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Uniting Church in Australia – Synod of Queensland

27th Synod, 2008

Bible Study 3

David Rankin and Rob Bos

David

In the Great Commission, delivered by the Risen Christ to his disciples shortly before his Ascension and recorded at Matthew 28. 16-20, Christ commits these disciples, and through them the whole Church, to a ministry of discipling, baptising and teaching. These elements, broadly understood (eg, worship will be more of course than baptising only), were to characterise the participation of the Church in the mission of God; they are indeed the Church’s mission. They are the purposes for which the Church was established and then sent forth into the world. In some ways these three elements of discipling, baptising and teaching mirror the threefold office of Christ himself as Prophet, Priest and Pastor, which office itself shapes the ministry of the whole People of God. 

Rob

Yes, and how then do you see this echoed in the Basis of Union?

David

In the negotiations which led to the establishment of the Uniting Church a particular phrase emerged which has come to characterise the particular calling of the Uniting Church: “worship, witness and service”. In para. 1 of the Basis of Union it is declared that 

“God will use the common worship, witness and service [of the three uniting churches] to set forth the word of salvation for all people”. 

In para. 5 it is said that 

‘The Word of God on whom salvation depends is to be heard and known from Scripture appropriated in the worshipping and witnessing life of the Church”. 

At para. 15(a) the Congregation is spoken of as 

“the embodiment in one place of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church, worshipping, witnessing and serving as a fellowship of the Spirit in Christ” 

and at 15 (d) the Synod is spoken of as having 

“responsibility for the general oversight, direction and administration of the Church’s worship, witness and service in the region allotted to it’. 

In para. 18, the final paragraph of the Basis, 

‘the Uniting Church affirms that it belongs to the people of God on the way to the promised end. The Uniting Church prays that, through the gift of the Spirit, God will constantly correct that which is erroneous in its life, will bring it into deeper unity with other Churches, and will use its worship, witness and service to God’s eternal glory through Jesus Christ the Lord. Amen.”

Is this notion of “worship, witness and service” the Uniting Church version –and thus of that tradition which is often characterised as Reformed, Evangelical and Catholic – of both the discipling, baptising and teaching apostolic ministry of the Great Commission at Matthew 28 and the Prophet, Priest and Pastor office of Christ? Is this perhaps our distinctive contribution to that reflection by the whole Church Catholic on what constitutes precisely the Mission of the Church?

Rob
Yes, I’ve always thought of “worship, witness and service” as a helpful summary of the church’s mission. And further, I suspect that, for those who drafted the Basis of Union, the inclusion of the words “as a fellowship of the Spirit in Christ” when speaking of the mission of the Congregation, was not accidental. The congregation undertakes its mission as an icon of Christ, embodying the values of Christ, particularly his prayer that the Congregation live in loving unity as a witness to the world of what is possible as a reconciled community.

But David, your reference to Matthew 28:19-20, where it records the risen Christ commissioning his followers to make disciples, baptise and teach,  makes me realise the breadth of the word “witness”. 
David

Can you say a bit more about that, Rob? What do you mean?

Rob 

I wonder if we narrow the word “witness” too much? When we use the word “witness” we sometimes mean a simple demonstration of who Christ is, either as a Christian simply “telling” without much regard for what, if anything, is heard, or a sometimes, and perhaps more commonly in the UCA, as an active expression of caring, thinking that the actions speak for themselves. It seems to me that Matthew 28:19-20 is saying something much more than either of those expressions. Is not making disciples more than what we normally mean by witness? Does it not take a sustained effort on the part of a congregation, over a number of years, of intentionally walking with people, to help them be disciples? Do congregations not need some well considered catechumenal process, rather than ad hoc exhortations to the faithful to “witness”?

Now, whenever I have asked groups of Uniting Church people to rate on a scale of 1 -10 how they think we are doing in each of the three areas of worship, witness and service, they almost always rate service most highly, worship next and see us as doing the “witness” bit least well. I think we need to give it a good deal more attention.
David

Rob, there is at least one particular comment which you make which I would like to pursue here. It is that ‘the congregation undertakes its mission as an icon of Christ’.
The concept of an icon is not one of which we make wide use in the Western religious tradition, but it is one which we could use to our great profit. An icon, as I would employ the term here, is something which acts as an image or a representation of something else which it cannot of itself fully represent but to which other thing it nevertheless points. And yet it also is, in a sense, that very thing which it represents. Thus the Creeds, for example, are icons (or symbols) which, though human-constructed and propositional in nature and thereby inherently imperfect and fallible, yet point to a truth which is greater than them, the truth which is the Gospel revealed in Christ. And yet they are also, in a sense, that truth itself.
In this same sense the Church is an icon of Christ which both represents Christ as his Body (notwithstanding its very fallibility) and at the same time points away from itself to him as the fullest expression of human reality. Thus the Church, and this is certainly true of the Church at mission, at the same time both represents and also is Christ as it goes about living out its vocation as a ‘sent’ people, as a missionary, apostolic people. It lives out in mission this paradox, this mystery, in that it both is and is not the Christ whom it represents.
Rob
Yes, and I like the way the orthodox, when teaching us how to read icons, tell us to regard it as a window to look through to what it represents and symbolises. At the same time, of course, it is an artwork in itself. Congregations (as well as the other Councils of the church, including this Synod) could well ask themselves how well they are being “an icon of Christ” in our worship, witness and service.
But I wonder if you would like to pick up a thread we left dangling earlier. You are primarily and early church historian. It is sometimes said that the era of Christendom started with Constantine, reached its peak in the High Middle Ages when the pope claimed all secular and religious power, and concluded around 1960. Christianity no longer has the privileged place it once did in Australian societies and is less tied to the institutions of political and economic power. That may well be a good thing. It is then further argued that, in learning to be Christian in the post-Christendom age, we can learn from pre-Constantinian times.
If we now go back to the theme from Matthew 28, is there something in the catechumenal process of the early centuries of the church which may help us in making disciples in the twenty-first century?

David

As you well know, Rob, I rarely need much encouragement to talk about the Church Fathers. The earliest and best known of the writings of the Early Church on the catechumenate is the Apostolic Tradition, usually dated to 215 of the Common Era and ascribed to Hippolytus, Church Father of Rome.

In the Apostolic Tradition Hippolytus speaks first of the ordering of the Church and of its various ministries and then devotes a large section of the work to the catechumenate as this had developed in early third century Rome. Those who are brought to the church for instruction – and this is those who seek baptism – are first questioned about their reason for coming forward, sponsors give witness as to their character and capacity to learn, and the potential catechumens are then questioned about their life, occupation, marital status and whether they are slave or free. If they demon-possessed they are exorcised! If they are thought worthy and capable of instruction, they are entered into the catechumenate. This process will last for three years but could be reduced if they prove earnest and persevere well in the process. What is judged, Hippolytus says, is their conduct and not the time.
Both before and during the time of the catechumenate, participants will not receive the eucharist and, if the same circumstances applied as they did in Jerusalem some 130 years later under Bishop Cyril, they will not have witnessed one; they will not even have witnessed a baptism until their own at the end of the catechumenate.  Even in the divine liturgy they will sit or stand apart from the faithful who are already baptised. Again, if Jerusalem in 349 is any guide, the preaching they will have heard will not be particularly doctrinal in character but almost exclusively ethical.

Rob

And how did that relate to Baptism, as the sign of becoming a Christian, or Holy Communion?

David

When they have finished the catechumenate their lives will be examined again, particularly to see whether they have lived honourably during the process – honouring the widows, visiting the sick and doing other good deeds – and their sponsors will give witness for them. If chosen they will then be baptised, both adult and children, on Easter Eve.
While Hippolytus does not make specific mention of the details of the instruction given, apart from some teaching on the resurrection of the flesh, the questions asked at their baptism (and the evidence of Jerusalem again) would suggest that this was primarily doctrinal in nature, to do with the nature of God, that of the person and work of Christ, and of that of the Holy Spirit and the Holy Church. The content of this doctrinal instruction is so sacred and precious, Hippolytus tells us (and this is why he does not go into detail in print) (and this we also know from Cyril in Jerusalem in the mid fourth century), it is what the early church called the disciplina arcani (or discipline of the secret). The bishops instructs the catechumens in private, ‘on the quiet’ are the actual words, for only the faithful, the baptised, may know such things.
When baptised they will join the rest of the faithful and receive the Eucharist. For us in the Uniting Church the catechumens of early Christian Rome, both children and adults being prepared for baptism, would probably be adults both being prepared for baptism and those already baptised as children being prepared for confirmation.
Rob
I think that historical background is very helpful. When I was growing up in the 1950s, most people, whether church-goers or not, had a substantial knowledge of the Bible and basic Christian beliefs. We can now no longer assume that. Therefore, it seems to me, that the process of making disciples needs to be fuller and more elaborate than a simple altar call, a pre-baptismal interview, or a half dozen confirmation classes. 

It is not accidental, I think, that since the 1970s the Catholic church has revived something of the pattern of the ancient catechumenate of which Hippolytus and Cyril speak, in modern guise, in what they call the Rite of Christian Initiation of Adults (R.C.I.A.). The Anglicans, and a good number of Protestant Churches around the world, have also picked it up. As far as the Uniting Church goes, it found its way into Uniting in Worship 2, in the section “Paths to Discipleship”. 
The basic pattern Hippolytus describes viz.

1. Inquiry

2. Careful instruction teaching people to worship, live the Christian life, both in its ethical commitments and its basic beliefs and disciplines.

3. A time of intensive spiritual preparation during Lent leading up to baptism at the Easter vigil

4. Ongoing guidance in living as a baptised Christian

along with the powerful liturgical rites to mark the transitions, still makes lots of sense to me. 

Jesus told us not just to evangelise, or even make converts; he told us to make disciples. There is now a great deal of guidance available on how to do this effectively in the twenty-first century. It just takes some passion, energy and sensible planning on the part of congregations. 
I can’t think of a more important, satisfying and fulfilling ministry for a congregation to be involved in than seeing lives transformed by the Holy Spirit in new disciples of Jesus Christ. The whole congregation could be transformed in the process.
David
Rob, in the same way that we know that the three persons of the Holy Trinity are not separate one from another but merely distinct, and that the threefold office of Christ as Prophet, Priest and Pastor are not three separate roles but one office with three aspects, so is the mission of the Church as worship, witness and service – as understood in the Basis of Union – not three roles but one with three interrelated aspects. 
When the church participates through the power of the Spirit in the worship which the Son offers to the Father it both witnesses to the world of the love and grace of God and serves both God and the creation.

When the church witnesses to and lives out in its own life that reconciliation of the creation with God made real and effective by the love of the Father through the Son in the power of the Spirit, it offers an authentic worship to God and again serves both God and the creation.

When the church seeks to serve in the name of Christ that world into which it is sent by the Father, it again both worships God as a reconciling and restoring God and witnesses to the healing which God desires to bring to the creation.

Likewise the church understands and teaches that the nature of the mission of the church as ‘worship, witness and service’ are not three separate offices but one office with three interdependent and integrated aspects. 

Thus when the church worships it both witnesses to and serves the One it offers worship and does so through that worship. 

When the church witnesses it both worships and serves the One to whom it gives witness and does so through that witness.

When the church serves it both worships and witnesses to the One whom it serves and does so through that service.

