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Sermon for 20th October 2013 Trinity 21  
 

Deuteronomy 7:6-8; Ephesians 4:1-16; John 10:11-18 

 

We’re continuing with our sermon series on the Creed this morning, and we’ve reached 
the clause about the Church.  The Nicene Creed, said at our Parish Communion, includes 

the clause, ‘We believe in one holy catholic and apostolic Church’.  The Apostles’ Creed, 
used at Morning and Evening Prayer, has ‘the holy catholic Church; the communion of 
saints’. 

 

The word ‘catholic’ could be a problem for some.  Does catholic mean the Roman 
Catholic Church?  Well no, although until the 16th century there had been only one 
church in western Europe, the Catholic Church headed by the Pope.  Reformers, who 

criticised that church in what became known as the Protestant Reformation, did so on 
the grounds that great changes were needed if Christians were to understand and 
believe the true gospel.  Protestants who broke away to form new churches saw 

themselves as being part of a reformed Church that still had its roots in the early 
apostolic Church.  Before long, the Counter-Reformation also resulted in changes and 
reform within the Roman Catholic Church. 

 

In fact the root meaning of ‘catholic’ is universal.  So ‘We believe in the one holy catholic 
and apostolic Church’ means we believe in the one universal Church, that began in the 
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time of Christ’s apostles.  The fourth-century Nicene Creed is still in fact more or less 
universally proclaimed, in the Roman Catholic Church, in most of the Protestant churches 
and also in the Eastern Orthodox Church with one much disputed variation in the 

wording of the clause about the Holy Spirit. 

 

Now if a journalist was given 10 or 15 minutes to talk about the Church, they would 
probably begin by giving us the bad news.  In fact they would most likely concentrate on 
the bad news!  They could take up much of the allotted quarter of an hour by talking 
about historic divisions in the Church.  Perhaps they would begin with the schism 
between the eastern and western Churches in 1054.  They would speak about the 

Reformation, with the terrible persecution of Protestants by Catholics and Catholics by 
Protestants.  They might then go on to speak about the harassment of nonconformists 
by the established English Church after the Restoration of 1660.   

 

Or they might talk about the divisions in the Anglican Communion today over issues such 
as homosexuality or the status of women in the Church.  

 

Well I’m not going to do that.  I’m not going to talk about the bad news.  I’m going to 
talk about first principles, the good news, clearly demonstrated by our readings today.    

 

The letter to the Ephesians describes the immeasurable riches of God’s love in Christ, 
culminating in his establishing the one universal Church.  The letter is addressed to non-
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Jewish Christians, the Gentiles, who are described as being reconciled to God along with 
the Jewish Christians ‘in one body through the cross.’  They are described as - I quote - 
‘fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of God, built upon the 

foundation of the apostles and prophets, Christ Jesus himself being the cornerstone, in 
whom the whole structure is joined together and grows into a holy temple in the Lord …’. 

 

The letter lacks the personal greetings generally included in Paul’s letters, and may have 
been a round robin letter, not specifically intended for the church at Ephesus.  Whatever 
the truth of that, the thrust of the letter is about the call to follow Christ not just as 
individuals, but as part of his Church.  The metaphor of the Church as a holy temple in 

the Lord comes at the end of chapter 2, and in chapter 5 the relationship between Christ 
and the Church is compared to a marriage.  In chapter 4, which we heard today, the 
Church is described as the body of Christ, one body with one Spirit.  So when we think 

about the different church denominations, and of the disunity within our own Church, we 
must wonder what has gone wrong, for here, unity is proclaimed as a fact. 

 

I quote from the passage we heard today: 

 

‘There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope that belongs 
to your call, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God and Father of us all, who is above 
all and through all and in all.’ 
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So it’s important to be ecumenically-minded, that is to care about Church unity, because 
Christ surely looks beyond all our disagreements and differences, many of which are a 
result of social or cultural differences, and regards us Christians as all being part of the 

one universal Church, under his headship. 

 

Turning to our gospel reading, we hear Jesus describing himself as a good shepherd who 
lays down his life for the sheep.  Are the words Jesus’ own? -  or are they in part 
reflections written from a later perspective, perhaps 2 generations after the 
crucifixion?  John’s gospel is clear that Jesus laid down his life willingly, in obedience to a 
charge he received from God the Father.  Of course without the resurrection the sacrifice 

would have been merely a tragedy and there would have been no Church.  

 

As I indicated earlier, the Church that emerged after Jesus’ resurrection and the gift of 
the Holy Spirit at Pentecost brought in not only Jews, but also Gentiles, people of every 
class, background and belief from all over the Roman Empire and beyond.  So Jesus, the 
Good Shepherd, declares: 
 

‘And I have other sheep, that are not of this fold; I must bring them also, and they will 
heed my voice.  So there shall be one flock, one shepherd.’ 

 

In a multi-cultural society with declining church attendance and the development of 
social interactions so different from days gone by, some may feel belief should be a 
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purely personal matter.  The Primus of the Scottish Episcopal Church, responding to 
news of a decline in the number of those calling themselves Christian in Scotland, said in 
a recent statement: 

 

‘Traditional patterns of church life have difficulty attracting people in a mobile, fast-
changing and increasingly sophisticated society.’ 

 

He went on to say that there is still much interest in spirituality - people are still 
searching for depth and meaning in their lives. 

 

As it happens, attendance at Church of England churches is actually increasing in 
London, though it is declining in England as a whole.  The good news nationwide is that 
attendance at cathedral services has shot up in the past few years.  That may be partly 

due to the fact that you can enter a cathedral free to attend a service, but it is generally 
quite expensive to enter as a sightseer!  It could also be that people with very busy lives 
find it difficult to engage with a local community at a parish church and prefer the more 

anonymous worship of a cathedral, often accompanied by fine music. 

 

The problem is - can you be a Christian in isolation?  I can understand that someone 
with a busy professional life might opt for occasional worship in a cathedral, but it is to 

be hoped surely that they might join some kind of Christian fellowship or study group at 
their place of work. 
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Of course the wonderful thing about our parish churches in the Church of England is that 

they are there for everyone in the parish, whether they attend regularly or not, whether 
they are committed believers, doubters, tentative enquirers or those searching for some 
space in their lives.   

 

Once people have taken the decision to be baptised, or indeed confirmed, it is to be 
hoped that they will commit to more frequent attendance and engagement. 

 

Most of us have various commitments, interests and circles of friends, but here at church 
we are engaging with others who have chosen to follow Jesus, to regard him as their 
Shepherd and their Lord.  We don’t always find Christian fellowship particularly easy - 
we have our tussles and squabbles as in any family - but at the end of the day, what 

unites us is far stronger than what divides us. 

 

Whether we are thinking of Christ’s universal Church - ‘the one holy catholic and 
apostolic Church’ or simply of our own parish church here in Highgate, open and 
welcoming to all, there is but one flock and one shepherd. 

 

 

Let us pray: 

https://dub113.mail.live.com/mail/
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‘We praise you, O God, for the fellowship of the Spirit, who unites us in the bond of 

peace as members of the one Body. 
     Deepen our communion one with another in Christ, and grant that through your 
Spirit continually working in us we may increase in the knowledge of your love, and learn 
to love our Christian brothers and sisters with the love you have shown to us in Jesus 
Christ our Lord.’ 

 

Amen.   
 
 


