A Fresh Word – We’re Not Catholic, or Are We?

  
 Sunday, July 26, 2009

Words are curious critters.  They change their meaning over time.  I think of this every Christmas when I hear certain songs exhorting us to “make the yuletide gay” or “don we now our gay apparel.”  

Did you know that the word “nice” originally meant stupid or foolish?  If we lived in the thirteenth century and I called you nice, those would have been fighting words!  Of course, today we and intend it as a compliment.  
Similarly, in the eleventh century, the word “silly” meant to be blessed or happy.  Through the centuries of usage, the word “silly” changed from meaning pious to innocent to harmless to pitiable to feeble-minded until today when it generally refers to foolish or stupid.  
When we say something is “awful,” we typically mean that it is bad or terrible.  Originally, an object that was awful was understood to be full of awe or worthy of awe.  

Less than half a century ago or so, we may have told our friends and neighbors: “Our pastor is a gay man.”  Everyone would have understood that our pastor was generally happy and joyous.  Of course, that is not at all the idea they would get today.  (May I hasten to add, your pastor is certainly not gay!  I am very happy and would hope to be visibly full of joy.  I do not want to be called gay, however.)
When we recite the Apostles’ Creed, as we have been for eight weeks now as part our Sunday morning worship, many of us have had special trouble with one word.  We are moving right along when we come to this one word that causes our evangelical, Baptist sensibilities to go on high alert.  

Although very few people have actually come to me personally with their concern, several have come as emissaries to express distress over this phrase in the Creed – “the holy catholic church.”  No one has put it to me quite like this, but I can almost hear this complaint: “Pastor, we’re not Catholic!”  

No, we are not Catholic, and I do not believe in or like the Catholic Church.  Please notice the capital letters.  When we see the word Catholic with the big “C” that is a reference to the Roman Catholic Church.  We Baptists certainly are not Roman Catholic.  
Please notice in the Creed, however, that the word “catholic” is not capitalized.  It begins with a small “c.”  This means something quite different.  The word “catholic” with a little “c” means universal or global.  The word was used in the Apostles’ Creed before there even was a Roman Catholic Church as we think of it.  
When we say we believe in “the holy catholic church,” we affirm our belief in the church as the body of Christ around the world in whatever nation, tribe, or tongue – or even Bible-believing denomination – that Jesus calls His bride, the church.  Every redeemed, blood-bought, Bible-believing, Kingdom-advancing, Great Commission group of believers in Jesus Christ is indeed catholic (little “c”).  We are catholic in our mission.  We are catholic in our make-up.  
Jesus tells us to “make disciples of all nations.”  The word translated “nations” is the same word from which we get “ethnic.”  The idea is that our Lord wants us to be reaching out to every people group on the planet to change them from worldlings to worshippers.  We intend to preach the Good News to every nation, to every ethnic group, to every tribe, in every language.  We intend to preach the Good News so that lives will be changed.  
The church of Jesus Christ consists of people from every language, ethnicity, tribe, and nation.  We are global.  Even in Heaven, we will all keep our ethnic diversity (Revelation 5:9).  
We are not studying the Apostles’ Creed to become more Catholic (big “c”).  The truth is, we are already catholic (little “c”).  In reality, there is only one church – His church.   There is only one bride of Christ.  Jesus will not have a harem in Heaven – a Baptist bride, a Lutheran bride, a Wesleyan bride, etc.  The one church, the one bride of Christ, the one body of Christ includes some Presbyterians and Methodists and Pentecostals, and yes, even some Roman Catholics and Baptists.  

The Apostles’ Creed is not a Roman Catholic document.  The Creed is an early profession of faith in the non-negotiable essentials of the faith.  It is a teaching tool that was used in the ancient church to train new believers before there were Roman Catholics or Southern Baptists.  The Creed was a very important instrument because there were not copies of the Scripture in every believer’s possession, or even in every church’s fellowship.  Most people could not even read.  

The Creed was and is still a meaningful way to remember and instruct and recite together not all the intricacies of our peculiar doctrines or interpretations of Scripture but what every born-again believer in Jesus Christ must embrace, from the first days in Jerusalem to the present around the world on to the future in New Heaven and New Earth.
I believe in God, the Father Almighty, the Maker of heaven and earth, and [I believe] 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 arose again from the dead; He ascended into heaven, and sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty; from thence He will come to judge the living and the dead.  I believe in the Holy Spirit; the holy catholic church; the communion of saints; the forgiveness of sins; the resurrection of the body; and the life everlasting. Amen.

I believe … by His grace and for His glory! 

Pastor Rob  















