THE APOSTOLIC MINISTRY AND THE UNITY OF THE CHURCH
The apostle’s mission
The commission given to an apostle is essentially defined by his being sent (Greek ‘apostello’; cf. the Heb. ‘shaliah’). 

His sending or commissioning has to do with:

 The revelation of God’s mystery

 The proclamation of God’s mystery

 The realization of God’s mystery

In other words, with obedient understanding (his thinking illuminated by an intimate, personal dialogue with God, by investigation and reflection in prayer), with faithful handing on (the word of the ‘apostolic witness’, especially in preaching and teaching), and with building God’s mystery on the ground (through recovery and restoration, from which derives the continuation of ‘apostolic service’).

This commission, received “not from men nor by man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father” (Gal. 1:1; see also Eph. 4:11: “It was he who gave some… some…some”), is the subject of his revelation, his burden and responsibility. The content and the heart of this commission are the foundation which, before and more than anything else, he is called to lay in the lives of people and of churches.

The apostle and unity
But what is the specific contribution of the apostolic ministry to and for the realization of the unity of the church? 

It is great in every way, because it has to do with the revelation, proclamation and realization of ‘God’s mystery’ and with the responsibility, which belongs primarily to apostles, of “laying a foundation” (1 Cor. 3:10-11).

The apostolic ministry is the ministry of unity par excellence.

This is because unity has to do with: 

a. the foundation of the life (identity) and the very nature (the internal being and structure) of God (2 Tim. 2:19: “God’s solid foundation stands firm”), revealed and manifested in Christ (“the image of the invisible God”, Col. 1:15).

“Christianity is an imitation of the divine nature” – St Gregory of Nyssa.

b. the foundation of the action and manifestation of God in history by means of the Church (an “extension” of the Incarnation!? > 1Cor. 12:12: “outos ò Christòs”; Eph. 1:22-23: “the church …the fulness of him who fills everything  in every way”).

“The Church is an image of the Holy Trinity” – Vladimir Lossky; 

“The Trinity is the Church before the Church” – St Gregory of Nazianzus.

It is illuminating to consider the Church’s march as “a march from the Trinity towards the Trinity” (“…the Father, from whom the whole family in heaven and on earth derives its name”, Eph. 3:14-15).
Because:

 unity is at the heart of the nature and the revelation of God (Father/Son/Holy Spirit)
(“I and the Father are one”, “…we will come to him and make our home with him”,… so that they may be one as we are one”; the dogma of the Trinity: “One God in three persons who are equal yet distinct…” ).

The Trinity is revealed as a unity of persons in a relationship which is differentiated (structured > episcopè) and unbreakable (Alleanza!Berit-Diathèke!) of love (koinonia) and service (diakonia). This unity has to do with God’s own identity. This unity precedes and is the basis of the unity of and for the Church, which proceeds from it and is nourished by it. Therefore, unity is not and cannot be optional. Certainly it is a pluralistic unity, but still unity. Certainly, relationship-based unity, but still unity. Unity cannot be optional because it is about God’s own nature, and therefore the nature of the Church. (In this sense, too, “The Trinity is the Church before the Church”).

 unity is at the heart of the nature and the revelation of the Church, which is the reflection and image of the trinitarian life of God (“The Church is an image of the Holy Trinity” – Vladimir Lossky).

The Body of Christ, the Church as a covenant of relationships, as a fellowship (cf. the Trinity) in which unity and plurality are inseparably bound together.

 unity is at the heart of the objective of a universal “bringing together” which is God’s ultimate goal in history (Eph. 1:10; Rom. 11:36;).

Therefore, precisely because unity is so radical and central to the foundation of God and of the Church (“the pillar and foundation of the truth”, 1 Tim. 3:15) and of the final “summing up” of all things in God, it necessarily follows that the apostolic ministry (both individual and collective), as a foundational ministry, must be, and cannot fail to be, a ministry of unity. Indeed, the ministry of fellowship and of unity par excellence. As the catalyst and co-ordinator of the other ministries of Eph. 4:11, as the central and ultimate reference point of koinonia, diakonia and the episkopè of the churches and of the Church, as the continuer of apostolic service in the church (historical continuity), as the one ultimately responsible for faithfulness to the truth of the ‘original apostolic testimony’ (i.e.: Old and New Testament).

Building unity

The authority (exousia) conferred on the apostle (remember the Hebrew shaliah and the rabbinic principle by which he who is sent is the same as the sender!) is closely related to the commission he has to carry out and for which – as a ‘commissioned representative’ and ‘plenipotentiary’ – he is responsible before God.

However, this authority is authenticated and established not only by his faithfulness to the Word, but also by his fellowship with and submission to the council of the apostles. See for example the so-called “Council of Jerusalem” (Acts 15). But also the apostle Paul’s attitude when, three years after Damascus, he goes to stay with Peter for fifteen days (Gal. 1:18), and after 14 years of intensive ministry, goes back to the most highly respected apostles – James, Cefas and John – to share with them the content of his preaching and receive their affirmation and approval (an interesting precedent for the development of the practice of ‘recognition’!), and they reassure him that he has not “run his race in vain” (Gal. 2:2). Or again, the humility shown by Peter in accepting correction and reproof when necessary (Gal. 2:11-16).

Personal episkopè
The building process is carried forward (the theme of continuity = fellowship and truth) with the two elements which make up the apostle’s work:

 episkopè (Acts 1:20) and

 diakonìa (Acts 1:25).

That is, the two essential functions of: 

a. government (through guidance, oversight, discernment, connection), and

b. service.
In practice, delegated to the offices (not to be confused with ministries) –apostolically appointed (the ‘12’/the New Testament), in continuity with and in the footsteps of the Old Testament – of:

a. elders and

b. deacons,

who are, so to speak, ‘the right arm’ and ‘the left arm’ of apostolic action in the government of the local churches.

Collegial episkopè
While there is a personal and, so to speak, individual dimension, both in the calling and in the commission of the apostle, it is undoubtedly true that the apostolic commission is not exhausted by its personal dimension, but also requires, by its nature, for its correct functioning and because of the purposes of its action, a “collegial” dimension. There is an episkopè and a diakonia belonging to the individual apostle (with geographical boundaries and limits in time). But there is also an episkopè and a diakonia belonging collectively (‘in solido’) to all the apostles in relationship and fellowship among themselves (Acts 15:28: “It seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us”). In the New Testament there is a clear indication, and in any case a clear understanding, of the collegial nature of the apostolic ministry. Of apostolicity as a service for the unity and ‘catholicity’ (in time, space and truth) of the Church.

Thus the koinonia of the apostles is necessary to the connection, the co-ordination and the organic (and to a degree and in future also organizational = visible!) unity of the local (in their trans-local dimension), national and continental fellowships (that is, the international, universal, ‘catholic’ dimension) over which they preside (episkopè). 

This allows recognition of a space for the exercise of individual ministry, but always in bonds of unity and truth with the collective episkopè, the sphere and the responsibility of the collegial apostolic government. In the last resort the apostolic nature of the Church is the responsibility of the apostles in a mutual fellowship of love and truth.

The koinonia and the unity of the apostles is necessary as an authoritative diakonia to the universal Church so that it can grow in love and truth (from the truth in love to the truth in unity) in our individual churches, and in the whole Church, with a view to the ‘fulness’ already expressed in Christ, and which remains God’s unquestionable goal for the entire Church.
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