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Acts 2: 1-13 
 
 Of the four adjectives used by the Nicene Creed to describe the church of Jesus 
Christ... 
  ...that Creed’s description of the Church as one, holy, catholic and 
apostolic... 
   ...of those four adjectives, none of them has quite the buzz around 
it--especially to our Protestant ears--as the word “catholic”, a word which is pretty much 
guaranteed to set our teeth on edge since, as Protestants, the one thing most of us do 
not wish to discover is that we are actually--surprise, surprise!--“Catholics”...by which I 
of course mean, members of the particular denomination... 

 
    ...let’s leave to one side the fact that the Roman Catholic 
Church most certainly does not regard itself as a “denomination” but simply as “the” 
Church... 
     ...because the one thing most Protestants know in 
their bones is that they are most certainly not Catholics, it can come as quite a shock to 
our systems when we encounter--not only in the Nicene Creed but also in the Apostles’ 
Creed--the word “catholic” as a description of the Church.  Even in an age of 
ecumenical reconciliation...and even in a congregation such as our Trinity congregation 
that has shared, for over 40 years, a facility with a Roman Catholic parish, does not 
change the fact that we Protestants still regard the Roman Catholic Church with a fair 
measure of suspicion and--to be fair--that most Roman Catholics I have met are only 
too happy to return the favour.  Indeed!  So much buzz is there around that loaded word 
“catholic”, that very few of us are likely to be aware that the Eastern Orthodox Churches 
are actually, the Eastern Orthodox Catholic Churches.  For simplicity sake they go by 
the abbreviated name “Eastern Orthodox”...an abbreviation which, I hunch, hints at the 
fact that the Orthodox are no more eager to be regarded as Roman Catholics than most 
of us!  Nevertheless! 

 
 The fact remains that the word “catholic”, when used as an adjective, is not only 
a perfectly good word with which to describe the church of Jesus Christ, but in many 
ways an irreplaceable word.  Many years ago I was attending a worship service in a 
Baptist Church; I believe I was attending a funeral...or perhaps a praise and worship 
concert.  While waiting for things to get underway, I picked up a copy of their hymn 
book, discovered the words of the Apostle’s Creed printed at the back of the book, and 
made the further discovery that their version of the Creed spoke of the “holy, universal 
Church”...rather than the “holy, catholic Church.”  For what it’s worth, the word 
“universal” does provide a reasonably good translation of the word “catholic”.  My 
reservation with simply substituting the word “universal” for the word “catholic” in the 
ancient creeds has to do with my sense that the word “universal” captures only a portion 



of what we mean when we use the word “catholic” as an adjective to describe the 
church.  What the word “universal” does succeed in conveying is a sense of the 
breadth of the church: that its mission spans the globe and possibly beyond the globe.i  
What the word “universal” fails to convey, however, is the way in which the word 
“catholic” alludes not only to the church’s “broad-reach” but to the diversity that is 
meant to be fully woven into the church’s breadth.  Realizing full well that “diversity” has 
become something of a catch-word in this United Church of ours...that it conjures up for 
us the familiar accusation that we an “anything goes” kind of church, a church far too 
nonchalant about its core identityii...there is, in truth, no getting away from the 
remarkable diversity that is meant to be one of the distinguishing characteristics of the 
church of Jesus Christ.  And yes...for better or for worse...that diversity...that 
catholicity...begins at Pentecost. 

 
***** 

 
 Consider!  At the heart of the miracle of Pentecost, is a great reversal of what 
might well be described as the curse of Babel.  You remember Babel...and its famed 
Tower.  In response to the hubris of those who sought to scale the heavens with the 
building of that Tower, God decides to divide and scatter humanity through the creation 
of diverse languages, so that these “heaven-scalers” would no longer be able to 
understand one another.  At Pentecost very much the opposite happens, as a gathering 
of Jesus’ followers--all of them from Galilee--is empowered to tell the story of Jesus, but 
in a way that makes it possible for those who are present, as part of the multi-national 
celebration of the Jewish Pentecost, to hear the Jesus story in their own native tongue.  
Nor should we overly concern ourselves with the essentially unanswerable question as 
to the nature of the event that transpired at the first Pentecost.  Were Jesus’ disciples 
truly speaking in a multitude of human tongues?  Or did the miracle happen through a 
divine intervention at the ears of those who were hearing the disciples offer their 
testimony?  Or was it something of a double miracle in which both of those things 
transpired? Frankly, it doesn’t matter.  What matters is that the sacred story was now 
being conveyed not just in its original Hebrew/Aramaic “version”, but in the far wider 
range of languages represented in the diverse tongues spoken by those who were 
blessed to be present as witnesses and participants in so magnificent a miracle.  And 
please note! 

 
 The Holy One--the God who came to us in Jesus--did not choose to heal 
humanity’s linguistic diversity by offering free Hebrew lessons!  To be precise: God did 
precisely the opposite, choosing not to eliminate diversity, but to put that diversity to 
good use in the proclamation of the Gospel message, the good news of what God has 
done, is doing, and intends further and finally to accomplish on our behalf in and 
through the incarnation of the Lord Jesus.  Good news meant to be received--and 
embraced--not by a single nation, tribe or clan, but by the whole human family: in its full 
breadth and in its, at times, maddening diversity....which helps to explain why “catholic” 
is such a key adjective with which to describe the church, and such a key attribute to 
ascribe to the Church.  Nor, I hasten to add, is our “diversity” obsessed generation the 
first to stumble on that great truth.  On the contrary. 



 
 A sixth century sermon (in other words, a sermon that was preached roughly 14 
centuries ago) by an African preacher contains this wonderful passage.  “...if somebody 
should say to one of us, `You have received the Holy Spirit, why do you not speak in 
tongues?’ their reply should be, `I do indeed speak in the tongues of all men, because I 
belong to the body of Christ, that is, the Church, and she speaks all languages.  What 
else did the presence of the Holy Spirit indicate at Pentecost, except that God’s Church 
was to speak in the language of every people?’”iii  That’s a 1400 year old insight...but it 
is no less relevant in the world in which you and I make our home! 

 
***** 

 
 I found myself this past week...found myself, for reasons that will appear quite 
obvious...dusting off and having another glance at a small book that has been on my 
shelf for many years: a book written by the Swiss Catholic theologian, Hans Urs von 
Balthasar.  That book’s title provides a pretty good hint as to why I was drawn to this 
particular volume in anticipation of this morning’s festivities; it’s called Truth is 
Symphonic.  As von Balthasar points out at the start of this brief reflection: the word 
symphony means “sounding together”, a sounding together which depends not simply 
on the fact that symphonic music brings an impressively large number of instruments 
together, but that the instruments thus brought together are diverse, each possessing 
their distinctive sounds and textures.iv In short, it is not merely the “size” of the 
orchestra, but the blending of its many distinctive parts, that can make the symphonic 
experience so rich and rewarding for musicians and audiences alike. 

 
 As a notoriously avid jazz-fan, I would cite the world of jazz as an equally 
compelling--and in some ways an even more on-point--illustration of the ways in which 
diversity-in-unity can create a world of sound infinitely richer than one that would be the 
product of rigid uniformity.  With its earliest roots in the cosmopolitan world of late-19th, 
early 20th century New Orleans, jazz (which is often regarded as the only authentically 
American art form), incorporated (from its earliest beginnings) not only elements of 
African music but also strands of American popular song as well as European classical 
influences.  From the outset it was clearly a musical genre that exhibited considerably 
diverse roots.  But as jazz has travelled around the world over the past 100 years... 

 
  ...Louis Armstrong recorded his first sides with his Hot Five in November 
1925, the same year that had given birth to the United Church of Canada a few months 
earlier on June 10th... 

 
   ...as jazz has travelled around the world during that nearly century-
long stretch of time, each culture that has been touched by jazz has contributed 
something back to jazz: a musical idiom which has managed to incorporate and has 
inevitably been enriched by those musical cultures where it has touched down.  
Without denying its origins as part of the distinctive experience of black America, jazz 
now speaks a truly international language.  Much like the beautiful sounds produced by 
a symphony orchestra, jazz has been strengthened by its unending ability to incorporate 



a wide variety of distinctive accents and distinctive musical voices: all of which, I 
believe, places some important questions before a Church which, even if it does not 
wish to be “the Catholic Church” should, most certainly aspire, to the “the Church 
catholic!”  Questions which, I hasten to add, are far from easily resolved. 

 
***** 

 
 Here’s the thing.  It is, I believe, important for us not to be naïve about the very 
different set of challenges posed for us when we move from the realm of “beauty” to the 
realm of “truth”.  It’s one thing to say that the “language” of jazz was strengthened--
rather than weakened--by its contact, for instance (to cite an encounter I especially 
cherish), with music and musicians from South Asia; is it not a very different thing to say 
that the “language of the Gospel” is strengthened, rather than diluted, by its contact with 
Hindu and/or Buddhist thought, both of which also originate from South Asia? That’s a 
very real question...and a genuine concern. 

 
 Those of you with exceedingly long memories may, in fact, recall my having 
spoken--way back in January in and around the Feast of the Epiphany--of the critical 
role played in the shaping of the Gospel by the thought-forms it “inherited” from ancient 
Greece and Rome.v  That inheritance provides ample testimony that the Church--right 
from the get-go--was truly “catholic”, in the sense that its Jewish origins were joined, 
almost from the beginning, by input from Greece and Rome.vi  As the Church has 
travelled around the world, however, it has encountered other ways of thinking (side by 
side with other ways of being): ways of viewing the world of which it is surely impossible 
to be certain, in advance, which ones will enrich and which ones will subvert the 
integrity of the Gospel message.  Surely this is a trickier challenge than that of 
incorporating new sounds into the lively world of jazz. 

 
 As part of his “symphonic” reflections, von Balthasar makes the point that the 
Gospel has the capacity both to challenge and to absorb a wide-range of influences.  As 
he points out, this was certainly true of the way in which the heritage of ancient Greece 
impacted (and, in turn, was impacted by) the Gospel message.  The “Plato” we discover 
in the 4th century writings of St. Augustine (or, for that matter, in the New Testament’s 
Epistle to the Hebrews!) is a Plato who speaks with a very different accent than the 
Plato we encounter in his original writings: a baptized Plato, if you please.  Much the 
same can be said of the “Aristotle” we encounter in the 13th century writings of Thomas 
Aquinas: a theologian who drew so heavily upon Aristotle that he refers to Aristotle, 
throughout his writings, simply as “the Philosopher”.  The point, of course, is that there 
is no culture on the face of our diverse planet that will not, in the face of the Gospel, find 
itself being asked some very tough questions about aspects of its thought and its 
culture.  And yet, there is every reason to believe that there is no such culture which, 
through encounter with the Gospel of Jesus Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit, 
cannot become a means through which the Gospel is proclaimed and, thereby, a means 
through which the Church’s truly “catholic” diversity will, yet again, be revealed.   

 



 What that means for us as “believers” in the Christian Gospel, is the ongoing task 
of discernment.  Speaking personally: I can embrace neither a “pluralist” approach 
which wishes to assure us that all religions are essentially the same... 

 
   ...they are not.... 

 
    ...nor an “exclusivist” approach that begins with the 
presumption that nothing of the truth is to be found in non-Christian religions... 

 
     ...a stance often clung to stubbornly even when it 
entails a violation of the ninth-commandment (“thou shalt not bear false witness against 
thy neighbour”): speaking half-truths and false-hoods about religions we have not taken 
the time to get to know.  While it may be true that mindless affirmation of “the other” 
may be less pernicious than their mindless demonization, neither path will lead to a 
greater appreciation of the full-breadth of the rich and diverse light with which God 
seeks to illuminate our search for truth and awaken our yearning to live out the truth.   

 
 Not that the vocation of a church that seeks truly to be “catholic” is likely ever to 
be straight-forward.  On the one hand, we are called to embody a humility capable of 
acknowledging that each and every “other” we encounter may not only have something 
new to teach us, but something rich and unique to contribute to the richness of Christian 
witness.  On the other hand, we are called to embody a boldness willing to presume 
that we, who know Christ--beggars though we be--have come to know (through the 
Cradle, the Cross and the Empty Tomb of our blessed Saviour) the world’s story better 
than the world knows its own story: and that the world’s story--evidence to the contrary 
notwithstanding--is far grander and far more hopeful than the world itself would ever 
dare to imagine were it left to its own devices.  Then again.   

 
***** 

 
 There is, I’m afraid--right about now--no shortage of evidence to the contrary.  I 
would be lying were I to pretend that this has been an easy time for those of us whose 
vocation is that of leading faith-communities, faith-communities which seek to celebrate 
the good news of the Gospel in any of its dimensions, let alone the dimension best 
named by such words as “diversity”, “universality” and “catholicity”.  This past week, as 
if the burden and challenge of COVID-19 were not already enough to diminish our 
capacity to invest much by way of hope in the human future, we were witnesses to the 
cell-phone recorded brutality that led to the death of George Floyd, a black-man in 
Minneapolis, as well as increasingly ugly riots in response to Floyd’s death.  Under the 
conditions of this broken, fragmented, fallen world: human diversity--far from being a 
facet of creation that glorifies its Creator--all too often leads to the kind of hatred and 
contempt-across-racial & cultural lines that lead us to question the very sanctity of the 
world in which we live and, indeed, to question the goodness (and yes, even the reality) 
of a God who would fashion a world that can descend into such ugliness.   While the 
obvious response the Church needs to make, in the face of such division and such 
horror, is to rededicate ourselves to the creation of faith-communities that welcome 



each and welcome all into their ranks, there are times when it can feel as if there is very 
little we can actually accomplish that will make a genuine difference, little we can offer 
that can have a tangible impact.  And it was against the backdrop of such morbid 
thoughts that I stumbled--in another one of von Balthasar’s books--upon a quote that 
truly grabbed me...and spoke to me of the truly universal implications, which is to say 
the truly “catholic” nature of what we are about in the church. 

 
 “...every true mission,” writes von Balthasar: “...every true mission, however 
limited it may seem in earthly terms, is universal, like the mission of Christ and the 
mission of the Church catholic.  It is addressed to the world as a whole; its effects are 
also universal and catholic.  (Not visibly, but in the grace of God.). This grace justifies 
the one who is sent in setting to work with divine hope.  They are to put their hand to the 
work of transforming the world in conformity with the spirit of Christ...”vii and--I would 
hasten to add--they are to do so without any loss of hope when the fruits of their labor 
take a long time to ripen, indeed: when the fruit of their labor appears to be invisible to 
the naked eye!  Just as we should never underestimate the harm that can be done by a 
malign word or gesture, we should never underestimate the good that can ripple out 
from even the simplest word spoken or the simplest act undertaken in kindness. 
Through the power of the Holy Spirit... 

 
  ...the same Spirit who unleashed tongues and opened hearts and minds 
on the first Pentecost... 

 
   ...the potential impact of our words and deeds should never be sold 
short. At such times... 

 
    ...at such times when we come to life, when the Church of 
Jesus Christ comes to life, we are--at a bare minimum--afforded a glimpse of the 
universal reach of the light, life and love that came to us in Christ Jesus.  And yes.... 

 
     ...wonder of wonders and miracle of miracles... 

 
      ...we ourselves, members of God’s new 
creation, are gifted with the power not merely to observe but to participate--to be full 
participants--in the life of a Church that must always seek to be genuinely and 
authentically catholic, genuinely and authentically universal in its breadth and in its 
reach, genuinely and authentically representative of a love that knows no bounds and of 
a hospitality which flings the doors open wide in order to proclaim to all with ears to 
hear: “The table is set!  The banquet is ready! Taste and see the goodness of our God!” 

 
 This is the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  Praise to You, Lord Jesus Christ. 
 

i Ephesians 6:12 
ii My recent sermon on the Church Apostolic attempted to wrestle with that issue. 
iii From the “Office of Readings” for the Saturday in the Seventh Week of Easter.  Liturgy of the Hours: 
Lenten/Easter Season (New York: Catholic Book Publishing Corp., 1976), p. 1006. 

                                                      



                                                                                                                                                                           
iv Truth is Symphonic: Aspects of Christian Pluralism (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1987), p. 7. 
v https://churchos-uploads.s3.amazonaws.com/2020/04/18/08/21/59/eb631825-13c4-43c6-b8cd-
16e69e122e91/Sermon%20for%20Epiphany%20Sunday%202020.pdf 
 
vi In truth, influences from Greece and Rome--as well as ancient Persia--can already be found within some of the 
later books of the Old Testament as well as the Old Testament Apocryphal writings. 
vii Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory, Volume V: The Last Act (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1998), p. 178. 
The italics mark places where I have tweaked the quote to make it inclusive of the church catholic, not just of the 
Catholic Church. 


