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Professor Mostert’s paper was presented to an Anglican, Lutheran and Uniting Church Dialogue group meeting in Melbourne, in November 2003. It has already received a Lutheran response, and now seeks an Anglican response. This response is offered, conditional on acceptance by the Anglican Church of Australia’s Doctrine Panel.

The paper looks specifically at the relationship between the church and its ministry – ministry in both senses of the activity of ministering and a ministerial office or order of ‘ordained ministry’. 

It should be noted that the Meissen Agreement,
 though not an Australian document, should be recognised as being of particular relevance to the current tripartite conversations because it is an agreement between an Anglican Church and a federation of united Lutheran-Reformed churches. Like Mostert’s paper, the Meissen statement (pp 50-51, para 37) asserts the interrelationship between the ‘general priesthood of all baptized believers’ (Meissen p 50, para 34) and the ordained ministry. Common Ground,
 a statement which has now received endorsement from both the Lutheran General Synod (2003) and the Anglican General Synod (2004), makes a similar point (p 13, para 23.1).

Mostert says with some justification that ‘differences are at their sharpest between episcopal and non-episcopal churches’ (p. 2). However it should be noted that Anglicans and Lutherans have reached a considerable level of agreement on the matter of ‘gospel episcope’, in Common Ground. Also, there is considerable diversity of views about the nature and role of episcopacy within the Anglican Church of Australia.
 The constitution
 does not outline the responsibilities of bishops in any detail. 

Section B of Mostert’s paper (ministry in the church) refers to the ministry of all church members on the basis of their baptism, without however suggesting that baptism is an ordination to ministry. This sentiment echoes several statements in Common Ground (eg p. 9, para 16, and p. 26, section 2, para. 2). The ministry of the laity is a common theme in current Anglican thought. 

In section C (ministerial office or order) Mostert raises the question of the relationship of ‘the ministerial office to the ministerial service of every Christian’ (p. 4). He goes on to ask whether the authority of the ministerial office is derived from Christ or the church. Mostert’s answer, that these entities – though not identical – should not be set over against one another, is one that most Anglicans would find congenial. 

Mostert notes that Anglicans ‘do not find it easy to say exactly how their orders are grounded in Jesus Christ’ (p. 4). This is a fair observation, one that, I suggest, is grounded in an Anglican reluctance to define matters of doctrine (especially second-order matters) too closely. This reluctance should not be taken to imply equivocation on first-order questions: the creedal statements about God, the incarnation, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and the work of the Holy Spirit. But it does allow a wide leeway for differences of opinion on some matters of church order and discipline. In particular Anglicans would generally regard ‘how’ questions as tending to be controversial and ultimately unfruitful in theological discussion. Anglicans have learnt from their own history  the wisdom of leaving some theological questions open. So Anglicans could be expected to have some sympathy for the open or somewhat ambiguous element the Mostert (p. 7) sees in the Uniting Church theology of ministerial office. It is worth noting that eucharistic presidency (or administration) is the subject of ongoing debate within the Anglican Church of Australia.
 Even so, an Australian Anglican document (significantly titled with the hesitant ‘towards’) sees ordination as a work of the Spirit, and therefore related to Christ.
 (para. 48) A relationship with Christ through participation is outlined (para. 64), as is the notion of the priest acting ‘in persona Christi’ (paras 68-69).

In general however, Anglicans could reasonably be expected to have some sympathy for the ambiguous (Mostert, p 8) nature of the UCA position on ministerial office. With regard to the number of ‘orders’ discussed by Mostert (p. 9), Common Ground speaks of ‘an essential unity’ of the pastoral office of ordained ministry (p 10, para 18). Common Ground also (p 22, para 2) contrasts the two different terminologies of ‘order’ of ministry (Anglican) and ‘office’ of ministry (Lutheran), again emphasizing the common term ‘ministry’, which is asserted to be one (p. 22, para 6.2). Common Ground asserts (p 25, para 9.2) that there is no necessary indelible character conveyed by ordination, but practices with both Anglican and Lutheran churches imply continuing ’status’ or ‘dignity’. Towards a Theology of Ordination also modifies any strong emphasis on ‘indelibility’ by interpreting it with specific reference to relationships with God and with the church (para. 84). 

Mostert emphasizes that it is Christ who ordains (p 12), but ‘through the agency of those whom he has already commissioned into the ministry of his Word and sacraments’. This will hopefully allay the concerns of Anglicans who might take alarm at the overly ‘congregational’ appearance of some UCA ordination practices.

Mostert’s paper refers (p 13) to a difference in understanding of the relationship between ministry and church: whether they are seen to stand in reciprocal relationship, or whether the church has ontological priority over ministry. Much of the paper deals explicitly with the church ‘in its communal life’ (p. 1), or what the Anglican Articles of Religion call ‘the visible Church of Christ … a congregation of faithful men’ (article xix). But from the outset Mostert has also noted that this empirical community is also the mystical body of Christ, and so in some sense Christ’s embodiment here and now. On this basis there are good grounds for saying the church holds a priority over ministry. It is Christ who determines the ordering of the church and its ministries. But it is also true to speak of a reciprocity between church and ministry: there has never been a Christian church without ministry, nor a Christian ministry in the absence of the church. 

Anglicans would welcome Mostert’s emphasis that while the church ordains, the laying on of hands is by those ‘already holding this ministry’ (p 12). In an episcopal church, the bishop can be seen to represent the church. The bishop is joined, in the laying on of hands, by members of the priestly or presbyteral office. Both the ‘order’ and the church as a whole are thus involved. Anglicans, however, may well request the Uniting Church to offer an explanation of the role of lay people in the laying on of hands at ordination, and to consider how essential this practice is for its own theology of ministry and ordination. In identifying a concern many Anglicans may feel with regard to Uniting Church practice, the involvement of lay people, Mostert successfully addresses those concerns, and reassures Anglicans of a fundamental substratum of theological agreement beneath the differing liturgical expressions. 

Where to from here? There are already co-operating Anglican – Uniting Church congregations and local agreements for the sharing of ministries. These have generally been developed for pragmatic reasons. Mostert’s paper establishes a commonality of theological understanding of ministries that can now be seen to undergird such reciprocal agreements. To say this is in no way to diminish the level of agreement reached between Anglicans and the third conversation partner, the Lutheran Church of Australia, which has now led to the possibility of local co-operative arrangements.  The process has been different in each case. In the Anglican – Lutheran dialogue, careful theological negotiation has prepared the way for practical co-operation. In the case of Anglican – Uniting Church dialogue, common work on the ground seems to have run ahead of theological agreement. For Anglicans now the important thing is to acknowledge the fellowship we have with both dialogue partners and to keep each partner well informed about agreements and actions taken in common with the other.
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