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INTRODUCTION
This document from the WCC provides an opportunity for Uniting Church people to discuss questions
relating to who we are as church, so the question being posed for discussion is:
•
To what extent does this document reflect your understanding of the UCA?
It is recommended that this document be studied in groups – each community should choose their preferred
method of getting together.  A one-day seminar with different groups focusing on different chapters? Small
groups gathering over four weeks, each week looking at a different chapter?  Whatever you choose to do,
each person should have a copy of the document, and have read the appropriate chapter before gathering
together for discussion.
The document is available from:
•
the UCA’s Christian Unity Working Group - $10 a copy plus P&H, with discounts for multiple
copies – cuwg@nat.uca.org.au
The Church: towards a Common Vision has four chapters for study, plus introductory comments,
conclusions and Historical Notes. The Study Guide has an Opening Prayer (drawn from Uniting in Worship
and The Lion Prayer Collection [Mary Batchelor, 2001]) and Bible reading for the four Chapter sessions,
a summary of each of the four chapters, with questions interspersed for discussion. There is also a quote
from the UCA’s Basis of Union for reference and further discussion.  The Basis of Union is available for
download at http://assembly.uca.org.au/basis-of-union-1971-1992 Power points for each session are also
available from the UCA website http://assembly.uca.org.au/unity/resources

Tips for Discussion Groups
If your church community conducts
study sessions regularly, you will be well
prepared to study this document. If,
however, you have not organized a Study
Group for a while, remember to:
•
•
•

•
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have a congenial space in which
to meet
refreshments to have before,
during or after the study sessions
decide on the amount of time you
want to spend each session – and
don’t go overtime!  Maybe an
hour, or an hour and a quarter
ensure that everyone has a chance
to participate in the conversation
– so no one should dominate the
discussion

Remember:
•
if you want to provide input
to be considered for the official UCA
response to the WCC, your responses
would need to be with the Christian
Unity Working Group by the end of
2014 – please send them to the Rev. Dr
Chris Walker at cuwg@nat.uca.org.au
The questions for the formal response
are on Page 3 of the document
•
the official UCA response will
be part of the business considered at the
2015 UCA Assembly – so please use
this as an opportunity to prepare for that
important event in the life of the Uniting
Church in Australia.  Even if you will
not be an official delegate, you will be
part of the `learning together’ that is so
important for us all.

CHAPTER 1: GOD’S MISSION AND THE
UNITY OF THE CHURCH
Welcome and Opening Prayer
Most merciful Father,
we confess that we have done little to forward your kingdom and advance your glory.
Pardon our shortcomings and give us greater zeal for your service.  
Make us more ready and diligent in our prayers, by our alms, and by our examples,
to spread the knowledge of your truth and to enlarge the boundaries of your kingdom; 		
and may we do it all to your glory.
Bishop How (1823-1897) Read Acts 17: 22- 34
A reminder of Chapter 1 read over this last week – AND QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
A

God’s design for the world and the church (1 - 4)

•
•
•

Creation
Restoration
Ministry of hope, reconciliation and healing
–
Christ’s ministry
–
Community of witness, worship, discipleship
–
Church as the body of Christ

QUESTIONS
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1

Archbishop Rowan Williams is quoted as saying “It is not the Church of God that has a mission, but
the mission of God that has a church”. How do you understand this insight?

2

Paragraph 4 reminds us that the Church, as the Body of Christ, shares in the ministry of Christ.
In what ways does your local church community fulfill this evangelistic vocation?

B

The Mission of the Church in History (5 – 7)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The church proclaiming the Good News of salvation in Christ
From Jerusalem…. to the ends of the earth…
Some confusion when Christianity aligned to culture
Positive impact of the Gospel message in many lands and cultures
Religious pluralism, changing means of communication, various expressions of the Christian faith
Increased secularisation
Loss of confidence in organisations, including the church
Describe the current situation from your point of view…

QUESTIONS
3

Paragraph 5 uses the term `eucharist’, and does so throughout this document. Many of the members
of the UCA prefer to say ‘the Lord’s Supper’ or `Holy Communion’.
Do you think the term used affects how we approach this sacrament?
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Although the actions of early missionaries were well- intentioned, we now know that
harm was done to Indigenous communities around the world, and in Australia. The Uniting Church
in Australia has endeavoured to `right’ some of the wrongs done by colonizing churches to the First
Peoples of Australia. Discuss what has been done so far, and consider ways in which we could move
in the future.

C

The Importance of Unity (8 – 10)

•
•

Divisions from the beginning – and they continue
And this is despite the prayer of Jesus for his disciples and
those following
(read John 17:20-23) – noting that this unity is not for itself
alone, “but that the world may believe”
The confession and claim that the church is “one, holy,
catholic, apostolic Church”
Continued challenges of differences in doctrine, practice,
ministry
Continuing divisions as to `where is the Church of Christ’

•
•
•
•

QUESTIONS
5

Do you experience the `unity’ of the church of God in your 		
local context? How?
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Is the ecumenical question1 ever asked in the Councils of
your church i.e. “can the matter we are discussing be done 		
with other churches?”
Both the Assembly and several Synods have agreed that this
question should be asked – is it, in your experience?

Basis of Union
The Congregational Union of
Australia, the Methodist Church
of Australia and the Presbyterian
Church of Australia, in fellowship
with the whole Church Catholic,
and seeking to bear witness to that
unity which is both Christ’s gift and
will for the Church hereby enter into
union under the name of the Uniting
Church in Australia. (Para 1)
The Uniting Church in Australia
lives and works within the faith and
unity of the One Holy Catholic and
Apostolic Church.
The Uniting Church recognizes that
it is related to other churches in ways
which give expression, however
partially, to that unity in faith and
mission. (Para 2)  
Are you made aware that the UCA
professes this relationship, and how
do you see it exercised?

1 On August 27th, 1953 the third World Conference on Faith and Order, meeting in Lund, Sweden agreed a text “A Word to the
Churches”.
A part of this text was what became known as `The Lund Principle’ or `the Ecumenical Question’; should not our churches ask
themselves whether they are showing sufficient eagerness to enter into conversation with other churches, and whether they should
not act together in all matters except those in which deep differences of conviction compel them to act separately?
For examples, see http://assembly.uca.org.au/unity/when-churches-join OR request the pamphlet on The Ecumenical Question
used by the Synod of Victoria and Tasmania from maureenpostma@yahoo.com.au
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CHAPTER 2: THE CHURCH OF THE
TRIUNE GOD
Welcome and Opening Prayer
Hear our prayer, O Lord;
bless, protect and sanctify all those who bow their heads before you,
    
through the grace, mercy and love of your only-begot ten Son,
    
to whom with you and your most holy, gracious and life-giving Spirit
    
be blessing now and forever, to the ages of ages. Amen.
Read Romans 11: 11-36

Eastern Orthodox Church

A reminder of Chapter 2 read over this last week…AND QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
A

Discerning God’s Will for the Church (11 and 12)

•

The foundations of what we believe about the church (including images and
metaphors) demonstrate the diversity of the early church which continues to be
experienced by us today.

QUESTION
1

How do you discern the will of God in your life?
What is the role of Scripture, tradition, experience and reason in discerning the will of 			
God for the Church in the 21st century?

B

The Church of the Triune God as Koinonia (13 – 24)

The initiative of God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit (13 – 16)
•
•

Koinonia – communication, participation, fellowship, sharing; the church belongs to God and is by
its very nature missional (called and sent to witness in its own life of the communion which God
intends for all humanity).
The church is centred and grounded in the Good News of Jesus Christ, and is empowered by the
Holy Spirit and experienced in sacraments and service.

The prophetic, Priestly and Royal People of God (17 – 20)
•
•

The covenant with Israel – the choosing by God of a people, through whom all the nations will be
blessed.
These themes are reflected in the New Testament, and models of leadership and authority are
developed.

Body of Christ and Temple of the Holy Spirit (21)
•
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Faith in Christ is fundamental to membership of the Church, and the role of sacraments is mentioned
(Baptism and the Lord’s Supper). The Holy Spirit enlivens and equips the Church for the task given
to it by Jesus Christ.

The One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church (22 – 24)
•

A description of the various attributes of the Church as described in the historic creeds,
reinforcing the notion that the Church is a communion of the Triune God.

QUESTION
2

Paragraph 20 notes that ‘the royal priesthood of the whole people of God (I Peter 2:9-10) and a 		
special ordained ministry are both important aspects of the church and not be seen as mutually 		
exclusive alternatives’.
How do the non-ordained members of your community express their `royal priesthood’?
Are these gifts and ministries valued by the church community?

C

The Church as Sign and Servant of God’s design for the World (25 – 27)

•

The mission of the Church is fulfilled by its members through the witness of their lives, in words and
actions. There is an intimate relationship between Christ and the Church, celebrated in the liturgy.
While all agree that God is the author of salvation, there are differences of opinion as to the nature
and role of the Church and its rites in that saving activity.

•

QUESTION
3

How can the Church be a sign and instrument of God’s intention for the world?
When does it fail to do so?

D

Communion in Union and Diversity (28 – 30)

•

While there is legitimate diversity in gifts, Christians within communities and of
different traditions are encouraged to the unity that they have as followers of Jesus Christ.
There are `essentials’, however, that need to be identified in doctrine and practice.

•

QUESTION
4

In the early church, its leaders sought to encourage people in their faith without imposing rules and
regulations from founding members who had come from the Jewish faith. We are reminded, however,
that `essentials’ have to be preserved.  
How do we, in the UCA, affirm the traditions and practices inherited within the claimed membership
of the ‘one, holy, catholic, apostolic church’ and cope with changed circumstances?

E

Communion of Local Churches (31 and 32)

•

Local churches do share a special form of communion because of their physical
proximity and sharing of understanding of the local situation. Local churches are
wholly Church, but not the whole Church.
The differences in traditions may also be identified within local geographic areas, some churches
very aware of the links with their Bishops or other churches of the same tradition, while others see
the local church as the congregation of believers without much reference to a wider communion.

•
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QUESTION
5
  

What is the relationship of your worshipping community with churches of other traditions in your
area?
Are the different structures and understandings helpful or a hindrance to closer communion?
What do receive as a `gift’ from the other churches in your area?

Basis of Union
The Uniting Church acknowledges that the Church has received the books of the Old and New
Testaments as unique prophetic and apostolic testimony, in which it hears the Word of God and by
which its faith and obedience are nourished and regulated…
The Uniting Church lays upon its members the serious duty of reading the Scriptures, commits the
ministers to preach from these and to administer the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper
as effective signs of the Gospel as set forth in the Scriptures. (Para.5)  
These requirements are basic, and yet seem a real challenge for some; how can we encourage one
another to be faithful to this calling?

Image Source: Flickr Aunty Jojo
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CHAPTER 3: THE CHURCH - GROWING
IN COMMUNION
Welcome and Opening Prayer
Gracious Father,
we humbly beseech you for your holy catholic Church.
Fill it with all truth; and in all truth with all peace.
Where it is corrupt, purge it;
where it is in error, direct it;
where it is superstitious, rectify it;
where anything is amiss, reform it;
where it is right, strengthen and confirm it;
where it is in want, furnish it;
where it is divided and rent asunder,
make up the breaches of it, O Holy One of Israel;
for the sake of Jesus Christ our Lord and Saviour. Amen.
Read: Ephesians 4:11-16

Archbishop William Laud, 1573-1645

A reminder of Chapter 3 read over this last week – AND QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
A

Already but not yet (33 – 36)

•

The church – already a visible sign of the community God wills for all of creation. Some of the signs
are: receiving and sharing the faith of the apostles, breaking and sharing in the eucharist, praying
with and for one another, proclaiming and witnessing to the good news, and working together for
justice and peace.
As a pilgrim community, the Church also contends with the reality of sin, and therefore recognizes
the need for self-examination, penitence, conversion, reconciliation and renewal.

•

QUESTION
1

How do you understand the Church to be ‘Already but not yet’?

B.

Growing in the essential elements of Communion: Faith, Sacraments, Ministry (37 – 57)

•

the ecumenical movement exists to assist the churches in their work towards “communion in the
fullness of apostolic life” in sacramental life, recognized ministry, conciliar relations and decisionmaking, common witness and service to the world.

Faith (38 and 39)
•
•
•
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Integral to the life and ministry within the Church
Substantial agreement on doctrine amongst the churches
Ongoing discussions and dialogues on matters pertaining to the understanding of Scripture and the
role of tradition.

QUESTION
2

The document states that the essential elements of Communion are Faith, Sacraments and Ministry.
How do you understand the faith that has been entrusted to us?

Sacraments (40- 44)
•
•
•
•

Growing convergence among the churches on the meaning of baptism
A dynamic and profound relationship between baptism and the eucharist
The celebration of the eucharist calls us to reconciliation and sharing
Differences in description of the sacraments –mysterion (God’s saving work is
communicated in the action of the rite) or ordinance (the action of the rite is performed in obedience
to Christ’s word and example).

QUESTIONS
3

What is the relationship between the sacraments of baptism and Holy Communion?
Does your local church insist that a person should be baptized before receiving Holy Communion?  
If not, should it?

4

How are the relationships within your Christian community affected by the fact that the eucharist
demands reconciliation and sharing by all those who are brothers and sisters in the one family of
God?

Ministry within the Church (45 – 47)
•
•

Different patterns of ministry discussed
The threefold pattern – episkopos – presbyteros – diakonos (bishop, presbyter, deacon)
mentioned and the question asked: Is faithfulness to the Gospel linked to our understanding of
ministry?

QUESTION
5

How is ministry exercised in your local church community and in the UCA?

The Gift of Authority (48 – 51)
•

All authority in the church comes from its Head, Jesus Christ – exercised in his teaching, ministry,
and forgiveness of sins. This authority was shared with the apostles, and exercised by those in 		
ministries of leadership

QUESTION
6
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Jesus taught that authority must be understood as humble service – a service (diakonia) of love
without any domination. Is this your experience of authority within your congregation and the UCA
as a whole?

The Ministry of Oversight (52 – 53)
•
•

the Church is made up of people with a diversity of gifts for ministry – and each Church, or tradition
has its own structures for episkopé – the means by which the Church maintains continuity in 		
apostolic faith and unity of life
Oversight – personal, collegial and communal

The authority of Ecumenical Councils (54 – 57)
•
•
•

Early Councils of the Church did much to define doctrinal positions of the Church
Primacy among Bishops was an issue
The ecumenical movement has been instrumental in providing
a conciliatory space in which issues of unity of the whole 		
Church can be discussed

QUESTION
7

What do people see in other churches concerning authority that
they admire?
The UCA has episcope by councils, especially presbyteries.
Would it be helpful to have a personal episcope also?
Are Presbytery Ministers, in effect, Bishops?
If not, how would you define the difference?
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Basis of Union
The Uniting Church therefore so organizes its life that locally, regionally, and nationally government
will be entrusted to representatives, men and women, bearing the gifts and graces with which God
has endowed them for the building up of the Church…  
Each Council will recognize the limits of its own authority and give heed to the other councils of the
Church, so that the whole body of believers may be united by mutual submission in the service of
the Gospel. (Para 15)  
Does this model of authority work well for your community?  For the UCA as a whole?
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CHAPTER 4: THE CHURCH - IN AND
FOR THE WORLD
Welcome and Opening Prayer
O God of unchangeable power and eternal light,
look favourably on your whole church,
that wonderful and sacred mystery;
and by the peaceful operation of your providence,
carry out the work of our salvation.
     
And let the whole world feel and see
that things which were cast down are being raised up,
and things which had grown old are being made new,
and all things are returning to perfection
through him from whom they took their origin;
     
even through our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen.
Read: Matthew 5:13–16

Gelasian Sacramentary, 7th century

A reminder of Chapter 4 read over this last week… AND QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
A

God’s Plan for Creation: The Kingdom (58 – 60)

•
•
•

The reason for mission: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son” (John 3:16)
The Church is to serve the divine plan for the transformation of the world
The Church participates in the divine mystery by proclaiming the Gospel, celebrating the sacraments,
manifesting the newness of life in Christ, thus anticipating the Kingdom already present in him
Proclaiming the Gospel – the good news of salvation in Jesus Christ, and witness to God’s
reconciliation, healing and transformation, including the promotion of justice and peace
Acknowledging religious freedom, respecting others of different faiths (or none) and treating them
with dignity, fostering interreligious dialogue

•
•

QUESTIONS
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1

The document values the role of preaching, the sacraments, repentance and forgiveness with the
local church as a means of `living’ the mystery of Christ.  
Would this be your experience?
How can we better manifest new life in Christ?

2

What are the appropriate Christian responses to people of different faiths in our community?

3

The churches in Australia, as institutions, have been much criticized for failures in ministry and
practice. Does this affect our ability to live and preach the Good News of Jesus Christ?  
If so, how can we overcome this present reality?

B

The Moral Challenge of the Gospel (61 – 63)

•
•

recognise our own need of forgiveness and grace
the ethics of Christians come from God the creator and revealer, and take shape in the community.
We are to work with people of other faiths (and none) to promote the value of all human beings and
life on the planet. The message of the gospel extends to both the personal and communal aspects of
life.

QUESTION
4

How do you understand ‘The Moral Challenge of the Gospel’?
Does it affect your life and witness in the communities in which you live and work?

C

The Church in Society (64 – 66)

•

As followers of Jesus Christ, we are challenged by the needs of the world – sicknesses, inequalities,
destitution and enslavement, war and violence
Churches, and Christians have sometimes condoned these injustices – the task is for us to challenge
each other to find ways to be `the light of the world’
As the Church is comprised of people from all socio-economic groups, it is possible for us to `model’
in our own communities the life of compassion, care for creation, justice and peace to which we are
called.

•
•

QUESTION
5

What are the main ways in which you – and the UCA – can engage with society?

Basis of Union
“The Church as the fellowship of the Holy Spirit confesses Jesus as Lord over its own life; it also
confesses that Jesus is Head over all things, the beginning of a new creation, of a new humanity.  
“God in Christ has given to all people in the Church the Holy Spirit as a pledge and foretaste of that
coming reconciliation and renewal which is the end in view for the whole creation.
“The Church’s call is to serve that end: to be a fellowship of reconciliation, a body within which the
diverse gifts of its members are used for the building up of the whole, an instrument through which
Christ may work and bear witness to himself”.
(Para 3)  
Can we affirm the uniqueness of Christ and accept religious pluralism?  
How do you – and your local church – respond to this tension?
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