
Explaining the Eucharist (VII): The Creed

The Creed 

Let us start with a short history of the Creed: how did it find its way into the liturgy, and why does the
Church make us pray it on Sundays and on greater feasts? The two most used and known Creeds are the so-
called Apostles’ and the Nicene-Constantinopolitan creeds. 

The Apostles’ Creed, which is the more ancient, is almost never used by the oriental churches, but it is still
used at most liturgical occasions in the Anglican and the Roman Church. The BCP prescribes its recital at
Morning and Evening Prayer, at Baptism, and during the visitation of the sick. At LSM we use it at every
Evensong.

According  to  a  legend  written  down around  400  by a  monk,  Rufinus  of  Aquileia,  this  short,  easy-to-
remember version of the Creed was written by the twelve Apostles (not surprisingly, hence the name) on the
day of Pentecost, before they departed to proclaim the Gospel in the whole known world. It is still customary
to divide this Creed into twelve sentences, attributing each of them to one of the Apostles.

While today it would be very difficult to affirm with certainty that this Creed was composed by the Apostles,
it  has  its  roots  in  their  teaching.  Moreover,  S.  Paul  in his letter  to  the  Romans writes about  “forms of
doctrine,” and about the faith that must be confessed with the mouth (6,17; 10,8-10). This means that as early
as in the Apostolic Church, there were fixed, “written” forms that expressed the Church’s faith. So we cannot
say either that attributing this Creed to the Apostles is completely unhistorical. It might not have been written
by them in its present form, but at least some of its parts might easily have an apostolic origin. 

The Apostles’ Creed’s greatest strength was also its biggest weakness: it was short. While it was easy to
learn, it did not offer any answer to some of the greatest theological problems of the first centuries. So as the
Church at the ecumenical councils reached a deeper and more detailed understanding of the truths entrusted
to her by Jesus Christ through the Apostles, the more details and explanations were added to the Apostles’
Creed. Long story made short: thanks mainly to the Councils of Tunicae (325) and Constantinople (381) we
have the Creed you all know, and that you all pray on Sundays during the Mass.

So how and when did the Creed become part of the Mass? Whilst the Creed was part of the baptismal liturgy
from very early times, it was inserted into the Mass probably only around the end of the 5th century in
Antioch. It was recited before the Lord’s Prayer and the Communion. In the Western tradition however,
influenced by Charlemagne and Alcuin of York, the Creed follows the sermon. I hope you find the history of
the Creed somewhat interesting; however it is more important to understand why we pray the Creed during
the Mass. Let me share with you the three most important reasons:

1) The first reason is given to us by S. Cyprian of Carthage (210-258), bishop and martyr, who started to use
a Greek word for the Creed, a word later adapted by the Latin liturgies, and still in use: symbolon. The word
means “token,  watchword”,  “passport,  document  to  identify somebody”,  “token used in  comparisons to
determine if something is genuine,” “outward sign.”

According to some, the Creed in the first centuries was never written down, but taught orally. So in times of
persecution, it served as “watchword” or “identification:” those who knew it, were most probably genuine
Christians and could be trusted. The Creed’s “identifying” role did not cease with the coming of peaceful
times, because the danger of persecutions gave place to an even greater danger and evil: heresies. So the
Creed, approved by various councils, served to distinguish between the so-called orthodox and heterodox
Christians, between Christians with genuine, apostolic faith and heretics.

We do not have to fear persecution, for the moment at least, and we do not fight heresies, at least not in the
same sense that Christians used to centuries ago. Yet, the Creed remains of utmost importance for us too. It is
still used to “measure” our faith, to “test” it whether or not it is genuine. Reciting the Creed reminds us of the
fact that we are members of the Church built on the fundaments of the Apostles. To be members of this
apostolic Church, to be Christians, we must follow not our own ideas, but the Apostles’ teaching. S. Paul (2



Tim 4, 3-4) warns against the times when people “will not endure sound doctrine but, according to their own
desires, they will heap to themselves teachers having itching ears: And will indeed turn away their hearing
from the truth, but will be turned unto fables.”

Reciting the Creed creates in us an “apostolic identity”, preserves us from doctrinal errors, keeps us in the
bosom of Holy Mother Church, and unites us to Christians, Confessors, and Martyrs of two thousand years.

2) Our second reason for reciting the Creed at least weekly during public worship is revealed by its place in
the Mass: it comes, as we said, after the sermon. Or, to be more precise, after the Scriptural readings, the
Gospel and the sermon. 

These are three ways God talks to us. He talks to us in His revealed word (the two Testaments), in Jesus
Christ (the Gospel), and through the teaching of the Church (sermon). Our answer cannot be but that of faith.
The Creed is our answer. We recite the Creed to express our submission to God in faith: our intellect accepts
as true all that has been revealed by God and proposed as such by the Church, and our will wants to act
according this revealed truth.

And this is true not only in general. While we recite the Creed every Sunday, we should think about the
readings, the Gospel, the sermon: which part of it was for me? What is God saying to me today? What truth
does He want to plant into my heart, as a good seed so that it yields an hundredfold?

3) Our third and last reason follows from the second: reciting the Creed increases our faith. What do I mean
by this? 

You might remember that in my sermons I like to compare virtues to muscles. Virtues are spiritual muscles,
muscles of the soul, and by practising them constantly, two things happen: first, it becomes easier to practise
them; second, they will grow stronger. Now, faith, hope and charity are virtues, so their practice leads to their
increase, and to a certain “easiness” of practice (we can now ignore the fact that they differ from other
virtues because we cannot acquire them, not even by practice, but they are infused into our soul by God, as
free gifts, in the moment of our Baptism. But once received, they work in the same way as acquired virtues
do). This is all great, and it is not difficult to see how one can practise charity, or even hope. But what about
the virtue of faith? How can we practise faith? 

Most Christians have difficulties in answering this question, mainly because they have difficulties in defining
faith. What is faith? Christian faith is the virtue or power which enables our will and enlightens our intellect
to assent to the truths revealed by God not because we comprehend them, but only on the authority of God
who can neither deceive nor be deceived. As a Jesuit priest puts it: “Faith therefore is the superhuman power
that the Holy Spirit gave us when we were baptized to accept with our minds everything God has revealed.
Not  because  we  comprehend  it.   Comprehension  means  full  understanding.  There  is  nothing,  I  repeat,
nothing,  in our faith that  we fully understand.  But still  we accept  on the word of God not  because we
comprehend, but because God who can neither deceive nor be deceived has told us that it is true.” There is
such a thing as doubt; and we must not underestimate it, but deal with it in the correct way, with help from
(for example) a priest, but that is a topic for another article

So to practise the virtue of faith means to accept as true whatever God has revealed. How do we know what
was revealed by God? It reaches us in the Holy Scripture and the Apostolic tradition as presented to us by the
Church (remember,  without  the  Church there  would be neither  tradition nor  Scripture!)  To practise  the
virtues of faith therefore means to accept as true what we read or hear in the Holy Scripture and in the
Apostolic tradition, as presented to us in the teaching of the Church. In other words: we give our consent to
the Scriptural readings, to the Gospel, and, even if on a different level, to the sermon. We say “yes” to them,
by reciting the Creed.

So whenever we recite the Creed we practise the virtue of faith. And by doing so, we make it stronger each
time. Indeed - and let me finish with this practical advice - it is a good practice: when we experience a
moment (or period) of crisis of faith, that we should frequently and fervently pray the Creed or other prayers
called “Act of Faith.”



Credo in unum Deum, Patrem omnipotentum, factorem caeli et terrae, visibilium omnium et invisibilium 
omnium.

Et in unum Dominum Jesum Christum, Filium Dei unigenitum, et ex Patre natum ante omnia saecula. Deum 
de Deo, lumen de lumine, Deum verum de Deo vero, genitum, non factum, consubstantialem Patri, per quem 
omnia facta sunt. Qui propter nos homines et propter nostram salutem descendit de caelis.

Et incarnatus est de Spiritu Sancto ex Maria Virgine, et Homo factus est. Crucifixus etiam pro nobis sub 
Pontio Pilato; passus et sepultus est, et resurrexit tertia die secundum Scripturas, et ascendit in caelum, 
sedet ad dexteram Patris. Et iterum venturus est cum gloria judicare vivos et mortuos, cuius regni non erit 
finis.

Et in Spiritum Sanctum, Dominum et vivificantem, qui cum Patre et Filio simul adoratur et conglorificatur; 
qui locutus est per prophetas.

Et unam sanctam catholicam et apostolicam Ecclesiam. Confiteor unum baptisma in remissionem 
peccatorum. Et exspecto resurrectionem mortuorum, et vitam venturi saeculi. Amen

I believe in one God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible and invisible.

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten of His Father before all worlds, God 
of God, light of light, very God of very God, begotten, not made, being of one substance with the Father, by 
whom all things were made. Who for us and for our salvation came down from heaven, and was incarnate by
the Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary, and was made a Man. He was crucified also for us under Pontius Pilate; 
He suffered and was buried.
And the third day He rose again according to the Scriptures,and ascended into heaven, and is seated at the 
right hand of the Father; and he shall come again from thence with glory to judge both the quick and the 
dead, of whose kingdom there shall be no bound.

And I believe in the Holy Ghost, the Lord and giver of life, who with the Father and the Son together is 
worshipped and glorified, who has spoken through the prophets.

And I believe one holy catholic and apostolic Church; I acknowledge one baptism into the remission of sins. 
And I look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come. Amen.


