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Introduction

Community alternatives to linear theologising

In 2009, some members of the Uniting Church in Australia were talking about cultural understandings of
marriage. Conversations about same-gender relationships and gender-identity had been ‘tricky issues’ for some
years. By 2011-2012, the Church had become aware of increasing conversation in the Australian community, as
people began to wonder about changing definitions of marriage and legal recognition of same-gender
relationships.

Sacred Story

SPACE FOR GRACE
(cross-cultural discernment)
Scripture as orientation for sacred stories

Intentional conversations about marriage began in 2012. We did not start by considering Same-GenderMarriage. We considered how different Christian journeys and cultural experiences understood marriage and
relationships of household or kinship. By listening, we expected to find common understandings. We discovered
the need to learn new common language and meaning. ‘Space for Grace’ is found in the promise of Heaven.
People of many cultures can teach us ways of sacred Shalom that can only come by the grace of God.
To enter into Space for Grace, we reflect first on who we are. By knowing our own stories, we become less
threatened as we seek to offer hospitality to others. We listen and become comfortable with stories sitting
alongside each other, rather than needing to dominate dialogue. Consider:
1. What is my sense of identity?
2. How much of this has been shaped by my family situation?
3. What other factors shape my world-view?
4. Do I own or identify with particular values, beliefs or theological positions?
5. How do those closest to me perceive me?
Eric Law’s RESPECT Guidelines
R – Responsibility. Take responsibility for what you say and feel. Use “I” statements.
E – Empathetic listening. Put yourself in other’s shoes. Create a goal of mutual understanding, not agreement.
S – Sensitive. People talk stories, give succinct points, spiral around a topic, or communicate through silence.
P – Ponder. Ponder what you hear and feel before you speak.
E – Examine. Examine you own assumptions and perceptions.
C – Confidentiality. Careful sharing to uphold the well-being of the community. Individuals decide and speak.
T – Trust. Trust ambiguity we are not here to debate who is right or wrong.
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The GRACE margin
covenant to risk the way of Jesus together

Silence may not mean assent.
Often it may indicate an unwillingness to say something that could breach relationship or cause shame.

4. Covenant Community
Covenant combined with rites and rituals (including those of testimony and story-sharing) can lead to the
development of Communitas. Covenant is about holding Godly community together.
Arnold Van Gennep (1909) described three movements from liminality to communitas: separation, liminal
period and reassimilation.
Covenant Community > Covenant Communitas is seen in several of the marriage stories, especially where
communities redefine themselves to make sense of marriages. Likewise, such Covenant Communitas is
evident in the experience of those participating in the 2017 Space for Grace conversations. They
experienced transformation through the practice of storying and testimony.
Communitas can develop from competing discourses (Eade and Sallnow 2000) particularly as parties
share journey or pilgrimage (Di Giovine 2011).

For many communities, the covenant of marriage is held between kin-groups or families and is focused on
the formation of household rather than a couple. A prime theological basis for marriage, named by many
of the culturally and linguistically diverse communities, involved a discussion about Covenant
relationships. These Covenant relationships are deeply connected to that between God and humanity
(communal) and Christ and the church (also communal). When communal covenant is central through the
Scriptures – it should be explored as the foundation for God-like/Christ-like relationships - including those
between persons (irrespective of gender).
Among communities of First peoples and the diversity of Second peoples, communal life, networks,
relationships, belonging and so on are the foundation of all of life, and all of creation. Western trained
minds often hear these conversations as a loss of individual identity, an inability to make choices or
decisions without the approval of others: spiritual or personal immaturity

6. Religious/spiritual rites for marriage and civil/legal requirements
Different culture groups have had different practices in different countries. There are pros and cons in any
system. Most systems have been designed to clarify legal possession and recognition issues.

Research Project by Rev Dr Rob Bos - surveying differences.

Example:
1. Polygamy

Closed conversations with Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress.

7. Questions around same-gender relationships

Two (contentious) National Assembly meetings (three years apart in 2012, 2015).

For most culture groups, conversations about gender identity and gender role are complex and
confronting. Often, there is no established language for the conversations.
In many culture groups, gender identity conversations have been made taboo by engagement with
colonising missionaries. Opening up such conversations may signal the need to critique missionary
cultural domination. This, in turn, may call into question the very foundational faith understandings of
Christian communities who have equated being Christian with adoption of Western value systems.

Various ‘position statements’ published by different gatherings across the membership within the Uniting
Church in Australia (Assembly of Confessing Congregations, Uniting Network, National Conferences, etc…)
Decisions made by various Partner Churches (or sister Churches).
Two Space for Grace conversations in 2017 (Brisbane and Sydney) of approx 50 people.

The grace margin is a risky space beyond safe boundaries, where difference is respected,
but where people may be stretched, grown and transformed by God (Law, 2000).
Transformative experiences include: encounters of truth-telling, allegiance and power (Kraft, 1991).
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5. Kinship, family or community (within the covenant of marriage)

Six years in a closed group experiment:
• national leaders group
• highly educated
• at least 11 different cultural backgrounds
• using multiple languages
• committed to community
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2. Discovering the “grace margin”
3. Silence

Case Study: Theology of Marriage
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