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FAITH AND UNITY COMMISSION

FURTHER STUDY ON AUSTRALIAN CHURCHES COVENANTING TOGETHER

Following the recommendation from the Forum of N@CA, the Faith and Unity
Commission has continued to study covenanting aiiew to assisting the Churches to
further engage in the covenanting process begdfGd. To help focus our work we sent to
the Churches and to the state councils of Churthesjuestions for consideratiofhat is it
about our Churches which makes the process of mmai¢ation of the “Australian Churches
Covenanting Together” difficult? What makes it warhen it does happenResponses to
these questions came through the members of then@sion on behalf of their respective
Church. From among its members the Commissiornivedgapers from the Anglican
Church, the Churches of Christ, the Lutheran Chutadh Religious Society of Friends
(Quakers), the Roman Catholic Church, the Salvadiony, and the Uniting Church; and
input from the General Secretary on the roles ahcds of Churches, and from NATSIEC.
One comment was also received from a state coumbis material has enabled the
Commission to reflect further ckustralian Churches Covenanting Togethemd to offer
these reflections to our Churches. Our hope isthigreport may assist churches to keep
thinking about covenanting and to better understhagossibilities the covenanting process
provides for deepening relationships with each oin@ractical ways.

Stories of Covenants

We heard stories of some recently formed coven#msnost prominent of which were those
between the Anglican and the Roman Catholic Chwrelh@ diocesan level. In NSW there is
the tri-diocesan covenant between the Anglican &emf Newcastle and the Roman
Catholic dioceses of Maitland-Newcastle and BroBag. A feature of this diocesan
covenant is the conscious attempt to have localigangand Roman Catholic parishes enter
into a local covenant. More recently the RomarhGlat Diocese of Toowoomba has become
part of the long-standing covenant between the idaglDiocese of Brisbane and the Roman
Catholic Archdiocese of Brisbane.

Other stories of covenanting focused on rural @mdate Australia. Two examples were
considered, involving the Anglican Diocese of thartern Territory and the Lutheran

Church of Australia, South Australia and Northesrrory District. These covenants reflect
the special situation of rural and remote areg@ally in the provision of ministry. Among
other things, they enable the minister of one dintimgorovide pastoral care to the members of
the other church, and to lead worship — usuallpating to the rites of the minister’s church.

The South Australian Council of Churches indicdteat it was focusing on baptism/initiation
as a way to look more deeply at covenanting. Tlrpgse was to arrive at concrete and
practical ways for the Churches to implemAuostralian Churches Covenanting Together

From these stories there emerged certain elenteitséemed to facilitate covenanting.
* The importance of church leadership was crucidlis $eemed to work well when the
respective leaders had a close personal and piariesselationship and had already
been engaged together in a variety of activitiesf@ojects in the church and in the
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local community. The diocesan structure of the lAvagn and Roman Catholic
Churches seemed to facilitate this sort of leadpr&specially where the local
bishops had been resident for some years and lesddixe to gradually develop good
relationships.

* Another element that facilitated covenanting wasgshpport of the local clergy. A
commitment to regular joint clergy meetings alsersed helpful. This not only
enabled clergy to get to know each other, but tsmnsider together the pastoral
needs in their local area and then to seek wajanify responding.

» A further element that facilitated covenanting wasd formation at all levels of
church life. When this happened the covenant wasemething that came out of the
blue, but was seen as a natural step in the retdtip between the Churches.
Moreover, good formation helped people understand the scope and the
limitations of the covenant.

The situation in rural and remote communities singt more clearly the link between
covenanting and already existing inter-church reteships. In these places the natural, local
community that exists in a town or district contriés to the good relationships between
churches. Further, the fact that these church aamitras are often responding to pastoral
needs (and often a crisis in the provision of nig)shighlights the concrete nature of a local
covenant.

Covenanting has both theological and existentialetisions. The theological basis is the
common faith that the Churches can recognise thases The existential dimension is the
concrete way in which that faith is shared — somes out of necessity, to help sisters and
brothers in need, and sometimes as an aspecthafradscivic life. When two or more
churches enter into a covenant it comes to exgne$sia concrete, existential form.

It was noted that among Aboriginal and Torres Stsdander Christians there was already a
highly developed capacity to work across denomometii boundaries, because their sense of
communion as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islarueople was stronger than their
denominational identity. A concrete example obenmitment to a practical goal is tMake
Indigenous Poverty Historgampaign.

Some Questions and Difficulties Arising in the Churches

Our study has shown that many Churches still féf@ewties with the idea of covenanting.

In some cases there are conceptual difficultigge@ally when there could be a variety of
meanings of covenant. Some may expect too muoh &covenant, as if it represents full
church union. Others who regard it as a solemfieatthat some acts of covenanting appear
rather trivial. For all of our Churches, our seffderstanding as a church affects our
understanding of the nature and purpose of covamant

The structures of authority in some churches hasalted in a questioning of the significance
of a national Church body entering into covendstthis done on behalf of the local
congregations? In other words, it would seemttiatsignificance of the original act of
covenanting is interpreted differently in differefiturches. Some have interpreted it as
paving the way for similar covenants at the locatangregational level. Others have
appreciated the significance of the original exaant are happy to live within the spirit of that
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original act of covenanting without seeing the ne®dnore local expressions of the
covenant.

It is quite clear that there are many local initi@s$ involving prayer together, joint pastoral
care, joint public advocacy etc that have nevenlfeamalised in an act of covenanting. The
guestion posed by some is what difference a foooaénant would make. Or again, could
these instances be seen as concrete expressithesradtional act of covenanting. While it is
true that these situations should be considereelation to their respective Church’s
engagement in the national covenant, the argunoeat focal covenant is that by covenanting
together the participating Churches bring before (Boa solemn act a commitment to unity
and common mission.

Closely connected to this is the question of whetihe act of covenanting is more about
affirming an already existing unity, or more abalgtage taken on the way and a means to
reach the final goal. Our Commission does nofapbne or other of these alternative
interpretations, and suggests that the act of @wary involves both an ontological and a
functional dimension. In the act of covenantingu@hes acknowledge before God the unity
already received as gift, no matter how strong eakvhat unity may be. At the same time
the covenanting Churches make a commitment to ethen to act together to the extent that
they are able. They also commit to using thisgmesituation as the basis for deepening their
unity. The very nature of their act of covenantingans that it is always dynamic and should
be renewed periodically.

These different responses have also highlightageatpn about the role of the NCCA and
local councils of Churches in the covenanting pssceOur exploration of this question
reminds us of the aims of councils of Churcheseepkbefore the Churches the imperative of
unity and to help them find ways to express théyuhiey already share. A council of
Churches provides a forum where Churches takeusdyitheir commitment to each other.

Our study also suggests that the structures in €imieches are less conducive to acts of
covenanting. For example, the Uniting Church irs#halia wonders if the relatively short
tenure of its leaders makes it difficult to devetbp sort of interpersonal relationship with the
leaders of other churches that will lead to a solising of its ecclesial relationship with other
churches. Moreover, the different territorial dgaofation of the Churches (diocese, district,
presbytery etc) could make it more difficult to@mninto a covenant relationship beyond the
congregational or parish level.

It was also observed that many smaller Churchdgtatthe Anglican Church, the Roman
Catholic Church and the Uniting Church do not oftestke it easy for smaller Churches to
enter into these covenanting relationships. Perhaglightly different form of covenanting
might be possible.

It is well known that a change of leadership candoa different set of priorities for a Church.
Without the commitment either to enter into a cawding relationship or to reaffirm an
existing covenant any acts of covenanting will mened. It was observed that for some
Churches, especially those with a strong evanddbcas, acts of covenanting would be a
low priority.

It was also noted that the issues facing a padiattiurch and its internal life could make any
acts of covenanting impossible for the time beiRgessure can come from within the
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membership of the church to resist the idea of cameé On another front, some churches
have resisted entering into a new relationship witihurch that is debating doctrinal and
moral issues.

Recommendations

At the most recent Forum of the NCCA new membensewevited to sigrAustralian
Churches Covenanting Togetharthose places where they were able.

1. We recommend that this become the accepted prastiedationship to membership
of the NCCA. In this wayAustralian Churches Covenanting Togetbecomes for
the NCCA an instrument by which it assists the €has to enter into deeper
relationships with each other. For the Churches nultilateral act of covenanting
concretises their commitment to each other antdainity of the church.

Australian Churches Covenanting Togethexs always intended to by a dynamic document
that reflected the growth in unity among the CheschNational heads of Churches signed it
on behalf of their Church.

2. We recommend that Churches be encouraged to rggeiauate their ecumenical
relationships at all levels of church life in thghtt of their commitment to each other
at a national level.

3. We recommend that the various dimensionAwdtralian Churches Covenanting
Togetherbe reviewed at each Forum of the NCCA, with a viewroadening them
when member Churches can recognise new developmethisir relationships.

There are many instances across the country wbeatdongregations join each other for
such things as prayer, bible study, and suppott#®poor and marginalised. There are
instances where they share buildings and otheuress.
4. We recommend that the Churches invite those asipéevel to acknowledge what
they are already doing and to bring this before (Baal solemn act of covenanting.
5. We recommend that these local covenants be renammghlly, perhaps at a time of
the year that is significant for all the Churchagolved, or else during the Week of
Prayer for Christian Unity.

Most of the stories we have heard of covenanting liavolved bilateral relationships.

6. We recommend that covenanting be a topic for cemattbn at the next Forum on
Bilateral Dialogues. The aim of such a consideratiould be to help the Churches
recognise the agreements that have been reachetheit dialogue partners and to
prompt them to look for ways to bring the unityytteready share to concrete
expression.

Faith and Unity Commission
June 2009
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