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Sermon #2 on Traditional Anglicanism
The Church: One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic
The apostle Peter tells us, in 1 Peter 3:15, to be ready always to give an answer to every man that asketh you a reason of the hope that is in you . . . .  It’s important to know what it is we believe so that we can share that with others.  Last Sunday I shared with you some principles that I believe are crucial to traditional Anglicanism.  First among these is the central place we give to the Bible—the Holy Scriptures of both the Old and New Testaments—as our source of ultimate authority and guidance for what we believe as Christians.  As Anglicans we believe that everything we need to know for salvation is either in the Bible or can be proved and concluded from the Bible.
Today I want to talk with you about the Church.  And by that I mean the Church with a capital “C”.  In other words, not a church building, but ​the Church in the sense of the worldwide Body of Christ.  Our Prayer Book provides a remarkable definition of the Church in the Second Office of Instruction.  Please turn with me to page 290 of the Prayer Book.  Near the bottom of page 290 are a series of questions and answers that I would like you to read along with me.  I’ll read the questions and you read the answers.
Question. When were you made a member of the Church?

Answer. I was made a member of the Church when I was baptized.

Question. What is the Church?

Answer. The Church is the Body of which Jesus Christ is the Head, and all baptized people are the members.

Question. How is the Church described in the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds?

Answer. The Church is described in the Creeds as One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic.

Question. What do we mean by these words?

Answer. We mean that the Church is

One; because it is one Body under one Head;

Holy; because the Holy Spirit dwells in it, and sanctifies its members;

Catholic; because it is universal, holding earnestly the Faith for all time, in all countries, and for all people; and is sent to preach the Gospel to the whole world;

Apostolic; because it continues stedfastly in the Apostles’ teaching and fellowship.
So “the Church” is not one group or communion of Christians but rather the body of Jesus Christ in which everyone who has been baptized is a member.  As St. Paul says in 1 Cor 12:27, Now ye are the body of Christ, and members in particular.  The Head of the Church is Jesus Christ, as St. Paul also says in Eph 5:23.
The Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds, which are the summary of our beliefs, provide these four characteristics of the Church.  That it is One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic.  These are often called the Four Notes of the Church.
We could spend a great deal of time discussing each one of these four characteristics, but I just want to make a few general remarks about each of these this morning.

“One.”  The first note of the Church is oneness, or unity.  People often look at all the different Christian communions, denominations, groups, and sects and say, “That’s a shame.  Wouldn’t it be so much better if all Christians everywhere were united in a single worldwide organization?”  Of course it would, but we need to understand that the Church’s oneness is not really dependent on all Christians being organizationally united.  That’s because the oneness and unity of the Church is based not on us, but on Jesus Christ.  We are members of His one Body, and He is the one Head.  This is a mystical or spiritual unity, and the fact that there are separate Communions and denominations does not change that underlying reality.  Which is not to say that we shouldn’t work and pray for greater unity among all Christians: we must and should do that.  But we need to do so from this underlying perspective of spiritual unity and oneness that all Christians already share in Jesus Christ: one Lord, one Faith, one baptism, and one God and Father of us all.
“Holy.”  The second note of the Church is holiness.  People sometimes criticize the Church, or rather individual churches, because there are so many obvious sinners in it.  But as I think I’ve said to you before, the Church is not meant to be a club for saints but a hospital for sinners.  Yes indeed, as Christians we are called to live holy lives, and that must always be our goal.  But as with oneness, the Church’s holiness does not depend on us but on God—and specifically, the Holy Spirit, who dwells within the Church and makes it holy.  The many occasions of human sin by those within the Church do not take away the Church’s holiness.
“Catholic.”  The third note of the Church is its catholicity.  Both the Prayer Book and all of the official Anglican documents throughout the centuries have always used the word “Catholic” to describe the Church and have said that we are part of “the holy Catholic Church.”  The Prayer Book uses this term very carefully, and we should too.  Although in everyday conversation, the word “Catholic” is often taken to mean “those in communion with the Pope” (that is, Roman Catholics), we should be careful in our use and understanding of this word.  The word Catholic was used by the Church Fathers—those who put together the Creeds—to differentiate the Church from heretical sects.  Catholic is from a Greek word that means “whole,” “entire,” and “universal.”  So the Catholic Church is the whole, entire Church throughout the world that believes the whole and entire faith given by Jesus Christ.
I put a quotation from Bishop John Jewel, one of the greatest defenders of the Anglican Church who lived during the 1500s, on the front of your bulletin this morning.  Jewel wrote, “We believe that there is one Church of God, and that the same is not shut up (as in times past among the Jews) into some one corner or kingdom, but that it is catholic and universal, and dispersed throughout the whole world.”  Clearly that is also what the Prayer Book means by “Catholic.”
The fourth and final note of the Church is “apostolic.”  This means that the Church is based on the teaching and practices of the apostles of Jesus Christ.  Acts 2:42 tells us that the first Christians continued stedfastly in the apostles’ doctrine and fellowship, and in breaking of bread, and in prayers.  The apostles were the men whom Jesus specifically selected, discipled, trained, and sent out to proclaim the Gospel to the entire world.  They were also the first bishops of the Church.  And when they wanted to choose and commission another man to carry on their work, they got together and prayed over that man and then laid their hands on him to ordain him.
All of the bishops of our Church have had hands laid on them by bishops who had hands laid on them that go all the way back to the original apostles of Jesus Christ.  All of the priests of our Church have been ordained by bishops, and so their ministry, too, can be traced back to the apostles of Jesus.  And in the rite of Confirmation, when a bishop lays his hands on a person to give them the strengthening gifts of the Holy Spirit, that person also from then on has a direct connection that goes all the way back through history to the apostles of Jesus.
One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic.  These are the four notes of the Church according to the Prayer Book, and they constitute the basis of the traditional Anglican view of the Church.  May each one of us work and pray and give to both the building up of our oneness, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity, and to the spread and increase of the Church both locally and throughout the entire world.
