
Session 1.6: The Holy Catholic Church

PRACTICE: TITHING

The broader context: stewardship -- stewards of creation

The English word “tithe” means a tenth -- or to give a tenth

The Law: 
Numbers 18:21: “To the Levites I have given every tithe in Israel for an inheritance, in return 
for their service which they serve, their service in the tent of meeting.” This was continued in 
the Church, though not for the Levites but for the ministry of the New Testament.

Canon law used to take this more seriously. Now it is entirely voluntary (though some 
contribution on record is necessary for parish membership).

There are practical reasons to tithe -- first of which is simply that tithing is a way of supporting 
something that we want to continue. If we think the church is important, and that it ought to 
continue doing the work it is doing, it makes sense for us to do what we can to enable that 
work. We spend money on things that matter to us.

The main reasons for the tithe are spiritual. Aquinas says that because ten is a symbol of 
perfection, it is fitting that the tenth be given to God, showing that man, reserving nine for 
himself, is imperfect apart from God.

Tithing is a spiritual discipline. Like all spiritual disciplines, it forms us for virtue. It develops 
in us a habit of doing good. By tithing we become more and more accustomed to the fact that 
our lives are not our own, that they have been claimed by Christ in Baptism, and that through 
him they are inseparably united with our brothers and sisters of the Church (that is, of course, 
our subject for the day!). Tithing is a way of acknowledging both to God and to the Church 
that we are not, in the end, the makers of our own destiny, but the participants in a story much 
greater than ourselves. The more we acknowledge that dependence, that participation, the 
more our participation will be a source of joy, and the more we will be able to share God’s gifts 
with others and receive those gifts ourselves. By tithing we acknowledge that we are more 
than simply givers; we acknowledge that everything we have comes ultimately from God. As 
St. Paul says in 1 Corinthians (4:7): What do you have that you did not receive?

Tithing also contains a promise: Malachi 3:10: Bring the full tithes into the storehouse, that 
there may be food in my house; and thereby put me to the test, says the LORD of hosts, if I will 
not open the windows of heaven for you and pour down for you an overflowing blessing.
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REVIEW: On the Holy Spirit

The main point on his divinity: The Holy Spirit is God, consubstantial with the Father and the 
Son
Why this matters: what are we baptized into?

We’ll speak more about the Holy Spirit in our discussion of the Church. Christians speak of the 
Spirit when they speak of the way that Christ is somehow still present in his Church, that even 
though the incarnate Christ has ascended into heaven, his life and his ministry are still present 
in and among us through his Spirit. 

A couple of things need to be said about what the Spirit is not.

It is very common nowadays to hear people speaking about the Spirit doing new things in the 
Church. This has become in fact one of the main talking points of the contemporary Episcopal 
Church. Now, on the one hand, this is not exactly wrong, because the whole point of talking 
about the Spirit is to say that God can act today in the Church, that God can speak to us now in 
this place. 

But this has to be qualified. Regarding the idea that the Spirit suddenly inspires us to do new 
things, Sam Wells says:

Doubtless decisions do need to be made and ecstasy may be infused, but God’s people are not 
to be constantly at the mercy of arbitrary interventions: instead they are built up in the image 
of Christ over time and come to show the fruit of the Spirit. (God’s Companions, 50)

Here’s the key point: The Spirit is always the Spirit of Christ. (Even the Orthodox do not deny 
this.) Any idea that the Spirit does something new apart or in discontinuity from Christ is not 
the Spirit.

1 John 4:1-3
Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, for 
many false prophets have gone out into the world. By this you know the Spirit of God: every 
spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God, and every spirit that 
does not confess Jesus is not from God.

Now, obviously, that doesn’t answer all our questions or make every decision easy, but it gives 
us a necessary starting point!
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PRESENTATION: THE  HOLY CATHOLIC CHURCH

Immediately after professing our belief in the Holy Spirit, the Apostles’ Creed moves us to 
professing our belief in the Holy Catholic Church.

- You will notice in the Apostles’ Creed that has two main parts, linked together by a 
third. The first part is the longer part and has to do with God (the part through “Holy 
Spirit”). The second part has to do with man (from “communion of saints” through “life 
everlasting”). And these two parts are linked together by “the Holy Catholic Church”.

- I believe in God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth; And in Jesus Christ 
his only Son our Lord; who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary, 
suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead, and buried. He descended into hell. 
The third day he rose again from the dead. He ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the 
right hand of God the Father almighty. From thence he shall come to judge the quick 
and the dead. I believe in the Holy Ghost, /// the holy catholic Church, the 
communion of saints, the forgiveness of sins, the resurrection of the body, and the life 
everlasting. Amen.

• The final three phrases of the Creed concern the chief “benefits of his passion” – 
what we “get” in Christ: 1) the forgiveness of sins, 2) the resurrection of the body, 
and 3) the life everlasting. These are at the core of what Jesus came and gave us 
by means of his life and death. But we get them through the Catholic Church. 
You see this in the structure of the Creed: they come from the one God (the first 
part), through the Catholic Church.

• A fair question is: why? Cannot God simply give me these things? Can he 
not simply forgive me, raise me from the dead, and grant me eternal life – 
i.e. without the mediation of the Catholic Church?

• God can do anything. But he has chosen to give us these gifts by 
means of the Catholic Church chiefly because it is his will that we 
should be saved together. And indeed salvation is, in a sense, the 
same thing as our togetherness. 

• So, in a sense, the answer is: no. God “cannot” just give us these 
gifts unmediated. Because salvation is by its nature corporate – 
being saved in isolation from one another, and in isolation from the 
saints, would be no salvation at all.

• So the three elements of salvation at the end of the Creed 
(forgiveness of sins, resurrection of the body, life everlasting) are 
given by means of – and in the same “moment” as – our 
incorporation into the Catholic Church. Our incorporation into the 
Church, the Body of Christ, is the same thing as salvation.

• What does this mean for those seemingly outside the Church?
• St. Cyprian of Carthage said: extra ecclesiam nulla salus est: outside 

the Church, there is no salvation.
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• What this means is that everyone who is saved is saved through the 
Church. So if a Muslim or a Hindu or an atheist is saved, it is 
because (perhaps contrary to appearances), they are actually 
members of the Church. With reference to Catechumens who die 
before baptism, the Church speaks of the “baptism of desire”. 

Right. So that tells us something very basic about what the Church is for: the Church is how we 
receive the salvation given by God in Christ. But this tells us very little about the Church. 
What, after all, is the Church? How do we recognize it? And of course tied in with all these 
questions are the vexed questions our modern Christian divisions. How do our various 
“churches” — Anglican, Methodist, Roman Catholic, Orthodox — relate to the Catholic Church 
that we profess in the Creed?

- The four “Notes” of the Church: Unity, Sanctity, Catholicity, Apostolicity
o The Nicene Creed elaborates on what the Church is like: “We believe in one, holy, 

catholic, and apostolic Church.” These “notes” are very much interrelated.
- 1. The Church is “One”.

o The first thing that might be said about the Church’s unity may seem obvious, 
but it isn’t, namely: there is only one Church.  We tend to think that there are 
many different Churches. This is not so.

o The Church’s unity has its source in the unity of God: “We believe in one God.” 
Unity is of the essence of the Church because it is of the essence of God 
(remember that one of our fundamental principles is that everything God has 
and is, he gives, because “God is love”; and God is fundamentally One; we are 
monotheists).

o The Church is one because her Founder is one. Jesus Christ is God’s “only” and 
eternal Son. The one God dwells fully in the one Son of God, who became 
incarnate in order to draw all creation to himself, and thereby to draw all of 
creation to God. 

o The Church is one because her “soul” – the Holy Spirit – is one. 
• And again (Eph. 4.4): “There is one body and one Spirit, just as you were 

called to the one hope that belongs to your call.”
• And again (1 Cor. 6.17): “he who is united to the Lord becomes one spirit 

with him.”
o While the Church is one, within her there is great diversity, precisely because 

Christ has drawn into himself people “from every tribe and tongue and people 
and nation” (Rev. 5.9). 

• Within the Catholic Church there are a wide variety of “particular 
Churches” and rites and theological and spiritual traditions. Here is a 
partial list: the Latin (and within it the sub-rites of the Ordinary and 
Extraordinary Forms, and the Anglican Use), Mozarabic, Ambrosian, 
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Bragan, Dominican, Carmelite, and Carthusian rites; and there are the 
Eastern Churches and Rites: Maronite, Syriac, Malankarese, Chaldean, 
Syro-Malabarese, Armenian, Byzantine, Italo-Albanian, Melkite, 
Ruthenian, Coptic, Ethiopic, etc.

o The Church’s unity is often impeded by sin. This impediment is called “schism”. 
Schism happens when people or groups within the Church pursue what is 
outside the purview of the Gospel, or even when they hold onto their otherwise 
legitimate patrimony, as individuals or groups, more tightly than they hold onto 
their communion with other “members of the Body”.

• The Anglican Communion has its roots in just such a schism. Its cause was 
the political will of Henry VIII, and excitement over theological novelties 
of the 16th century (some legitimate, others not). We, as Anglicans, have 
inherited this schism; though our culpability for it is mitigated. (Its not 
what we’ve been dealt that matters morally, but how we deal with what 
we’ve been dealt.)

o In summary: the Church is one because Christ is one

• 2. The Church is Holy
o Just as we saw the Church’s unity – her oneness – has its source in the unity of 

God, in the fact that we believe in ONE God, so we believe that the Church’s 
holiness has its source in God’s holiness. The Church is holy because God is holy, 
and (remember): everything that God has and everything that He is, he gives. 

o Holiness means being set apart for God. 
 The Church is not holy in itself; it receives its holiness from Christ
 And Jesus sends the Holy Spirit to the Church at Pentecost (and 

continuously), to graft us to himself, and so to incorporate us into the 
divine relationship.

o Because God is himself the only source of the Church’s holiness, that means that 
the Church does not depend on the holiness of men and women in order to be 
holy. The Church is holy whether or not her individual members are holy. We 
don’t make the Church holy; God does. We become holy by being incorporated 
into the Holy Church

 So we need not – and we ought not –  disavow the holiness of the “Church 
Militant” simply because her members often show themselves to be 
scoundrels.

 Indeed the Church is best conceived of as a hospital for sinners, not a 
merely a citadel for saints. It’s a place where people like you and I go to 
BECOME holy, because it’s the sphere within which God dispenses his 
gifts to mankind.
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- 3. The Church is Catholic
o  “Catholic” means “universal”.  !"#$ means something that “forms a whole” 

and %&' #"#( means “together in one whole”.
 If “Catholic” is a description of the one Church, if it is something the 

Church “has”, then it must be given to her by Christ
 This universality is in virtue of Christ’s being the “universal man”.

• St. Paul expresses this universality of the man Jesus Christ when he 
calls him the new Adam:

o “For as by a man came death, by a man has come also the 
resurrection of the dead. For as in Adam all die, so also in 
Christ shall all be made alive” (1 Cor. 15.21f).

o Christ abolished “in his flesh the law of commandments and 
ordinances, that he might create in himself ONE NEW 
MAN…” (Ephesians 2.15).

 At Pentecost, the reconciling work of the “universal man” (this work = the 
cross) is poured out

• And the universality of this outpouring is symbolized in the 
multiplicity of tongues: 

o “When the day of Pentecost had come, [the 12 Apostles] 
were all together in one place. And suddenly a sound came 
from heaven like the rush of a mighty wind, and it filled all 
the house where they were sitting. And there appeared to 
them tongues as of fire, distributed and resting on each one 
of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and 
began to speak in other tongues, as the Spirit gave them 
utterance. Now there were dwelling in Jerusalem Jews, 
devout men from every nation under heaven. And at this 
sound the multitude came together, and they were 
bewildered, because each one heard them speaking in his 
own language.”

 This episode undoes what was done at the Tower of 
Babel (which symbolizes the disunity and 
disharmony of our fallen condition, our alienation 
from one another):

• “And the LORD came down to see the city and 
the tower, which the sons of men had built. 
And the LORD said, ‘Behold, they are one 
people, and they have all one language; and 
this is only the beginning of what they will do; 
and nothing that they propose to do will now 
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be impossible for them.  Come, let us go down, 
and there confuse their language, that they 
may not understand one another's speech.’ So 
the LORD scattered them abroad from there 
over the face of all the earth, and they left off 
building the city” (Genesis 11.5-8).

 Now, it’s easy for us to equate catholicity or universality with some sort of 
geographical, cultural or linguistic universality. But all of those things, 
interesting and important as they are, are only signs of the deeper 
catholicity of the Church which is, again, the catholicity of Christ. The 
Church is “catholic” not because the Church is everywhere but because 
Christ is everywhere, and because his gospel, his kingdom, are universal. 
He is, in other words, truly the Lord of all things, not simply some local 
deity who happens to have developed a larger following. 

- 4. Apostolicity 
o It should come as no surprise that the Church’s apostolicity likewise comes from 

Jesus, because Jesus is the One “sent” by the Father. ()*#+,-""-./ means “to 
send”). Jesus refers a number of times, throughout the Gospels, to the fact that 
the Father “sent me” – in Greek: “&*#+,-."&/,& 0-”.

• The “apostles” in the Bible are a special class of men whom Jesus chose to 
be “sent” to do his work.

• St. Mark’s Gospel succinctly recounts this event – and it follows one of 
those episodes where we see Jesus alone on a mountain, praying to the 
Father:

• “And he went up on the mountain, and called to him those whom 
he desired; and they came to him. And he appointed twelve, to be 
with him, and to be sent out to preach and have authority to cast 
out demons…” (Mark 3.13ff). And then Mark names the 12: Peter, 
James, John, Andrew, Philip, Bartholomew, Matthew, Thomas, 
James the son of Alphaeus, Thaddeus, Simon the Cananaean, and 
Judas Iscariot.

o Notice what it says their purpose was: in short, “to be with 
him and to be sent [&*#+,-""1]”. This is a mirror of his own 
relationship with the Father. Jesus is always with the Father, 
and he is sent into the world to do the Father’s will, to show 
us God (“preaching”), and to give us life by delivering us 
from the dominion of darkness (“casting out demons”). 

o So we may already see that apostolicity is something 
belonging to the Church because it is a part of the Son’s own 
patrimony, which he receives from the Father. Everything he 
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has of himself, he gives to the Church – including his being 
with the Father, and his being sent into the world.

o We can also see the connection between apostolicity and 
sanctity. The former flows from the latter. He called the 
twelve “to be with him” (i.e. to be holy – “solus cum solo”), 
and to be sent (i.e. to be Apostles).

• Jesus says explicitly that the apostolicity, which he gives, is rooted in his 
own being-sent by the Father; and here too he connects this being-sent 
with the gift of the Holy Spirit, the gift of whom is the same thing as the 
sanctity of the Church. After the resurrection, when Jesus came and stood 
in the room with the disciples, he says: “‘Peace be with you. As the Father 
has sent me, even so I send you.’ And when he had said this, he breathed 
on them, and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins 
of any, they are forgiven; if you retain the sins of any, they are 
retained’” (John 20.21ff).

• The Church is thus “apostolic” in one sense simply that she is in the world 
— that the Church has been sent to carry the gospel to the world

o Another aspect of the apostolicity which the Church receives from her Lord, is 
her fidelity to the teaching of the Apostles. I.e. she is “apostolic” because she 
believes and teaches what they believed and taught, and with the same authority 
with which they taught it, which authority likewise comes from Jesus, and is 
given to the Church.

• The teaching authority of the Apostles was handed down by them to their 
successors. For example, St. Paul appointed St. Timothy to succeed him: “I 
remind you to rekindle the gift of God that is within you through the 
laying on of my hands…. For this gospel I was appointed a preacher and 
apostle and teacher…. Follow the pattern of the sound words which you 
have heard from me, in the faith and love which are in Christ Jesus; guard 
the truth that has been entrusted to you by the Holy Spirit who dwells 
within us” (2 Timothy 1, passim).

o Lastly, the Church is “apostolic” in a more direct way insofar as the Church is 
governed by bishops in a determinable succession from the Apostles through the 
sacrament of Order — what is called the “apostolic succession.”  We’ll discuss 
that later when we come to the sacraments! When we come to the sacraments we 
will also discuss the way that the Eucharist — Holy Communion — makes the 
Church. That is an incredibly important topic, but one that we will have to 
postpone for now.
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ECUMENICAL SUMMARY

Let’s return briefly to some of the big questions that started our discussion. Ok, so the Church 
is one, holy, catholic, apostolic — but, again, what about all these apparently different 
churches? 

As I suggested earlier, to even have this problem suggests already the way that the Church has 
been wounded by the sin of her members. But this doesn’t take away the difficulty of the 
question. 

For our purposes here, let me suggest a modest strategy. I have tried to show how the Church 
receives its identity from Christ -- everything that the Church has comes as gift from God. The 
Catholic Church, in other words, already has everything it needs in Christ. Jesus Christ is the 
same yesterday, today and forever. We need not wait around for him to be one, holy, catholic 
and apostolic. These things are simply who he is, and he shares who he is with the Church.

If we have trouble seeing that, it is only because we have not all fully received the gifts that 
Christ wishes to give his Church. This is the only way that I know to explain the apparent 
divisions among Christians. These divisions are not new. They have been more serious, 
perhaps, since the 16th century Reformation, but schism goes all the way back to the early 
Church.

Our problem as modern Christians is not that we haven’t worked hard enough to keep the 
Church united. It’s that we haven’t fully received the gifts of unity, holiness, catholicity and 
apostolicity that God has already fully given the Church. Baptists and Presbyterians are no less 
members of the Catholic Church than are Roman Catholics, Orthodox or Anglicans. But as a 
group they have for one reason or another rejected -- or neglected to receive -- one of the gifts 
that Christ gave his Church, namely the apostolic succession. Likewise it seems to me that we 
Anglicans, along with the Orthodox, cannot fully receive the gift of unity without receiving the 
papal ministry in some way. This doesn’t solve the problems of how that gift is received, or of 
how it is and has been presented by the Roman Church. All the same, if we really believe that 
the Church is one, holy, catholic and apostolic, we should not settle for anything less! Christ 
offers us abundance, not adequacy! One of the most lamentable modern trends has been to 
find some sort of bare minimum that everyone can agree on. But Christ is not the lowest 
common denominator of human experience! He is the fullness of both God and man, the door 
to life everlasting. The Church likewise should reflect that identity. 

Now, in thinking about the contemporary Church and its divisions, we always come in the end 
to questions of individual conscience. The Church is no more self-evident or self-explanatory 
than any other mystery of faith. Our knowledge of the Church is inextricably personal — thus 
the Nicene Creed says, in its original language “I believe one, holy, catholic and apostolic 

9



Church” not “I believe in the Church”; it’s not a statement of doctrine so much as a statement 
about what is trustworthy — and more specifically, what group of people, what institution, 
even, is a trustworthy witness to this God that we are supposed to believe in and trust. All of 
us at some point have to make this judgment on our own. 

Rowan Williams: “Just as we can trust God because he has no agenda that is not for our good, 
so we can trust the Church because it is the sort of community it is, a community of active 
peacemaking and peacekeeping where no one exists in isolation or grows up in isolation or 
suffers in isolation.” (T of T, 106) So while there are important questions to ask about the 
Church on a doctrinal level, the Church is not, fundamentally, a paper reality: it is something 
that one gets to know personally, and so one can only go so far on arguments about the Church.

Again, the whole second half of this course is, in a sense, designed to show what it means to be 
Church, so today we can only touch the surface. The reading from Tokens of Trust goes further 
in that direction, and so I hope you have a chance to read it if you haven’t. I do hope you’ll 
bring out points from the book that you want to discuss today, even if I haven’t mentioned 
them.

THREE IMAGES OF THE CATHOLIC CHURCH

I want to close today by offering three traditional images of the Catholic Church. There are 
many more that we can draw from both scripture and tradition, but these are, for me at least, 
some of the most compelling. None of them is perfect and complete in itself, but I think each of 
them tell us something valuable about the Church.

The first is probably the most common, and one that we see several times in the New 
Testament. The Church is the Body of Christ. 

1 Corinthians 12:12-13 “For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the 
members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ. For by one Spirit we 
were all baptized into one body -- Jews or Greeks, slaves or free -- and all were made to drink 
of one Spirit.”

This follows well from what we have said of the four notes — all that the Church has comes 
from Christ, because the Church in some real way is Christ. Remember, the Church is God’s 
way of continuing the universal work of Christ in the world. As one man, the incarnate Son of 
God was limited to one place and time. Through the Church, though, his body is extended 
through time and space, bringing the whole world into his divine life.

The “body” image is used by Paul to show the way that many different members can all exist 
within one Church. The body is a clear image of unity in diversity. 
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The second image is Mary, the Mother of our Lord. 

Mary has, since the very early days of the Church, been though of as an icon, an image, of the 
Church. Her life displays in microcosm the life and vocation of the Church. In her conception 
and nativity she is set apart by God for a holy purpose, to bring about God’s work in the 
world. In her motherhood she shows the true vocation of all humanity, which is to be bearers 
of the divine word -- to carry within ourselves, even our own bodies, the Spirit of God, and to 
reveal that God to the world. In another way she also shows the Church’s role as Mother -- of 
bringing new life into the world through holy Baptism. Lastly, in Mary’s assumption into 
heaven we see the final end of the Church and all her members: our glorification and perfect, 
body and soul, and our calling to live forever with God.

Finally, an image offered by St. Paul, and strongly suggested in the gospels, is that of the 
Church as the Bride of Christ. Ephesians 5 speaks of Christ and the Church as husband and 
wife. 

Recall, in this connection, the old marriage vows. The Bridegroom says to the Bride: “With this 
ring I thee wed; with my body I thee worship; and with all my worldly goods I thee endow. In 
the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen.” This is spoken by the 
Bridegroom in the sacrament of marriage. The words are spoken by Christ to his Bride, the 
Church.

With his body he “worships” the Church. That is, with his body on the Cross, declares worthy 
the Church worthy; shows the full dignity of humanity to receive God. With all his goods he 
endows the Church — what he has, he shares with her -- again, the gifts of unity, sanctity, 
catholicity and apostolicity, among other things. Everything that he has, he shares, and this 
sharing is in turn based on his own participation in the essence of God the Father in the Holy 
Spirit. 

next week: the resurrection of the dead, then a break for a couple of weeks!
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