressed to such a degree that all believers are priests.

The context for Luther’s doctrine of the priesthood of all believers
Over the centuries there were various stages of development in the doctrine 
of the priesthood of believers. For the first two centuries after Christ’s resur-
rection, the church believed and practiced the idea of a universal priesthood.10 
It was Cyprian in the third century who started to emphasize the difference 
between the laity and the clergy in church practices. He maintained that in the 
true priesthood, as opposed to the false priesthood of the schismatic Novatian 
churches, priests were to “serve the altar and to celebrate the divine sacrifices 
... worthily offering sacrifices to God,” thus indicating that it was ordained 
clergy that were to perform the rites—especially Eucharistic rites—in the 
catholic church.11 In the fourth century context of the Donatist controversy, 
Augustine argued for ordination to be an irrevocable sacrament. While this 
seems to have come from practical rather than theological motivations, the 
indelible grace granted to clergy at ordination was believed to single them 
out as especially demarcated for ministry.12

In the Middle Ages, the doctrine of the priesthood of all believers was 
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completely obscured by belief in a spiritual hierarchy that meted out God’s 
grace. This belief, and the resulting gap between the spiritual and temporal 
realms, was confirmed and advanced by Pope Boniface VIII’s Unam Sanctam 
(1302). Affirming that “there is one Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church, 
and that outside the Church there is neither salvation nor remission of sins,” 
Boniface declared that all the world must be subject to the Roman pontiff.13 
Given that temporal authorities were to be subject to the spiritual authority 
of the Catholic Church, whoever “resists this power thus ordained by God, 
resists the ordinance of God. ... It is altogether necessary to salvation for 
every human creature to be subject to the Roman pontiff.”14 This vision of 
the whole world—both its spiritual and temporal realms—being under papal 
authority magnified the position of the pope, exalted the hierarchy of the 
Catholic Church, and increased the distance between the clergy and laity.

Luther’s corrective: all baptized Christians are priests
The gap between the spiritual world and temporal world that solidified in 
the Middle Ages de-sanctified the earthly realm. By subsuming the temporal 
world under the spiritual realm of the Church, Roman Catholic theology 
created a chasm between the two; indeed, by exalting the spiritual over the 
temporal, it deemed the Church as a higher order than the world. It was 
this view of two worlds, two realms, and two estates that Luther considered 
unscriptural. If all baptized believers have equal standing before God through 
justification by faith, then there can only be one world, one realm, one spir-
itual estate—all of which belongs to God. Luther maintained:

It is pure invention that pope, bishops, priests and monks are to be called the 

“spiritual estate;” princes, lords, artisans, and farmers the “temporal estate.” 

[On the contrary] ... all Christians are truly of the “spiritual estate,” and there 

is among them no difference at all but that of office, as Paul says in I Corinthians 

12:12, We are all one body, yet every member has its own work, where by it 

serves every other.15

While the Catholic Church exalted its hierarchy, thereby creating a division 
between ordained clergy and lay people, Luther declared all baptized believ-
ers to be of equal standing through justification by faith. Luther articulated 
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the problem that the Catholic Church’s system of ordination posed for the 
relationship between ordained priests and lay people in the following terms: 

They have sought by this means to set up a seed bed of implacable discord, 

by which clergy and laymen should be separated from each other farther than 

heaven from earth ... Here, indeed, are the roots of that detestable tyranny of 

the clergy over the laity. Trusting in external anointing by which their hands are 

consecrated ... they not only exalt themselves above the rest of the lay Christians, 

who are only anointed with the Holy Spirit, but regard them almost as dogs and 

unworthy to be included with themselves in the church.16

Luther would strive to create one realm, much as the Catholic Church did in 
the Middle Ages. However, his vision was not one of hierarchy, but equality. 
Rather than a tiered understanding of spiritual authority, there was a flatten-
ing of it. Rather than some being priests, all believers are priests. How then, 
if all believers are of equal standing, is the church to carry out its ministry? 
How was Luther to have “priests” among the priesthood of all believers?

Luther’s implementation of a functional priesthood 
For the sake of order in churches, Luther maintained a distinction in the 
role and office of different believers.17 This is not an ontological distinction 
between people resulting from the indelible grace received at the Sacrament 
of ordination as in the Catholic Church; instead, it is a functional distinction: 
“There is no true, basic difference between laymen and priests . . . between 
religious and secular, except for the sake of office and work, but not for the 
sake of status. They are all of the spiritual estate, all are truly priests, bishops, 
and popes. But they do not all have the same work to do.”18 

Those who are to perform the office of a “priest” are to be chosen from 
among the priests in the congregation because “we are all priests, as many 
of us as are Christians. But the priests, as we call them, are ministers chosen 
from among us. All that they do is done in our name; the priesthood is noth-
ing but a ministry. This we learn from 1 Corinthians 4 [especially verse 1; 
“This is how one should regard us, as servants of Christ and stewards of the 
mysteries of God”].19 Thus, a “priest” is to be chosen by the consent of the 
priests of the congregation and apart from self-promotion: “Because we are 
all priests of equal standing, no one must push himself forward and take it 
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upon himself, without our consent and election, to do that for which we all 
have equal authority. For no one dare take upon himself what is common 
to all without the authority and consent of the community.”20

If a priest is a priest by function, not essence, what is his function? For 
Luther, the primary responsibility of a priest is to speak God’s Word to the 
people of the congregation by faithfully carrying out the ministry of the 
Word and sacrament.21 Indeed, Luther guarded the ministry of the Word 
by guarding the ordained office of the priest; for him, ordination is about 
choosing preachers:22 “The duty of a priest is to preach ... It is the ministry 
of the Word that makes the priest and the bishop.”23 Luther charged the 
Catholic clergy with usurping the Word of God and thus oppressing the laity 
to whom they should be teaching it. He also charged them with exchanging 
the ministry of the Word for the ministry of the sacraments conducted in an 
unbiblical way. In the Apology of the Augburg Confession, Phillip Melanchthon 
articulated the early Lutheran correction of this distortion in the role of the 
priest in the Catholic Church:

The opponents do not consider the priesthood as a ministry of the Word and of 

the sacraments ... Instead, they consider it a sacrificial office, as if there ought to 

be in the New Testament a priesthood similar to the Levitical priesthood, which 

offers sacrifices for the people ... Priests are not called to offer sacrifices for the 

people as in the Old Testament law so that through them they might merit the 

forgiveness of sins for the people; instead they are called to preach the gospel 

and to administer the sacraments to the people.24

When Luther set forth his first outline for a church service in An Order of Mass 
and Communion for the Church at Wittenberg (1523), he wanted to correct 
abuses that had arisen through neglect of God’s Word.25 He emphasized: 
“And this is the sum of the matter: Let everything be done so that the Word 
may have free course instead of the prattling and rattling that has been the 
rule up to now. We can spare everything except the Word.”26

Viewing the priesthood as a function and office rather than an ontological 
status also meant Luther believed that ordination is not a permanent state; 
the priesthood is not irrevocable as in the Roman Catholic tradition. The 
role of priest is simply a ministry that can be started and stopped as required, 
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not part of the essence of the person. Indeed, someone who has served in the 
role of priest can again become a lay person, as Luther explained: “I cannot 
understand why one who has been made a priest cannot again become a 
layman; for the sole difference between him and a layman is his ministry.”27

Contrasts between Roman Catholic and Protestant Concep-
tions of the Priesthood

While many differences exist between Roman Catholic theology and practice 
and Protestant theology and practice, one of the major doctrinal divergences 
is ecclesiology. And one of the most important dissimilarities in the doctrine 
of the church is the priesthood. Three key aspects—foundational, theolog-
ical, biblical—will be discussed, followed by a brief excursus on clerical 
marriage and celibacy. 

Foundationally, the Roman Catholic Sacrament of Holy Orders is grounded 
on two axioms: the nature-grace interdependence and the Christ-Church 
interconnection.28 Briefly, the nature-grace interdependence is the axiom that 
elements of nature (e.g., water, oil, bread, wine) are capable of receiving and 
transmitting grace (divine favor), which indeed must be transmitted through 
concrete elements of nature. Moreover, the Roman Catholic Church is the 
mediating subject between these two realms, representing nature to grace 
and grace to nature. The Christ-Church interconnection is the axiom that 
the Roman Catholic Church is the prolongation of the incarnation of Jesus 
Christ. Accordingly, the Church acts as another, or second, Christ, mediating 
between God and the world. 

These two axioms are at the heart of the Sacrament of Holy Orders: “First, 
the nature-grace interdependence makes a substantial contribution to the 
sacrament: human nature (in this case, the men consecrated by Holy Orders) 
possesses the capacity to mediate grace; accordingly, the ordained priests act 
in the person of Christ the Head, as particularly evident when they administer 
the sacraments that convey grace on the faithful.”29 Receiving grace through 
the Sacrament of Holy Orders, priests are able to dispense grace through 
the other Sacraments. “Immediately, the second axiom can be detected at 
work: the Christ-Church interconnection means that the Catholic Church is 
the continuation of the incarnation of Christ, who is present in his body the 
Church (in this case, its consecrated ministers, the priests) and acts through 
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them to convey grace.”30 Though space prevents critique of the nature-grace 
interdependence and the Christ-Church interconnection, because they are 
faulty axioms, the foundation for the Sacrament of Holy Orders crumbles.31

Theologically, a significant degree of discontinuity exists between the old 
covenant and new covenant priesthoods. This is of particular importance 
for assessing the biblical basis that the Roman Catholic Church claims for 
its priesthood: it considers the order of Melchizedek (Gen 14:8; Heb 5:10; 
6:20; 7:26; 10:14), Moses’ appointment of the seventy elders (Num 11:24-
25), and the Levitical priesthood (Heb 5:1; cf. Exod 29:1-30; Leviticus 8) 
as prefiguring the Church’s new covenant priesthood. However, the New 
Testament makes clear that while the old covenant priesthood provided a 
pattern or type for the new covenant priesthood, the latter is not simply an 
improvement on the former but a completely new modus operandi. Hebrews 
is the most vociferous on this point, describing the old covenant as “obsolete” 
and “ready to vanish away” (8:13) because it was found to be with fault (8:7, 
8). In the old covenant, priests were mediators between God and his people, 
and the sacrifices they offered could be temporarily and partially efficacious 
but could never provide permanent and total forgiveness (10:1-18). By 
contrast, as our great and perfect High Priest, Jesus provided complete, 
eternal forgiveness for his people (e.g., 2:5-18; 10:1-18). Hence, old cove-
nant sacrifices were repeated, but Christ’s sacrifice was once for all (9:28); 
specifically, Hebrews “brings the biblical storyline of an individual mediator 
between God and humanity to a stunning and permanent perfection.”32 So 
if the old covenant has been abrogated, and if the old covenant priesthood 
was not capable of providing perfection for the old covenant people of God, 
“why would the Catholic priesthood—which must provide perfection for 
the new covenant people, who receive grace from that priesthood—be 
modelled after something that failed (7:11)?33 Because of the large amount 
of discontinuity between the old covenant and new covenant priesthoods, 
Protestants reject the connection the Catholic Church makes between their 
own priesthood and the priesthood of the Old Testament.

Biblically, some of the important Protestant insights have been addressed 
previously in articles and in this Journal’s latest focus on “Priests and Priest-
hood” and as such do not need to be revisited here.34 What is important to 
draw attention to is two central biblical themes: first, the function of priests 
and the priesthood in the new covenant and therefore in the church, and 
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second, the priesthood of all believers. 
First, the Catholic Church considers the function of its priests to be 

primarily sacerdotal. As previously discussed, the Church regards itself as 
the ongoing incarnation of Jesus Christ, whose ministry has been passed 
down through apostolic succession from Christ to Peter to his successors, 
the hierarchy, or ministerial priesthood, of the Catholic Church. As such, 
Christ himself works in the person of the priest to administer the seven 
Sacraments, through which the Spirit helps mediate divine grace; the Spirit’s 
work is oriented especially toward the Sacraments, the ministry of which is 
limited to the priests.35 Protestants reject the Catholic Church’s Christ-Church 
interconnection whereby priests act in persona Christi Capitis (in the person 
of Christ the Head)36 and therefore reject this sacerdotal understanding of 
priesthood. 

Instead, Protestants emphasize that the function of a priest (also called 
pastor, elder, or bishop) is to present correctly the Word of God to people 
under their care, recognizing that it is through the Spirit-inspired Word of 
God that the Spirit works in people’s lives.37 According to Scripture, the 
key requirement that an elder/bishop should meet—a qualification that is 
distinguishable from every other Christian—is being “able to teach” (1 Tim 
3:2); this competency entails that the elder/bishop must “hold firm to the 
trustworthy word as taught so that he may be able to give instruction in sound 
doctrine” (Titus 1:9). For Protestants, the validity of the administration of 
the sacraments correlates with how faithfully they are conducted according 
to the Word of God (for baptism: Rom 6:3-5; Matt 28:19-20; for the Lord’s 
Supper: Matt 26:26-29 and par.; 1 Cor 10:16-17; 11:17-34); that is, Scripture 
is the measuring stick in accordance with which Protestant leaders administer 
the sacraments. Because Protestants regard the Spirit as primarily working 
through the Spirit-inspired Word of God, they emphasize that the function 
of the priest/pastor/elder is a Word-centered one.38

Second, Protestant theology affirms and practices the priesthood of all 
believers. The New Testament broadens the activities associated with a 
“priest” to include all believers, describing them in priestly language and as 
carrying out priestly functions. Christians are designated as a “royal priest-
hood” who proclaim the divine excellencies (1 Peter 2:9), being redeemed 
by Christ and rendered “a kingdom, priests to his God and Father” (Rev 1:6; 
5:10). The language of sacrifice and offering is associated with believer-priests: 
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They are exhorted to offer their whole being as a “living sacrifice, holy and 
acceptable to God” (Rom 12:1). They are to “continually offer up a sacrifice 
of praise to God, that is, the fruit of lips that acknowledge his name” (Heb 
13:15; Rev 5:8; 8:3). Their “spiritual sacrifices” (1 Pet 2:5) include martyr-
dom (Phil 2:17; 2 Tim 4:6; Rev 6:9), conversions through the proclamation 
of the gospel (Rom 15:16-17), and acts of service and physical provisions 
for others (Phil 4:18; Heb 13:16). Therefore, offering and sacrifice, priest 
and priesthood, now belongs to all who have faith in Christ; they are not 
reserved for a differentiated estate of ordained people. Simple expressions of 
the priesthood of believers include church members praying for one another, 
hearing one another’s confession of sin and assuring one another of divine 
forgiveness, planting churches, serving as international missionaries, sharing 
Scripture with one another (Col 3:16), and the like. 

Having presented three key aspects—foundational, theological, and 
biblical—that highlight the contrast between the Roman Catholic and Prot-
estant conceptions of the priesthood, a brief excursus on clerical marriage 
and celibacy contributes to our overall understanding of the differences 
between these two priesthoods. This topic is treated separately because, 
whereas celibacy is demanded in the case of the Roman Catholic priesthood, 
marriage is not required in the case of Protestant ministers (though it is quite 
prevalent, even in many cases the norm).

Historically, clerical celibacy was not always practiced in the Catholic 
Church. According to the NT, Peter was married (Matt 8:14 and par.), as 
were other apostles (1 Cor 9:5). Paul’s instructions to married men in the 
office of elder/bishop regarding their wives and children shows that mar-
riage of church leaders was permissible, even expected, in the early church 
(1 Tim 3:2; Titus 1:6). The Catholic Church admits that clerical celibacy 
was a later practice; indeed, Vatican II underscores that clerical celibacy “is 
not demanded of the priesthood by its nature. This is clear from the prac-
tice of the primitive Church and the tradition of the Eastern Churches ... 
[Celibacy] at first was recommended to priests, was afterwards in the Latin 
Church imposed by law on all who were to be promoted to holy Orders.” 
While celibacy of those seeking to serve God with their whole being was 
practiced from around the second century, it was Pope Gregory VII in the 
eleventh century who aimed to make celibacy the rule for all clergy so that 
they would be unhampered by the concerns and demands of family, be free 
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of the “flesh,” and be wholly devoted to God and the Church. As a result of 
sanctifying the priestly office in such a way, the Roman Catholic Church 
de-valued the position of being an earthly husband and father, meaning that 
all earthly fatherhood was largely “de-sanctified and rendered powerless.”40 
Celibacy further entrenched the barrier between clergy and laity and became 
“the badge of clerical status.”41

In Luther’s system, however, all of life is the domain in which one should 
glorify God. He consequently sought to re-sanctify family life as part of that 
domain. If the doctrine of justification by faith had an outworking in the 
doctrine of the priesthood of all believers, then the doctrine of the priesthood 
of all believers had an outworking in Protestant “priests” being able to marry. 
The doctrine of the priesthood of all believers gave integrity to all areas of 
a person’s life and work, which included family life. It also placed clergy on 
the same level as lay people, making marriage open to them.

By demolishing the demarcation between the “estates” and making every 
aspect of life a sphere in which to honor and obey God, the Reformation 
considered marriage and family just as valid a sphere in which to live the 
Christian life as celibacy. This was an immense shift with which to come to 
terms in the sixteenth century. Even for some of the Reformers, the idea 
(which had been entrenched for over a thousand years) that a holy person, and 
certainly one that sought to lead God’s people, would be ascetic, self-denying, 
and celibate, giving up everything to single-mindedly devote themselves to 
God, was hard to shake.42 When Luther married Katie Von Bora in 1525, 
even some of his close, Reformer friends refused to attend the wedding 
because they were unable to accept that marriage was a viable option for a 
person seeking to serve God.43 Luther’s opponents reveled in his marriage, 
for it demonstrated (what they believed to be) the unchecked lust of those 
without spiritual maturity or depth, which was typical of schismatics and 
heretics.44 Nonetheless, the marriage of men in priestly service was to become 
a touchstone by which the Reformers could demonstrate the doctrine of the 
priesthood of all believers in their day to day lives.

Today, those that stand in this Protestant heritage are thankful for the 
Reformers’ vanguard efforts to reinstate the practice of priests/elders/bish-
ops being allowed to marry and still serve God and his people. Marriage for 
Protestant ministers has strong biblical support (noted above). Additionally, 
the position shutters before Paul’s warning about people who “will depart 
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from the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teaching of 
demons, through the insincerity of liars whose consciences are seared, who 
forbid marriage. (1 Tim 4:1-3, emphasis added).45 Accordingly, Protestant 
churches do not dare prohibit their leaders from being married. Moreover, 
Protestant theology underscores that the first aspect of the so-called cultural 
mandate—“Be fruitful and multiply and fill the earth” (Gen 1:28)—is appli-
cable to the vast majority of human beings, with two exceptions: those who 
are not yet married but will be one day, and those to whom God has given 
the gift of celibacy (1 Cor 7:7-9, 32-35).46 As it is for people in general, so it 
is for pastors/elders/priests in particular: the majority will be married, and 
rightly so. Finally, married Protestant clergy provide their churches with 
the clearest, biblically-grounded image of the Christ-church relationship: 
marriage. Married pastors/elders love and lead their wives, who respect and 
submit themselves to their husband-ministers, thus offering “a powerful 
picture of Christ’s love and sacrifice for the church, and its honoring of and 
submission to Christ (Eph. 5:22-33).”47

In summary, the contrasts between Roman Catholic and Protestant con-
ceptions of the priesthood are foundational, theological, and biblical, and 
are illustrated by the difference between Roman Catholic clerical celibacy 
and Protestant clerical marriage.

Protestant Denominations that have Priests

Within Protestantism, some denominations have priests; however, these are 
not to be confused with the Roman Catholic idea of priests. The Catholic 
Church holds that representation acts two ways: a priest acts in the place of 
Christ, in persona Christi Capitis, representing Christ to the people and making 
Christ present to them, and conversely presenting the offerings of the people 
to Christ, mainly the gifts of bread and wine brought forward to the priest at 
the commencement of the Liturgy of the Eucharist.48 However, in Protestant 
theology, this understanding of representation is done away with because “there 
is one God and one mediator between God and men, the man Jesus Christ” 
(1 Tim 2:5); thus, no human person can play a mediatorial role, at least in the 
highly developed Catholic conception of priestly mediation.

Nevertheless, Protestant denominations, at least those with a more hier-
archical system of church government (both a hierarchy within the local 
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church and in the larger group to which the local church belongs), seem 
to have as a corollary of this hierarchy a greater demarcation between the 
priest/pastor/elder and the laity. There is a range of positions that reflects 
the various gradations of this hierarchy of overall church government and 
consequent distinctions between clergy and laity. Those at one end—the 
“flatter” end—of the spectrum include congregational models of church 
government, whereby the congregation is the ultimate authority;49 there is 
no bishop or organizational structure above church members to which they 
must submit. With this, the person or persons holding the position of pastor/
church leader (they would be loathed to have the title “priest”) direct the 
church, oversee the ministry of the Word, administer the sacraments, engage 
in prayer, and exercise pastoral oversight. The degree to which members of 
the congregation participate in decision-making, preaching, administering 
the sacraments, and so on depends on the particular congregation, but there 
is little, if any, degree of separation between the person/people functioning 
as pastor/elders and the congregation over which they have authority. There 
are simply different roles in the life and ministry of the church.

On the other end of the hierarchical spectrum in Protestant denominations 
are churches with Episcopalian polities. In these models of church govern-
ment, the episkopos, or bishop, is the final authority; whereas the priests 
and laypeople may exercise some delegated authority, it is ultimately to the 
bishop that they must submit. Within the Church of England, or Anglican 
Communion, for example, there is a hierarchical system tiered similarly to 
the Roman Catholic Church. While rejecting the apostolic succession that 
gives authority to the bishop of Rome as the successor of Peter, the Anglican 
Church shares a similar overall three-fold structure of bishops—priests—
deacons, with the Archbishop of Canterbury at the top of the hierarchy of 
the Anglican Communion. The Archbishop, who belongs to the same tier 
as other bishops, is simply first among equals. After the bishops come the 
priests/ministers/rectors/vicars (terminology varies among the Anglican 
dioceses across the globe), who are responsible for ministering the Word 
and the sacraments within the church of their geographically-defined parish. 
Deacons (and, in some cases, deaconesses) serve in the office of Word-based 
ministry or acts of assistance.

It is within the Anglican Communion that one is most likely to encounter 
the term “priest” in relation to the person in charge of a local church. It is also 
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where one is most likely to encounter practices that are commonly associated 
with a priest within the Roman Catholic Church. This is particularly true 
of “high” Anglican churches, which are often referred to by other (“low,” 
or “evangelical”) Anglicans as “Anglo-Catholic,” further highlighting the 
resemblance between the form and function of the Anglican priest in this 
context with his Catholic counterpart.

Practically and generally speaking, in a “high” Anglican Church service, 
priests wear vestments to demarcate themselves from the laity; this may be 
in the form of various types of robes or a clerical collar.50 During the liturgy, 
it is the administration of Holy Communion that offers some of the strongest 
correlations between priests in the Roman Catholic tradition and those in the 
Protestant traditions. In a typical communion service (sometimes called the 
“Lord’s Supper” or the “Eucharist”), the priest elevates the bread and the cup 
of wine and makes the sign of the cross over them. When the laity come up 
to receive the consecrated elements, they kneel at a rail that separates them 
from the priest (and those who may help him administer the elements).51 
Those seeking a blessing instead (e.g., children not yet confirmed)52 are 
marked by the priest with the sign of the cross.53 To finish the communion 
service, the priest consumes the remaining bread and wine in a similar way 
to a Roman Catholic priest.54 

While it must be emphasized that the Anglican Communion’s theol-
ogy of communion/the Lord’s Supper differs starkly from the Roman 
Catholic Church’s theology of the Eucharist (e.g., Anglicanism denies 
transubstantiation; Catholicism holds it as dogma), the liturgy and practice 
of communion/the Lord’s Supper in some Anglican churches is visually 
and symbolically too similar to the Roman Catholic Sacrament of the 
Eucharist for some other Anglicans to accept as biblically grounded and 
theologically sound.55

In summary, this article both illustrated and discussed Roman Catholic 
theology and practice of the priesthood, then contrasted that perspective 
with Protestant theology and practice of the priesthood, focusing in par-
ticular on Martin Luther’s Reformation development of the priesthood of 
all believers. The article next presented three key aspects—foundational, 
theological, biblical—of the divergence between the two traditions, along 
with a brief excursus on clerical marriage and celibacy. It concluded with a 
discussion of Protestant denominations that have priests, noting that while 
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there are some family resemblances, these approaches to the priesthood are 
not to be confused with the Roman Catholic theology and practice of the 
priesthood. This article, then, underscores that fact that one of the major 
doctrinal divergences between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism is 
ecclesiology, with one of the most important dissimilarities in the doctrine 
of the church being the priesthood.
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