CALLED TO COMMUNITY OF DIFFERENCE: 
A Uniting Church Charter
(received by consensus at  UCA Assembly 2000)

Preamble
Most Christians acknowledge that our behaviour is shaped by, among other things, our membership in the Christian Church.  How specifically, however, are we shaped in our life together as members of the Uniting Church in Australia at those times when we face fundamental difference about doctrine and practice?  Is there a specifically Christian way of being ‘together in difference’, which flows from our membership of a Church, which “lives and works within the faith and unity of the One Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church”?  We believe there is, and we would like to describe this way in the following Charter for the Uniting Church in Australia.

Although the Charter follows hard on the heels of the sexuality debate of the mid to late 90s, the Doctrine Working Group, believes the issues raised are perennial.  For its entire history, the Christian Church has been beset by differences of one kind or another, and as we look into the future, the ways in which we deal with difference may become more critical.  We are confronting an increasingly non-Christian, multi-faith and multicultural society, so how to create authentic community in the midst of difference may well become our defining task.

The Uniting Church receives its unity from God, as both gift and calling.  It is important to note that the gift does not imply uniformity, whether of belief or of practice.  The unity, which God offers the Church in Christ, is a unity that allows, endorses and enhances difference.  Christ is the Saviour for all people, Jew and Gentile, slave and free, male and female.  Indeed, the Jesus of the Gospels reaches across boundaries to the marginalised and oppressed, just as today the community of the risen Christ seeks to reach out to the vulnerable and to give voice to the voiceless.  How are we enabled to do this in the face of differences that may make us unsure of ourselves, even a little uncomfortable?  The answer must lie in the kind of community life the Holy Spirit inspires and enables among us.  The community we call the Body of Christ is energised by the new life in Christ, so that Christian living is never something done alone or in isolation.  Rather, we become both Christian and fully human in community, a community that embraces difference.

Within that community, peacefulness and tolerance across the divides of difference are not optional virtues, but fundamental and defining characteristics.  Two quotations help to develop this point.  In the first, Stanley Hauerwas develops his understanding of the Way of the Cross.

The early Christians assumed that by imitating the ‘Way’ of Jesus they were imitating the ‘Way’ of God himself…  Because we have confidence that God has raised this crucified man, we believe that forgiveness and love are alternatives to the coercion the world thinks is necessary for existence.28

In the second, Robert Jewett expands on Romans 15:7 and develops the concept of “strenuous tolerance”.

Paul derives strenuous tolerance not from a soft theory of moral relativism or a pragmatic adjustment to pluralistic reality or in lofty ideals about the unity of all humankind in the transcendent realm, but rather from the action of God in Christ…29

The Christian Church is called to be a community in difference, in which the virtues of tolerance and peacefulness follow from the character of the Lord and Saviour of all people.  This is a new kind of community.  The Church must pioneer in the power of the Holy Spirit on behalf of the world for which Christ died.  All of this is not to say that there will not be strenuous disagreement, debate and even tension within the Church.  To deny the reality or exclude the possibility of these things would be to promote a phoney community of superficial niceness.  That is a caricature of the kind of community for which Christ died and rose again.  Rather, we look forward to the kind of robust and loving community where difference is sustained but held in unity in the Spirit of Christ.  

It is this kind of community the Charter seeks to encourage.

CALLED TO COMMUNITY OF DIFFERENCE: A UNITING CHURCH CHARTER

The Charter
a.
Respect the personhood of others and their full membership in Christ.

Words and behaviours which suggest that other baptised Christians are not ‘real’ Christians, or are ‘second class’ members of the Church by virtue of some belief, infringe this principle.  Our loyalty is to Christ, not to a particular faction (I Corinthians 1:10-17).  We are to submit to each other as “God’s servants working together” (I Corinthians3:1-9).

b.
Practice strenuous tolerance in the Spirit of Christ.

This principle of tolerance is not a soft compromise or a pragmatic adjustment to the realities of diversity, but is a “strenuous tolerance” flowing from vital faith.  It contrasts with reluctant politeness or grudging acceptance of the other, because vital differences are acknowledged and each person is encouraged to a full and authentic expression of his/her own faith.  The basis is God’s action in Christ, whereby each of us is welcomed into the Church.  “Welcome one another, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God” (Romans. 15:7).

c.
Listen to the person first and foremost then seek to understand his or her doctrinal position.

It is important to hear the stories and seek to understand the experiences out of which each has arrived at his or her view.  When our views differ it is important to observe the scriptural principle: “Let us therefore no longer pass judgment on one another, but resolve instead never to put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way of another” (Romans. 14:13).  This principle should be applied in a spirit of mutuality, so that “the strong” put no stumbling block in the way of “the weaker one”, and, conversely,  “the weaker one” seeks to give no offence to those who are stronger.

d.      Carefully respect the views and the sensitivities of those with whom we are in disagreement.

At times, it is necessary and desirable to ‘speak the truth in love’ and to engage in theological debate, but care is needed that this be done with respect and love, especially where there are real or perceived differences in power and status. Reach for an understanding, which affirms that your own view is not undermined or disallowed when someone has a different view.  This is “strenuous tolerance”.

e.      Avoid all inflammatory or demeaning words and never resort to vilification or harassment.

When describing the views of others, care is needed to avoid unfair categorisation.  Wherever possible, use the others words rather than your own.  Even such categories as ‘liberal’, ‘evangelical’, ‘fundamentalist’, and ‘inclusivist’ may become weapons getting in the way of true personal understanding.

f.      Avoid comparisons, especially those that contrast your own ‘best case’ with other’s ‘worst case’.

We all need to acknowledge there is a gap between what we profess and what we actually live out.  Conviction and self-criticism must go hand-in-hand in the process of growth in grace.

g.      Be open to mutual conversion to the ‘more excellent’ way of Christ.

The goal of our discussions must be to understand better the mystery of Christ.  It is important to acknowledge that it is often the people with whom we disagree who open the way for our growth in understanding.  Very often it will be the voice of the marginalised or minority person through whom Christ’s Word is heard.  Be open to change in your own position and patient with the process of change in the thinking and behaviour of others.

h.      Let uniting be the expression of our process, direction, and Godly hope as a ‘pilgrim people’.

We must seek so to live that the conditions are created under which the gift of unity may truly be experienced and maintained, “making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Ephesians. 4:3).  This is not “unity at any cost” but flows from our “strenuous tolerance” in Christ.  Thus, we acknowledge that ultimately the health of the Body of Christ is more important than that our own view prevail.

Called to be a Community: 

A Uniting Church approach to Ecumenical dialogue

Revd Bob Harriman

Preamble
Most Christians acknowledge that our behaviour is shaped by, among other things, our membership in the Christian Church.  Is there a specifically Christian way of being ‘together in difference’, which flows from our membership of a Church, which “lives and works within the faith and unity of the One Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church”?  We believe there is, and we would like to describe this way in the following approach to Intrafaith [ie, Ecumenical] dialogue.

For its entire history, the Christian Church has been beset by differences of one kind or another, and as we look into the future, the ways in which we deal with difference may become more critical.  We are confronting an increasingly non-Christian, multi-faith and multicultural society, so how to create broad Christian community in the midst of difference may well become our defining task.

The Church receives its unity from God, as both gift and calling.  It is important to note that the gift does not imply uniformity, whether of belief or of practice.  The unity, which God offers the Church in Christ, is a unity that allows, endorses and enhances difference.  Christ is the Saviour for all people, Jew and Gentile, slave and free, male and female.  Indeed, the Jesus of the Gospels reaches across boundaries to the marginalised and oppressed, just as today the community of the risen Christ seeks to reach out to the vulnerable and to give voice to the voiceless.  How are we enabled to do this in the face of differences that may make us unsure of ourselves, even a little uncomfortable?  The answer must lie in the kind of life the Holy Spirit inspires and enables among us.  The community we call the Body of Christ is energised by the new life in Christ, so that Christian living is never something done alone or in isolation.  Rather, we become both Christian and fully human in community, a community that embraces difference.

Within that community, peacefulness and tolerance across the divides of difference are not optional virtues, but fundamental and defining characteristics.  Two quotations help to develop this point.  In the first, Stanley Hauerwas develops his understanding of the Way of the Cross.

The early Christians assumed that by imitating the ‘Way’ of Jesus they were imitating the ‘Way’ of God himself…  Because we have confidence that God has raised this crucified man, we believe that forgiveness and love are alternatives to the coercion the world thinks is necessary for existence.

In the second, Robert Jewett expands on Romans 15:7 and develops the concept of “strenuous tolerance”.

Paul derives strenuous tolerance not from a soft theory of moral relativism or a pragmatic adjustment to pluralistic reality or in lofty ideals about the unity of all humankind in the transcendent realm, but rather from the action of God in Christ…

The Christian Church is called to be a community in difference, in which the virtues of tolerance and peacefulness follow from the character of Jesus the Christ.  This is a new kind of community.  

The Church must pioneer in the power of the Holy Spirit on behalf of the world for which Christ died.  All of this is not to say that there will not be strenuous disagreement, debate and even tension within the Church.  To deny the reality or exclude the possibility of these things would be to promote a phoney community of superficial niceness.  That is a caricature of the kind of community for which Christ died and rose again.  Rather, we look forward to the kind of robust and loving community where difference is sustained but held in unity in the Spirit of Christ.  

It is this kind of community this Approach to Dialogue seeks to encourage.

Called to be a community: Guidelines for a Uniting Church approach to Ecumenical Dialogue
1.
Respect the personhood of others and their full membership in Christ.

Words and behaviours which suggest that other baptised Christians are not ‘real’ Christians, or are ‘second class’ members of the Church by virtue of some belief, infringe this principle.  Our loyalty is to Christ, not to a particular faction (I Corinthians 1:10-17).  We are to submit to each other as “God’s servants working together” (I Corinthians3:1-9).

2.
Practice strenuous tolerance in the Spirit of Christ.

This principle of tolerance is not a soft compromise or a pragmatic adjustment to the realities of diversity, but is a “strenuous tolerance” flowing from vital faith.  It contrasts with reluctant politeness or grudging acceptance of the other, because vital differences are acknowledged and each person is encouraged to a full and authentic expression of his/her own faith.  The basis is God’s action in Christ, whereby each of us is welcomed into the Church.  “Welcome one another, just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God” (Romans. 15:7).

3.
Listen to the person first and foremost then seek to understand his or her doctrinal position.

It is important to hear the stories and seek to understand the experiences out of which each has arrived at his or her view.  When our views differ it is important to observe the scriptural principle: “Let us therefore no longer pass judgment on one another, but resolve instead never to put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way of another” (Romans. 14:13).  This principle should be applied in a spirit of mutuality, so that “the strong” put no stumbling block in the way of “the weaker one”, and, conversely, “the weaker one” seeks to give no offence to those who are stronger.

4.      Carefully respect the views and the sensitivities of those with whom we are in disagreement.

At times, it is necessary and desirable to ‘speak the truth in love’ and to engage in theological debate, but care is needed that this be done with respect and love, especially where there are real or perceived differences in power and status. Reach for an understanding, which affirms that your own view is not undermined or disallowed when someone has a different view.  This is “strenuous tolerance”.

5.      Avoid all inflammatory or demeaning words and never resort to vilification or harassment.

When describing the views of others, care is needed to avoid unfair categorisation.  Wherever possible, use the others words rather than your own.  Even such categories as ‘liberal’, ‘evangelical’, ‘fundamentalist’, and ‘inclusivist’, may become weapons getting in the way of true personal understanding.

6.      Avoid comparisons, especially those that contrast your own ‘best case’ with other’s ‘worst case’.

We all need to acknowledge there is a gap between what we profess and what we actually live out.  Conviction and self-criticism must go hand-in-hand in the process of growth in grace.

7.      Be open to mutual conversion to the ‘more excellent’ way of Christ.

The goal of our discussions must be to understand better the mystery of Christ.  It is important to acknowledge that it is often the people with whom we disagree who open the way for our growth in understanding.  Very often it will be the voice of the marginalised or minority person through whom Christ’s Word is heard.  Be open to change in your own position and patient with the process of change in the thinking and behaviour of others.

8.      Let uniting be the expression of our process, direction, and Godly hope as a ‘pilgrim people’.

We must seek, so to live, that the conditions are created under which the gift of unity may truly be experienced and maintained, “making every effort to maintain the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace” (Ephesians. 4:3).  This is not “unity at any cost” but flows from our “strenuous tolerance” in Christ.  Thus, we acknowledge that ultimately the health of the Body of Christ is more important than that our own view prevail.

Embracing Communities of Difference

(A framework for Interfaith Dialogue from a UCA perspective)
Revd Bob Harriman
Preamble
Most Christians acknowledge that our behaviour is shaped by, among other things, our membership in the Christian Church.  For its entire history, the Christian Church has been beset by differences of one kind or another, and as we look into the future, the ways in which we deal with difference may become more critical.  We are confronting an increasingly non-Christian, multi-faith and multicultural society, so how to create authentic community in the midst of difference may well become our defining task.

Since the time of Constantine (4th Century CE), one of the “shapers” of the Christian Church has been its association with political power and control, and its adoption of imperialism. Thankfully, the dominant role the Church has played in the shaping of societies is diminishing, which gives the Church a new opportunity for humility and service in the world. 

The Uniting Church receives its unity from God, as both gift and calling.  It is important to note that the gift does not imply uniformity, whether of belief or of practice.  The unity, which God offers the Church in Christ, is a unity that allows, endorses and enhances difference, particularly in light of the unity and diversity within a Triune God, that is, relationships mediated by Grace.

.   

Indeed, the Jesus of the Gospels reaches across boundaries to the marginalised and oppressed, just as today the community of the risen Christ seeks to reach out to the vulnerable and to give voice to the voiceless.  How are we enabled to do this in the face of differences that may make us unsure of ourselves, even a little uncomfortable?  The answer must lie in the kind of community life the Holy Spirit inspires and enables among us.  The community we call the Body of Christ is energised by the new life in Christ, so that Christian living is never something done alone or in isolation.  Rather, we become both Christian and fully human in community, a community that embraces difference. And dare I suggest that our becoming fully human means that we also embrace the difference of interfaith brothers and sisters. Within all the communities of which we are a part, peacefulness and tolerance across the divides of difference are not optional virtues, but fundamental and defining characteristics. 

The Christian Church is called to be a community of difference, in which the virtues of tolerance and peacefulness follow from the character of Jesus the Christ.  This is a new kind of community.  This new community seeks to live out its calling with all of its neighbours in the world regardless of faith, status, gender or ability of the other.  All of this is not to say that there will not be strenuous disagreement, debate and even tension within these relationships of difference.  To deny the reality or exclude the possibility of these things would be to promote a phoney community of superficial niceness.  Rather, we look forward to the kind of tolerant and peaceful community where difference is acknowledged accepted and celebrated. 

It is this kind of community this framework seeks to encourage through dialogue with each other.

Guidelines for EMBRACING COMMUNITIES OF DIFFERENCE from a UCA perspective

1.
Respect the personhood of others.

Words and behaviours which suggest that other people are ‘second class’ citizens by virtue of some belief, infringe this principle.  

2.
Practice strenuous tolerance in the Spirit of Christ.

This principle of tolerance is not a soft compromise or a pragmatic adjustment to the realities of diversity, but is a “strenuous tolerance” flowing from vital faith.  It contrasts with reluctant politeness or grudging acceptance of the other, because vital differences are acknowledged and each person is encouraged to a full and authentic expression of his/her own faith.  

3.
Listen to the person first and foremost, seeking to understand his or her faith.

It is important to hear the stories and seek to understand the experiences out of which each has arrived at his or her view.  When our views differ it is important to observe the scriptural principle: “Let us therefore no longer pass judgment on one another, but resolve instead never to put a stumbling block or hindrance in the way of another” (Romans. 14:13).  This principle should be applied in a spirit of mutuality, so that “the strong” put no stumbling block in the way of “the weaker one”, and, conversely, “the weaker one” seeks to give no offence to those who are stronger.

4.      Carefully respect the views and the sensitivities of those with whom we are in disagreement.

At times, it is necessary and desirable to ‘speak the truth in love’ and to engage in debate, but care is needed that this be done with respect and love, especially where there are real or perceived differences in power and status. Reach for an understanding, which affirms that your own view is not undermined or disallowed when someone has a different view.  This is “strenuous tolerance”.

5.      Avoid all inflammatory or demeaning words and never resort to vilification or harassment.

When describing the views of others, care is needed to avoid unfair categorisation.  Wherever possible, use the other person’s words rather than your own.  Even such categories as ‘liberal’, ‘evangelical’, ‘fundamentalist’, and ‘inclusivist’, may become weapons getting in the way of true personal understanding.

6.      Avoid comparisons, especially those that contrast your own ‘best case’ with other’s ‘worst case’.

We all need to acknowledge there is a gap between what we profess and what we actually live out.  Conviction and self-criticism must go hand-in-hand in the process of growth in grace.

7.      Let peacemaking be the expression of our process, direction, and Godly hope as a ‘pilgrim people’.

We are seeking, so to live, that the conditions are created under which understanding and reconciliation may truly be experienced and maintained, for the sake of safe and healthy human communities.
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