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During Lent this year, we are studying the belief statements in the Apostles’ Creed as we 

attempt to answer the question: “what do I believe and why.”  So far we have discussed the 

Trinity addressing the questions: who is God, who is Jesus Christ, and who is the Holy Spirit?  

Let’s continue our discussion with the next two fundamental belief statements of “I believe in 

the holy catholic church, the communion of saints.”  Our scripture text is taken from the twelfth 

chapter of Hebrews, the first two verses.   

Read Hebrews 12:1-2 – “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, 

let us throw off everything that hinders and the sins that so easily entangles, and let us run with 

perseverance the race marked out for us.  Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter 

of our faith, who for the joy set before Him endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat 

down at the right hand of the throne of God.” 

Now the terms “holy catholic church” and “communion of saints” are somewhat confusing 

when you first read them.  So let’s look at each one separately and see what we can learn about 

them.  First let’s explore what we mean when we state that the church is “holy” and “catholic.”  

Because when many people look at the church today, it appears to be anything but holy.  To 

many it seems to be filled with hypocrites and judgmental people; in fact, this is one reason 

why many people have turned away from “organized religion,” and why so many young adults 

today say that they are “spiritual but not religious.”   

One man invited his friend to church and the friend told him that he would never go to that 

church because it was full of hypocrites.  To which the man replied: “That’s okay, one more 

won’t hurt.”  You know we need to periodically stop and think about the image that we are 

portraying to the surrounding community.  How do people in Rio Rancho view High Desert?  Do 

they see the love of Jesus Christ reflected in our words and actions?  Are we fulfilling the 

command to love our neighbors?  Are we a church that people want to be part of? 

It helps to understand that when we say we believe in the holy catholic church, we’re not 

saying that the church is filled with righteous and perfect people.  In the context of the Bible, 

the word “holy” means belonging to God, or “set apart for God.”  It has been said that the 

church is not a country club for perfect people, but instead a hospital for broken and sinful 

people who are slowly being made well.  I like the way Ron Smith, a former member of St. 

Paul’s in Socorro, used to put it; we are a place for “recovering sinners.”  Think about it; we are 

all “recovering sinners.” 

The church is holy when we realize that it doesn’t belong to us, but to God.  It’s holy when we 

ask “what does God want His church to do for Him” instead of asking “what can the church do 



for me?”  Throughout the New Testament, the church is referred to as the bride of Christ.  Thus, 

the church is holy when she loves Jesus Christ and seeks to be faithful to Him. 

So what about that word “catholic” in the phrase “the holy catholic church?”  Now this phrase 

has given some people a lot of concern.  That’s why there’s an asterisk by it in our hymn book 

noting that it means “universal.”  I had a member of the church in Grants who would never say 

that he believed in the holy catholic church; instead when we recited the Apostles’ Creed, 

Marvin would always say he believed “in the universal church.”  He continued to do this even 

after I explained to him that this statement is not referring to the Roman Catholic Church.  The 

word “catholic,” with a lower case c, comes from a compound Greek word that means, in 

essence, everywhere.  The word came to be a reminder of the church’s unity; that every 

community of believers across the Roman Empire and beyond was bound together in the 

gospel.  Despite differences in language or ethnic makeup, these communities were part of one 

church, the church everywhere, the universal church.   

In preparing for this message, I found an interesting story about how the Roman Catholic 

Church got its name.  It dates back to 1054 when the Western church and the Eastern church 

decided to separate.  The Western church claimed the name Catholic indicating that they were 

the “universal” church, or one might say the “real” church.  The Eastern church claimed the 

name Orthodox, meaning “right worship,” positioning themselves as the church that believed 

and worshipped in the “right” way.  Therefore, according to the Catholics, those who were not 

Catholic were not part of the universal church.  In the same way, according to the Orthodox, 

those who were not part of the Eastern Orthodox Church were unorthodox; in other words 

having the wrong beliefs and worshipping the wrong way.  

Unfortunately, today there are still many divisions within the Christian family.  Jesus anticipated 

this when He prayed in John 17 that God would make all His followers one, as He and the 

Father are one.  Jesus tried to reduce divisions among His followers by telling His disciples not 

to judge one another, but to love one another, and to forgive one another.  However, despite 

the problems and divisions we have today, our belief in the holy catholic church is an 

ecumenical belief that all who call upon the name of Jesus Christ and seek to follow Him as 

their Lord and Savior are part of one universal church.  We believe in the universal church; all 

Christians, all believers, all denominations, every one of us who bear witness to Jesus Christ.  

One of the most visible demonstrations of this while I was in Socorro was our annual 

Community Easter Sunrise Service when we joined together on the local golf course with our 

brothers and sisters from the Catholic Church, Presbyterian Church, Episcopal Church and 

Baptist Church to celebrate the Risen Lord.    

With this basic understanding of the words “holy” and “catholic,” let’s consider what we mean 

by the word “church.”  Now most of us realize that the church is not a building, but is really the 



people who believe in Jesus Christ.  In the New Testament, the Greek word for “church” most 

often refers to an assembly of Christians.  The first time we see this word in the Gospels is when 

Jesus speaks to Peter in Matthew 16:18 and tells him: “You are Peter, and on this rock I will 

build my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it.”   

By referring to “my church,” Jesus is making it clear that the church is an assembly or 

community that belongs to Him.  It is in this relationship with Jesus that the church 

distinguishes itself from a civic gathering or a social club.  So in the New Testament, the church 

is known as a gathering of people called out by Jesus, who belong to Jesus, and therefore who 

seek not only to experience fellowship with Him but to do His will and His work in the world.  

Thus, the mission of every local church is to determine what Jesus is calling them to do in their 

community. 

Now as human beings we need community.  We need a place to belong.  We need each other 

to encourage us, to challenge us, to care for us, and to allow us to care and help each other.  It’s 

in our nature; we are wired that way.  Many studies have shown the importance of community 

in longevity and mental health.  From a strictly secular perspective, we are healthier, happier, 

and live longer when we live in community with others.  From a spiritual vantage point, we will 

never grow spiritually into the people God wants us to be without the fellowship of the church. 

Unfortunately, some people miss out on this fellowship because they either don’t come to 

church or have left the church because they got mad at someone or the preacher.  In reality, 

the only one they hurt by this decision is themselves.  When you are not in a faith community, 

your spiritual growth is hindered because you don’t have someone holding you accountable, 

helping you grow, encouraging you to serve, challenging you to care for others, and praying 

with and for you.  John Wesley said there is no such thing as solitary religion; we need to be 

part of a Christian community. 

In Galatians 6:2, the Apostle Paul states that the purpose of the church is to “bear one 

another’s burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of Christ.”  As a church family, we are 

to care for one another and support each other in both the good and bad times of life.  And we 

have had many good times together as we have served this community and moved to our new 

location.  But we are definitely going through a very difficult time right now.  And this is when 

we need to heed Paul’s words to care for each other.  As a church family, let us stay in contact 

with each other; check on your friends and neighbors, and pray for them. 

The Apostles’ Creed goes on to speak of “the communion of saints.”  Now this brings up the 

basic question: what is a saint?  The word saint comes from a Greek word meaning “holy,” and 

occurs 62 times in the New Testament, mostly in the letters of the Apostle Paul.  This was Paul’s 

normal way of addressing all Christians.  Instead of using the word saints, some of the more 



modern translations of the Bible use “holy” or “God’s people.”  In the Roman Catholic and 

Orthodox traditions, there are thousands of canonized saints; that is, those individuals who 

have been examined and officially recognized by the Church as men and women who lived 

exceptionally holy lives.  However, as Protestants we believe that a saint is someone who 

believes in Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of their sins.  When the New Testament speaks of 

saints, it refers to Christians collectively, not just a few persons of outstanding spiritual 

qualities.  Thus in a sense, all Christians are saints. 

A little boy attended a church that had beautiful stained-glass windows.  He was told that the 

windows contained pictures of Saint Matthew, Saint Mark, Saint Luke, Saint John and Saint 

Paul.  One day someone asked him: “what’s a saint?”  To which he replied: “A saint is a person 

that the light shines through.”  What a great definition; a saint is someone who reflects the love 

and light of Jesus Christ to the world around them by how they live their daily lives. 

The “communion of saints” is understood as the belief of all Christians – Catholics, Orthodox 

and Protestants – that all God’s children on earth and in heaven are connected in a 

communion, a fellowship.  It refers to the spiritual union of the members of the Christian 

Church, living and dead, those on earth and those in heaven.  We are all part of a single 

“mystical body” with Jesus Christ as the head.   

In our text from the twelfth chapter of Hebrews we are told that we “are surrounded by a great 

cloud of witnesses.”  The Message paraphrases it like this: “all these pioneers blazed the way, 

all these veterans cheering us on.”  I don’t know if you have ever thought about it this way, but 

when we recite the Apostles’ Creed we can take hope and reassurance in the fact that as we 

meet the challenges and temptations of everyday life, we have a cheering section of faithful 

family members and friends who have prepared the way for us.  Thus, our goal should be to 

strive to become more like Jesus each day in our thoughts, words and actions so that we too 

are worthy of being called a saint. 

Jesus did not just call individual disciples; He formed a community, a family, a people chosen to 

love and to continue His work here on earth.   This assembly or gathering is meant to be a 

foretaste of heaven, a place where people care for one another, encourage one another, and 

build one another up.  But it is also meant to be a community empowered and led by the Holy 

Spirit that serves as the continuing presence of Jesus Christ in the world today. 

The church is holy because she belongs to God and is set apart for God’s work.  She is catholic 

because in God’s eyes there is only one church, though it is made up of many people, nations, 

and denominations.  God’s church is a communion of “saints below and above” who are bound 

together as members of God’s family.  I believe in the holy catholic church and the communion 



of saints!  We are family, especially during this difficult and uncertain time.  God be with you 

until we can meet again.  Amen   


