
+MN-A On Apostolicity and the Church 
 
Conversation about this conference began at the time of the 80th anniversary of the publication of 
Michael Ramsey’s The Gospel and the Catholic Church. in the same year(2016), Professor John 
Webster, the Evangelical Anglican theologian, who wrote a well known paper, The self-organising 
power of the Gospel, on the relation between the nature of the Gospel and that of the Church, died 
suddenly and prematurely. This year(2018) is the 50th anniversary of the passing of the Anglican 
theologian and philosopher, Austin Farrer. All of these are important  
 
What is it that makes the Church? 
It is the passing on and the receiving of the Apostolic Teaching or of Apostolic Tradition which makes 
the  Church. As the AT is passed on from generation to generation, from culture to culture, there is 
much in common, of course, but different kinds of people may notice particular strands in the AT 
which are not to the fore elsewhere. There is, for example, what Pope John Paul II called the feminine 
genius in reading the Bible. People who have experience of slavery or of bonded labour will notice the 
Exodus trajectory in the Bible. Refugees may notice exile and return. Such appreciation of divine 
revelation can enrich the whole Church 
 
There is then the question about ‘ new knowledge’ and how that relates to the process of reception 
and re- reception of the AT. We cannot treat the latter as if it is to preserved in aspic. It has to be 
brought into relationship with claims to new knowledge but in a principled way. JH Newman’s 
principles include Conservation of the Gospel: nothing should obscure or distort the fundamental 
truths of creation, fall and redemption. Conservative action on the past: draw on the Church’s 
historical experience: for example, in the study of embryology, we must always remember what the 
Church has said about abortion. Continuity of Principles: However we understand the emergence of 
the universe and the development of life, it cannot be at the expense of what revelation tells us about 
Human agency and freedom. Anticipation of the future: we have to ask how decisions being made 
today will affect the future, with particular regard to the ‘ slippery slope’.  
 
When a question arises as to whether something is or is not an aspect of AT, how is this to be settled? 
Vincentian Canon: semper, ubique, et ab omnibus.  Irenaeus on the agreement of all the churches and 
their leaders and Augustine’s ‘securus judicat orbis terrarum’.  
 
But there have been times, like the Arian Heresy, when the whole Church has been in danger of falling 
into error. What then? Jean Tillard referred to the ephapax , or once for allness of Scripture. Within 
the flow of AT, Scripture is the norm which helps us to decide whether something is or is not an 
authentic expression of AT. What is genuinely AT cannot contradict Scripture and Scripture cannot 
contradict what is genuinely AT.  
 
That is why we are interested in a textual literary, historical, cultural and canonical study of Scripture: 
what lies behind the text, eg written and oral traditions, how it was edited and redacted and how it 
has been used. But we are also interested in bringing Scripture to bear on the urgent issues being 
raised today by our culture or context.  Lamin Sanneh tells us that the Gospel is inherently translatable. 
Islam is also a worldwide faith but there is always an intrinsic ‘ arabicness’ about it.  Christianity may 
have original languages but no sacred language as such.  
 
The Anglican Tradition has taken root in many different cultures and contexts PTL! But the twin 
dangers are of an inappropriate ‘ Englishness’ which is heedless of the need to contextualise and, on 
the other hand, to compromise with or  capitulate to culture.  
 



The encyclical Redemptoris Missio, whilst encouraging the Church’s engagement with culture, notes, 
nevertheless, the limits to such inculturation which have to do with the integrity of the Gospel itself 
and with need to maintain fellowship amongst churches and Christians of many diverse backgrounds. 
The WCC’s Gospel and Culture programme speaks rather of the need to transmit the ‘ mind of Christ’ 
and the ‘ sense of Scripture’ from one culture  to to another; both the sense of the whole of Scripture  
and of certain trajectories within it which may be particularly relevant.  
 
What is the extent of legitimate diversity in the Church? American Episcopal priest and theologian 
distinguished between Anglican System, by which he meant the cultural forms in which Anglicanism 
manifests itself, and the Anglican Principle, by which he meant the vocation of each local church to be 
the catholic church in its place. There is then the need for fellowship among all the churches if each is 
to be authentically catholic.  
 
Ecclesia in et ex ecclesiis or ecclesiae in et ex Ecclesia? Is the universal merely an aggregate of all the 
local churches or do these local churches participate in a spiritual reality which none of them, nor all 
of them together, can exhaust. How is ‘ Jerusalem our mother which is above’ ( Gal 4:26) related to 
the Church as organism and institution? 
 
Reed Huntington was the original author of what is now known as the Lambeth Quadrilateral of 
Scripture, the Creeds, the Sacraments and the Ministry as required for the existence and flourishing 
of the Church. This has been hugely influential in ecumenical dialogue and in negotiations for Church 
Union. It has also been a basis for Anglican self understanding.  
 
The Anglican Reformation was fortunate enough to retain both the centrality of the Sacred Deposit 
and of the historic ministry. They are not on a par: the ministry is a servant of the Word and not its 
master. It is recognised that some churches were compelled to lose the historic form of ministry so 
that they may preserve the integrity and supremacy of the Sacred Deposit, but when there are 
opportunities now to recover the historic order of the Church, why should we not be willing to do so? 
The third element in this understanding of ecclesiality is that of the Sacraments not only as emblems 
of our salvation but as means of grace by which Christ is received and formed in us.   
 
We have not got right the way all of this is expressed in our gatherings and have tended to ape western 
style parliamentary models which polarise decision making rather being genuinely consensual. In a 
proper synodality( that is walking together ), we would gather to pray and to praise together( this is 
why the Church is always Eucharistic). We would consult together and decide together and agree to a 
common discipline.  
 
Just because discipline in the mediaeval Church became cumbersome and legalistic, is not a reason to 
abandon discipline altogether! The Anglican reformers and our formularies did not do so. An absence 
of discipline is an abdication of responsibility. The CDM in the CofE disciplines clergy for what they 
may have done or not done but not for what they believe or teach- This was specifically excluded! 
A properly understood conciliarity would recognise the role of lay people, clergy and bishops. Not 
everyone has the same role or task. At the Council of Jerusalem, The Apostles, Presbyters, missionaries 
and messengers all had distinctive roles.  
 
What is a properly differentiated model of conciliarity? 
The whole Church must be involved but bishops and clergy have a special role in articulating the faith 
of the Church in particular circumstances. The body of bishops cannot be replaced by a single primate, 
however prestigious, but there are times when, along with the bishops and in agreement with AT, a 
primate may declare the faith of the Church down the ages and across the world.  



Ramsey recognised the provisionality of Anglicanism, a willingness to die so that the Church may 
recover its wholeness. There is also, however, the issue of identity and what Anglican identity might 
offer the universal Church. Not only a fine liturgical and musical tradition but ways of studying the 
Bible that combines a rigorous and critical approach with devotion and a proper application to every 
day matters. There is a pastoral approach which is community rather than congregation centred and 
moral theology which arises out of this rather than merely from the confessional. Because of their 
engagement with public life, Anglicans have also produced apologetics vis a vis the secular world. The 
contribution of Anglicans to the modern ecumenical movement has already been noted.  
 
Michael Ramsey also raises the question about the relation between organism, institution and 
movement. Here he distinguishes between ‘ soma’ and ‘corpus’, seeing the NT term ‘ soma’ as more 
suggestive of an organism. The voluntary principle is very important in the Church’s life eg 
Monasticism, the preaching and serving orders and the missionary societies. In any renewal of the 
Church and its unity, this principle must be given an honoured place.  
 
The Church is made then by the passing on, the receiving and the re-receiving of the AT. It is 
maintained in holiness and truth by the Sacred Deposit, the Sacred Ministry and the Sacraments and 
it responds to the challenges of the world around it through the expression of a properly differentiated 
conciliarity in which every part of the Church plays its due part.  
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