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We Believe in the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church:

The Church’s Catholicity and Apostolicity

In previous articles of the Voice of Orthodoxy we examined the first
two attributes of the Church found in the Nicene Creed, namely the
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
universal or world-wide Church? In other words, does this mean that
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
different ways that this term has been understood?

The Catholic Church

The third mark of the Church, as recited in the Creed is
that of catholicity. The word, ‘catholic’ for a long time was
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
see that the term ‘catholic’ had two meanings, one quantita-
tive and the other qualitative. Whilst the term, for a long time,
was simply reduced to its former meaning — namely, the
quantitative — we must not overlook the fact that the Fathers
of the Church also, and more importantly, meant something
far deeper by this term.

Deriving from the Greek word, kat” holon [ka®’ 6Aov - “ac-
cording to the whole’], the word catholic quite simply means
‘full’, “integral’, “‘whole’, ‘not deficient’. In examining the early
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-
city ought to be understood to be that attribute by which the
faithful can rest assured that, throughout the centuries, the
Church has rightly proclaimed the Word of truth.

The basis for this claim is again the fact that the ‘head’
of the Church is Christ who is “the way and the truth and
the life” (Jn 14:6). Furthermore, the Church’s claim of such
integrity is based on Christ’s promise that He would send
the Spirit of God who would remain with the Church until
the end leading it to the fullness of truth (cf. Jn 16:3).! In this
way, the conviction that the Church is ‘catholic’ implies the
fullness of God’s presence within it.

The second meaning of catholicity, referring to the univer-
sality of the Church, reflects a conviction that God’s ecclesial
gatherings is spread throughout the entire world, in contrast
to its different local manifestations.

Both meanings of the term ‘catholic’ can be found in the
early Patristic tradition. And so, understood in a qualitative
sense as a reference of the integrity of a local Church, the
Martyrdom of Polykarp (ca. 156AD) describes St Polycarp as
“the bishop of the catholic Church of Smyrna.”? In this ex-
ample, St Polycarp is clearly identified as the bishop of the
‘true” Church in the local city of Smyrna in contradistinction

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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to other heretical assemblies. In the fourth century, St Cyril of
Jerusalem identifi ed both meanings of the term ‘catholicity”
in his Catechetical Orations:
The Church is called catholic then because it extends
over all the world, from one end of the earth to the other
[0k 16 kat& mAoNg TG OKOLEEVNS, ATIO TEQATWY
NS éws mepdtwv]; and because it teaches universally
and completely one and all the doctrines which ought
to come to people’s knowledge [kal D& 6 ddAoKEY
KAOOAKWS kAl aveAAemg amavia & €lg yvaow
avOewnwv EABeLV Opeilovta dOYHata] ...and because
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.

Whilst the mark of the Church'’s catholicity understood in
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
the Church’s mission to bring the entire world into this miracle
of God’s presence within the world. Accordingly, to the extent
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”*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
gospel of the crucified and risen Lord is succinctly captured in
the final verses of the gospel according to St Matthew:

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
always, to the end of the age. (Mt 28:19-20).

Far from being indifferent to the world and its manfold
challenges, the Church is tasked with a specific mission to
preach the word of God and to bring all those outside of the
Church’s membership into the body of Christ. In this passage
the catholicity of the Church points not only to the inalien-
able gift of God’s truth bestowed upon the Church but equal-
ly importantly the essential task to attend to the needs of the
world, presenting God’s kingdom and raising it to God since
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.
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The Apostolic Church

In referring to the Church as ‘apostolic’ there are least two
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
the Church’s apostolicity very quickly came to be seen as an
expression of God’s continued provision for his Church so
that the salvific ministry of Christ could continue through the
abiding presence of the Holy Spirit. In this sense, apostolicity,
like the other marks of the Church, is understood as being
a gift of God’s presence within his Church. For the Eastern
Orthodox tradition, the integrity and identity of the Church
with that of the apostles is maintained primarily by the epis-
copal office.

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-
ate moral qualities befitting a leader (cf. 1Tim 3:1-7; Tit 1:5-9),
but who were also gifted and authoritative teachers, “faith-
ful people... able to teach others as well” (2Tim 2:2), as well
as “rightly explaining the word of truth [0pOotopovvta tév
Adyov g aAnOelac]” (2Tim 2:15). From this it is clear that
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-
ons (d. ca 202AD), authoritatively teaching the truth of the
Gospel within the community had become an indispensable
characteristic of the bishop’s ministry. In writing against
the different Gnostic sects, St Irenaeus regarded the bishop
as the authoritative organ of the genuine apostolic tradition
who could therefore ensure the church’s inward continuity
and koinonia with the apostolic faith. The connection between
apostolic identity and the bishop’s ministry of leadership is
explicitly expressed in the following:

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
of the bishop’s ministry, Irenaeus also stressed that such a
ministry was undoubtedly a gift of the Holy Spirit:

6. St Irenaues, Adv. Haer. 3, 3, 1. Cited in Johannes Quasten, Patrology vol. 1 (West-
minster, Maryland: Christian Classics Inc., 1986), 3011.
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Wherefore it is incumbent to obey the presbyters
who are in the church - those who, as I have shown,
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).”
Having received the Spirit’s gift —i.e. the charisma veritatis
— by virtue of his succession from the apostles, the bishop,
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-
ble sign that the entire church’s life was in continuity with
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
church’s koinonia in truth, which would continue to be sus-
tained by the bishop’s authentic witness to the apostolic faith.

Sent out into the World

The second meaning of the term “apostolic’ deriving from
the Greek word, amootéAAw, means “to be sent out” so as
to accomplish a task. God sent Christ into the world - Christ
sent the apostles - the apostles transmitted the message of
Christ by establishing local Churches and entrusting these to
specific persons referred to in the New Testament writings as
‘bishops’. This understanding is already found in 1 Clement:

Following the instructions of our Lord Jesus Christ,
fully convinced by his resurrection and firm in their
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
being signified is that the Church in its inner being, as a Spirit-
filled body of believers, is tasked with a specific mission, sent
into the world, to preach the good news about the crucified
and risen Christ and to proclaim his Father’s kingdom. All
this is made possible because of the abiding presence of the
Spirit of God in the Church throughout the ages. In this sense,
the term implies the Church’s mission in the world, an ongo-
ing task of which the faithful are reminded at the conclusion
of every celebration of the divine Eucharist, where the priest
says: “in peace let us go forth [¢v elprjvn MEoéAOwpev].” The
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

In briefly looking at the different marks of the Church, we
have seen that essentially these attributes of the Church are
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. StIrenaues, 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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I'épovtog IToggugiov

Aovyor nepi ExkAnoiog
«Méya oL to g evoePeiag
puvaTroLov»

‘H ExkAnoia etvat avagyn, ateAevtm, aiovia, 6nws O
wovtic g, 6 Toladwde Oedg, eival &vapxos, AteAevTNTOG,
aiviog. ‘H ExkAnoia eivat dxtiot), 6mws kal 6 Oedg eivat
AKToTos. Ymnexe mEd TV aldVwy, TEO TV AYYEAWV, TQEO
TG dnpovEylag oL kOopov. «I1gd kataBoAng koopov» (Eg.
1,4) Aéet 6 Amootodog ITavAoc. Eivat O¢io kabidovua kai o’
avTV «KaToukel tav 10 mMANpwua e Oedtnroc» (KoA. 2,9).
Etvau &kpoaon tg moAvmoikiAng coplag tov Oeov. Eivatl t6
HLOTHOL0 TV pLotnoiwv. Ynole dpavéowto kal épaveodon
«ET Eoxatwv TV Xoovwv» (A’ Tletp.1,20). ‘H ExkAnoia
TOQAHEVEL ATIAQATAAELTY), YTl elva QLLwHEVN OV dydTn
kat ot} copn) TEdvoLa Tov Beov.

v aiovia ExkAnoia anoteAodv td 1ol mEdowmna g
Avylac Towadog. Zar) okéym kat oty ayann tov Towxdikov @eov
vmmexav &’ doxns Kal ol dyyeAot kat ot avOowmot. Epeis ol
avOowmoL dév yevvnOnkape Ta, Héoa OTHV TAVTOYVWOl
oL @0 VLTOXAE TR TV ALDVWV.

‘H ayamnn tov Oeov pac émAace kat eikdéva kol kod’
opoiwaty Tov. Mag ovumegiéAafe otv ExkAnoia mago’
Ot €yvwolle ™V anootacia pag. Mag &woe tdh mavia,
Y& V& pag kavet kKt épag Beove kata xaow kal dwoedv. Ev
TOUTOLG EUELS, KAVOVTAS Kakr xonon s éAevbeplag pag,
eéxaooape 16 Aox€Yovov KAAAOG, TV AQX£YOVN dikatoov VN kal
amoxomrape an’ v ExkAnola. EEw and mjv ExkAnoia,
pakowk and v Ayia Toudda, éxaoape tov Iapadewwo, 16
nav. E€w, Spwe, and mv ExkAnoia dév Umapxet owtnoia, dév
vmaoxet Con). T' avtéd 1) omAayxvikr] kadia tov Oeov-Tlatéoa
pag dév pag agnoe ££w amo v dydrn Tov. Avole yid pag
AL Tig TOAeg tov Iapadeioov, €’ EoxdTwV TV XEOVWV Kal
€pavepdn v oookL.

Mé ) Oeia cagkworn TOL Hovoyevoug Yiov ToL ©eoD
PavegwOnke TAAL 0TOUC AvOQWTOLE TO MEOALWVIO OXEDLO
oL O0L Y& T1) cwtnEix oL avOedmov. Aéet O ATOoTOAOG
ITavAog otov TypdBeo: «Kat opoAoyovpévawg péyo €0l té g
evoePelag puotiotov. Oedc EpaveowOn év ook, £dukaon v
[Tvevpatt, weon ayyéAols, éknovxOn &év €0veoty, émioTevon
&V KOOoUW, dveAnpOn év do&n» (A" Ty.3,16). Td Adywa tov
AmootéAov TTavAov etvat Adywx mukva oé vorjpata, Oeio
Aoy, ovpavi!

O Bede év ) amneiow aydm) Tov pag évwoe mMAAL pé v
ExxAnoia Tov 016 mpdowmno tov Xpiotov. Mmaivovtag oty
axtot ExxkAnoia, éoxduaote oté XQuotd, HUMaivope o1
axtotov. Karovpaote, dnAadn, kL €ueic ot motol vé yivoue
AKTIOTOL KATA XAQW, V& yivoue pétoxot twv Oelwv évegyetwv
o0 @eov, V& pmovpe péoa 0té pvoThiolo e Oedtnrog, vé
EeTtepAooLE TO KOOUIKO LAG OOV, VA ATI0OAVOLLE KaTtd TOV
«mtaAaudv avOpwmov» (BA. KoA. 3,9 Pwp. 6,6 Eg. 4, 22) katl va
Ytvope €vOeot. ‘Otav Covpe omv ExkAnoia, Covpe tov XoloTo.
AUTO elvat oAV Aemto O€ua, dev UTTOQOVE VA TO KATAAKRBOLLE.
Movo 16 Aytov ITvevpa pmoget va pag té ddaet.

Wounded by Love, by Elder Porfyrios

On the Church?!
On entering into the uncreated Church we come to Christ;
we enter into the realm of the uncreated

...mystery of faith is great

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,
and cut ourselves off from the Church. Outside the Church, far
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
the last of times and appeared in the flesh.

With the divine incarnation of the only-begotten Son of God,
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
in the flesh, justified in the Spirit, seen by angels, preached
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!

God in His infinite love united us again with His Church in
the person of Christ. On entering into the uncreated Church,
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
Christ. This is a very fine-drawn matter, we cannot understand
it. Only the Holy Spirit can teach us.

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

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.
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