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Although the existence of subgroups within any society gives a sense of

breadth and diversity, there may well be a similar diversity within the subgroups

themselves. This is certainly the case for ecumenical relationships. The four major

ecumenical partners in Australia, the Anglican, Lutheran, Roman Catholic, and

Uniting Churches2 carry a certain amount of diversity and even tension within their

organisations. Yet the diversity and tension is probably not much greater between the

four individual churches. Members of these could hardly fail to recognise each other

as ecclesiastical cousins if not siblings. Even diversity in liturgy, biblical

interpretation, and resulting ethical attitudes within these traditions is uncanny in its

similarity.

These four church families are also related to international church families,

through which internal diversity is further heightened. The acceptance of openly gay

clergy is a recent commonality of the Episcopal Church USA and the Evangelical

Lutheran Church in America, a view shared by the Uniting Church in Australia. Yet

the Anglican and Lutheran churches in Australia do not share this view, as is the case

with the worldwide Roman Catholic communion.

Unless otherwise mentioned, I am talking about the local level. Two main

issues will take my attention here: episcopacy, which leads us through a number of

issues, including authority; and then matters of intercommunion.

On the topic of episcopacy, I want to reflect specifically on what has happened

between Anglicans and Lutherans, noting that the Roman Catholic and Uniting

Church views are possibly to either side of the Anglicans and Lutherans in their

stance. There exists an array of positions in ministry, starting from the Uniting

Church’s embrace of lay ministers, which is sometimes referred to as ‘lay

presidency.’ A similar thing exists in the Lutheran Church of Australia, although in a

more ad hoc sort of way, that of ‘licensing’ lay people. This possibly sits

uncomfortably within a discussion on episcope with the Anglican Church, which

tends to operate with a strictly episcopal form of church government. To complete

the picture, there is the Roman Catholic sense of episcopacy plus the primacy of the

Pope. By teasing out what is going on between the Anglicans and Lutherans, I trust

there will be relevance for our Roman and Uniting people too.

1 This is an expanded version of a contribution to an Ecumenical Retreat hosted by Toowoomba Churches Together, held at the James Byrne Centre, Highfields, Queensland, Australia, in February 2010.

2 The Uniting Church in Australia was formed in 1977, being an amalgamation of Congregational, Methodist, and Presbyterian churches.

On the formal level of dialogue between the Anglican and Lutheran churches

in Australia, the point had been reached already some years ago where considerable

agreement had been reached in a significant number of areas. The 2001 document

Common Ground: Covenanting for Mutual Recognition and Reconciliation between

the Anglican Church of Australia and the Lutheran Church of Australia3 built on

considerable concurrence in the areas of baptism, eucharist, and ministry in the 1970s

and early 1980s. But at the same time this sizeable accord also brought the two

churches to a point where divergence in teaching and practice was identified, and

somewhat of an impasse seems to have been reached. In February 1994, I was asked

to respond to a joint statement on episcope and unity, a statement which a few months

later was incorporated into the final text of Common Ground. Interestingly, a

statement initially in brackets came to stand without reserve in the text, noting that

‘there is an openness among Lutherans towards the historically attested threefold

ordering of the ordained ministry.’4
Now sixteen years later, I am again contemplating where we could go from

here, and what I do here now is essentially an expansion of what I suggested at that

time, but recognising complexities I did not previously consider.

In regard to episcope, Common Ground affirms that despite the fact that

‘expressions of ordained episcope’ have ‘differed between the two churches,’5 it is

strongly affirmed that ‘episcope in the gospel’ is ‘essential to the church’s nature and

continuing mission.’6 There have thus been varying expressions of something that we

all consider important.

Despite this quite impressive consensus, the impasse remains between the

Anglican stress on ordination in apostolic succession, and the Lutheran stress on

succession of doctrine. Of course the two do not need to stand in competition. The

sticking point, and at the same time, the chance for consensus, is the above-mentioned

‘openness’ among Lutherans towards embracing apostolic succession.

Simply put, it seems that for the sake of unity, Lutherans could choose to

practice ordination within the apostolic succession guidelines. Yet in the fourteen

years that have passed, things do not seem to have moved much further, and the

impasse in the area of episcope and apostolic succession remains. One gets a sense

that Lutherans favourably disposed towards the idea of embracing episcopal

succession had the wind taken out of their sails by the 1990 Synodical defeat of a

proposal for the LCA to use the title of bishop for its leaders. To be sure, though, the

change of terminology from president to bishop was quite unrelated to any idea of

whether or not such leaders were to be in apostolic succession. A reopening of the

question of a name change has only recently been floated once again, although little

action in this matter is likely in the next few years, and it is not expected to make a

quick return.

3 In Raymond Williamson, ed., Stages on the Way II, Documents from the Bilateral Conversations BetweenChurches in Australia 1994-2007. Strathfield: St Pauls Publications, 2007.
4 Common Ground, 9.2.
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There is a viewpoint among some Lutherans that a Lutheran embrace of the

Anglican demand to come into apostolic succession, is a denial that what is important

is the gospel. This opinion not withstanding, in the conclusion to Common Ground,

the largest challenges seem to lie with the Lutherans. While the Anglican Church can

continue with business as usual, Lutherans are challenged to ‘ensure that future

bishops of the Lutheran Church of Australia are consecrated by a Lutheran bishop or

bishops in the historical succession,’ and then all pastors are to be ordained by a
bishop in this succession.7
This sense of having reached significant agreement yet also a certain impasse

might seem to have been reflected in the report to the recent tri-annual Synod of the

LCA, which noted that nothing had happened in the Lutheran-Anglican dialogue over

the last synodical term.8
Where do we go from here? There is one clear example where this impasse

has been well and truly bridged. This is no clearer than in the full communion and

shared ministries now in operation between the Episcopal Church USA and the

Evangelical Lutheran Church in America.

The Niagara Report of 1989, amongst many other agreements, stated

Anglican-Lutheran consensus as including: ‘we believe that a ministry of pastoral

oversight (episcope), exercised in personal, collegial, and communal ways, is

necessary to witness to and safeguard the unity and apostolicity of the church.’9 In

the United States, the Episcopal Church USA and the Evangelical Lutheran Church in

America took the following steps in order to share such an oversight in practice: ‘an

immediate recognition by the Episcopal Church of presently existing ordained

ministers within the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America and a commitment by

the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America to receive and adapt an episcopate that

will be shared.’10
The episcopate that is to be ‘shared’ is that of ‘historical succession’ where

‘bishops already in the succession install newly elected bishops with prayer and

laying-on-of-hands.’11
Effectively, Lutherans currently in holy orders are to be recognised as having

equal status and authority as those in equivalent Episcopal orders, while Lutherans

undertook to install future bishops, and ordain future pastors, into the apostolic line.

The Anglicans would tolerate (my word) Lutheran bishops and pastors not in

apostolic succession on the proviso that future installations and ordinations were

performed in such a way that did bring them into these recognised orders. This

provisional nature is brought out in the agreement in that for the Episcopal Church,
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full communion will not be realised until this process works its way through the

Lutheran ranks. On the other hand, the Lutherans saw full communion as beginning

as soon as the Concordat of Called to Common Mission was ratified by both

churches.12 On the Anglican side, this arrangement required them to ‘continue the

process for enacting a temporary suspension of the seventeenth-century restriction’

that no person can exercise the office of deacon, priest or bishop without receiving

ordination through someone qualified to do so.13
These two churches even went an extra step, with a mutual promise to ‘include

regularly one or more bishops from the other church’ in the laying-on-of-hands at the

ordinations/installations of their own bishops14, which the Lutherans affirm ‘as a

symbol of the full communion now shared.15 This is indeed an extra step beyond that

required for unity, since both churches could have apostolic succession without

reference to the other but still be fully recognised by the other. One notes in this

regard the challenge to Anglican churches in the Australian document to ‘understand

the difficulties Lutherans would have with the proposal that an Anglican bishop must

lay hands on a Lutheran candidate to authenticate their consecration to the Episcopal

office and to ensure the succession of office.’16 What Australian Lutherans feared

might be forced on them, the ELCA Lutherans voluntarily took on as a sign of unity.

Having said that, Lutherans bishops in Sweden or Finland, which retained

apostolic succession, or other parts of the world, such as Africa or Asia, which gained

it from Scandinavia, could easily be engaged to do something similar in Australia, as

has been done in the United States, without reliance on the Anglicans. Hence the

fears seem unfounded.
What has happened in the United States is a remarkable example of what

could also happen in Australia. From a Lutheran point of view, apostolic succession

is neither commanded nor forbidden. It is in a real sense only an accident of history

that apostolic succession had not been retained at the time of the Reformation in the

majority of Lutheran churches, and for arguments sake, if there had been a similar

unwillingness of the bishops in England to convert to Protestantism, the resulting 
Anglicans would also have been forced into contingency plans. That is of course a

hypothetical which Anglicans themselves would need to decide the value of pursuing

or not.

I am going to bring the Roman Catholic Church into the discussion now, and

refer to the Lutheran – Roman Catholic Dialogue document The Ministry of

Oversight.17 I do this because I think it raises some questions that make a simple

coming into apostolic succession by the Lutherans more complicated than it might

have seemed. Specifically, it notes that while the change of name from president to

bishop is one thing, there is a ‘more significant change’ implicit in this title, as to how
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17 The Ministry of Oversight: The Office of Bishop and President in the Church. Brooklyn Park, South

Australia: Lutheran - Roman Catholic Dialogue in Australia.

the bishop is the ‘sign and agent of communion in a local church.’18 As an aside,

while so far the title of bishop has not won support among Lutherans, what was

previously known as the Council of Presidents has been renamed the College of

Presidents, in line with the Roman Catholic terminology College of Bishops.

Practical situations show the real lie of the land. Presidents preside at

synodical eucharists, but do they always preside throughout the district they lead? On

festivals and holy days, or even any given Sunday, they do not have an altar at which

to preside, or a pulpit from which to preach, unless they have been invited by a local

cleric to preside or preach locally. Does the idea of a cathedral as the seat of the

bishop go hand in hand with the bishop’s role, or can they be separated?

While traditionally the Episcopal office is by definition a teaching office, this

role has not tended to be assumed by the presidents, but has instead belonged to the

faculty of the seminary, Australian Lutheran College. A lack of unity within that

faculty has meant this role has now more or less passed to the Commission on

Theology and Inter Church Relations, acting as advisors to the presidents on matters

of theology.

Triennial elections for presidents, as opposed to ‘bishops for life’ bring a quite

different dynamic to overseeing the life and teaching of a group of congregations for

which and to which they are accountable. One notes the Uniting Church’s use of

limited terms for their leaders, again meaning a sitting church leader does not face reelection,

thus avoiding compromise.

This foray into democracy brings us to a more recent and ongoing issue for

authority in the church. The Lutheran-Roman Catholic dialogue document suggests

in regard to the Lutherans that ‘synods do not create doctrine,’19 but only ‘receive

advice’ from the General Pastors Conference. While this is how things have been

seen to work, this issue is under close scrutiny. Close votes on the topic of the

ordination of women more recently have exposed as false an oft-held assumption that

the Synod, made up of clergy and lay people, is unable to resolve in deference to the

clergy conference. In fact, the synod is quite free to come to a conclusion totally

different to that of the clergy. In the case of advising names to be considered for

election to the role of president, while again the synod ‘receives’ nomination of

candidates who received one quarter or more of the Pastors’ Conference votes, further

names can be added as desired. Indeed, further names can be added by a single

nomination! Any leadership or teaching role of the presidents in such a matter, is

something that can be politely listened to or happily disregarded, since the reality is

that the constitution of the Lutheran Church of Australia remains essentially

congregational. Pressure from above cannot be sure to win the day.

Does this signify a president as being a ‘sign and agent of communion in a

local church?’ Probably not. Rather, a congregational structure suggests a leading

from behind, and if this fits in with the concept of bishop remains a question for

debate.

Positioning as I did the Lutheran and Anglican churches somewhere between

the Uniting and Roman Catholic churches on matters of authority and episcope begs a

further question for Lutherans. Is it possible to ‘reach out’ to one side, here towards

the Anglican understanding of episcope, and as such the Roman Catholic direction,
and not at the same time be moving further away from the other side, the Uniting

Church? Is there a contradiction in, on one hand moving towards full communion

with the Anglicans by embracing apostolic succession, but simultaneously moving in

the other direction to embrace the Uniting Church?

In principle, there should be no contradiction in seeking to reach out to all, in
18 Ibid., 129

19Ibid , 103.

various directions. The disagreement between Luther and Zwingli on the presence of

Christ in the Sacrament of the Altar was a defining moment in church relations

between the protestants. Luther and Calvin, however, were separated by a generation,

and as such, their loyalists have no personal encounter between their leaders on which

to base any clear delineation. In the Australian Lutheran instance, a continuing

perceived need to keep its identity as a small minority within a religious milieu which

is decreasingly concerned about the finer points of doctrine, breeds suspicion of

opening Lutheran altars and pulpits to those who do not articulate their faith in ways

we find acceptable.

In such a milieu, however, surely the Uniting Church is closer to the Lutherans

than might have thus far been recognised. Going back to my observation at the

beginning that often diversity and tension is probably not much greater between the

individual churches than exists between their own congregations, begs some

questions. In what way is a Uniting Church congregation which uses a form of the

commonly-accepted western liturgical rite to come under suspicion of false doctrine?

The recent LCA synod stipulates that in ‘joint ministry arrangements’ the UCA
minister involved must teach baptismal regeneration and the bodily presence of Christ

in the Sacrament of the Altar.20 One wonders whether a more charitable inclination

could be adopted which is less inquisitional in nature, and takes the words of the

liturgy at face value.

The Uniting Church found out by bitter experience, in the 1990s, that although

the Lutherans are willing to talk to them, there is a blockage within Australian

Lutheran thinking preventing interim eucharist sharing. While the Lutheran

Confessions state that it is enough for unity that churches agree on the preaching of

the gospel and the administration of the sacraments, it is common to up the ante to the

point where we demand complete doctrinal unity before we allow intercommunion.

One could just as easily argue from a Lutheran perspective that communing together

could bring us closer together, in the same way that we do not counsel our people to

stay away from communion until they feel worthy to attend, but precisely encourage

the weak in faith to receive communion as an aid to strengthening their faith.

In a similar way, Philip Melanchthon’s statement that the Lutherans could

accept the Pope if the Pope preached the gospel must surely haunt any fair-minded

Lutheran listening to the contemporary papacy. But in both cases, no change is likely

in the near future.

The other part of the recent synodical resolution has to do with gender issues

and moral practices. It stipulates the minister must be a male, and not be in a same gender

relationship. I in honesty am not sure what to make of these provisions.

Lutherans know, with Augustine, and many other Christians, that the person of the

minister is not something which plays a role in the efficacy of that person’s ministry.

Yet on the other hand, moral practices which are considered incongruent with the life

of a Christian are deemed unacceptable. Where eucharistic hospitality is offered, the

issue of same-gender relationships among clergy is likely to be a seldom occurrence.

By comparison, a female minister is going to come into play again and again. One

wonders whether the Lutherans simply need to accept at least women in ministry as

part of Uniting Church polity, and agree to disagree. As is well known, Australian

Lutherans are amongst the small minority of Lutherans in the world who deny

ordained ministry to women. This must surely also give pause for thought for us.

Finally, Eucharistic hospitality between the Anglican, Lutheran and Uniting

churches is mostly a rural affair. By necessity, rural church communities are forced

into cooperating with one another, or they at least have more reason to consider

working together than their urban cousins. As an urbanite, I wonder why the same

principles cannot be applied in the urban areas. Following a variation of the Lund

20 Lutheran Church of Australia Inc: Minutes of Sixteenth General Synod Regular Convention 2009, Resolution 74.
principle, what can be done together should be done together. Surely blessings will

flow from working with each other from a position of seeking out possibilities rather

than from the position of last necessity. It seems that we work with high principles as

long as we can, but in cases of need finally need to give in and accept the validity of

the ministry of Anglican and Uniting churches. While Lutheran Church policy in

Australia continues a ‘close’ communion policy, which does not welcome wholesale

intercommunion, a loophole presented to parish clergy to welcome whomever they

wish to communion for pastoral reasons means intercommunion is happening at least

in one direction. A working through of what we are saying and doing will lead us to

loosen our guard on our Lord’s Sacrament without doubt.

My conclusions put as simply as possible would be twofold. Firstly, Lutheran

clergy should be brought into apostolic succession. The ensuing question will be to

deal with authority in the church. Who has authority: The clergy, the people, or a

combination of the two? The magnitude of this question is not to be underestimated,

and finally is a ‘black hole’ in Lutheran theology.

Secondly, Lutherans must be bold enough to believe their theological system

will not crash to the ground by opening the doors to formal Eucharistic sharing, in the

first instances with the Anglican and Uniting churches. Because this is already

happening on a de facto basis in some mostly rural areas, this is a not as big a jump as

one might imagine.

I admit both of these conclusions will lead us into a certain degree of

uncertainty in our understanding of ourselves, but in some sense it is an uncertainty in

which we already live, and maybe are quietly denying for the moment.
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