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Whereas the Reformation theologians sought to reconfigure the late medieval priesthood as the 

priesthood of all believers, the practice of the Reformation churches has never delivered on the 

potency of this proposal. In large part, the limitation of Reformation theology in relation to the 

priesthood of all believers is tied to the continued usage of the term “priesthood” to describe the 

vocation of the baptized. The metaphor of “priesthood” perpetuates a clerical misunderstanding 

of Christian vocation in the world, that is, real ministry is what “priests” (clergy) do.  The 

following twenty theses sketch out an alternative theology for the ministry of the baptized in the 

world under the concept, “the neighborliness (diakonia) of all believers.” 

 

1. By the power of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, God sets Christian people free from all that 

holds them captive to the powers of this world—sin, death, and the power of the devil—

and free for service of the neighbor in this world. 

 

2. In baptism every Christian person has put on the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In 

baptism the Holy Spirit “ordains” every baptized person into the vocation of service to 

God and neighbor. 

 

3. At the rite of affirmation of baptism, each Christian person is asked: “Do you intend to 

continue in the covenant God made with you in holy baptism: to live among God’s 

faithful people, to hear the word of God and share in the Lord’s supper, to proclaim the 

good news of God in Christ through word and deed, to serve all people, following the 

example of Jesus, and to strive for justice and peace in all the earth?” To which each 

Christian person responds: “I do, and I ask God to help and guide me. 

 

4. God’s purposes for this world, in contest with the forces of evil, are carried out through 

two distinctive, yet complementary strategies: a) The right hand/spiritual strategy of 

proclaiming the Gospel of Jesus Christ to all the world and b) the left hand/worldly 

strategy of providing structure and order to the created world. God employs the baptized 

in both of these strategies as the primary agents to accomplish God’s purpose of bringing 

life to the world. 

 

5. “To equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ” 

[Ephesians 4:12] encompasses formation and education both for the right hand strategy of 

speaking the Gospel to others (the ministry of evangelizing) and for the left hand strategy 

of service to others through four distinct arenas of life which God has instituted in the 

created world (the ministry of shalom). 

 

6. Evangelizing begins with the art of evangelical listening to others and taking seriously 

the concrete situation of those with whom we speak; then, drawing authentically from 



one’s own experience, evangelizing involves speaking the promises of the faith, 

explicitly naming the reality of God’s work in Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit. 

 

7. Shalom ministry—which encompasses peacemaking, social justice, care for creation, and 

respect for inherent human dignity— is lived out as Christian neighborliness in the four 

primary arenas in which God has placed us for service to others in this world: a) family, 

b) daily work, c) religious institutions, and d) engagement for the common good. 

 

8. God gives us neighbors to serve in the primary community of family in which we are 

located for life. Two primary responsibilities of serving neighbors in families include: a) 

providing basic nutrition and b) providing healthy nurture leading to the capacity to care 

for others. 

 

9. God gives us neighbors to serve in our daily work, no matter where that labor is lived out. 

Two primary responsibilities for serving neighbors in daily work include: a) securing 

sufficiency for human livelihood and b) providing significance and meaning to life 

through the creative use of human gifts in the workplace. 

 

10. God gives us neighbors to serve through religious institutions as these institutions 

contribute to the common good. Two primary responsibilities for serving neighbors 

through religious institutions include: a) instilling a posture of gratitude in relation to life 

itself and b) promoting generosity in relation to the needs of others. 

 

11. God gives us neighbors to serve through engagement for the common good. Two primary 

responsibilities for serving neighbors in public life include: a) participation in the 

democratic process to implement strong and equitable laws which promote the good of 

all and b) community organization and advocacy in political process, not merely to 

guarantee one’s own self-interest, but to protect the needs of “the least” [Mt 25:31-46]. 

 

12. The rosters of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America are each properly oriented in 

a theology of ministry that gives priority to equipping the baptized for neighborliness in 

daily life. 

 

13. Diaconal ministers are called both to model through their own ministries and to foster 

among the baptized the fundamental movement from sanctuary to street, church to 

society, which is entailed in “the sending” from worship into the world. 

 

14. Ordained ministers serve Word and sacrament through preaching, teaching, worship 

leadership, and pastoral care, in order that the baptized are set free by the Gospel of Jesus 



Christ from all that holds them captive and free for serving the neighbors whom God 

gives them in the four arenas of daily life. 

 

15. Bishops serve the one, holy, catholic, apostolic church, so that the ministries of unity 

(ecumenical relations, conflict resolution), holiness (discipline of faith and life), 

catholicity (global connections across time and space), and apostolicity (leadership in 

evangelical mission) promote the neighborliness of the baptized. 

 

16. A missional ecclesiology orients all offices of ministry toward the sending of the baptized 

to be the primary agents in God’s mission of serving neighbors in the world. 

 

17. Lay schools for ministry need to be guided by a missional ecclesiology that orients all 

offices of ministry toward the sending of the baptized to be the primary agents in God’s 

mission of serving neighbors in the world. 

 

18. Lay schools for ministry provide theological education explicitly focused on equipping 

and sending Christian persons to live out their baptismal vocation in the distinctive arenas 

of service to neighbor which are characteristic of daily life in the world through both: a) 

evangelical listening and speaking the faith to others (God’s right hand strategy) and b) 

the ministry of shalom (peacemaking, social justice, care for creation, and respect for 

human dignity) in family, daily work, religious institutions, and engagement for the 

common good (God’s left hand strategy). 

 

19. A network of lay schools for ministry, linked together for mutual encouragement and the 

fostering of promising practices, can strengthen the church’s focus on the neighborliness 

(diakonia) of all believers as the primary mission goal of the church of Jesus Christ. 

Included among the distinctive factors which contribute to effective education are: a) 

faculty development, b) curriculum, c) teaching methods (pedagogy), and d) outcomes. 

 

20. In a network of lay schools for ministry, which foster the neighborliness of all believers, 

the educational programs should focus on preparing the baptized to participate in both 

God’s right hand strategy of speaking the Gospel to others (evangelizing ministry) and 

God’s left hand strategy of service to others in the four distinct arenas of life which God 

has structured in the world (shalom ministry): a) family, b) daily work, c) religious 

institutions, and d) engagement for the common good. 

 

“[A]nd one of them, a lawyer, asked him a question to test him. ‘Teacher, which 

commandment in the law is the greatest?’ He said to him, ‘You shall love the Lord your God 

with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and 

first commandment. And a second is like it: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ On 

these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets.” (Matthew 22: 35-40) 



 

Having told them the parable of the Good Samaritan, Jesus asked: “‘Which of these three, do 

you think, was a neighbor to the man who fell into the hands of the robbers?’ He said, ‘The 

one who showed him mercy.’ Jesus said to him, ‘Go and do likewise.’” (Luke 10: 36-37) 

 

 


