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 One of things that used to annoy the heck out of me in my seminary days 
was all the huge pompous words that theologians would come up with to talk 
about the simplest things. Words like “transubstantiation” and “hermeneutics” 
and “exegesis.” There were times when my classmates and I were convinced that 
the whole purpose of a seminary education was to take relatively simple concepts 
and render them completely inaccessible to the people in the pews. 
 I want to talk with you about one of those million-dollar words today. The 
word is sacerdotalism. I’ll put it up here in front of you so you can look at it, 
memorize it, and use it tomorrow to impress all your friends. Sacerdotalism… 
So what in the heck does this word mean? And why would I spend an entire 
sermon talking about it with you, particularly in the midst of my initial worship 
series called “Getting to Know You?” 
 If you ask Siri what Sacerdotalism means, she’ll say, “a doctrine which 
ascribes sacrificial functions and spiritual or even supernatural powers to 
ordained priests and ministers.” Essentially, sacerdotalism is the human tendency 
to elevate the clergy above everybody else in the congregation. Sacerdotalism is 
based on the assumption that ministers are in a higher, more elite class than 
everybody else, closer to God, if you will. This way of thinking was alive and well 
when Jesus was growing up in the Jewish tradition. That is why he spoke so 
strongly against it in Luke’s gospel, the 20th chapter. Listen again to what he said: 
“Beware of teachers of the law. They like to walk around in flowing robes and love 
to be greeted with respect in the marketplace and have the most important seats 
in the synagogues and the places of honor at banquets…and make a show 
through their lengthy prayers.” 
 Jesus really went after the religious leaders of his day – the clergy, the 
people like me – who dared to lead others in leading religious lives. Jesus 
reserved his sharpest most critical words for ministers and priests. Why? I think it 
was largely because those in the ministerial class kind of liked being above 
everyone else. They liked getting the special robes and clothing, the best seats in 
the synagogue, and being the guests of honor wherever they went. So Jesus 
repeatedly warned them of the dangers of sacerdotalism. Jesus knew that priests, 
rabbis, and ministers were not supernatural, extra-powerful people. They were 



ordinary people with a particular calling – a calling to serve – NOT to be served, 
and certainly not to be worshipped or lifted up above others.  
 This was the very point Jesus tried to make to the brother disciples James 
and John in Mark 10, when they asked if Jesus would reserve special seats for 
them in heaven – at his right and left side. Jesus refused their request to be 
elevated above others and then had this to say to all of the disciples: “You know 
that those who are regarded as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over the rest of the 
people, exercising authority over them. But it mustn’t be that way with you. 
“Instead,” Jesus said, “whoever wants to become great among you must be your 
servant…for even I, the Son of Man, did not come to be served but to serve.” 
 Jesus was no fan of sacerdotalism. If the clergy was to be known for 
anything, Jesus taught they should be known for serving others, NOT outranking 
them or lording over them.  
 What does all this have to do with me? And why do I want you, my new 
congregational family to understand the dangers of sacerdotalism? Well, if I had 
to name one thing that has driven me nuts about being a pastor over the years, it 
has been the unintentional ways people have of elevating me, of treating me 
differently, or worse yet, of acting differently themselves just because I’m a 
pastor. When I used to have hair, I would go into my neighborhood barbershop, 
just as some hilarious joke was being told or some terrific story was being 
recounted, and upon my entrance, the group would suddenly go silent, straighten 
up in their chairs, and pretend to be good, straight-laced, boring Christians. I 
missed all the good jokes and stories, but worse yet, I didn’t get to see and be 
with people as they really were. Instead, I always got some fake, pseudo-purified 
version of them, when all I really wanted was their authenticity – and to be able 
to share mine. 
 I can also remember being invited to dinner parties at people’s homes and 
watching the conversation and behavior tilt when I arrived. I wouldn’t be 
introduced as “Toby” but as “our pastor,” or “Rev. Toby.” Then to make matters 
worse, I’d always be asked to pray over the meal – as if no one other than a 
pastor is capable of saying a heartfelt prayer to God. 
 All these behaviors are hints and remnants of sacerdotalism, and I need you 
to know that I can’t stand them. I want you to be authentic with me. I want you to 
be your regular selves around me. I want YOU to be the one to pray at meals or 
committee meetings  - even and especially when I’m in the room, because if you 
don’t, you’ll be sending the message to everyone else at that table that only 
ordained ministers are good enough to say prayers.  



 So in light of all this, as you get to know me, let me give you a few specific 
things you can do to help both of us steer clear of any lingering sacerdotalism. 
First, please just call me Toby, I want to be called by my name…that’s it. No titles - 
not Pastor Toby; not Rev. Toby; not Rev. Jones. Just Toby, and that’s especially 
important when you are introducing me to someone. Second, please understand 
and try to accept that you’re never going to see me in robes or so-called clergy 
attire. To me, they’re just one more way of separating clergy from everyone else, 
and I want to do everything I can not to do that. Incidentally, I did used to have all 
that stuff – long black robes and some really nice decorative stoles. But I was 
preaching in downtown Chicago once and somebody busted into my car and stole 
all my clergy attire! I took it as a sign from God, and I never replaced them. 
 A third, slightly more subtle thing you’ll see me do, once we move back into 
the sanctuary, is that I won’t be processing or making any sort of a grand entrance 
on Sunday mornings. When you think about it, unless we’re going to have some 
sort of grand processional for every worshipper in the congregation, why should 
we have one for me? So when you come into worship, you’ll probably see me 
sitting in the pews when the service begins, just like all of you do. I may be toward 
the front or by an aisle, so I can get up to speak quickly and easily. But if the pews 
are good enough for you to sit in, they’re certainly good enough for me. Plus then 
I can sit with my daughter in the weeks when she’s here. 
 Now as I share with you some of these choices I’ve made as a pastor, let me 
be clear about something. I mean no offense nor do I mean to imply any 
judgment to my predecessors – Greg, Neil, Phil nor anyone else. Every one of us 
who dares to become a pastor has to work out these kinds of things for ourselves 
in our current time period and context. And the times they are a’changing, right? 
When Phil Sharribaum was a pastor, what do you think the first word people 
associated with the term “pastor” or “clergy” was…? I can tell you what it 
wasn’t…it wasn’t “abuse” or “sex scandal” like it is today. So we are definitely 
entering a new era, one that requires us to rethink some of these matters and 
church traditions that we’ve always just taken for granted. 
  So often we church folk want things to be done the way they’ve always 
been done. But think of it this way…try to see things through the eyes of your 
children and grandchildren. They probably didn’t grow up coming to a place like 
this every Sunday. We need to be more sensitive and geared toward them. If and 
when you are successful in bringing your kids or grandkids to this church, I want 
them to feel comfortable and relaxed here. I want them to feel like they can be 
themselves in my presence. I want them to look at me and see someone who 



doesn’t care how they’re dressed or if they’ve got earrings in their nose. I want 
them to see me as an authentic, accepting, regular guy…which brings me to Neil 
Diamond. 
  Neil had a big hit in the 1970’s that I used to sing along with. Maybe you 
did too. “Money talks, but it can’t sing and dance and it can’t walk. As long as I 
can have you hear with me, I’d much rather be…” What comes next? What are 
those next words? I’ve got to confess that from the very first time I heard that 
song - and for years after - I thought Neil was saying, “A Reverend in Blue Jeans.” 
And I still sing it that way, perhaps because that’s what I’d like to be – a 
“Reverend in Blue Jeans!” It just fits me better. It’s who I am and how I roll, and if 
I want you and others to be authentic and your true selves around me, don’t I 
have to be my true self around you? 
 Sacerdotalism has left us with a bunch of unintended consequences. It’s 
contributed to the growing mistrust of clergy by millennials and others outside 
the church. The separation of clergy from the rest of the laity has led people in 
the pews to be far less likely to turn to clergy for assistance, for counseling, or for 
anything else that. And one other particularly tragic and unintended consequence 
of sacerdotalism has been the epidemic of loneliness and depression among 
clergy who simply don’t feel a part of their own church families. I, myself, have 
gone through this and experienced that painful isolation earlier in my ministry, 
and I am determined – with your help, understanding, and support – NOT to have 
that happen here in Charlevoix. 
 So, just remember, (sing) “As long as I can have you here with me, I’d much 
rather be A REVEREND in blue jeans.” Amen. 


