
1 | P a g e  

Talking Points for “I Believe…” 

“I believe in…the holy catholic church” on October 22nd 2013 

 At the intersection of Springs Road and 12 Ave Dr NE in Hickory, 
NC there stands Miller’s Lutheran Church (ELCA), St Stephen’s Lutheran 
Church (ELCA) and St Stephen’s Lutheran Church (LCMS). With a good arm 
and some accuracy you could literally throw a stone while standing at 
one of the churches and hit another one. This example isn’t unique—it is 
just the one that pops most readily to my mind. There are probably better 
examples and ones where the church buildings in question are even 
closer in proximity. 

 But it raises the important question: Does the church look holy 
(“set apart”) and catholic (“universal”)? Can we rely on pure empiricism 
to decide that the church is holy and universal? Or do we have to look 
elsewhere to make this affirmation faith which is anything but affirming 
in real, every day, lived life? Or, is it on the empirical level that faith, as it 
pertains to the holiness and catholicity of the church, is not only 
necessary but also most stretched? Is the holiness and catholicity of the 
church articles of faith instead of adjectives used to describe its visible 
reality? 

 Maybe it will help us most to tackle the issue by contemplating 
this first: What or where is the church? Often times people appeal to 
Jesus’ words in Matthew 18 where Jesus is recorded as saying, “…Where 
two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them.” We can 
say “Fair enough” to such an explanation; it is surely a comfort to know 
that Jesus is present with us in such small numbers, especially when we 
find ourselves in a congregation of just that size. But Jesus probably 
wasn’t trying to define the church when he made this statement 
(especially as it is spoken in the context of pointing out a “sinner’s” fault 
in the company of one or two others). 
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 What or where is the church? It probably goes without saying that 
the church isn’t the building, it isn’t the PCC, it isn’t the Synod in 
convocation, and it isn’t a whole bunch of other things that we may think 
it is. So what is it? 

 Well, it took the framers of the 39 Articles of Religion until the 
19th Article to finally get around to answering this question! The church is 
a “congregation of faithful [people]” in which the “pure Word of God is 
preached” and the sacraments are administered “according to Christ’s 
ordinances.” Refreshingly, that seems simple and straightforward enough: 
congregation, Word of God, sacraments. And it should be simple, really. 
But, as with all things, there is ample room for interpretation: “pure” Word 
of God; “duly administered” according to Christ’s ordinance. There could 
be, has been and still are plenty of diverse opinions which lead to 
arguments about those adjectives. Questions like what is the “pure” Word 
of God and how are the sacraments “duly administered” lead to questions 
like “Who decides if the Word is being purely preached” and “Who decides 
if the sacraments are being duly administered”? We could ask, with such 
definitions, do Protestants land themselves back into the age old 
question of authority in the church? 

 But that may be too much of a digression for tonight. There is a 
beautiful simplicity about that statement from the Articles of Religion 
(one that is a similar echo to my heritage of the Augsburg Confession): 
the church is where people are gathered to hear the Word of God 
preached and receive the Sacraments (notably baptism and the 
Eucharist). Simple, but that isn’t enough for some people. They would 
prefer to wrangle and separate over opinions of “pureness” and 
“administration.” And then, in order to secure those understandings, they 
would rather enter into discussions of teaching office or authority or the 
papacy.  

Can one get around these debates and divisions? One of the 
phrases in the Augsburg Confession maybe hoped to put an end to such 
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infighting: satis est, “it is enough.” “It is enough for the true unity of the 
church to agree concerning teaching of the gospel and administration of 
the sacraments” (AC VII). But it wasn’t enough and still isn’t enough. Who 
decides what the “teaching of the gospel” is and how to best administer 
(or understand) the sacraments? Do we think it is enough; satis est? 

 Hopefully this leads us smoothly to a better, non-empirical 
understanding of the holiness and universality of the church. Because, 
really, what is it that makes it possible for us to affirm the holiness and 
universality of the church? Is it because we appear to be “set apart” by 
our high moral and ethical standards and actions? Is it because we are 
appear to be a truly universal organization, because “we are one” in 
thought, word and action as Jesus prayed we would be? Well clearly not. 
Our actions, either individually or collectively, fail to manifest our 
“holiness” too often. Our efforts to re-establish unity are continually 
found to be lacking and unsuccessful (just think of the number of 
churches, of different denominations, occupying the same playing field). 

 For these reasons, our confession of holiness and catholicity of 
the church are articles of faith because 1) they are rarely manifest (they 
are things hoped for and not seen) but if they are, they are more like 
flashes of lightning than a sun drenched day and 2) because they are first 
attributes of God before they are attributes of the church (and hence, 
they are attributes of the church because they are gifts from God). It is 
like those words of Deuteronomy to the Israelites being applied to us 
today: “It was not because you were more numerous than any other 
people that the Lord set his heart on you and chose you—for you were 
the fewest of all peoples. It was because the Lord loved you and kept the 
oath that he swore to your ancestors, that the Lord has brought you out 
with a mighty hand, and redeemed you” (chpt 7). So goes our holiness. 

What about our catholicity? It has to be our ability to see our 
commonality and, at times, blind ourselves to our differences that allows 
us to see our catholicity. This might be the hardest bit—there is a lot of 
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wrangling and uncharitableness. Mabye Karl Barth can be most 
comforting on this topic when he writes,  

“…Where the Church is, there it has an aim, the kingdom of God. 
This goal of the Church is bound to constitute continuous 
restlessness for the [people] in the Church, whose action stands 
in no relation to the greatness of this goal. …It may well happen 
that we want to drop the hand that is put to the plough, when we 
compare the Church with its goal. We may have a distaste for the 
whole life of the Church. …Where the Apostolic Church is alive, 
one knows, indeed, this longing, we long for the mansion made 
ready for us, but we don’t make off, we don’t simply run away. 
…If we really hope for the kingdom of God, then we can also 
endure the Church in its pettiness” (Dogmatics in Outline). 

 Where or what is the church? 

 How do we affirm and how do we judge the holiness and 
universality of the church? 

 What about the differences: which ones really matter and which 
ones don’t? 

 What is it going to take for the church to actually look unified 
instead of confessing an manifested catholicity? 


