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* SUMMARY

The question of apostolicity as a mark of the true church
has been given a different twist by that most ‘free” of free
churches. They understand apostolicity as faithfulness
to the apostolic doctrine and life rather than in terms of
any ‘apostolic succession’. The concept of apostolicity
is explored and seen to be less restricted to the latter
interpretation even among Roman Catholic statements.
It is meant to be a reminder to the whole church, not a

* * * *
* ZUSAMMENFASSUNG

Die Frage der Apostolizitit als Kennzeichen der
wahren Kirche stellt sich aus der Perspektive der
[freiesten’ aller Freikirchen anders als blich. Hier
versteht man Apostolizitat als Treue zu apostolischer
Lehre und apostolischem Leben und weniger anhand
der Konzeption einer apostolischen Sukzession. Das
Konzept der Apostolizitat wird untersucht und es wird
festgestellt, dass es sich sogar in einigen romisch-
katholischen Verlautbarungen nicht auf die letztere
Interpretation beschranken laRt. Es soll als Erinnerung

* * * *

Sukzession zuzulassen.
* RESUME

La doctrine de |'apostolicité comme marque de la
véritable Eglise est considérée de maniere différente
par les Eglises non officielles. Elles comprennent
I'apostolicité comme la fidélité aux apotres quant a
la doctrine, et non pas en termes d’une quelconque
«succession apostolique». En étudiant la notion
d'apostolicité, I’auteur montre que son interprétation
est aujourd’hui moins stricte que par le passé, y
compris dans les déclarations venant de I'Eglise

litmus test of true church. The early Pentecostals were
more concerned for the apostolic character of the
whole Church than might have been thought. The dif-
ference comes with the means of connection with ‘the
apostolic” — the current dynamic of the Spirit vs. trans-
mission through history. Seven aspects of apostolicity
acceptable to all Christian churches are outlined, and
it is hoped that on the basis of the Lima text it might be
possible to admit ‘a large measure of apostolicity with-
out apostolic succession in the ministry’.

* * * *

allen Gemeinden dienen und nicht als Litmustest far
die wahre Kirche. Die frilhen Pfingstler waren mehr
um den apostolischen Charakter der ganzen Kirche
besorgt als oft angenommen. Der Unterschied besteht
in dem Mittel der Verbindung mit dem Apostolischen
— der gegenwidrtigen Dynamik des Ceistes steht
die Uberlieferung durch die Geschichte hindurch
gegeniiber. Es werden sieben fiir alle christlichen
Kirchen akzeptable Aspekte der Apostolizitdt skizziert.
Es wird die Hoffnung gedufert, dass es mdglich
wird, auf der Basis des Lima-Textes ein grofes Mals
an Apostolizitdt unter Absehung der apostolischen

* * * *

catholique romaine. Elle est vue comme un rappel
adressé a l'ensemble de I'Eglise, et non plus tant

- comme un critére servant a délimiter les frontiéres de

I'Eglise véritable. Par ailleurs, les premiers pentecétistes
avaient une préoccupation plus grande qu’on aurait
pu le penser pour le caractére apostolique de I’ Egllse
dans son ensemble. La différence porte sur la maniére
dont I'Eglise se trouve reliée aux apétres: pour les
Pentecdtistes, le lien est établi par l'action actuelle
de I'Esprit, plutdt que par une transmission au fil de
I'histoire. L'auteur fait apparaitre sept aspects de la
notion d’apostolicité qu’il juge admis ou recevables
par toutes les Eglises chrétiennes. Il espére que, sur
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la base de la déclaration de Lima, il pourrait étre
possible d’admettre «une bonne part d’apostolicité sans
succession apostolique dans |’histoire».

Introduction

IT IS one of the ironies of church history that
the very first church of the modern Pentecostal
movement — currently the second largest Christian
constituency with more than 300 million adher-
ents — called itself Apostolic Faith Mission (Azusa
Street, Los Angeles, CA). The irony of this title
lies, of course, in that if there has been any claim in
Free Churches that the traditional churches have
hotly contested, it surely is the claim for apostolic-
ity. By definition, especially in Roman Catholic
and Eastern Orthodox theologies, Free Church
ecclesiologies represent the quintessence of what
is not apostolic.

It is in the dispute concerning apostolicity (and
the related issue, catholicity) that the episcopal
churches and Free Churches have stood at the
opposite extremes. Because apostolicity is related
to other traditional ‘notes’ of the church - holi-
ness, oneness, and catholicity! — the very founda-
tion of Free Church ecclesiology is at stake. The
apostolicity of Free Churches is uncatholic because
it lacks the connection to the whole church in its
history, which is assured by the successio apostolica,
episcopal churches contend.?

Free Churches have insisted on the holiness,
oneness, apostolicity, and catholicity of their own
churches although they have rarely argued along
the classical canons. Free Churches understand the
holiness of their churches primarily in the holiness
of their members,® the oneness of the church as
‘spiritual unity’ of all born-again Christians,* the
apostolicity as faithfulness to the apostolic doc-
trine and life,® and the catholicity as self-evident
fact consequently.5

On the other hand, Free Churches have looked
at the traditional churches and accused them of
the lack of ecclesiality. Their holiness is impaired
by the presence of mixed membership, their claim
for the apostolicity on the basis of apostolic succes-
sion is biblically unfounded, etc.

Furthermore, Free Churches have asked of
traditional churches, what the price would be
for ‘earning credentials’ in the older churches’
eyes. Would that not mean losing one’s identity
altogether?” Were Free Churches, for example, to
become apostolic, they should incorporate bishops
in their ministry patterns. But would that lead to a
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contradiction in terms?

The purpose of the present essay is to take a crit-
ical look at the possibility and theological condi-
tions of apostolicity in Free Church ecclesiologies.
First, I will survey what the situation is in current
ccumenical theology concerning apostolicity, the
topic of which is rather complicated and loaded
with both practical and theoretical disputes.
Second, using Pentecostalism as a case study, I will
ask what kind of ‘apostolic roots’ and inclinations
there might be found in a Free Church ecclesiol-
ogy when compared to a traditional Roman Cath-
olic view. The reason for selecting Pentecostalism
as my case study is twofold: it is currently the larg-
est, and in that sense at least representative of the
Free Church movements. Furthermore, Pentecos-
tals have had theological dialogue at international
level with Roman Catholics since 1972, and one
of the topics discussed is apostolicity and corollary
issues. We have therefore some ecumenical mate-
rial available. In the following I will present seven
theses pertaining to an ecumenical understanding
of the notion of apostolicity, a notion that I believe
all Christian churches can accept; and 1 will ask
what possible implications may follow from these
statements. I conclude the essay by focusing on
the most disputed question of all, namely the
apostolic succession, and alternative ways to solve
its problematic.

Apostolicity in the Current Ecumenical
Context’

Apostolicity is a complex concept. Even in the
New Testament there is not a single notion of
what it is to be an apostle, but rather different
suggestions.'” James D. G. Dunn has argued that
already in the New Testament there was a ‘part-
ing of the ways’ between different orientations,
such as those that championed enthusiastic char-
ismatic spirituality over against those building on
the office." With regard to apostolicity, Paul seems
to regard establishment of new churches as the
essence of apostleship (1 Cor 9:1-2), and in conse-
quence can speak of each church having its (own)
apostles (1 Cor 12:27-28), whereas in the Acts
apostleship was determined exclusively on the basis
of'a commission by the risen Christ during the lim-
ited period of his resurrection appearances (Acts
V248 jcf. 1'Cor 158).9

In modern discussions of the idea of apostolic
succession the insight has established itself that the
primary issue is succession in the teaching and faith



* Apostolicity of Free Churches: A Contradiction in Terms or an Ecumenical Breakthrough? e

of the apostles and only secondarily is it a matter
of succession in office.’® According to the Joint
Lutheran-Roman Catholic Study Commission,
the church is apostolic insofar as it stands on apos-
tolic faith; the criterion is the apostolic witness,
i.e., apostolic teaching of the Gospel.'* From the
Free Church perspective, it is interesting to note
that according to that document, the commission
of the church that goes back to the apostles, ‘is
carried out through a variety of charisms.’** Also,
the same document defines the much disputed
question of apostolic succession in conciliar terms:
“The basic intention of the doctrine of apostolic
succession is to indicate that, throughout all his-
torical changes in its proclamation and structures,
the church is at all times referred to its apostolic
origin.t

The ecumenical consensus-document Baptism,
Eucharist and Ministry, provides us with the most
detailed conciliar outline of apostolicity; according
to it, apostolic tradition (the term that the docu-
ment favors) is

continuity in the permanent characteristic of the
Church of the apostles:'” witness to the apos-
tolic faith, proclamation and fresh interpreta-
tion of the Gospel, celebration of baptism and
the eucharist, the transmission of ministerial
responsibilities, communion in prayer, love and
joy and suffering, service to the sick and the
needy, unity among the local churches and sha-
ring the gifts which the Lord has given to
each}®

This definition is helpful, since its focus is on
spirituality and ministry rather than in quasi-juridi-
cal notions of succession of office(s). It includes the
whole people of God and it entails even diaconic
dimension.

In the New Testament there is one essen-
tial aspect to apostolicity, one that is too often
neglected both in history and in modern times,
namely the pneumatological and charismatic qual-

ity of apostolicity. The concept of apostolicity in

the New Testament is indeed more pneumatologi-
cally and charismatically loaded than most of the
historical, or even more modern views let us know.
The birth of the Christian Church goes back to the
pouring out of the Spirit; the first apostles minis-
tered in the power of the Spirit, and the focus of
the early church’s worship was the transmittance
of the Spirit and a Spirited-experience. Catholic
E. A. Sullivan is one of the theologians of tradi-
tional churches who has enthusiastically argued

for a pneumatological concept of apostolicity."
Orthodox Vladimir Lossky concurs saying that the
apostolicity ‘dwells in the power of the . . . Spirit
infused into the apostles by the breath of Christ
and transmitted to their successors (Acts 20:28) . .
.20 Lutheran Eduard Schlink uses Paul’s doctrine
of charisms as the starting point of what he has to
say about the relationship between charisms and
apostolic ministry. He deals with the apostolic
ministry before discussing charisms.?! He stresses
that this ministry is itself a charism in 1 Cor 12:28,
and he does not think it any accident that this char-
ism is mentioned first. The apostles were church-
founding charismatics.?? One way they exercised
charismatic ministry was in healing of the sick, as
explained for example in Mark 6:12-13.%° It has
been the legacy of the Free Churches, especially
of the Pentecostal and Charismatic movements, to
remind the church universal of this crucial part of
New Testament apostolicity.**

There is also a pronounced missionary orienta-
tion in the New Testament and in more recent
approaches to apostolicity. The church is ‘apos-
tolic because it remains in continuity in essentials
with the original witnessing of the first-century
apostles.”® What is originally apostolic is sending
to bear witness to the universal and definitive truth
of the revelation of God in Jesus Christ.?¢ ‘The
apostolicity of the Church is ultimately grounded
in God’s mission to the world.”” Primarily, then,
the church’s apostolicity means that the sending
out of the apostles to all humanity is continued by
the church. The task of mission did not end with
the age of the apostles.?® Part of continuing the
apostolic mission is fidelity to the apostolic begin-
nings, especially to the apostolic gospel.?” Conse-
quently, the stress on the teaching rather than the
office itself has come to be emphasized in recent
discussions.

Apostolicity, however, is a twofold concept. On
the one hand, there has to be fidelity to the tra-
dition; otherwise, we lose any criterion between
true and false. On the other hand, the ‘church is
authentically apostolic only when as a missionary
church it remains ready to alter traditional ways of
thinking and living, being renewed constantly on
the basis of its origins . . . . Thus, apostolicity is
a dynamic reality.®!

In the final analysis, apostolicity, as well as other
marks of the church, are objects of faith as much as
they are anything else. According to Pannenberg,
we must stress the church’s apostolicity so strongly
‘for the very reason that we detect so clearly that
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the church has broken away from its apostolic
beginnings and is pushing on into uncertain
future.”* Primarily, the assertion of the church
as apostolic is meant to be understood eschato-
logically.** Consequently, apostolicity is part of a
prayer of longing and hope that the church may in
fact become what it is called to be by reason of its
lofty vocation.®

Understanding the church’s apostolicity in terms
of the apostolic mission, points beyond every his-
torical present to the eschatological consumma-
tion of the world.*® The apostolic mission of the
church aims at the renewal of all humanity in the
kingdom of God, a renewal that has begun already
with the advent and cross of Jesus of Nazareth.3®

Whatever the understanding of apostolicity is in
given time, it should be understood clearly that
originally apostolicity was not intended any more
than other notes of the church (unity, catholicity,
and holiness) to be used polemically or apologeti-
cally to demonstrate the superiority of one church
over another or to imply that one possessed more
unity, sanctity, catholicity, or apostolicity.?”

The Issue of Apostolicity in a Free Church
and Traditional Church Dialogue: Hope
for the Future

Since 1972, currently the two largest Christian
families, Roman Catholics and Pentecostals, have
been engaged in mutual talks at the international
level .3 This dialogue, which represents an exercise
on the frontiers of ecumenism, took up the issue
of apostolicity already during the first quinquen-
nium (1972-1978). This is the first time in the his-
tory of modern ecumenical movement that a Free
Church engages in serious dialogue concerning
apostolicity with an established church to whom
the issue of apostolicity is a crucial ecclesiological
affirmation.

It is significant that the ‘focus of the dialogue
bears upon how ministry in the church continues
the ministry of the Apostles.”® Whatever differ-
ences there may be between Catholic and Pen-
tecostal ecclesiologies, there is this foundational
commitment to the notion of ‘one holy catholic
apostolic Church’ made of all believers (cf. Eph.
4:4-6).%° _

Before we look at some details of the mutual
discussions, it is important to note that the issue of
apostolicity is not necessarily that strange to Pen-
tecostalism, the ‘wildest’ of all Free Churches. It
might come as a surprise to uninformed observers

44 e FuroJTh 11:1

of Pentecostalism that the notion of apostolicity is
located in the very roots of the movement.*!

The following words form the preamble to the
Pentecostal self-understanding of its theology and
mission in 1906, when the worldwide movement
was born:

THE APOSTOLIC FAITH MOVEMENT
Stands for the restoration of faith once delivered
unto the saints — the old time religion, camp
meetings, revivals, missions, street and prison
work and Christian Unity everywhere.*

There are several items in this preamble which
call for a closer look. First of all, the name of the
movement itself, “The Apostolic Faith Movement’,
clearly refers to the desire to ‘go back to Pente-
cost’™® of Apostolic times as recorded in Acts 2. It
also points toward a priority given to primitive reli-
gion.** This initial naming gave birth to numerous
other titles of churches, movements, publications
which bear the same name.* It is also noteworthy
that even today several Pentecostal movements
around the world, e.g., in Africa and former East-
ern Europe, are known only by the name ‘Apos-
tolic’.*¢

The insistence on the apostolic nature of the
church implied restorationist vision . . . to dis-
place dead forms and creeds and wild fanaticisms
[of existing Churches] with living practical Chris-
tianity.”*” The phrase ‘stands for the restoration of
the faith once delivered unto the saints’ (from Jude
3) clearly suggests that the Apostolic faith was in
mind here and that a certain body of knowledge
was intended to be understood as constituting that
apostolic faith. That could be summarized as state-
ments concerning (1) Justification, (2) Sanctifica-
tion, (3) Baptism in the Holy Ghost, (4) Healing.*
Furthermore, and this is of immense importance
ecumenically, the statement of the Apostolic Faith
Movement encapsulates the essence of the confes-
sion ‘one holy catholic apostolic Church’,* though
Pentecostals do not so often use the creedal lan-
guage of older churches.* Robeck summarizes the
main elements of this commitment to the apos-
tolic confession based on the above quoted pream-
ble:

The explicit commitment of these -early
Pentecostals to ‘Christian Unity,” and their
honest recognition of their role as restoration
movement within the Church points toward
their affirmation of the oneness of the Church.
Identification with their Wesleyan-Holiness
roots articulated through references to the ‘old
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time religion’ and ‘camp meetings’ with their
deep commitment to personal sanctification,
underscore their belief in the holiness of the
Church and its impact on the personal lives
of each individual Christian. Their recognition
that the Church in which the Apostolic Faith
Movement participated was ‘everywhere’ is
an explicit affirmation of the catholicity of
the Church. And their self-designation as the
‘Apostolic Faith Movement’ is sufficient to
demonstrate some kind of commitment to
the apostolic nature of the church and a deep
concern to contribute to a restored or enhanced
apostolic character of the Church !

The formulation of early Pentecostal under-
standing of apostolicity is important also in that it
reaches beyond the issue of faith (e.g., doctrine,
creed, theology) to the issues of power and prac-
tice. This is the core of ‘living, practical Christi-
anity’.5? In the final analysis, then, what was the
ultimate criterion was not formulations of faith
but living out of the apostolic gospel.

This brief consideration of apostolicity from a
Pentecostal perspective reveals that the essence of
it is to go back to the faith and experience of
apostolic times, to live in consistency with the NT
church. There is also a strong missionary orienta-
tion there. Although this formulation of Pentecos-
talism is rather different from that of Catholics,
one can see a common denominator: the ultimate
criterion is that of ‘continuity/consistency’ with
the beginnings of the church, i.e., of apostolic
times. Without artificially downplaying the differ-
ence in the method of ascertainment, one can per-
haps state that there is mutual intention in both
traditions, serving the same purpose.

Both Roman Catholics and Pentecostals believe
that the church lives in continuity with the New
Testament apostles and their proclamation, and
with the apostolic church. A primary manifestation
of this is to be found in fidelity to the apostolic
teaching.®® There is, though, a subtle difference in

how these two traditions view the history of the

Church: while Pentecostals, influenced by restora-
tionist perspectives, have claimed continuity with
the Church in the New Testament by arguing for
discontinuity with much of the historical Church,
Catholics have tended to underline the succession
along the lines of church history starting with the
NT.* ‘By adopting these two positions, one of
continuity, the other of discontinuity, each tradi-
tion has attempted to demonstrate its faithfulness

to the apostolic faith ‘once for all delivered to the
saints (Jude 3).”*® Neither Catholics, nor Pente-
costals claim that continuity in history by itself
would be a guarantee of spiritual maturity or of
doctrinal soundness.

The major difference has to do with the way
fidelity to apostolicity is guaranteed. For Roman
Catholics, the succession of bishops in an orderly
transmission of ministry through history is both
guarantee and manifestation of this fidelity.”” For
Pentecostals, the current dynamic of the Spirit is
regarded as a more valid endorsement of apos-
tolic faith and ministry than an unbroken line of
episcopal succession. Pentecostals would look to
apostolic life and to the power of preaching which
leads to conversions to Jesus Christ as an authen-
tication of apostolic ministry.*®

Pentecostal H. D. Edwards illustrates how the
question of episcopal succession, insisted on by the
Catholics, is difficult to decide for Pentecostals:
‘Pentecostals would unhesitatingly affirm that they
are both apostolic and in succession. The joint des-
ignation, if understood to affirm episcopacy as
being the only method of guaranteeing authen-
ticity and a wholly genuine expression of Chris-
tian continuity, would be strongly opposed by the
Pentecostals.”® This is understandable, since for
Pentecostals to admit the necessity of apostolic
succession as the criterion would mean to call in
question the whole validity of their spiritual expe-
rience and encounter with God, inasmuch as it has
occurred outside the framework and the security
allegedly guaranteed by apostolic succession.

Pentecostals would like to see Roman Catho-
lics emphasize more the requirements of apostolic
life than episcopal succession. Catholics, without
in any way ignoring the requirements of apostolic
life, maintain that the sovereignty of God’s act in
the transmission of the Word and the ministry of
sacrament is not nullified by the personal infidelity
of the minister.®® Despite this difference of empha-
sis, there is strong mutual concern as to the neces-
sity of holiness of life as a qualifier for and mark of
apostolicity. It is admitted, though, that the power
and sovereignty of God is not limited in the con-
fines of a weak and sinful minister. But the church
has to make use of any necessary means to provide
seriously for the holiness of the ministers.’

Toward a conciliar understanding of
apostolicity
Charles A. Conniry, a Free Church theologian
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(Baptist) has recently presented a synthesis of
four major kinds of notions of apostolicity. His
categorization of various views of apostolicity is
the following:%* (1) ‘ecclesial apostolicity” empha-
sizes apostolicity as a means of establishing the
institutional authority of the Church; (2) ‘bibli-
cal apostolicity’ looks to the apostolic character
of the Church in order to identify a norm by
which the legitimacy of subsequent accretions is
determined; (3) ‘pneumatic apostolicity’ appeals
to a charisma of the Spirit that is as much a part
of today’s Church as it was in the first century; (4)
a related and yet distinct emphasis, ‘kerygmatic
apostolicity’, sees the Church’s apostolic character
actualized in the faithful carrying out of its mis-
sion. Conniry contends that rather than viewing
any one of these legitimate interpretations as final
or exclusive of others, they should be seen rather
as complementary.

Building on this analysis and the previous dis-
cussion, I want to ask two interrelated questions:
What are the essential aspects of apostolicity that
all Christian churches would be more or less ready
to affirm? What are those that could build bridges
between traditional, mostly episcopal churches,
and Free Churches and other non-traditional
Christian groups? These are the two ecumenically
pregnant and critical questions that determine the
future discussions on the topic.

There are at least seven aspects of apostolicity
that I believe every Christian community is ready
to accept. These aspects might serve as a ‘min-
imum’ for further work on this much disputed
question.

All churches accept that, first, apostolicity
involves a continuity®® in the life and faith of the
apostles and the apostolic church of the New
Testament. By implication, then, one may con-
clude that all churches also accept, second, that
charismatic life and worship is an essential part of
apostolicity. No serious New Testament exegete
disputes the charismatic nature of the New Testa-
ment church(es). Third, one can say that mission,
proclamation of the gospel, is yet another indis-
tinguishable aspect of apostolicity. The risen Lord
commanded His disciples, apostles, to continue
the missionary work he had begun. Fourth, all
churches firmly believe that the Scriptures of the
New Testament are themselves apostolic and are
the norm of the apostolicity. Fifth, apostolicity is
a dynamic concept: it is not only or primarily a
question of juridics but rather a question of life
and vitality; thus, of obedience, service, and every-
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day discipleship.®* Sixth, apostolicity concerns the
whole people of God, not only clergy or authority.
This is, for example, what Hans Kiing has argued:
he supports and understanding of apostolic suc-
cession that involves the whole people of God and
is inspired directly by the Spirit anew in each gen-
eration as the church renews itself in the witness
of the apostles.®® Seventh, apostolicity is a heavily
pneumatological concept. Only the Holy Spirit is
‘the one who makes the Church apostolic’.*

The Roman Catholic-Pentecostal dialogue on
ecclesiology showed that there are indeed comple-
mentary ways of affirming other churches’ apos-
tolicity, thus ecclesiality, if no one definition is
taken as final or exclusive of others. If the seven
aspects outlined above are accepted universally
among Christian churches, ecumenically fruitful
and hopeful implications follow. Communication
between various churches, rather than being fruit-
less strife about the goodness of one’s own apos-
tolicity, has the potential of becoming a truly
ecumenical exchange of gifts. For example, tradi-
tional churches learn to pay attention to dynamic
elements of apostolicity whereas younger churches
learn to appreciate tradition. Those churches
strong on fellowship and teaching might learn
to appreciate the necessary missionary nature of
the church. Those churches strong on the biblical
foundations might dare to take another look at
charisms and the role of the Spirit, and so on.

Catholic ecumenist Avery Dulles sets a fruitful
precedent. Dulles is ready to admit that criteria
other than the episcopal succession might serve as
a criterion for true apostolicity; here he strikes the
note Protestants in general and Free Churches in
particular have been eager to emphasize:

Unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity are
dynamic realities that depend on the founda-
tional work of Christ and on his continued
presence and activity through the Holy Spirit.
Evangelical communities that excel in love for
Jesus Christ and in obedience to the Holy Spirit
may be more unitive, holy, catholic, and apos-
tolic than highly sacramental and hierarchically
organized churches in which faith and charity
have become cold.®”

This is an example of applying to ecumenical
relations fresh perspectives that have arisen out of
ecumenical reflections on the notion of apostolic-
ity.

Another recent example from Dulles testifies
to the fruitfulness of the approach recommended
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above. When apostolicity is understood as a
comprehensive, many-sided concept, rather than
focusing on a particular aspect disputed by many
other churches, one is committed to look for cri-
teria acceptable to all. One such criterion is the
aspect number four in our list above, namely that
of the Word of God. According to Dulles, “to insist
on the sole lordship of Christ as known to us from
the Scriptures is already to accept a large measure
of apostolicity’.®® All Christian churches affirm the
absolute normativity of Scripture and thus of its
Lord. This generally upheld critérion can serve
as the norm for apostolicity. Even then there are
differences of opinion but these can be discussed
from the perspective of limited convergence. The
importance of Dulles’ ideas is enhanced when we
take into consideration the context they were pre-
sented in: in a Protestant periodical, in dialogue
between Catholics and Evangelicals on ecclesiol-

ogy.

Finally: Is there any Hope Concerning the
Question of Apostolic Succession?

As is well known, the most hotly debated ques-
tion is of course that of episcopal succession and,
consequently, ministry,/ ordination. What the pos-
sible outcomes of ecumenical convergence in the
understanding of apostolicity will be, is to a large
degree dependent on how this question is han-
dled.

Even though most traditional churches are not
ready to follow the precepts of Free Churches, or
of Karl Barth, who reject any view of apostolic-
ity based on historical or juridical grounds and
strongly object to apostolic succession being based
on ordination as this would be to predispose the
Holy Spirit to act according to human demands,*
older churches should, however, listen to the
argumentation of others. In fact, those who reject
apostolic succession (as understood in the episco-
pal sense) also have a case, as Baptist theologian J.
L. Garrett argues.” First, the role of ministers in
the New Testament does not constitute necessarily
a threefold hierarchical order and can be explained
apart from the theory of apostolic succession.
Second, the church at Rome was seemingly led
by a body of presbyters in the time of Clement
of Rome. Third, the activity of Peter and John
in Samaria (Acts 8:14-25) and Paul’s teaching
authority in the church at Corinth (1 Cor 4:7,
21; 11:16, 34) can be recognized and explained
in terms of apostleship apart from any theory of

episcopal succession. Fourth, the canonical New
Testament can be reckoned as the ‘strict succes-
sor’ to the apostles rather than the bishops. Fifth,
the ministries of the non-episcopal churches since
the era of the Protestant Reformation would seem
to argue against the necessity of apostolic succes-
sion.

Even if these kinds of argument might not
be able to convince theologians of traditional
churches of the supremacy of non-episcopal argu-
mentation, they are substantial enough to promote
honest ecumenical dialogue; especially in light of
the fact that anyhow the concept of apostolicity is
so diverse and complicated concept that clinging
to one aspect exclusively seems not to do justice
either to the New Testament data nor to theo-
logical developments later on. On what justifica-
tion, other than historical, do the older churches
have the exclusive claim for one particular kind of
definition when the view by no means can find
indisputable — some would even say: substantial
enough — biblical support?

Anyhow, the ecclesiality of any church is of
necessity tied up with its apostolicity. There can be
no church without apostolic continuity.”! Reject-
ing the claim for apostolicity of another church
is not a less serious act than bluntly rejecting the
ecclesiality of that church.

Still another motivation for all churches to re-
evaluate their understanding of apostolicity is pre-
sented by Catholic Avery Dulles in these words:

. can we speak of the church as apostolic
in view of the radical mutations that it has und-
ergone over the centuries? Many of the struc-
tures, doctrines, and practices of contemporary
Christians would surprise and baffle the apost-
les:#

The approach of the BEM-document is helpful
in that it distinguishes between the apostolicity of
the whole church and the apostolic succession in
the ministry, thus treating the latter as subordinate
to the former, rather than equating them.” In fact,
Dulles himself concludes from this — although the
official Catholic response to the BEM-document
expressed reservations’ — that on the basis of the
Lima text it might be possible to admit ‘a large
measure of apostolicity without apostolic succes-
sion in the ministry’.”> While I applaud this ecu-
menical attitude, I am not sure if we can ‘quantify’
the notion of apostolicity the way Dulles does.
The consequent problem would be just ‘how
much’ one needs apostolicity in order for a church
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to be a church (i.e., to be apostolic ‘enough’).
However the apostolicity is defined theologi-
cally; it is of necessity bound to the community
of God, the church, the whole church of God on
earth. As Catholic C. O’Donnell fittingly summa-
rizes: ‘So at its deepest level, apostolicity denotes
this possibility of encountering now the Mystery
through the Holy Spirit in a community which
mediates the divine plan throughout history.””®
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