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We Believe in the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church:
The Church’s Catholicity and Apostolicity

Dr Philip Kariatlis

In previous articles of the Voice of Orthodoxy

Church’s unity and holiness. In this article we look at the way Or
thodox theology understands the Church’s catholicity and apostolicity. 
When we proclaim that we believe in the ‘catholic Church’, what do we 
mean by this? Do we mean by this, for example, that we believe in a 

the catholic Church is the sum total of all local Churches around the 
world? Is this a quantitative term or something far deeper? Also, how 
do we understand the apostolic character of the Church? What are the 

 

The Catholic Church
The third mark of the Church, as recited in the Creed is 

simply understood to mean universal. In other words, it was 
believed that the catholic Church was the sum-total of all lo-
cal Churches around the world. And so, for the Church to 
be catholic, meant that it had to include all people living on 
earth. However, if we look at the early Patristic tradition, we 

-
tive and the other qualitative. Whilst the term, for a long time, 

of the Church also, and more importantly, meant something 
far deeper by this term.  

Deriving from the Greek word, kat’ holon  - ‘ac-

Patristic tradition we see that, by the term ‘catholic, the Fathers 
of the Church understood catholicity to be that quality of the 
Church related to integrity and truth. In other words, catholi-

faithful can rest assured that, throughout the centuries, the 
Church has rightly proclaimed the Word of truth. 

of the Church is Christ who is “the way and the truth and 

the Spirit of God who would remain with the Church until 
1 In this 

The second meaning of catholicity, referring to the univer-

gatherings is spread throughout the entire world, in contrast 

early Patristic tradition. And so, understood in a qualitative 
sense as a reference of the integrity of a local Church, the 
Martyrdom of Polykarp 
“the bishop of the catholic Church of Smyrna.”  In this ex-

to other heretical assemblies. In the fourth century, St Cyril of 

The Church is called catholic then because it extends 
over all the world, from one end of the earth to the other 
[     

 
and completely one and all the doctrines which ought 

  
   

 
it universally treats and heals the whole class of sins, 
which are committed by soul or body, and posses in in 
itself every from of virtue which is named, both in deeds 
and words, and in every kind of spiritual gifts.  

In this quite lengthy quotation, it is clear that the meaning 
of catholicity implies both the Church spread throughout the 
world in time and space and that quality of the Church to be 
able to both proclaim the truth and preserve it from all error. 
The Orthodox Church tends to stress the catholicity of the lo-
cal gathering, namely that each local eucharistic gathering is 
integral and whole to the extent that it makes present the one 
body of Christ in its totality and completeness. 

terms of inclusivity and integrity is a gift that has been bestowed 
upon the Church, it is at the same time a quality that needs to 
be received, embraced and lived out by the faithful. The faithful 
within the Church need, for example, to express the breadth of 

that the notion of catholicity is inextricably linked with giving 
witness to the universal truth that the Son of God entered hu-
man history and dwelt amongst us, it follows therefore that the 
calling of those within the Church is to embrace the world in 
a spirit of “universal solidarity”4 and to engage with the world 
by sharing in the joys and hopes, the “anguish and existential 
problems”  of all people. The universal call to give witness to the 

Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptising 
them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the 
Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that I 
have commanded you. And remember, I am with you 

preach the word of God and to bring all those outside of the 

the catholicity of the Church points not only to the inalien-
-

this - as indicated by the mark of catholicity - is intended for 
the entire world without exception. 
3. St Cyril of Jerusalem, Catechetical Orations 18, 23. PG: 33, 1044A-B.
4. The Great and Holy Council, Crete, 2016, “The Mission of the Orthodox Church 
in Today’s World”, paragraph 6.
5. Ibid, introductory paragraph.

1. John 16:13: “When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; 
for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, and he will 
declare to you the things that are to come.”
2. Martyrdom of Polycarp 16, 2.
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The Apostolic Church

meanings which are implied. 
Apostolic Continuity

First and foremost, this mark of the Church expresses 
the fact that the Church, gifted with the ongoing presence 
of the Holy Spirit, can claim to be in continuity and identi-
cal with the Church of the apostles, namely as intended by 
Jesus Christ. It is for this reason that the understanding of 

abiding presence of the Holy Spirit. In this sense, apostolicity, 
like the other marks of the Church, is understood as being 

Orthodox tradition, the integrity and identity of the Church 
with that of the apostles is maintained primarily by the epis-

In the early Church it was the college of bishops who 
were progressively given greater responsibility within their 
respective communities to preserve the teaching of the ap-
ostolic tradition against emerging heterodox teachings  and 
to rightly proclaim the word of truth. With the death of the 
apostles, the bishops, who themselves had been appointed 
by the apostles, would continue the apostolic ministry in this 
way preserving the identity and integrity of the apostolic faith 
for future generations. Indeed, this was especially important 
in the face of the growing danger of division and schism, 
which one would expect within the growing communities. 
Already the sub-apostolic Church called for the ordination 
of responsible leaders who not only exhibited the appropri-

but who were also gifted and authoritative teachers, “faith-

as “rightly explaining the word of truth [  
  

the episcopacy and teaching office came to be identified, since 
witness and fidelity to the apostolic faith was of paramount 
importance for maintaining Christ s organic and integral pres-
ence amongst the faithful. By the time of St Irenaeus of Ly-

Gospel within the community had become an indispensable 

as the authoritative organ of the genuine apostolic tradition 

and koinonia with the apostolic faith. The connection between 

Anyone who wishes to discern the truth may see in 
every church in the whole world the apostolic tra-
dition clear and manifest. We can enumerate those 
who were appointed as bishops in the churches by 
the apostles and their successors to our own day.

Consequently, for Irenaeus the relationship between apos-
tolic continuity and the bishop came to be clearly connected, 
resulting in the bishop assuming the role not only of authori-
tative teacher of the apostolic faith in his local church, but 
also the guarantor and witness to the faith held by all within 
the community. Having highlighted the apostolic character 

Wherefore it is incumbent to obey the presbyters 

possess the succession from the apostles; those who, 
together with succession in the episcopate, have re-
ceived the assured charisma of the truth (certum cha
risma veritatis).

charisma veritatis 

according to Irenaeus, could act as the discernible link to the 
authentic apostolic faith of previous ecclesial communities 
thereby being an authentic witness, for the faithful within 
the church, to that same apostolic tradition. Outward con-
tinuity in apostolic succession, for Irenaeus, served as the 
sign of inward continuity in the apostolic faith. Moreover, 
apostolic succession, far from being a transmission of pow-
er handed over by one individual to another, was the visi-

past communities. This meant that apostolic succession, for 
Irenaeus, was inextricably linked with the local commu-
nity as a whole into which the bishop, as its head, was or-
dained and it could therefore never be conceived apart from 
it. In this way, apostolic succession was a sign of the entire 

koinonia in truth, which would continue to be sus-
  

Sent out into the World

, means “to be sent out” so as 
to accomplish a task. God sent Christ into the world - Christ 

Christ by establishing local Churches and entrusting these to 

1 Clement
Following the instructions of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

faith in the word of God, the apostles went with as-
surance of the Holy Spirit to announce everywhere 
the good news of the coming of the kingdom of heav-
en. in the various villages and cities they proclaimed 
the word and thus made their premises… established 
bishops and deacons for the future believers.

In referring to the Church as apostolic, therefore, what is 

this is made possible because of the abiding presence of the 
Spirit of God in the Church throughout the ages. In this sense, 

-
ing task of which the faithful are reminded at the conclusion 
of every celebration of the divine Eucharist, where the priest 

 
meaning of this prayer for the faithful is that they go and give 
witness to the fellowship with God and one another experi-
enced within the eucharistic synaxis.  
Some Concluding Remarks 

divine gifts coming down from above upon those gathered 
in the name of Christ. It is for this reason—and this reason, 
alone—that the Church can continue to claim to be one, 
holy, catholic and apostolic. Yet, what is equally important 

-
7.  St Irenaues, Adv. Haer. 4, 26, 2, translated by Alexander Roberts & James Don-
aldson, Ante-Nicene Fathers, vol. 1 (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), 497. 
8. 1 Clement, 42:2-4.
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On entering into the uncreated Church we come to Christ;
 we enter into the realm of the uncreated

The Church is without beginning, without end and eternal, 
just as the Triune God, her founder, is without beginning, 
without end and eternal. She is uncreated just as God is 
uncreated. She existed before the ages, before the angels, 
before the creation of the world – before the foundation 
of the world, as the Apostle Paul says (Eph. 1:4). She is a 
divine institution and in her dwells the whole fullness of 
divinity (Col. 2:9). She is an expression of the richly varied 
wisdom of God. She is the mystery of mysteries. She was 
concealed and was revealed in the last of times. The Church 
remains unshaken because she is rooted in the love and wise 
providence of God. The three Persons of the Trinity constitute 
the eternal Church. The angels and human beings existed in 
the thought and love of the Triune God from the beginning. 
We human beings were not born now, we existed before the 
ages in God’s omniscience. 

The love of God created us in His image and likeness. He 
embraced us within the Church in spite of the fact that He knew 
of our apostasy. He gave us everything to make us gods too 
through the free gift of grace. For all that, we made poor use of our 
freedom and lost our original beauty, our original righteousness, 

from the Holy Trinity, we lost Paradise, everything. But outside 
the Church there is no salvation, there is no life. And so that 
compassionate heart of God the Father did not leave us exiled 
from His love. He opened again for us the gates of Paradise in 

God’s pre-eternal plan for the salvation of mankind was revealed 
again to men. In his epistle to Timothy the Apostle Paul says, 
‘Incontrovertibly, the mystery of faith is great. God was revealed 

among Gentiles, believed in throughout the world, taken up in 
glory’ (1 Tim. 3:16). The words of the Apostle Paul are dense in 
meaning: divine, heavenly words! 

we come to Christ, we enter the realm of the uncreated. We the 
faithful are called to become uncreated by grace, to become 
participants in the divine energies of God, to enter into the 
mystery of divinity, to surpass our worldly frame of mind, to 
die to the ‘old man,’ and to become immersed in God. (cf. Col. 
3:9, Rom. 6:6, Eph. 4:22) When we live in the Church, we live by 

Wounded by Love

to remember is that whilst these notions are based on God’s 
saving action within the life of the Church, the human task 
must not be overlooked or worse still rejected. And indeed, 
to the extent that the necessary human factor is involved 
implies that these aforementioned marks of the Church are, 
at the same time, a goal which are yet to be fully received, 
lived out and actioned by the faithful within the Church. In 

this way, the faithful within the Church are called, on a daily 
basis to work towards the unity, holiness and integrity of the 
Church within the world. And, only to the extent that the 
faithful strive to make these marks of the Church ever more 
genuine realities in their assembled gatherings, will they be 
able to give an authentic witness of the love and saving power 
of God within the world.

1.  Elder Porphyrios ,Wounded by Love, 87-88
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