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THE CHURCH, ITS UNITY, HOLINESS AND UNIVERSALITY

Since here and there through the Holy Spirit men meet with Jesus Christ and so also with one another, Christian community visibly arises and exists here and there. It is a form of the one, holy, universal people of God and a communion of holy men and works, in that it submits to sole rule by Jesus Christ, in whom it is founded, that it also aims to live solely in the fulfilment of its service as ambassador, that it recognises its goal solely in its hope, which is its limit.

WE must be brief in this section, which by rights ought to be very thoroughly treated. Our lecture hours are numbered. But perhaps there is no harm in that. To-day there is rather too much than too little said about the Church. There is something better: let us be the Church!

It would be great gain, could Luther's urgent desire have been carried out and the word 'congregation' had taken the place of the word 'Church'. Of course we may find in the word 'Church' what is good and true, since Church means Kyriake Oikia, the Lord's House; or, derived from circa, a circularly enclosed space. Both explanations are possible, but ekklesia certainly means con​gregation, a coming together, arising out of the summons to the national assembly which meets at the call of the messenger or else at the sound of the herald's trumpet.

A congregation is the coming together of those who belong to Jesus Christ through the Holy Spirit. We heard that special men belong in a special way to Jesus Christ. This takes place when men are called by the Holy Spirit to participation in Christ's word and work. This special membership has its analogue on the horizontal level in a membership of those men with one another. The outpouring of the Holy Spirit directly effects the coming together of these men. We cannot speak of the Holy Spirit—and that is why at this point the congregation immediately appears—without continuing credo ecclesiam, I believe in the 141

142             DOGMATICS IN OUTLINE

existence of the Church. And conversely, Woe to us, where we think we can speak of the Church without establishing it wholly on the work of the Holy Spirit. Credo in Spiritum sanctum, but not Credo in ecclesiam. I believe in the Holy Spirit, but not in the Church. Rather I believe in the Holy Spirit, and therefore also in the existence of the Church, of the congregation. So then we must eliminate all ideas of other human assemblies and societies which have come into being, partly by nature, partly by history, on the basis of agreements and arrangements. The Christian congregation arises and exists neither by nature nor by historical human decision, but as a divine convocatio. Those called together by the work of the Holy Spirit assemble at the summons of their King. Where the Church coincides with the natural living com​munity, with, for example, that of the nation, the danger of a misunderstanding always threatens. It cannot be formed by men's hands; that is why the zealous, swift founding of Churches, such as took place in America and also sometimes in Holland, is a doubtful, business. Calvin liked to apply to the Church a military conception, that of la compagnie des fideles. A company usually comes together on the basis of a command and not on that of a free agreement.

By men assembling here and there in the Holy Spirit there arises here and there a visible Christian congregation. It is best not to apply the idea of invisibility to the Church; we are all inclined to slip away with that in the direction of a ciuitas platonica or some sort of Cloud-cuckooland, in which the Christians are united inwardly and invisibly, while the visible Church is de​valued. In the Apostles' Creed it is not an invisible structure which is intended but a quite visible coming together, which originates with the twelve Apostles. The first congregation was a visible group, which caused a visible public uproar. If the Church has not this visibility, then it is not the Church. When I say congrega​tion, I am thinking primarily of the concrete form of the congre​gation in a particular place. Of course each of these congregations has its problems, such as the congregation of Rome, of Jerusalem, etc. The New Testament never presents the Church apart from these problems. At once the problem of variations in the individual congregations crops up, which may lead to splits. All this belongs to the visibility of the Church, which is the subject matter of the second article. We believe the existence of the Church—which means that we believe each particular congregation to be a
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congregation of Christ. Take good note, that a parson who does not believe that in this congregation of his, including those men and women, old wives and children, Christ's congregation exists, does not believe at all in the existence of the Church. Credo ecclesiam means that I believe that here, at this place, in this visible assembly, the work of the Holy Spirit takes place. By that is not intended a deification of the creature; the Church is not the object of faith, we do not believe in the Church; but we do be​lieve that in this congregation the work of the Holy Spirit becomes an event. The mystery of the Church is that for the Holy Spirit it is not too small a thing to have such forms. Consequently, there are in truth not many Churches but one Church in terms of this or that concrete one, which should recognise itself as the one Church and in all the others as well.

Credo unam ecclesiam: I believe one form of the one people of God which has heard the voice of the Lord. There are also parlous differences like those, for example, between our own and the Roman Catholic Church, in which it is not simple to recognise the one Church. But even there the Church is still more or less recognisable. But first of all, Christians are simply summoned to believe in God as the common origin, the common goal of the Church to which they are called. We are not placed upon a tower, from which we can survey all varieties of Churches; we simply stand on the earth at a definite place and there is the Church, the one Church. We believe in the unity of the Church, in the unity of the congregations, if we believe in the existence of our concrete Church. If we believe in the Holy Spirit in this Church, then even in the worst case we are not absolutely separ​ated from the other congregations. The truly ecumenical Chris​tians are not those who trivialise the differences and nutter over them; they are those who in their respective Churches are quite concretely the Church. 'Where two or three are gathered together in my name, there am I in their midst'—that is the Church. In Him, despite all varieties in the individual congregations, we shall somehow be bound up with one another.

'I believe one holy . . . Church.' What is the meaning of sancta ecclesia? According to biblical usage of the term, it means 'set apart'. And we think of the origin of the Church, of those called out of the world. 'Church' will always signify a separation. We heard that there are also natural and historical societies, but that only the Christian congregation is the ecclesia sancta. It is
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distinguished from all such societies because of its commission, its foundation and its goal.

'I believe one holy, catholic [universal] . . . Church'—the ecclesia catholica. The concept of Catholicity is tainted for us, because in this connexion we think of the Roman Catholics. But the Reformers undoubtedly made a claim upon this concept for themselves. What is involved is the one, holy and catholic people of God. Fundamentally the three concepts make the same assertion: ecclesia catholica means that through the whole of history the Church remains identical with itself. It cannot alter in its nature. There are, of course, different forms in the main Churches. There are also weaknesses, perversions, errors in all Churches. But there are not substantially different Churches. Their opposition could only be that of true and false Churches. We shall do well not to cast this opposition too swiftly and too often into the discussion.

The Church is the communion of the saints, communio sanctorum. Here there is a problem of exegesis: is the nominative sancti or sancta? I do not wish to decide the dispute, but just to ask whether there is not here intended a remarkable ambiguity in a deeper sense. For only when both interpretations are retained side by side, does the matter receive its full, good meaning. Sancti means not specially fine people, but, for example, people like the 'saints of Corinth', who were very queer saints. But these queer folk, to whom we too may belong, are sancti, that is, men set apart—for holy gifts and works, for sancta. The congregation is the place where God's word is proclaimed and the sacraments are solemnised and the fellowship of prayer takes place, not to mention the inward gifts and works, which are the meaning of these outward ones. So the sancti belong to the sancta and vice versa.

Let me recapitulate: Credo ecclesiam means that I believe that the congregation to which I belong, in which I have been called to faith and am responsible for my faith, in which I have my service, is the one, holy, universal Church. If I do not believe this here, I do not believe it at all. No lack of beauty, no 'wrinkles and spots' in this congregation may lead me astray. The thing involved here is an article of faith. There is no sense, when seeking after the 'true' congregation, in abandoning one's concrete congregation. Everywhere we are 'playing at man'. Of course, schism cannot be excluded; it may be objectively necessary.
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But no schism will ever lead to 'playing at man' being dropped completely in the newly separated congregation of the Holy Spirit. When the Reformers came and the Roman Church remained behind the Reformed Church and separated from it, there was in action in the evangelical Church no spotless Church, either, it too was and is full of 'spots and wrinkles' to this very day. In faith I attest that the concrete congregation to which I belong and for the life of which I am responsible, is appointed to the task of making in this place, in this form, the one, holy, universal Church visible. By saying Yes to it, as to one which belongs with the other congregations by the Holy Spirit, I hope and expect that the one Holy Spirit of Jesus Christ will in it and through it attest also to others and confirm that in it the one, universal holy nature of the Church will become visible.

In the Nicene Creed a fourth is added to these three predicates of the Church, that I believe one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church. But this fourth one does not simply stand in a row with the other three expressions, but explains them. What is the mean​ing of Unity, Catholicity, Holiness? What distinguishes the con​gregation from all other societies of a natural or even of an historical kind? We can perhaps say that it is the ecclesia apostolica —that is, the Church founded on the witness of the Apostle;;— which transmits this witness, and which was constituted and will be constituted ever anew by the fact that it hears this testimony of the Apostles. We are faced with the complete fullness of the Church's existence and at the same time with a fullness of pro​blems, to enter upon which we have neither time nor space left. But I will attempt to make visible along three lines, what apostolicity of the Church means.

Our opening sentence says that the Christian congregation is 'a communion of holy men and works, in that it submits to sole rule by Jesus Christ, in whom it is founded, that it also aims to live solely in the fulfilment of its service as ambassador, that it recog​nises its goal solely in its hope, which is its limit'. Here you see the three lines that are involved.

i. Where the Christian Church is, we are obviously connected in some form or other with Jesus Christ. This name indicates the unity, holiness and universality of the Church. Whether this basis and appeal to it takes place dejure is the question that must be put to every congregation in every place. Where the Apostolic Church is, the Church which hears and transmits the Apostles' testimony,

146                            DOGMATICS  IN  OUTLINE

a definite sign will be living, a nota ecclesiae, that Jesus Christ, namely, is not only He from whom the Church derives, but that Christ is He that rules the congregation. He, and He alone! At no time and in no place is the Church an authority which upholds itself out of itself, but—and here follows an important principle with regard to Church governments—fundamentally the Church can be governed neither monarchically nor democratically. Here Jesus Christ rules alone, and any ruling of man can only represent this government of His. It must let itself be measured by that government. But Jesus Christ rules in His Word by the Holy Spirit. Church government is thus identical with Holy Scripture, for it witnesses to Him. So the Church must continually be occupied with the exposition and application of Scripture. Where the Bible becomes a dead book with a cross on the cover and gilt edging, the Church rule of Jesus Christ is slumbering. There the Church is no longer the one holy universal Church, but the threat is there of the breaking in of what is unholy and separatist. Of course even this 'Church' will call on the name of Jesus Christ. But it is not words but reality which matters; and such a Church will not be in a position to bring reality into action.

2. The life of the one holy universal Church is determined by the fact that it is the fulfilment of the service as ambassador enjoined upon it. The Church lives as other communities live, but in its Church service its nature appears—proclamation of the Word of God, administration of the Sacraments, a more or less developed liturgy, the application of a Church law (the thesis of R. Sohm is a fantastic business, for even the first congregation had at least a Church-law order, namely Apostles and congrega​tion), and lastly theology. The great problem, which the Church has again and again to answer, is this—what happens in and by all these functions? Is it a question of edification? Is the blessed​ness of individuals or of all involved? Is it the cultivation of religious living, or quite objectively an order (in accord with an ontological conception of the Church) which must simply be achieved as the opus Dei? Where the life of the Church is exhausted in self-serving, it smacks of death; the decisive thing has been forgotten, that this whole life is lived only in the exercise of what we called the Church's service as ambassador, proclamation, kerygma. A Church that recognises its commission will neither desire nor be able to petrify in any of its functions, to be the Church for its own sake. There is the 'Christ-believing group'; but

CHURCH: UNITY, HOLINESS, UNIVERSALITY    147

this group is sent out: 'Go and preach the Gospel!' It does not say, 'Go and celebrate services!' 'Go and edify yourselves with the sermon!' 'Go and celebrate the Sacraments!' 'Go and present yourselves in a liturgy, which perhaps repeats the heavenly liturgy!' 'Go and devise a theology which may gloriously umold like the Summa of St Thomas!' Of course, there is nothing to forbid all this; there may exist very good cause to do it all; but nothing, nothing at all for its own sake! In it all the one thing must prevail: 'Proclaim the Gospel to every creature!' The Church runs like a herald to deliver the message. It is not a snail that carries its little house on its back and is so well off in it, that only now and then it sticks out its feelers, and then thinks that the 'claim of publicity' has been satisfied. No, the Church lives by its commission as herald; it is la compagnie de Dieu. Where the Church is living, it must ask itself whether it is serving this commission or whether it is a purpose in itself? If the second is the case, then as a rule it begins to smack of the 'sacred', to affect piety, to play the priest and to mumble. Anyone with a keen nose will smell it and find it dreadful! Christianity is not 'sacred';

rather there breathes in it the fresh air of the Spirit. Otherwise it is not Christianity. For it is an out-and-out 'worldly' thing open to all humanity: 'Go into all the world and proclaim the Gospel to every creature.'

3. And now the last point, that where the Church is, there it has an aim, the kingdom of God. This goal of the Church is bound to constitute a continuous restlessness for the men in the Church, whose action stands in no relation to the greatness of this goal. We must not allow Christian existence, that is the existence of the Church, and theological existence, to be spoiled by this. It may well happen that we might want to drop the hand that is put to the plough, when we compare the Church with its goal. We may often have a distaste for the whole of Church life. If you do not know this oppression, if you simply feel well inside the Church's walls, you have certainly not seen the real dynamic in this matter. In me Church we may be just like a bird in a cage which is always hitting against the bars. Something bigger is at stake than our bit of preaching and liturgy! But 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. We do not let ourselves be hindered, by the hope of the kingdom, from standing as a private soldier
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in the compagnie de Dieu and so making for the goal. The limit is set us by the goal. If we really hope for the kingdom of God, then we can also endure the Church in its pettiness. Then we shall not be ashamed to discover in the concrete congregation the one holy universal Church, and then every individual will not be ashamed of his particular confession. The Christian hope, which is the most revolutionary thing we are capable of thinking and beside which all other revolutions are mere blank cartridges, is a disciplined hope. It points man to his limitations: there you may hold out. The Kingdom of God is coming, so you must not begin the flight to the kingdom of God. Take your place and be in your place as a true minister verbi divini. You can be a revolution​ary, but you can also be a conservative. Where this contrast between revolutionary and conservative is united in one man, where he may be at once quite restless and quite at rest, where he may be with the others in that way in the congregation, in which the members recognise each other in longing and in humility in the light of the divine humour, he will do what he has to do. In this light all our Church action is allowed and in fact commended. So the Church, waiting and hurrying, goes to meet the coming of the Lord.

