
MEN'S BOOTS: WHERE ARE THE GUYS?  LIVING FAITHFULLY : A MALE 
PERSPECTIVE 
 
Outline: - I had a hard time as I considered this workshop and the many directions this topic 
could take us. I thought we might break it into 3 parts; 
 
1. First we'll look at the issue and discuss what the church should do about it. 
 
2. Secondly, I'd like to consider if we are able to mobilize our resources effectively to 
 
accomplish what we should do; and 
 
3. Finally I like to get a little practical and look at ways we have reacted in the past and 
 
discuss how we have been successful. 
  
        So, where are the guys? - male; laity; What do we mean? I think we are simply 
talking about church attendance. This is not a new phenomenon. 
 
  In the last 400 years women have been more likely to attend church than men;  
  at the rate of 2:1. 
 
  1963-65 men attending church dropped off suddenly and dramatically and have  
  never recovered. 
 
   Too many men are absent, and they shouldn't be - 
Problem:       Simply stated, the church is out of gender balance.   
 
So, what do we do about it? Should it be our, the church's, mission to get out there and get the 
 
men into, or back into, the church?  It does seem that we measure success by numbers, how 
 
many men are attending church on Sunday (how many bums in the pews); why is 
 
that important? Is it simply one of economics; more men in church translates to more resources, 
 
more revenue, and that means more resources for the church to accomplish its mission. Would 
 
we be satisfied if our churches were full every Sunday or is there more? 
 
 « What » is it that we are inviting men to join?  What is it that we want men to do as members 
 
of the church? Are we inviting them to come join us in worship, to join our book 
 
club, to attend our breakfast, or work the welcome table? Are we asking them to help out at 



 
church camp or are we asking them to join the army whose mission is to convert the world to 
 
 Christ? Or maybe we want them to live their lives loving God and loving their neighbors as 
 
they understand that to be. What exactly is it that we want? What does living faithfully look 
 
like and how do we help the men do that? However it would be helpful if we could  agree on 
 
what we want or how will we know if we are successful? 
 
 Who extends the invitation once we determine the what. How do we go about issuing the 
 
invitation?  If we are inviting men to join our church, how welcoming are we? Are our churches open 
 
to everyone? Are we really inclusive? I remember my early days in the military and being in clothing 
 
stores. We were there getting outfitted with our new uniforms. I overheard one fellow saying about one 
 
item that it was too tight/too small. The answer was, don't worry it will stretch. A little later I heard one 
 
fellow say, this jacket is too large. Don't worry, it will shrink! We may have a similar problem in the 
 
church. Often we want to make the people fit into our church rather than make our church fit for new 
 
christians. Could it be that the church is failing the men?  Somehow the church has lost connection with 
 
many of the people they exist to serve.  So what exactly is the mission of the church? 
 
Archbishop Welby, Archbishop of Canterbury,  in a presentation on “Evangelism and 
 
Witness”( March 2015) says the church exists for 2 reasons and only two. First, The Church 
 
exists to worship God in Jesus Christ. Second, the Church exists to make new disciples of 
 
Jesus Christ.  Everything else is decoration, sometimes very necessary, sometimes useful, but 
 
still decoration.  He says Jesus Christ is our motivation for everything we do. We must never, 
 
never act to save the church, to fill the church, although that may indeed be a by-product. We 
 
must always be the bearers of good news. Our motivation must always be to share the love of 
 
Jesus Christ. 
 
In an essay by Paul Parkland, Professor of Catholic Studies at Fairfield University in 



 
Connecticut, and included in this years EFM curriculum, he suggests “the conversion of the 
 
world to Christ is the objective of Christian Mission traditionally understood. In our 
contemporary approach, these assumptions have to be challenged.” He goes on, “if the core of 
 
the Christian gospel is the message that God loves and cares for the divine creation and wills 
 
human fulfillment, then the church is called to proclaim this truth and to struggle against 
 
everything in our world that militates against it. However, the other great world religions also 
 
maintain this same truth in their different ways, and while Christians find Jesus Christ to be the 
 
exemplar and guarantor of God's love of the world, Jews and Buddhists and Hindus have other 
 
ways of expressing their commitments to the project of human liberation from bondage. He 
 
suggests that in addressing those of other faiths, it is the message of Jesus rather than Jesus as 
 
the message that ought to be stressed. 
 
Interesting. Are these as different missions or different approaches to the same mission? 
 
In an article by Jeffry Jones in the Alton Weekly, he suggests we need new 
 
questions for a new day.   
 
Instead of asking - 
 
 How do we bring them in, he suggests: How do we send them out? 
 
 What should the church be doing? versus What is our shared ministry?   
 
 What is the church's vision and how do we implement it?  He suggests, What is God up 
 
to and how do we get on board? 
 
Discussion Time:  So, what do you think are the right questions. What are we inviting 
men to? What is our mission? 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 

2.Are we able to mobilize our resources effectively to accomplish what we should do? 
 
 
 

Rediscovering the rôle of laity 
 
 
Okay, so the church is out of gender balance. If we are going to invite men to become disciples 
 
of Jesus Christ and become part of the church, what is their role?  What is the laity and what 
 
does that imply? How does it differ from the role of the ordained? 
 
Before discussing the laity and the ordained, it may be helpful to build some context.  L. 
 
William Countryman in his book “Living on The Border of The Holy” says, there are 4 types of 
priests: 
 
1. The priesthood of humanity 
2. The priesthood of the religious 
3. The priesthood of Jesus 
4. The priesthood of the Christian People 
 
For today's purposes I want to spend some time discussing the priesthood of humanity and the 
 
priesthood of the Christian People. I'll mention the priesthood of the religious and of Jesus 
 
briefly, but I  want to focus on the priesthoods of the Christian people and then finally to 
 
compare the two roles of the laity and the ordained. 
 
 The “Priesthood of Humanity” 
 
The news God speaks to human beings can only be good news if it addresses and affirms our 
 
humanness, the very humanness with which God first endowed us in creation.  There is no 
 
contradiction between gospel and creation.  The gospel takes what is already intrinsic to us and 
 
fills, enhances and clarifies it. We cannot explore the life of the church, or the meaning of 
 



priesthood in and for the church without at the same time, exploring the meaning of priesthood 
 
to us as human beings. 
 
All human beings, knowingly or not, minister as priests to one another. All of us, knowingly or 
 
not, receive priestly ministrations from one another. All human beings are priests, by virtue 
 
simply of our humanity. 
 
 What then is priestly ministry? Countryman says “It is the ministry that introduces us to 
 
arcana – hidden things, secrets.” They can be the most ordinary things like constructing a 
 
budget, cooking a turkey, or how to win the attention of a girl or boy to whom one is interested. 
 
It is unlocking the mystery of something that you know and someone else does not. They can 
 
also be about things that are not so ordinary, like prayer, listening and reflecting, or some 
 
scientific research that are  journeys into the unknown. 
 
The deepest arcana are secret because they are hard to know, hard to reveal, hard to learn.   
 
They can be known only by experiencing them. The deepest arcana take us beyond the realm of 
 
everyday things. These are secrets that are sufficiently rare, sufficiently difficult to grasp in our 
 
experience, that we barely have language to talk about them. This priesthood belongs to 
 
everyone. Everyone has a vocation leading them into a deeper acquaintance with God and so 
 
bringing them home to our true humanity in God's presence. 
 
How do we get to experience this acquaintance with God? You might think it requires extensive 
 
study, disciplined life and extensive contemplation, but William Countryman says no. He says 
 
the encounter with the Hidden is a kind of fault line running through the middle of our lives; no 
 
one can escape its presence. The Hidden forms a border country that turns out to be , 
 
paradoxically, our native land. We all live with it, on it, in terms of it. We all have our unique 
 
experience of it. It is as near as breathing. The Hidden is inescapable. We can ignore it, with 



 
varying degrees of success, but it does not go away. It is part of who we are as human beings. 
 
This is where the priesthood begins. We cannot name the Hidden Reality in the same way we 
 
name the objects of daily existence.  If we take God as our term to identify it, as we do, we 
 
accept that God is both different from all else and yet deeply involved in all else. God is, in the 
 
language of the early Christian scriptures, “the ONE WHO IS”. Apart from God, nothing. In 
 
and with God, everything. God is deeply implicated in our lives, in every place and moment of 
 
human experience.   
 
 To be human also means to be in interaction with other human beings. The communion 
 
with the Holy and with one another that characterizes priestly ministry is not only a means to 
 
some further end, but a participation in the goal itself. We experience the arcana in many 
 
forums. They can be spiritual or mystical. Some experiences may even seem to remove us from 
 
the world all together. 
 
 Priesthood is a pattern of human life acted out daily in the most ordinary ways. 
 
 Parenting is a priesthood.  Mentors are priests, sharing their experience of reality 
 
 in a way intended for the good of the person they advise. 
 
 Listeners are priests, they simply hear us out quietly; encourage us as we look around in   
 
 the border country,  examine the unfamiliar, and give expression to our experience. 
 
 Teachers and learners are priests to one another, encouraging and supporting each other 
 
 in the border country.   
 
 Faithful executives and managers of all sorts are  priests to the communities they serve.   
 
 Perhaps our most common and often our most powerful experience of priesthood 
 
 is found in friendship.   
 



– see flaws as well as good points – still delight in them. 
 
– We serve each other particularly well as priests often in ways so casual that we 
        
        barely notice that priestly ministry is going on. 
 
 The only absolute qualification of a priest is insight, or insight that comes from some 
 
encounter with the arcana, some time spent in awareness in the border country. Does this help 
 
us with the question, What does living faithfully look like? 
  
 
 The priesthood of Religion (33) 
 
The job of the religious has been to represent those experiences of the Holy, to make them 
 
visible. To be sign posts for the people, to be sacraments, the out ward and visible signs of 
 
some inward and spiritual grace. Not to replace the priesthood of all but to point to it and 
 
enhance it. 
 
 The Priesthood of Christ 
 
– Not a priest at all in the sacramental sense. 
– Not a Levite (Judah), not Aaron but David. 
– Rabbis were teachers; Jesus was a teacher. 
– As a teacher Jesus did serve as a priest of religion. 
  
 

 
 

   The Priesthood of the Christian People   
 

• The priesthood of the christian people is the priesthood of all humanity interpreted and 
 
• formed by the priesthood of Jesus (understood in terms of Jesus' message and 
experience). 
 
• Jesus retreated for periods of prayer and rest. Paul stressed that a religion fascinated and 
dominated by works will turn out to be a religion obsessed with what we do rather than holding 
itself open to God. 
 
• The person who takes on Christ's priesthood as the model of his/her own will find 



themselves living in the borderlands by the power of love. 
 
• It is not a sacramental priesthood serving a tangible sanctuary with religious rites. 
• To be the Priesthood of the Christian People is to live the message of Jesus in our daily 
lives; to use the talents and abilities that we have been given for the good of all. 
 
• What does Living Faithfully look like? 
 
 
Belonging to the Church 

 
• The Christian Church belongs to the sphere of religion rather than to the more 
fundamental experience of our encounter with the Holy. 
 
• A person can follow Jesus and participate in Jesus' priesthood without becoming a 
 
member of the earthly church.  Church conformity is not essential in order for us to 
 
please God; it is not essential to the priesthood of those who would follow Christ. God 
 
wills the salvation of human beings more than the salvation of the church. 
 
• However – the church is a by-product of the gospel and given the needs of human 
 
beings, an inevitable by-product. The church is the principal repository of the good news 
 
of Jesus' priesthood.  Without the living Christian community, the bible would be, for 
 
most people, a dead letter.  The writings of Christian spirituality might well have 
 
disappeared, the tradition that gave rise to them would have withered. 
 
• In addition, those who are consciously and deliberately fulfilling their human priesthood 
 
in the light of Christ's priesthood will find themselves engaged, in one way or another, 
 
with the church as the principal religious expression of our human priesthood as 
 
interpreted in Jesus. 
 
• No one who cares about the fundamental human priesthood can afford to ignore the 
 
religious model of that priesthood offered by the Christian churches. 
 
• What does living faithfully look like? 



 
 

The Two Priesthoods of the Church 
 
Comparison of the Roles of the Clergy and Laity 
 
• The fundamental priesthood of the whole Christian people is the basic priesthood.  It can 
 
exist without the benefit of clergy. (it includes the clergy) It is the priesthood of the 
 
whole people of God. 
 
• The Christian Clergy is a model or icon of something richer and more profound, 
 
something that has priority over the clerical order both in importance and in time, 
 
something that gives the sacramental ministry its vitality and purpose – namely the 
 
priesthood of humanity. 
• The ordained person is primarily a sign, a sacrament of the priesthood of all Christians, 
 
which is the priesthood of Christ.  The ordained become signs by which the churches 
 
express their relationship to their past, to the churches with which they are in 
 
communion, and to Christians of other traditions. 
 
• The ordained are sacramental images of the fundamental priesthood all share with Christ. 
 
• The priesthood of humanity requires no ordination (except that it is ordained by God). 
 
This priesthood is the priesthood of the Christian laity – not in the sense of belonging 
 
exclusively to non clerics, but in the sense of being the priesthood of the whole people of God. 
 
 I suggest that is not the way we understand the roles or the way in which we use them today. I 
believe the church is out of “role balance” just as it is out of “gender balance”. Let me give 
you some examples of what I mean. 
 
• True or false? Ordained are holier or more intimately attuned to God than the laity. 
 
• True or false? Clergy are “the serious Christians” or “real Christians” in contrast to “the 
mere laity”. Such labels could result in applying extreme standards to clergy. Areas that we 
would regard as private issues for a lay person we feel free to criticize in the clergy. Does that 
ring true to any of you? 



 
• Jesus insisted that the fundamental give in our relationship with God is not our goodness, 
but God's forgiving love.  If we define ordained in terms of exceptional holiness or purity, are 
we not defining them in opposition to the basic good news of Jesus. Are we saying that God's 
love is sufficient for the lay person but the ordained must be better, more deserving, more 
moral, more pure. 
 
• Clergy are often referred to in parental roles and addressed as “Father” or “Mother”; the 
laity then are classed as permanent children; this can lead to the vision of clergy as 
disapproving judgmental parents telling the children what they have done wrong and 
summoning them back to the approved way. 
 
• Such images can contribute to a serious danger of emotional and spiritual burnout 
among the clergy after a decade or so of productive labour. The prevalence of burnout raises 
questions about how appropriate the community's expectations of its clergy really are. Do the 
laity want clergy to be super human and thereby destroy them?  Do the clergy want to be gods 
instead of priests and thereby destroy themselves? 
 
• Have the clergy job descriptions become so all encompassing that the job is now beyond 
human doing? We expect them to be paragons of a virtue that we cannot even define in advance, 
an eternally shifting target between liberal and conservative elements in society and the church. 
They are to be perfect parents, executives of a sometimes fractious corporation, sales 
representatives in a world where brand labels seldom mean much anymore. They are to be 
theologians, counsellors, liturgists, administrators, personnel managers, and financial overseers. 
And those are just some of the roles required of the job. 
 
• What does as this imply for the laity? It implies a laity that sees the clergy as “the others” 
who are responsible for the life of the church. Laity can avoid having the larger responsibility 
for their own religion or their own faith.  Such a vision results in the existence of an ordained 
clergy that diminishes the priesthood of the whole people of God or may even usurp it 
altogether. It can result in fostering passivity on the part of the average church person and 
creating a climate in which laity become consumers of religious goods supplied by the clergy. 
 
•  Laity is often defined by what they are not as opposed to what they are. The New 
Oxford dictionary defines them as “distinct from clergy”. They are defined as not ordained, not 
paid, not clergy. William Countryman says we should dismiss from our minds the category of 
“laity” all together. He says it is an empty category defined only by an absence, the absence of 
ordination. The true meaning of the laity is as the whole people of God. The word therefore 
embraces the ordained and cannot be defined in opposition to them. Have we built a we/they 
environment? 
 
Discussion Time: 
 
• What do you think? Are we able to mobilize our resources effectively or do we have 
a confusion of roles in the church? If so, what thoughts do you have on how we should 



address that? What have you done in your church? 
 
 
 
 
So, back to our question, What does living faithfully look like and how do we help men do 
that? How do we do that? 
 
 
3. I wonder if we might not shift gears a little here and share some stories. Let's talk of 
ways we have connected with men, either individually or in groups or programs. Let's share 
some of our experiences. I'll start; 
 
How about programs like currsillo and alpha? I have seen men and women touched and share 
experiences of God that have changed their lives. I have also been involved with the Education 
for Ministry program for the last 5 or 6 years and that too is a wonderful program. It is a four 
year theological program carried out in small groups of 6 to 10 people. It leads to lots of growth 
and worthwhile discussion.    
 
The Healthy Churches program, a diocesan initiative, is another process that engages people 
(leaders?) in discussions about their faith individually and the faith of their congregations. 
Discussing the 7 signs of a healthy church has been a rich experience. For those of you 
unfamiliar with the program I have a few brochures there on the table you can pick up. What a 
great process! 
 
On a more personal level, I love working with people. A couple of years ago as we were 
thinking of lenten programs, I was asked to lead a men's program. There was not a lot of 
definition to it. It turned out to be a book study. Here's how it worked...........Henri Nouen, 
Bishop N.T. Wright, Graham Standish, and Jean Vanier to name just a few. 
What a privilege and honour to be involved with a group that can build up a trust and 
confidence with each other enough to share deeply and to be vulnerable. 
“It's all about trust and respect”. Or, it is about expanding family from our immediate family, to 
all of humanity. Jean Vanier's book on “Becoming Human” was a great book for our discussion 
group and a little different. You might say it was about the priesthood of humanity as opposed 
to the priesthood of the church. It is about relationships; how to live out our lives together in 
society. 
 
Discussion:  What does living faithfully look like to you and what are your experiences? 
What are your stories? 
 
 
Speaking of living out our lives in the secular world, there is another side that is at least as 
important as our planned programs. As I think back over the years, the things that stand out for 
me are the little things, the pop ups that were not always planned. Please don't think I am taking 
anything away from the big events; the programs or the planned events were and are 



spectacular. They are important but I want to draw attention to the everyday. They were times 
when I know I made a connection with another and we shared things together. It is not the 
church times (or was it) but in the every day secular world where I, we, live our lives. My last 
days as executive director........ 
Or I think of the welcome table at our church; a dinner once a month for the less fortunate or 
needy in our community. I like to go and sit, chat and listen to their stories. Sometimes I sing 
with the group or serve a little, but mostly I just want to mingle. At one of the dinners before 
Christmas when one of the guys, one of the less fortunate, was talking with me, he 
spontaneously gave me a hug. I felt accepted. He was being a priest to me. 
 
So, where are the men? They are everywhere trying to live out their ministry, the human 
priesthood or the mission of the whole people of God. God is with them and now we need to 
find ways to reconnect with them. 
 
   
To conclude then, where are the boots? They are on our feet and to quote Nancy Sinatra, these 
 
boots are made for walking. These are not just clergy boots. It is the work of the whole people 
 
of God, not just a chosen few. We really do need to remember that this is God's church, God's 
 
mission and it will not fail. We just need to get on board. Thanks so much for being part of this 
 
time together and sharing your wisdom.   


