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Preface 
Mission and unity are the very essence of the Church. In the Uniting Church in Australia they are 
affirmed as an integral part of the core functions of the Church through its national Assembly. The 
Basis of Union speaks of the Church's calling to "the promotion of the Church's mission", and "the 
taking of further measures towards wider union of the Church" (para 15 e). The Basis also sets 
the international context of our "special relationships with Churches in Asia and the Pacific" (para 
2). 

1. The unity of Christians is not an end in itself, but a means to the end of mission "that the world 
may believe" (John 17:21). Yet prior to either Christian mission or unity stands Christ's invitation 
"Come to me" (Matt 11 :28), "Abide in me" (John 15:4). For Christ is the way to the Father (John 
14:6). In the unity of communion with him is real life, the life of God's world (aionios zoe, "eternal 
life", the life of the [Messianic] age). 

2.1 So the primary call to unity is Christ's call to share in the unity of the triune God, Father, Son 
and Holy Spirit: "As you, Father, are in me, and I in you, may they also be in us" (John 17:21). 
Christ's followers, as individuals and as a Church, are first of all called by Christ to share in God's 
unity.  

2.2 The primary call to mission is Christ's call to share in the missionary nature of the triune God, 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit - "As the Father has sent me, so I send you" (John 20:21). As the 
Son, and then the Spirit, are sent, so the Church is sent by the Trinity into the world. We cannot 
be united with God without sharing in God's missionary nature.  

3.1 The secondary call to unity is the call to Christians to be one with one another - in order that 
the world may believe that the Father has sent the Son. Christian unity is a means towards an 
end. That end (telos, goal) is that all the peoples of the world should share in the life and love of 
the triune God. 

3.2 This leads to the secondary call to mission, the obedient acceptance of the risen Christ's 
command and the promise of Christ's presence (Matthew 28:18-20). Our mission can have no life 
of its own, as only under the graceful presence of the triune God can it be called mission.  

4. Unity and mission are thus seen to be inseparably linked with each other. Christ called his 
disciples in order that they might experience unity with him, and through him with the triune God. 
But this unity is not to be selfishly limited to the disciples: everyone in the whole world has a right 
to share in it. So Christ sends out his disciples on his own mission. And he gives them the Spirit, 
to enable them to perform their task. The Trinity is at work here. 

5. The historical relationship of mission and unity in the life of the Church bears out this order of 
priorities. At some periods in history the Church has concentrated solely on the relationship to 
God of the individual, or of the Church itself. But there have been other periods when the Church 
has realised that it must share this intimate relationship with others, through the proclamation of 
the good news in word and in deed. (Both word and deed are included in the Greek verb 
euaggelizesthai, which is not simply the verbal communication of the gospel, though it must 
include that.) The missionary movement of the 19th and 20th centuries was such an outgoing 



period. And the modern ecumenical movement had its origins in the realisation that Christians 
must be united rather than divided, if their mission to the world is to be effective.  

6. The Uniting Church is historically a product of the 20th century ecumenical movement. Critics 
say that the ecumenical wave which produced organic unions like the Church of South India, the 
Church of North India, the United Reformed Church (England) and the Uniting Church is now 
receding, leaving these Churches high and dry as new denominations: that what we had hoped 
would become a trend-setter has become a museum exhibit. We reject such criticism, and recall 
our Church to the biblical evidence and to the Basis of Union, with its strong emphasis on both 
mission and unity. The Basis calls us to "hear anew the compassion of the Risen Lord to make 
disciples of all nations" (para 1). We "await with hope the day of the Lord Jesus Christ on which it 
will be clear that the kingdom of this world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ" 
(ibid). God lays claim to "the whole of creation" (para 3). "Reconciliation and renewal" is "the end 
in view for the whole of creation" (ibid). And as a Uniting Church our special charisma is our 
desire "to enter more deeply into the faith and mission of the Church in Australia, by working 
together and seeking union with other Churches" (para 2).  

7. There is always a temptation to separate mission and unity. On the one hand Churches find it 
hard to resist the temptation of numbers, whether in empire-building or the attempt to survive, 
both of which can lead to sheep stealing. On the other hand ecumenism can become a dry quest 
of the ideal liturgy, the ideal form of ministry, the ideal human "focus of unity". The primary and 
secondary calls to mission noted in points 2 and 3 above do not mean that mission must be seen 
in human triumphalist terms, because our mission is in solidarity (koinonia) with the incarnate and 
crucified Christ, who when he has risen shows the marks of his humiliation as he calls his 
disciples to mission (John 20:20). Thus unity and mission stand over against human self-defining 
conceots ofunitv and mission. So our calling is to be a koinonia united with Christ in the worship 
and love of the triune God, and actively engaged in inviting the whole oikoumene (Matt 24:14) to 
share in this "good news of the kingdom" (ibid).  

8.1 Christians have very differing conceptions of both mission and unity. For some, mission 
means most importantly the verbal proclamation of the gospel, while for others it means primarily 
the active pursuit of justice, human rights, peace, community development and the integrity of 
creation. These two "visions" of mission are both legitimate, but each is incomplete without the 
other. Social justice is integral to the gospel; but without the gospel the heart is taken from the 
Christian approach to social justice.  

8.2 Nevertheless, there remain issues. At one end of the spectrum are people who are willing to 
co-operate with other Christians only if they are in substantial tbeological agreement with them. At 
the other end of the spectrum are those for whom the primary focus is upon co-operation with 
people of all faiths and ideologies, with whom they are happy to work in the areas of justice, 
human rights, peace, community development and ecological integrity. 

8.3 So too with unity. For some Christians, "spiritual" unity is enough, and ecumenical 
agreements are unnecessary. Others, deeply wounded by the physical separation of Christians 
from one another, especially at the Lord's table, seek painstakingly to overcome theological 
difficulties in such areas as sacraments, ministry and authority. They affirm that it is not enough to 
act as though we were already united, and to ignore the rules of the Churches: ecumenism to be 
effective must ultimately carry the Churches as a whole along with it.  

9. We need to recognise also that many Christians, in this post-modern age, regard serious 
commitment to either mission or unity as too enthusiastic, too systematic, too universal to be 
helpful; they feel that it is better to be content with one's own brand of piety, and leave other 
people to theirs. The philosophical positions underlying such stances have not been fully 
explored, and are a challenge to our commitment to both unity and mission. So we believe that 



we must pursue the hard theological task of affinI1ing unity-towards-mission in a post-modem 
culture.  

10. There are two other issues to which, at this point, we simply draw attention. They are (a) 
issues relating gender to the total understanding of Christian thought and life, including the 
ordained ministry; (b) issues of interfaith and inter-ideology dialogue and co-operation. These 
constantly provide us with a context in which the issues of unity and mission are to be faced.  

11. Unity and mission are integrally related to worship. We must therefore seek opportunities to 
worship together with other Christians. The primary purpose of human beings ("man's chief end", 
in the vocabulary of the Westminster Shorter Catechism of 1647) is "to glorify God and to enjoy 
him for ever". We are called to share, here and now, in the worship of heaven, where our leader 
is Christ, "our great high priest" (Heb 4:14). The worshipping community, constantly giving glory 
to God (doxology) is the base from which all our witness (marturia) and service (diakonia) 
proceed. But our worship, our doxology, is diminished and impaired by our separation from one 
another. If Christians are to unite effectively in witness and service, they must also be united in 
worship. Thus "dialogue-towards-unity" with different Churches and traditions is an essential part 
of our life as a uniting Church. There are no divisions in the worship of heaven. United with Christ 
in his access to the Father we long to find ourselves in that area of God's glory (doxa, doxology)  

where names and sects and parties fall: 
Thou, O Christ, art all in all. 
(Charles Wesley)  

12. We affirm that openness to the call of Christ implies commitment to both mission and unity. 
The task of unity-towards-mission is so important that we must be prepared to give it the best we 
have both in theological insight and in practical initiatives. This is a process which must be 
encouraged to happen at many levels - local, presbytery, synod, national and international. The 
more we can exchange information, share in each other's experiences, and meet and work 
together as persons at these different levels, the more likely we shall be to identify models from 
other countries and communities which we can follow in Australia; the more likely also to pioneer 
new Australian models which could be taken up in other places and other Churches, and in the 
ecumenical movement as a whole.  

13. So the pursuit of the vision of God's kingdom (God's dominion, God's way of life) will involve 
us - and has already involved us - in many practical tasks: - for mission - in demonstrating God's 
life-style in the koinonia of which we are a part, and in seeking to share that koinonia with others - 
across cultural and language frontiers, and above all among the people of our own highly 
secularised and individualistic western culture who ignore or reject the gospel. This task 
necessarily includes both verbal witness and also service (diakonia), since - in word and in action 
- witness and service at all times must question the status of all human structures. We shall also 
be constantly engaged in the struggle for justice, human rights, peace, community development 
and ecological integrity. Towards this end we are called to upbuild and educate the Church, 
always being ready to learn from the interaction of other Churches with their surrounding cultures. 
-for unity - in patient dialogue with other Churches, directed immediately towards closer co-
operation in witness and service, but ultimately directed towards a unity with each other in Christ 
in which all remaining barriers to full communion and full sharing in worship, witness and service 
are overcome.  

14. In our Australian context, we intentionally seek to maximise our activities of witness, service 
and the pursuit of justice, and in so doing to maximise also our fellowship with other Christians. 
We believe that in our situation today evangelism is best carried out by the local Christian 
community as it listens for God's word and shares in the eucharist. That community may be either 
a Uniting Church congregation or - preferably - all the Christians in a given locality ("all in each 
place"). And so we seek to energise and empower local Christian communities in our 



geographical area - multicultural Australia, the Pacific and Asia - to witness to those around them, 
and to the societies and cultures in which they live, and especially to witness in ecumenical 
fellowship with other Christians. We recognise that no human culture can of itself represent God's 
way of life; into each culture the gospel comes in judgment and in grace, in confrontation and 
renewal. Culture itself stands in need of evangelisation. In this venture we stress our partnership 
in the gospel - in good times and bad - with local congregations in our area. And we affirm that 
the Church's mission is not secondary to its being, in that the Church exists in being sent.  

15. Our Unity and International Mission Reference Committee is charged with the task of 
encouraging our Church to enter even more fully into its missionary and ecumenical heritage by 
wholehearted sharing in Christ's mission to the oikoumene (Matt 24:14). We can pass on to 
others only what we ourselves have experienced. And so, in the worship, witness and service of 
our koinonia, we are called to live out - in ecumenical inter-relatedness - the love of the triune 
God; and to proclaim that love in which every person in the world has a right to share, so that the 
whole world may be caught up into the glory 'and mystery of God's love; and God's purpose 
(telos) may be accomplished. 

 


