s oostoliec “uccession in the New Testament

'he need for clarity calls for a preliminary demarcation
of the precise arca under discussion., The following affirnations
will ccrve to lefine the scopc of this paper.

1. Cur prine concern centers in the role of those individual
Christians wio, in the church of the llew Testament, carricd on the
ninisterial cservice of cormunity leadershiip,

2. This paper prescinds fron the "sacerdotal" character of
this ndnistry. Ais J.i.0 ?illard,has pointed out, the transitional
¢ aracter of Mew Testament life shrouded the cultic aspect of
ninistry in silence:

"je have verified two points which seem to be certain,

I"irst of all, the absence in the New Testament of a

properly oriestly desicnation of the Christian ministries,..

On the other hand, we have discovered that the rise of

the priestly vocabulary-came about,.. under the aegis of

an enlirhtened and extremely nuanced comparison with the
institutions of the 01d Testanent."

3. The phrase "apostolic succession," as used in this
papcr, focusses attention on that aspect of ecclesial ninistry
whici identifies it as a derivation from and an extension of the
saving mission of Christ as first exercised by the Twelve (the

"Apostles" par cxcellence).

4, The phrase "apostolic succession in the Ncw Testanent®
refers to the llew Testaiitent in its ultinate literary stage as an
historico-theolozical corpus illumined by the nature understanding
of the inspired authiors and reflecting the faith-convictions of the

church itself.

Jarnabas I, Ahern, C,I. 11 JUL YIS
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1 elation of [ inistry to the Gospel

2
b4 . ‘ al L3
In a perceptive article Pere Yves Congar has affirmed

t at the nain concern in any discussion of apostolic succession
is the abiding inherence of mini try in service of the Gospel,
This srinci le cmerpes frorn a New Testament base which is much
broader thag the lincustic usases of the mnuch discussed word,
"apostolos", Iin a proportional yet true sense the principle
enunciated by Pére Conzar applies to all tho:e ninistries which
faul describes as charisnata (jlom 12:6=8; cfr 1 Cor 12:27-30;
".»h 4:11-12), Decause they are services to the 1life of the church
and are cxercised within its ambient, they all "malke a unity in
the work of service, building up the body of Christ" (lph 4:12).
The authenticity of these ninistries, therefore, flows {rom and
rests upon the life-giving mystery which the Gospel proclaims.
This relevance of ministry to the Gospel comes to the
fore most clearly in New Testanent references to what we shall term

the apostolic ninistry par excellence, Iliinisters who proclain

and tcnch the Gospel (apostoloi, prophetai, euappelistai, didas-

kaloi) and those who ruide the community in its evangelical life
- KYDERNESEIS 4

(episkopoi, presbyteroi, proistamenoi, poimenai, kypeeetsl)

are appraised far more for their fidelity to church teaching and

its naradoscis than for the human modalities whibhniay have endorsed
then as ninisters. The New Testament has little to say about the
srecise way in whibh the apostolic ministry drew into its ranks

ren like Junias and Andronicus (Rom 16:7), Apollog(Acts 18:24-28;

1 Cor 1 - 4), "paphras (Col 1:7; 4:12), .ristarchos (Fhm 24), and
the other ninisters whom Paul commends. when the ministry of these
men is spoken of in the New Testament, its purpose is always

represented, at least inplictly, as tihe diffusion and radication
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of the Gospel nezca~e in the life of the community.

This prinary dinension of church ministry appears clearly
in the explicit criterion which both PYaul and John single out as
the norn for :'inisterial authenticity. Though Faul was fully aware
of the diverse origins of the mission given to him and that given to
Apollos, he emphinsizes that both Apollos and himself (and all preachers
of the word) :ust face an identical judgrent on the mecasure and
cuality of their fidelity to the Gospel (cfr 1 Cor 3:5 - 4:6). When,
tlercfore, he defends the authority of his own ministry he goes
teyond the divine character of its origin to stress the intecority
witl which he aiways aroclaim d revealed truth (Gal 1:5 - 2:14;

2 Cor 4:1-18; 5:20 -~ 6:10)., Without saying a word on the origin of
the late first century ministries, John cites fidelity to the Gospel
as the normt for judring their authenticity (1 Jn 4:1-3; 2 Jn T-11;

3 Jn 12).

The Yew Testanent writinns, however, do not treat this theme
in a nerely ncademic way., Tesides affirming the general norm of
fidelity to the Sospel as the test of ministerial authenticity, the
inspired writers often concretize this norm by stressing the need for
accord between tle ministers of the church and its divinely appointed
leaders. wven 5t. PPaul, thouch fully conscious of his own special
vocation, was keenly aware that the success of Iiis : ission depended
upon his accent nce by the authorities of the Jerusalem church
(Acts 15:1-35; Jal 2:1-10), In the letters of both iaul and John,
approval or disapproval by these two recognized leaders authentically
neasures the status of all lesser church ninisters (1 Thes 5:12-13;

1 Cor 4:17; 16:10-12; Col 1:7-8; 2:16-19; 4:10-14; 3 Jn 9-12),
Conclusion: -~ i'he New Testament focusses on fidelity to the Gospel

as the critc -ion of ninisterial authenticity. Concretely, this norm
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neant that 2171 inister: rere subiject to the favorable or ndverse
judenient of an:roved church lenders, This solid anchor is always
“recent in the wwritings of raul and John, even whe: they exalt the

free ~ifts of the Spirit.

T1  dinis‘ry and liission in the New iestanent

Thou~h the YNew Testament has little to say about the
"ordination” o rdnisters, it often emphasizes that ministry involved
a 1nission fror the Lord of ~slopy actin~ tlLrough I'is Spirit to
enpower en for service of the Gospel; cfr. 1 Cor 12:4-11; lph 5:10-13,
Troi the very bLeginnin, however, the founders of the church
considered it necessary to ratify some of these divin~ missions
wit! a nasilest ublic voucher, This took place especially trhen
rninistry involved leaders: ip in a local church or when missionary
activity included the exercise of authority.

The lYew .Jestament contains no mention of a special act of
ccclesial endorsenent for the ministries of prophecy, teaching and
healing., Tut scattered references describe how ministers who would
rove:rn the church were endorsed by a special rite. Thus the Twelve
inposed hands on the Leven who would preside over the church of
the ilellenists (Acts 6:1-6); the leaders of the church in Antioch
officially :eputed Paul and Barnabas for their extensive mission to
the Gentile world (Acts 13:2-3); in his nissionary journeys laul
imposed hands on those who would be overseers of the local cormuni-
ties (lcts 14:23; cfr 20:17,286-32). The role of Timothy as a church
leader beran with an imposition of hands by the clders (1 Tim 4:14;
2 Tin 1:06).

Without specifying the time-length of these commissioned

ninistries and without describing all their functions, the New Testa-
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nent nakes clear that, for the good of the church, a ritc of
endorsement 'as conferred upon those who would be leaders of the
crurch, hether thi: always took place we do not knowj the examples
we have cited could be tynical of a general practice or they could
be exceptional., All we can say with certainty is that, at tinmes,

a distinctive rite was used in the early church to c¢ndorse the
cindister and to call dowm God's special blessing on his rork,

It is significant that the New /estament never interprets
this co:missioning as a link in a "pipe-line" to the welve and to
the historical Jesus, Just as the charisnmata were on actual ~ift
of the risea Christ, so the endorseient of a wminiuter was seen as
a present necessity for the life of the church. Inplicitly, however,
commission hy the church involved the reality of derivation from the
past., If the church endorsed a mninister with a jublic aect, it
this in orde:r ti~t he might dedicate himself to the service of the
tospel woich drew all its power from the past saving decds of Jesus
whik the Mwelve wvere the first to proclain,

An inortant exarmple of this kind of commission is found in
_avl's avtointnent of Tirothy ond Titus to rule the churches of
tiis orevious aposiolate. hough the authenticity of these letters is
¢t estioned by soue, they witness to four noteworthy facts in late
1st century church life:

1, i othy and Titus are cormissioned to assunie a dircctive
role in local churches where the founder can no lon<er be active.

2., "hey are ennowered to act in the same way as did l'aul
himself (1 Tim 4:12-163 it 1:10 - 2:10),

3, Their avpointrient bestows on these two ninisters the
authorily ~nd duty to commiission others for the work of ministry

and to su ervise their 1life and service (1 Tim 5:17-22; Tit 1:5-9).
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4, e zinple asswption in these letters that Timothy
and Pdtus will e acce ted Ly the local cliurches and the casual
reference to Tirothy's "ordination® (1 Tin 4:14; 2 Tin 1:6) intimate
| that a pointed lendership was already comswonplace in the church
(cfr 1 Thes 5:12-13; 1 Cor 16:16; :hil 1:1; Acts 20:17-13,28),
Conclneion: - “ven in the enrly days of the church, the Twelve in
“Jerusalen ond leaders of the iocal churches pulblicly deputized others
for -;orlis of nministry which involved the exercise of authority., This
validation scemed to be necessary in order that the ninister's
authoirity would not be questioned. ‘There is no indication that this

cornission was seen as tying a bond between the minister and the

Twelve,

IIT inistry, l.ission, and the Twelve

e Yew Testament record of life in the 1st century church,
whrether in salestine or in the Gentilc churches of Paul, shows that
Christians weremainly concerned with the opportunities and liabilities
of the precsent, while they looked forward to the ultimate manifesta-
tion of the Lord of glory. lixcept for the first years of Christian
life in Jerusaler, it would be difficult to find any special scnse
of dc-endence on the Twelve, TIven when i‘aul bespeaks his esteem for

the Jerusalem church as "the church of God" par excellence (1 Thes

2:14; Gal 1:13), one suspects that his thoughts are drawn to this
city not bLecause of the actual presence there of the Twelve (which
is doubtful) but because the originary experiences of the Jerusalem
coirwnity niade it the "mother church" and transformed it into a
syribol of the new Jerusalern.

it the same time, however, the living power of the Gospel

as the heart and force of all ministry was bound to link the present
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to the past, Idnistry in churches that lived by the Go .nel
c.ananted [ror the dynamisn of the Gos ¢l itseif. Llater reflection
on the words of Jesus, illumined by historical experience, aradually
broucht rien to sce that the saving worl: of Jesus involved a series
of "sendings.," Irompted by love, the Father "sent" his Son to live
he Gospel, Tthe Son, in turn, "sent" his intimates to proclain the
Gospel, vromnting them not only by word of comand but, even more,
by the love which fired them to speak (cfr 2 Cor 4:13-15; 5:14-15),
Indeed, the very reality of the Gospel bears an inner dynanmic
exi~ency to be manifested and to be radicated in the 1ife of the
c’urch,
trorpted by the impulse of the Gospel and recognizing the

nissionary thrust of the charismata, the church of the lst century
felt constrained to express in her public life the "sending forth"
which Jesus had cmphasized as an essential requircement of his saving
mission, The inner logic binding together Gospel and mission in the
1ife of the church (as in the words and practice of Jesus) finds

its classic exrression in the words with which St. Pauvl affirms

that the Gospel cannot beget faith unless the Gospel's intrinsic
nced for '"mission" is fulfilled:

"liow coul:l they invoke onein whom they had no faith?

-

And how could they have faith in one they had never heard of?
.ind how hear without someone to spread the news?
And how could anyone spread the news without a commission
to do so?"( lom 10:14-15)
'houh .aul spenks here of the "sending" of Gospel preachers
who would lay the "foundation" of local churches (cfr Eph 2:20),

his words apply ecuvally to the solicitude with which church founders
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Teornid czioned” men to ~uvide the church and to radicate the Gospel

in its daily 31ife. 1t i simndificant *hat the author of ‘nhesians

W

] . - . . [#]
~rouns tomrether indiscrivdnately "avostolod,"™ "nrphetag," and

"hoimenai" - "in ihe worls of scrvice, for building up the body of
Christ® ( ph 4:11-12), In this text the"poimenai" s :ore equally
in tle mission of the "apostoloi' and "prophetal" to illumine the
Chris! ‘cn cor-unity and to caferuard it from deviation (cfr Tph 4:

13-14) .,

o

Thic activity of the church in "sending" ministers to
nresch, to tench, to guide and to "oversce" was rooted in and
flowercd from ihe church's awvareness of its compelling mission to
serve the Zospel. ‘'eflection on this actual experience was htound
to niden and doonen a Christian understanding of 'istory. Though
at ties Paul esclewed the historical dimension of Christinnity
+. erv;hasize the "Now" of Christ's Lordshin and the contecmporary
fullness of the pirit's ~ifts (cfr 2 Cnor 5:16 - 6:2), the Christian
comunits iteelf came pradually to a rore balanced cestimate of the
rol - of hwas history in the diffusion and radicotion of the Gospel.
Cen came Lo sce that the Sosnel was not only - ~ift from heaven
tut aiso o ~ift trat bad first entercd into humanr history through
ihe —weaching of the Twelve whonm Jesus had chosen ond whor the

£
“oirds had i1lunined,

"his ~rowing awareness of the role of history coupled
witli 2 ceovine need to safequard the integrity of the Gosnel was
Lovnd 10 theoi new 1i~ht on the mission and teaching of those who
cfipe’ fentvred in the historical cconomy of salvation., T[he ensemble
of t cir ni-aion, their ~ifts and their dutdies were scen as
orizinary an’ normative. In the Seridtic sense of the word, they

we ¢ looled uscn as "corvorate personalities® who hrd first received
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fro:r Christ the fullnees of the Gospeli in which a1l others were to
share, Jhis is vhy, at the end of the 1st century, the Twelve

arc referred to as the "Iwelve Aponstles" por excellence (cfr Apoc
22:10-34). hatever the local coimmunitice owed to Faul or teo the
other "gpostolod" o hind Tounded then, they owed in an cninert way
to the Twelve who wore scrt by Jesus hincelf to bear the full
ceoncy of snlvation onte thie level of human history.

'y the ycar G0 ...», awarenecs of the preeminent role of
the Twelve woe already exerting a narized influence on the Titorary
fori: of the Oosrele, (It 45 dironical that Luke, the diceiple of
iaul, dis the most outstanding of the cvancelistz in denominating the
Twelve with t'e title, "apostolodi.") while faitiful to historical
memories, the evancrelists apgpear untroubled by olvious obscurities,
Their main concerr centers in the large role which the Twelve

~laved in the irinistry of Jesus for the future 1lifc of the church,

F,

R

Mis concern exrlains the hicraticized and ecclesial character of
the Twelve o~ presented in the Zospel nvortrajiture, Tt olso provides
the reason for the frequent blending of Jesus' tords to the

with 1loter chivie” dircctives to its own ministers (cfr Iatt 10;

1

153110 - 10:12; 177 14:32-42; Lk 9:51 - 10:20), hat is mnost signi-

L}

ficant is the "cnrporate ersonality" character of the ¥wwelve which
cores clenrly to the fore when Jesus speaks of tleir i cion, thoir
role, and their authority (Tatt 16:17-19; 18:15-18; Lk 12:4-32;
att 28:16-203 Jn 17).

T™he ientality which pave this s_.ccial colorantion to the
Gosnel story of the Twelve rcfleccts a conviction wiich eventunlly
doi.inated church thought. Jith great -ain for its ovm fideiity,
the church cmiie to realize that integral faitih-response to God's

savint action in the present rested on, flowed from and hrd to




s-uare with the originary and eminent experiences of the Twelve,
Integral church life must manifest bot! an existential and an
“istorical dnensiong "The city walls stood on twelve foundation
stones, caclh one of which bore the name of one of the twelve apostles
of the Lamb® (.ipoc 21:14).

sowhere to my lnowledge does the New Testarient explicitly
draw the obvious conclusion to this principle as applied to riinistry,

"ui tacet dicit nihil," Yet the conclusion was inescapable, Very

shortly il coi:es to the fore in an axiom which is a piece of bed-
rocl- in Chri tinn tradition:"The ordained leaders of the church are
the successors of the Twelve Apostles,

In the 1li~ht of the treatment in this paper there is no
need to nuance tris affirmction., [Far fron sunpestine any "pipe-
line" connection between church mini-ters and the Twelve, we think
tnt the "svccession” 1is to be found in the proportional order of
relationship to the Gospel - the Twelve as endorsed by Jesus and
Ilis pirit to be the originary proclaimers of the Gospels, and all

other niinisters as endorsed by the Lord and llis Spi it through the

church to carry on the role which the Twelve first cxercised.

In things human the proportional relationship of suceession
from foun:ler to follower always involves progressive dininution of
verve, conviction and purpose. Dut the '"succession" of which we
apeak is not nerely human, The Gospel and the Spirit that zave life
to the oirdicinary apostleship of the Twelve are the very sane Gounel
and "nirit that ~ive 1life to all church ninistry. Jesus svoke to
the Twelve as "corporate personnlities" when he said to then: "Lnow

that I an with you always; yes, tn the end of time" (Iatt 20:20).




Footnotes

1. Jean M,R. Tillard, What Priesthood Has the Ministry? (Grove

Booklets; Bramcote, Notts., 1973), p 26.

2. Yves Congar, "Composantes et jdee de 1la Succession Apostolique,"
Oecumenica (1966), pp 61-80.

3. Like K.H. Rengstorf, art. "apostello" in TWNT I, 407-448,

* Rudolph Schnackenburg discusses the complexities involved in
the study of "apostolos". He concludes: "One thing is clear:
there is no unified apostle-concept in the New Testament, so
that there is a possibility of different conceptions of the
apostolic ministry and of the principle of apostolicity".
Cfr., "Apostolicity: The Present Position of Studies," One In
Christ, VI, 3 (1970), p. 251 (243-273).

4. Paul's paratactic denomination of ministries does not exclude
the patent fact that several could be exercised by the same
person - as actually occurred in Paul's own case.

5. L. Bouyer, confronting the suggestion that the "Twelve" as the
primordial group of apostles was a later fiction retrojected
into the Gospel, calls attention to the witness which Paul
gives to the "Twelve" in a piece which he has drawn from
early tradition: "He appeared to Cephas, then to the Twelve"
(1 Cor 15:1); cfr "Ministere ecclésiastique et succession
apostolaque" in NRT 95,3 (1973), p. 247 (241-252). I have

gained much from this article.,




