The Foundation of “The Twelve”
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Exodus 19:2-6a

Psalm 100:1-2, 3, 5

Romans 5:6-11

Matthew 9:36-10:8

If any Jew or Christian were asked how many tribes comprised the people of Israel the answer would perhaps come easily – Twelve.  However, when one remembers that the Tribes of Israel were based upon the twelve sons of Jacob one would notice a slight point of interest:  Joseph, the supposed favorite son (given the coat of many colors) is not among the Twelve Tribes.  Rather, his two sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, are named.  This would bring us to thirteen tribes, until one notices that the tribe of Levi is also omitted from the list.  Being the priestly tribe, concerned with the worship life of Israel, Levi did not receive a portion of the Promised Land and therefore is not counted among the Twelve Tribes of Israel.  

In a similar vein we are given a list of the Twelve Apostles upon whom Christ established His Church.  In our liturgical life we focus on the ministry of the apostles during the Easter Season when the First Reading of the Mass, usually taken from the Old Testament, is now taken from the Acts of the Apostles.  In the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and the Acts we have the familiar list of men Jesus personally selected to be the leaders of the early Church.   Yet, historically, how many men did this band of apostles really consist of? Without disregarding our tradition of Twelve, and if you will allow me a little reflective license, this question can yield some interesting possibilities.  

At St. Patrick’s Seminary in Menlo Park there is inside the chapel, above the main entrance an image of Jesus coming out of the tomb.  Above him, to the right and left are the Apostles.  If one were to count these men, however, one would see that there are not twelve, but fourteen.  This is so because St. Paul, while not of the original Twelve, stands opposite Peter.  At either end we see a faint silhouette of Judas Iscariot, and opposite him Matthias, his replacement, with his back to the group, but still looking in over his shoulder.  So if we count Paul and Matthias, while not excluding Judas Iscariot, our band of apostles comes to fourteen.  But can we stop there? 

Barnabas is one of many people whose actions and preaching are spoken of in the Acts of the Apostles.  Not listed among “the Twelve” Barnabas was a close associate of Paul.  However, when celebrating his feast day (June 11), this individual is listed as St. Barnabas the Apostle.  Bringing our list to fifteen men.  

Further, two apostles have names that change between gospels.  Matthew and Mark (3:17-19) include a man named Thaddaeus.  Luke (6:14-16, Acts 1:13) names a second Judas, son of James, excluding Thaddaeus from the list altogether.  John (14:22) also speaks of an apostle named “Judas (not Judas Iscariot)”.  This has resulted in a combined name, Jude-Thaddaeus, the patron saint of lost causes.  A similar tradition has developed around the apostle Bartholomew (Mt., Mk., & Lk) and the disciple Nathaniel (John), whose call is included with that of Andrew, Peter and Philip (Jn 1:40-50).  If we assume, however, that there were, in fact, four men named Jude, Thaddaeus, Bartholomew and Nathaniel rather than simply two with combined names or traditions, and that each evangelist had their own reasons for including or excluding certain men in their list of apostles, that would bring our count from fifteen to seventeen men.  

Going still further, of the four Evangelists themselves, two are listed among “the Twelve” (Matthew and John); two are not (Mark and Luke).  However, when one considers that Mark and Luke still composed writings of particular authority in the early Church, it can be safe to guess that these men too may have been among the early college of apostles.  This notion is further supported by our own liturgy where even on the feast days of Luke and Mark, the prayers in both our Sacramentary and Liturgy of the Hours are taken from a section called the “Common of Apostles.” This would bring our list to nineteen.  

At the risk of stretching even further:  We are all familiar with the story of Matthew, who is called from his post as a tax collector to follow Jesus (Mt 9:9-10).  A virtually identical story is told in the Gospel of Luke (5:27-29).  Here the tax collector is named Levi.  Assuming this man was important enough to include his story in the Gospel (keeping in mind the importance of Matthew), and avoiding the conclusions made in the tradition of Jude-Thaddaeus, we may again be stumbling onto yet another, albeit lesser apostle of the early Church, bringing our number to an even twenty.  

But why stop there? Luke tells us that Jesus appointed seventy-two, sending them to preach in pairs to every town he intended to visit (Lk 10:1).  Could this be further indication that the original group of apostles, central to the early Church, included many more than the listed twelve? 

Be that as it may, this is in no way meant to deride the tradition of the Twelve Apostles whom we honor as a Church.  Just as there were one or two more than the Twelve Tribes of Israel (Joseph, Levi), so too, historically there may have been more “apostles” than the twelve initially named in the Scriptures.  In narrowing down the number to a list of twelve we see a greater scriptural parallel between the Twelve Tribes and the Twelve Apostles (Rev 21:12-14).  In such a parallel we see a complimentary relationship between Jewish and Christian tradition.  The Apostles comprise the foundation upon which the Church is built, just as the Tribes comprised the foundations of the Kingdom of Israel.  

Hence, from the many who may have been called by Christ, twelve of the more important or more prominent apostles were chosen for the lists presented in the Gospels.  In some cases and for varying possible reasons some were named over others, some may have been substituted for others (Jude, Thaddaeus, Nathaniel, Bartholomew) and some remained prominent among the group as reflected in all four Gospels and the Acts of the Apostles (Andrew, James, John, Thomas, Philip, etc., and later on Matthias, Barnabas and Paul).  All were gathered around the unifying leadership of Peter.  

So, be it three, twelve, fourteen, twenty or seventy-two, we celebrate in the Apostles the foundation upon which Christ built His Church.  We continue to observe that tradition throughout history, into the twenty-first century in and through our Holy Father and the bishops throughout the world who succeed the Apostles.  This was particularly so as we saw the College of Cardinals choose Pope Benedict XVI to continue the succession of St. Peter and as we in the Archdiocese of San Francisco await the selection of our new apostolic leader, following the departure of Archbishop Levada.  Today, these apostolic successors number, not twelve, but in the thousands, and likewise vary in role or prominence – pope, cardinal, archbishop, bishop, ordinary, auxiliary, etc.  

Let us, therefore, pray for our apostolic leaders who lead the Church today as our bishops.  We pray especially for our new Holy Father, who as Peter’s successor will continue to unite all of the bishops throughout the world into one apostolic college.  We pray in particular for our local apostolic leaders here in San Francisco and throughout the Bay Area, that together they will faithfully continue the awesome task of carrying on the tradition of inspired leadership and teaching that Christ bestowed upon his original Apostles.
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