Speech by the Rev. Professor Chris Mostert, introducing report and resolutions relating to For the Sake of the Gospel – Anglican and Uniting Church Dialogue, July 14, 2003 

1. Introduction

1.1 President, the Uniting Church is justifiably regarded as the most ecumenically open-minded and open-hearted church in Australia. We see ourselves as being in relationship with other churches in ways that express a unity in faith and mission. We see ourselves as living and working within the faith and unity of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church. We say all this in the 2nd paragraph of the Basis of Union. 

1.2 We also say (in the same paragraph) that we ‘desire to enter more deeply into the faith and mission of the Church in Australia, by working together and seeking union with other Churches.’ We work together with many other churches, nationally, regionally and locally and very many ways. The Uniting Church (and the three churches which came together in 1977) have made a leading contribution to the National Council of Churches in Australia (and the ACC before that). We thank God for the mutual enrichment which our ecumenical partnerships have brought us.

2. Uniting – Anglican Relations
2.1 As part of this wider network of partnerships and co-operation, we have had an official dialogue with the Anglican church of Australia since 1979 (almost 25 years). This dialogue has not been as fruitful as the Uniting Church had hoped. The Agreed Statement on Baptism was passed by both churches in 1985, but the more difficult proposed Statement on the Eucharist was adopted only by the Uniting Church (in 1991). We were disappointed by this, as were many Anglicans, who pressed us hard not to give up.

2.2 And indeed we did not give up. The dialogue resumed – supported by some very important international agreements. In 1997 the 8th Assembly (Perth) asked the General Synod of the Anglican Church of Australia to enter into an intentional dialogue aimed at the mutual recognition of ministries. The Anglican Church agreed to do so in 1998, and the dialogue’ commenced in 1999. The Joint Working Group – of which it was my privilege to be co-chair – met five times, and produced a report entitled ‘For the Sake of the Gospel’, which we signed in February 2001.

2.3 The General Synod of the Anglican Church met in July 2001; unusually, the Anglicans had the first opportunity to receive the report and act on its recommendations. It did two main things:

· It welcomed the statement on essentials of faith and ministry in the Report, 
referring it to its Doctrine Panel and the Inter-Anglican Standing Committee 
on Ecumenical Relations. 

· It resolved to explore a formal Covenant of Association with the Uniting 
Church. 
President, this decision of the Anglican General Synod should be seen as a major step taken by the Anglican Church; and it would be a most regrettable departure from our stated intentions and desires if this Assembly were to do anything less positive in respect of the report ‘For the Sake of the Gospel’. 

3. The Report ‘For the Sake of the Gospel’
3.1 The major part of the report (§§4-6) is about the faith we hold in common.
The first part of this is states agreement on essential points of faith and ministry. You will find a first affirmation at §4.11. In particular, we say here that we recognise in each other’s churches the presence of the one holy catholic and apostolic Church of Jesus Christ.

3.2 The second part of this central section is a description of how much we hold in common and where we differ on matters to do with ministry. Clearly, there are differences; but there is an enormous amount of agreement in our understanding of ministry. You will find an affirmation of this at §5.9. In particular, we recognise differences in polity (the way we exercise authority and government), but we affirm that through the ordained ministries of our churches the Word is truly and effectively proclaimed, the sacraments are authentically celebrated, and a pastoral ministry is exercised in an accountable way.

3.3 Thirdly, on the basis of a final, summary declaration of agreement (§6.2), there is a recommendation that our two churches enter into a formal covenant of association and inter-communion. I should explain that this is the second of four stages toward the mutual recognition of ordained ministries. These four stages are:

1. A statement of agreement on essentials of faith and ministries. (That is 
part of what the Assembly is asked to approve.) 

2. A covenant of association and inter-communion. (The Assembly is asked 
to take the necessary steps toward entering into such a relationship.) 

3. A concordat of communion. (This is the fullest kind of communion possible 
between separated churches; the Assembly is not asked to consider this.) 

4. Full organic union. (Certainly, we are not at this point.) 


3.4 The Assembly is being asked to enter into a formal covenant of association on the mutual recognition of ordained ministries. This may seem a rather large step. President, considering our history, our commitments and our hopes as a church, this is an important first step, without which the more important and more difficult second step could not be taken!

4. UCA responses
3.1 The Assembly Standing Committee received this report in July 2001 and welcomed it as a basis for agreement on the essentials of faith and ministry. Later in 2001 the Standing Committee agreed to send the report on to other councils of the church, requesting responses to three questions:

· Does it adequately express the faith and understanding of the UCA in the light of the Basis of Union? 

· Are there any reasons why the document should not be adopted by the Assembly? 

· What opportunities and/or difficulties would passage of the report create in your area? 

3.2 Replies [18] came to the Christian Unity Working Group from Presbyteries and other bodies. It is clear from these that there is a willingness to go on to further conversation with the Anglican Church. Only one response said the report did not express the faith and understanding of the UCA. There were some expressions of opportunities and some of difficulties which the report might create.

3.3 No report will ever fully satisfy all members of the church. This report also has its critics; it is not a perfect document. It is the product of a dialogue in which the two sides were coming from different positions, yet we found a remarkable amount of agreement. Reservations have been expressed about this phrase or that, but the responses from those who have considered this report suggest that it is faithful to the doctrine of the Uniting Church, as expressed in the Basis of Union. 

3.4 In response to the question about difficulties, some replies named potential areas of difficulty. The Report identifies the faith and the ministerial practice of each of the two churches. It was not the purpose of the Joint Working Group to suggest answers to all the foreseeable difficulties. Clearly, the fact that we don’t have bishops is a very significant difference between us, which has to be overcome in some way. That is a discussion we have to have, but within an on-going dialogue! We don’t say that we will become an episcopal church; neither do we say it is unthinkable! Everything would depend on what kind of episcopal ministry we would create. It is most unlikely to be a carbon copy of the Anglican episcopate! 

3.5 The question of bishops is only an example, but many of the difficulties which people foresee are precisely the questions that would have to be faced and worked out in the next stage of the dialogue. This is why Resolution #4 envisages the appointment of a (new) Joint Working Group. In the next stage of the conversation the differences that we honestly describe have to be considered with a view to seeking solutions. The real question is whether we want this dialogue to continue or whether we want to put a stop to it now. 

4. Conclusion
4.1 In conclusion, it is important to underline the title of this agreed statement: ‘For the Sake of the Gospel’. The hard work of overcoming the divisions between the churches is ‘for the sake of the Gospel’, nothing less! I quote one sentence: ‘How can the Church credibly proclaim the unity of humankind when it is too disunited to recognise a common baptism and to gather around one eucharistic table in the one apostolic faith?’ By itself, this would not solve all our problems; by itself it would not re-energise the church for its mission. But it will serve that mission and enhance it. It will help our congregations in many places – both in rural and regional areas and in new developments.

4.2 It is for the sake of the mission of the church that the Uniting Church invited the Anglican Church into this intentional dialogue. We have only just started! How could we say NO to continuing the process, especially as Anglicans have said YES?

4.3 President, I urge the Assembly to approve the recommendations which come from the Joint Working Group through the Christian Unity Working Group. They are actually very modest recommendations: essentially that the Assembly

· approve the statement on essentials of faith and ministry; 

· take some further steps toward a covenant of association and inter-communion 
with the Anglican Church of Australia; 

· authorise the Standing Committee to appoint UCA representatives to a Joint
Working Group. 

4.4 I would like my colleague, Robert Gribben, to add a brief word.

Seconding speech by the Rev. Professor Robert Gribben on proposal regarding Anglican-Uniting Dialogue and the Report “For The Sake of the Gospel” 
President, ecumenical guests, members of Assembly, This proposal must be seen in the light of

· the Uniting Church’s birth from an ecumenical vision for Australasia and the Pacific; 

· and therefore our passion for Christian unity, which marks our involvement in every town and city across this land; 

· our dialogue with nine other churches -- more than any other Australian Church has -- and particularly with both Anglican and Lutheran churches, which have come to a specially fruitful stage; 

· our relationship through Uniting International Mission with many overseas churches, from whom we receive ministers and members, and to whom we send people in mission. 

As Chris Mostert has indicated, our conversation with the Anglican Church of Australia goes back before union. The original Basis of Union made a gesture -- in its advocacy of an episcopal structure with bishops-in-presbytery, and a concordat with the Church of South India (we have a bishop of that church present with us) -- which might have meant our relationship forty years later would have been very different. But we made the decision we could at the time -- and closing one door often opens another.

But our inter-church relationships, and our common crisis in mission and church life across this land, means that for urgent pastoral, as well as ecumenical reasons, we must pursue this particular relationship. Uniting and Anglican churches exist alongside each other almost everywhere. We need to work together. This Report indicates that the theological grounding for a fruitful relationship is there (and has been for a long time.)

It has to be said that our relationships have often been painful. The issues between us often seem impossible to resolve, not least because of the Anglican church’s commitment to a particular understanding of episcopacy (it’s not the only possible understanding). It is my own view that, if we in the Uniting Church are persuaded that we should put a personal “face” on our already existing episcopal ministries, we should make our own bishops, and live with them until they are our own -- and then unite with other episcopal churches. That will need to be done in a manner that actually helps our future relationships -- but such a ministry must be ours. There is nothing in the timetable of this report which is hurrying us to a conclusion before we have worked our way through to proposals on which we have consensus.

Having worked twice in Britain for the Methodist Church in ecumenical situations, I think they really know about the cost of this ecumenical imperative. And on 1st July (this month), after a decade of discussion, the Methodist Conference in the UK voted 3:1 to enter a covenant with the Church of England -- very similar to our same affirmation and promise to work together until unity is reached. There are elements of the British situation (like establishment) which make their situation even more difficult than ours.

I would like you to note the spirit in which they did this.

An Anglican observer wrote this hard word: “Much of the debate boiled down to uncertainty about whether the Church of England could be trusted, and whether further issues could best be addressed inside or outside a covenant relationship. It sometimes seemed a fine judgment between saying ‘the covenant’s not ideal, but let’s get on with it and sort things out later’ or ‘Too much needs to be sorted out; we must be much clearer before we sign it’.”

In the end, the Methodist Church voted with an overwhelming majority to proceed in a covenanted relationship. “[Conference] obviously concluded after all their discussion that the covenant, for all its radical agenda, was a significant signal of serious good intent, a commitment to a venture of faith, a threshold opening up new possibilities in a situation where mutual trust and mutual cherishing were key.” I phoned the UK a few moments ago: late last night the Church of England also voted in favour by an overwhelming majority [90%].

Your Working Group has been monitoring even the early progress since the [Anglican] Australian General Synod voted to proceed, and a number of significant questions (such as how free, legally-speaking, the Australian Anglicans are to move from a particular view of episcopacy) are being tested in their councils.

This Assembly is being asked to commit itself seriously to a movement towards a more fruitful relationship across the nation. Our passing of this resolution adds incentive to our Anglican colleagues to pursue certain matters further; and the matter will be before you (I suspect) many times, before we have reached a set of decisions on which we both agree. But to that covenanted process, I ask your support.
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