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Today we are up to part five in my series of sermons on the Apostle’s Creed. It is also the 

last in this series, which to you will be either good news or bad news depending on how much 

you have liked this series. Today, for my final remarks on this creed, I am talking about the 

phrase the holy catholic church—and in accordance with my normal way of doing things, I again 

have three things to say about this phrase.  

The first thing I want to say about this phrase begins with a story. When I was in my first 

parish, I can distinctly remember a woman named Ginger who gave me her thoughts on the 

Apostle’s Creed. She said “Preacher I don’t mind standing up and say the Apostle’s Creed each 

Sunday, but I won’t say that part about the catholic church. You can’t make me say that.”  

“Ginger, I don’t want to make you do anything. But tell me why do you feel this way?”  

“Well, you know those Catholics. They believe in the pope. They say prayers to Mary and 

they think you have to confess all your sins to a priest. I don’t agree with all that stuff, preacher, 

you can’t make me say that.” 

Now, if you or someone you love is a member of the Roman Catholic Church, I hope you 

will not find my retelling of this story to be disrespectful to you. But it is important that I begin 

with this story because as my ministry continued for years and years, I came to find that Ginger 

was only the first of many people who expressed the same reservation to me about saying this 

phrase. It is my understanding that some churches even have their own practice of deleting this 

phrase from the Apostle’s Creed or changing it to say something else. But that’s a shame, I 

think, and any pastor who is complicit in that effort should know better. The holy catholic 
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church is a wonderful phrase. But it does not mean we are Catholic. If it meant we were 

Catholic, it would say the Roman Catholic Church with the first letter of each word being 

capitalized. But it does not say that. It says the holy catholic church. And if this phrase meant 

we were Catholic, I would not be saying this phrase either. I have a great deal of respect for our 

brothers and sisters next door at St. Paul’s and down at Little Flower. I recognize them as fellow 

Christians, but I too am not Catholic, and that is not what it means. But if it doesn’t mean we 

are Catholic, then that obviously raises the question of what does it mean, and that is what 

brings me to the second thing I wish to say today. 

The second thing I wish to say today is that the phrase holy catholic church really means 

the holy universal church. That is, what it is referring to is the church that unites believers of all 

times and places together in one body. It is the church that unites Presbyterians, Roman 

Catholics, Methodists, Lutherans, Baptists, you name it into one body, so that we can say that 

all of us are brothers and sisters in Christ. And the fact that we are all one in Christ is why you 

will always, always hear me correct someone whenever they say to me, “So, Rich, I hear you’re 

a pastor, well what Christian sect do you belong to.” My friends, I do not belong to a sect. I 

belong to a denomination. There is a big difference. A sect says “We are the only way.” A 

denomination says “We are one of the ways.” If the Presbyterian Church were a sect, we would 

say we Presbyterians are the only Christians and if you aren’t Presbyterian, then you don’t 

belong to Christ. We don’t say that. And the reason I correct people when they say “sect” is not 

because I enjoy showing off what I know. Although who are we kidding, that’s probably a part 

of it. It is because the difference matters. It really matters. Don’t ever forget that our Lutheran, 

Catholic, Baptist and Methodist friends are all part of the one body of Christ. Don’t get me 
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wrong, I am proud to be a Presbyterian. I am proud of our Presbyterian government and our 

Reformed tradition. But when someone brings their baby to be baptized I do not ask them if 

they accept the teachings of the Westminster Confession and The Belhar Confession. I ask them 

if they accept Jesus Christ. And when someone comes to take communion from this table I do 

not say they are only invited to come if they are baptized in the name of John Calvin or John 

Knox. I say they are invited to come if they are baptized into the name of Jesus Christ. 

“Catholic” means we are one in Christ, and that’s what matters above all else. 

The third thing I want to say today is that not only is the holy catholic church the one 

church that is united as the body of Christ. But the first word in that phrase is holy. The word 

holy means set apart, and as the church we are set apart from the world. That means that while 

we believe in promoting unity, we are after more than just unity in the church. We believe in 

promoting its holiness, its godliness and its purity just as every time someone is ordained to an 

office in the Presbyterian church we ask them to pray for the peace, unity and purity of the 

church. We are to be pure as Christ is pure and undefiled by the dirt and grime of this world. 

Sometimes, as you are probably aware in an effort to purify the church, Christians decide that 

the best thing to do is to separate themselves from other people they consider less than 

Christian, or less than pure and who, in their judgment infect the church with their heretical 

beliefs or their ungodly practices. Now, I don’t want to be too critical of such an effort, because 

I think the intention behind such an effort is a noble one. The pursuit of purity in the church is 

not to be taken lightly. Jesus didn’t just tell his disciples to be morally acceptable or morally 

better than most people. He said be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect. So I don’t take 

the pursuit of purity lightly. But here is the irony of that strategy. The irony of the strategy of 
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pursuing purity by casting out those Christians who are different is that you usually end up 

doing just the opposite. You make the church less pure, not more pure. And you do the 

opposite for two reasons. First, when we divide the church over silly issues then we don’t 

actually act differently from the world, we end up doing exactly what the world would do. “If 

you have a different color skin, you can’t be a part of my club. If you don’t think the way that I 

do, you’re not a real American. If you don’t agree with me about this or that, so long, I’m going 

to divorce you.” That’s the way the world does things. But we are supposed to be different in 

the church. We’re not supposed to be like the world. We’re not supposed to take the easy way 

out of splitting up and no longer talking to each other whenever we encounter differences 

among each other. We’re supposed to take the hard and sometimes painful path of sitting 

down together and talking through our differences, and when we can’t talk through them, 

maybe finding a way of loving each other anyway. So that’s the first reason we actually end up 

being less pure by dividing. And the second reason we become less pure is because when we 

divide over silly things, the thing we end up worshipping is not Christ, oh no, what we end up 

worshipping is whatever it is that divides us. There is nothing wrong with having an opinion 

about how best to be faithful to Christ. In fact, let me be clear if none of you ever had opinions 

about what direction we should go in here at Northminster, and you didn’t feel passionately 

about those opinions, I would worry about you. But let me be equally clear that whatever issue 

causes a church to split from its fellow Christians becomes the issue that is God for that church. 

So churches that split up over doctrinal issues make doctrinal issues the center of their faith, 

not Christ. Churches that split up over ethical issues make ethical issues the center of their 

faith, not Christ. Churches that split up over whether you are allowed to check your email on a 
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Sunday make checking your email the center of their faith, not Christ. Remember one of the 

parables that Jesus taught his disciples. He said the kingdom of heaven is like a farmer who 

sowed good seed in his field and while everyone slept an enemy came and sowed weeds 

among the wheat, so that as they both grew up the wheat and the weeds grew together. And 

then the servants came to the farmer and said “Sir do you want us to pull up the weeds.” But 

he said no, because when you pull up the weeds you will pull up the good crop too. You will pull 

up the wheat too. Let them grow together until the harvest.  

Now, some of you may think I made up the example of the church that splits over the 

checking of emails. How I wish I were. Let me tell you about all our fellow Presbyterians in 

Centerville, Georgia. Centerville, Georgia is a town of only about 5000 people. But they also 

have 48 Presbyterian churches in that town, a record number per capita. Originally back in 

1899, there was only one. It was simply called “The Centerville Presbyterian Church”. But by 

1911 a dispute rose among the members of Centerville Presbyterian over whether or not the 

offering should be taken before or after the sermon. So they split, and the dissenting members 

became the Centerville Reformed Presbyterian Church. Four years later there was another 

dispute. This time it had to do with whether it was appropriate to have flowers in the 

sanctuary. Some said yes, and other said no, and those who said no split off from Centerville 

Reformed Presbyterian Church and became Trinity Reformed Presbyterian Church. Several 

more splits happened over the years, the most famous one being over whether one of these 

southern churches that was a member of the old southern Presbyterian Church in the United 

States, should remain in the PCUS or join the northern churches in the PC(USA). One of the 

churches that wanted to remain became the Eleventh Westminster Covenant Presbyterian 
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Church of Centerville. And most recently, the last of these splits yes, concerned whether it is 

appropriate to check your email on Sunday, and those who said no have now split off and 

formed “The Presbyterian Totally Reformed Covenantal Westminsterian Sabbatarian Regulative 

Credo-Communionist A-Millenial Presuppositional Church of Centerville” otherwise known as 

the PTRCWSRCCAPCC. When asked about this most recent split, Paul Davis, an elder at this 

newly formed church said “I think we’ve finally got it right now. We now have a church with 

100% doctrinal purity.” Oh, but Mr. Davis, my friend, that’s not how you achieve purity. What 

on earth do you think all this silliness says to the poor people you’re trying to reach in 

Centerville, Georgia who are looking for answers? What does it do for them except cause 

endless confusion? What does it tell them about what really matters in our faith? When you 

pull up the weeds, you pull up the wheat too, Jesus says. Indeed you do. 

With that, I now close this series of sermons on the Apostle’s Creed. This series was made 

possible by a suggestion from one of you that I tackle this subject, and I hope I did it justice. In 

the future, if any of you have suggestions of another series of sermons I can tackle, I am open 

to hearing those suggestions.  

   


