
The Church with a Long Term Memory 
 Why we are a Catholic Community 

Intro:  (Story of Growing up in Calgary: St Mary’s) We continue in our series on PCC Distinctives.  
Today we tackle the provocative subject of “catholicity”.  Our Distinctive states unapologetically, “We 
are a Catholic Community”.  This morning we’ll look briefly at what that means and why it’s important.  
Here’s our plan.  We’re going to walk through a half dozen texts which address the subject of catholicity.  
I’ll make a few comments on each verse attempting to show how they relate to one another.  This will 
set the stage for why we believe catholicity is vital enough to make it into our “top seven” list.  Let’s 
begin with Jesus: 

 
“And I tell you that you are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of Hell will not 
overcome it.”  (Matthew 16:18) 

 Observe, Jesus has promised to do something, build his church.  But it won’t be without a fight.  
All Hell will seek to overcome it.  Here’s how: 

  3For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own 
desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to 
hear.  (2 Tim. 4:1-3) 

 From the Church’s infancy, false teaching or “heresy” has been the arch enemy of Church.  Note 
in the next verse, how false teaching is to be battled: 

 1You then, my son, be strong in the grace that is in Christ Jesus.  2And the things you have heard me say 
in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.  
(2 Tim. 2: 1,2) 

 Jesus will build his church through men like Timothy who take the words of Paul, the Apostle, 
and teach them to the next generation, who teaches the next, who teaches the next generation, 
etc.  Observe, Paul’s teaching is authoritative, not Timothy’s.  Timothy is not to come up with his 
own interpretation of the gospel events.  He is charged with teaching Paul’s gospel.  In other 
words, not all ideas are equal.  Jesus builds his church on the foundation of the Apostles. 

14But as for you, continue in what you have learned and have become convinced of, because you know 
those from whom you learned it.... 

 There it is again.  Timothy is convinced of what he has learned because he learned it from 
someone who speaks with authority.   

 13What you heard from me, keep as the pattern of sound teaching, with faith and love in Christ Jesus. 
14Guard the good deposit that was entrusted to you—guard it with the help of the Holy Spirit who lives 
in us.  (2 Tim. 1:13,14) 

 This is wonderful news.  Timothy, and the rest of the church throughout history, are not left to 
“guard the good deposit” in their own limited strength.  Jesus promised that He would send us 
the Holy Spirit, whom Jesus called “our Teacher”.  But herein lays a thorny problem.  All 
Christians everywhere claim the Holy Spirit as the source of their interpretation of scripture.  Yet 



it’s obvious that our interpretations differ.  Who’s right?  This next verse is a key piece in the 
puzzle.  Paul continues: 

15if I am delayed, you will know how people ought to conduct themselves in God's household, which is 
the church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth. (1 Tim. 3:15) 

 Did I hear that correctly?  Did Paul say that the church is the pillar and foundation of truth?  He 
can’t possibly mean it!  The Church with her schisms and heresies, her excesses and 
exploitation, the Crusades, the Inquisition?  You’ve got to be kidding! 

What we’ve gleaned from these verses is that Jesus is building his church in a world of hostile, 
competing ideas.  He’s doing it through: 

1. The faithful passing on of the Apostle’s teaching from generation to generation as taught is 
scripture, 

2. Empowered by the Holy Spirit, 
3. Through the human, flawed agency of the Church. 

This is our biblical foundation for what we call catholicity. 

 

Our discussions of this distinctive created the most controversy and raised the most red flags.  
“Catholic!!  You’ve got to be kidding!  Catholic is what I was converted from!”  Let’s be clear right from 
the start.  By “catholic” we do not mean Roman Catholic, but catholic as it is used in the Nicene Creed 
that we declared earlier:  “We believe in one, holy, catholic and apostolic church”.  So what does small 
“c” catholic mean?  Here’s the dictionary definition of catholic: 

a. Of or relating to the universal Christian church.  
b. Of or relating to the ancient undivided Christian church.  
c. Of or relating to those churches that have claimed to be representatives of the ancient 

undivided church. 

In the 4th C., a monk by the name of St. Vincent of Lerins(with picture) established a rule of 
thumb in determining “catholicity” or “orthodoxy” (right belief).   He had spent years carefully observing 
how the church remained theologically pure in the face of threatening new ideas; ideas that were fresh 
and novel, yet inconsistent with the biblical truth delivered up once for all by the apostles. It’s 
interesting to note that St. Vincent was only 10 generations removed from the Apostle Paul, yet he had 
witnessed the church’s uncanny ability to identify false teaching, maintaining consensus and unity on 
the essentials of the faith.  Here’s St. Vincent’s definition of catholicity.  We now call this the Vincentian 
Rule:   

Catholicity is “everything the whole church, in every place, has always believed”.  What do we 
mean by the whole church in every place?  (Draw picture of the church tree) 

So when we say, “We are a catholic community”, we are choosing to hold fast to our long term 
memory.  We are making strong truth claims without apology knowing that these claims did not 
originate with us but have been past down by our faithful forefathers.  Being catholic ensures 
“rootedness” in an age of theological innovation.  It also engenders true spiritual unity within the body 
of Christ, though we are not blind to our strong disagreements.  Being catholic ensures that we use the 



consensus of the past to teach the future.  It does not mean that we ignore or feel contempt toward our 
own distinct tradition (Protestant, Reformed, Evangelical, Alliance), but that we see ourselves as a small 
dependant branch clinging to a very large old tree.  Neither does it mean that we are forbidden to hear 
the ever-speaking voice of the Holy Spirit for us today.   As a 21st C. Church in Greater Vancouver, we are 
free to be creative, imaginative, and culturally relevant, as long as our innovation lies within the 
boundaries of catholicity.   Being catholic doesn’t just pay lip service to the presence of the Holy Spirit in 
the past.  On the contrary, we believe that what He is saying to the church today will never contradict 
what he said to the church in the past. 

Here’s how catholicity would manifest itself.  Someone would come to the leadership with a 
study guide, a hot new book, or a new DVD, “I’d like our small group to study this.  It’s awesome!” (The 
Shack, New Kind of Christian, etc.)  I take the book and say, “Let me get back to you”.  I then take the 
book to Jim, David, and a couple of our elders and we explore the material, not in the light of its current 
popularity, but in the light of its catholicity.  We’d ask the question “Does this book, movement, DVD 
series, radio preacher fall into line with what the whole church, in every place, has always believed?  If 
not, we’d refuse the request and give the reasons why. 

Now, this practice of testing an idea’s value on the basis of The Great Tradition of our 
forefathers has many antagonists.  The critics of catholicity would say something like this:  “We don’t 
need Tradition or the Early Church Fathers to help us make sense of the truth.  All we need is the bible, 
the Holy Spirit, and the right tools of interpretation.  No interpretive tradition necessary!”  Some call this 
sola scriptura, meaning “scripture alone”. 

Let me try to illustrate why I believe church history and the interpretive tradition is necessary.  
Let’s say that I give 5 of you a bible and ask you to read it.  You have absolutely no Christian background 
at all.  None.  One of you is an Atheist.  One of you is a Deist.  One of you is Pantheist.  One of you is a 
Polytheist, and one of you is a syncretist.  Your mission is to read the bible, determine its most 
important ideas and doctrines, and then convince as many people as possible to join you in your 
interpretation.  We’ll call you a “church”.  You are not permitted to seek out any interpretive help from 
anyone or any tradition.  Now, how many of us would feel comfortable going to one of these churches?  
Not me!  Now, let’s say, for argument sake, that every one of these folk become Christians while reading 
the bible.  Through the supernatural illumination of the Holy Spirit, that’s very possible.  They are now 
Christians, with Spirit-quickened minds, but still have no access to the greater church and its interpretive 
tradition.  How do you feel about them starting a church now and passing down their new wisdom to 
others?  This is how it might look: 

 Pointing to one of the five, “You have become a Christian reading the bible.  You love Jesus and 
can’t wait to tell as many people about him as possible.  By reading the bible, you’ve come to 
the conclusion that Jesus is unique among other religious leaders.  Without doubt, he’s the Son 
of God.  He has to be.  But, ofcourse, he doesn’t possess the exact same divine nature as God 
the Father.  How could he?  “There’s only one God and one Mediator between God and man, 
the man Christ Jesus”.  Jesus is the greatest man who’s ever lived; he’s God’s Son who was 
begotten or created by God in eternity past as the Saviour of the world.  But he’s not divine in 
the true sense of the word.”  Your name is Charles Taze Russell and you’re the founder of the 
Watchtower Society.  The conclusion you’ve come to about Jesus is based on an old heresy first 
taught by Arius, a Christian bishop in the fourth C.  Arius was banned as a heretic in AD. 325 at 
the council of Nicaea, not by the New Testament (which wasn’t even in existence), but by a 
united group of orthodox bishops lead by Athanasius.   The Holy Spirit enabled the Church to 
duke it out, listening to argument after argument, and ultimately coming to a Christ-exulting, 



Gospel heralding consensus:  In 325 AD, when the Arian heresy was spreading like wildfire, the 
church made a declaration about the nature of Jesus Christ:   
 

 We believe in one Lord, Jesus Christ, 
the only son of God, 
eternally begotten of the Father, 
God from God, Light from Light, 
true God from true God, 
begotten, not made, 
of one being with the Father. 
Through him all things were made. 

This is how we have come to where we are today.  We stand on the shoulders of courageous men 
and women, many of them martyrs, not just the rich and powerful, not just clerics, but the poor, 
underclass, women, and laity, all standing together for truth. 

   Seeking to be catholic, or historically rooted, is not simply a nostalgic stroll down memory lane.  
Neither do we seek to idealize the past.  It does, however, assist us in rejecting the cult of “newness”, to 
quote Thomas Oden.   

By stating “We are a Catholic community”, we are committing ourselves to a long term memory.  
We don’t want to forget what the Holy Spirit has done and said through our forefathers.  Possessing a 
long term memory has many advantages.  We will be a grateful people, a humble people, a teachable 
people, and a thoughtful people.  Yes, we‘ll be better equipped to detect theological flakiness, but we’ll 
also be better equipped to discern the common threads of biblical orthodoxy that bind our hearts those 
“other” Christians who worship down the road.  And that’s really important to Jesus.   

Let me close with a story.  There were three men, all born blind.  In a short space of time they 
were all healed by Jesus.  One was healed by Jesus spitting in his eyes.  The other was healed by Jesus 
spitting on the ground, making mud cakes and rubbing them in his eyes.  And the third, Bartimaeus, was 
healed by Jesus simply speaking the word of healing.  Three bona fide healings using three very different 
methods.   

Hearing about each other’s healing experiences, these three men decided to get together to 
exchange notes and celebrate what Christ had done for them.  The first man started by telling his story, 
“...and then Jesus took me out of the city and did the strangest thing.  He spit in my eyes!  I thought, 
‘what is the world!’  but when I opened my eyes, I could see, not very well however.  I saw men as trees 
walking.  It wasn’t until Jesus did it again that my sight was fully restored.  I’ve now committed my life to 
telling people that when Jesus heals, he always uses spit, and it’s a two-stage process.” 

Well, the other two men looked perplexed.  The second man said, “I seriously doubt the validity 
of your experience.  When Jesus healed me, he used spit alright, but he added it to the dust and made 
mud.  He applied the healing mud to my eyes and told me to go and wash the mud out in the Pool of 
Siloam.  I was miraculously healed!  I’m convinced that when Jesus heals, he always uses mud and the 
healing waters of Siloam. 

Bartimaeus was red in the face.  He couldn’t believe his ears.  “Both of you are heretics!  Jesus 
doesn’t need the sacraments of spit, mud, or anything else.  All he needs is his mighty word.  You see, 
when I was healed, Jesus simply asked me what I wanted.  I told him I wanted to see!  “Your faith has 
made you well!” Jesus declared.  I could see!”   



The three men had come to an impasse.  All three doubted the validity of the other’s experience 
on the basis that it didn’t line up with their own.  The three men splintered apart and each formed a 
distinct denomination:  the Spittites, the Mudites, and the Bartimaites!  Each movement renouncing the 
other.   

What would have the power to bring such close minded, myopic Christians together?  One day, 
all three men discovered they had a mutual friend.  He was a paraplegic who had no way of getting 
himself to Jesus.  Could the three formerly blind men forgive each other’s differences in order to bring 
their lost friend to Jesus?  Apparently they did.  One day in the village of Capernaum, the Spitite, the 
Mudite, and the Bartimite convened at the paralytics mat.  They went out and got a fourth, a 
Mennonite, and together, united, and focused, they each picked up a corner of their friends mat and 
carried him to Jesus.  The house Jesus was teaching in was so packed, they carried their friend up onto 
the roof where they performed the most creative form of evangelism ever!  They removed the ceiling 
tiles from the roof and with ropes lowered their paralyzed friend down to Jesus, like lowering a 
chandelier for a good cleaning!  And a good cleaning he received!  “Your sins are forgiven!”  Jesus 
declared.  And the man walked home with his mat under his arm. 

What brought the three men together?  Catholicity! It was their consensus that brought them 
together.  What they agreed on, together, was that their friend was hopelessly lost without Jesus.  
Anthropology:  The nature of man and sin.  Consensus!  And most importantly, they agreed that Jesus 
alone had the power to heal and forgive.  Christology:  the nature of Christ.  When fractured Christians 
can come together and agree on Anthropology and Christology, a dynamic Missiology is birthed!  Our 
differences are eclipsed by a true unity that empowers carrying a lost world to Jesus. 

May this be true of us?  “In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; and in all things, charity.” 

 

 


