Going the Second Mile
A message of thé"&onsultation of United and Uniting Churches
Johannesburg, 29 October — 5 November 2008

As representatives of United and Uniting Churchves,gathered together to reflect on our
particular vocation in this time and context, andcbnsider how God’s mission calls us
forward. The way we have been responding to thdralemandate of the ecumenical
movement, namely its call to visible unity, mayloager be sufficient. As the them@ping
the Second Milesuggests, a changing landscape asks for new agm@® and a renewed
commitment to unity, which may also produce nevigihis into the nature and mission of our
churches. While we thank God and rejoice in thédrof our ecumenical ventures, we cannot
do so without being aware of this enterprise asrdiguing process, including the possibility
that solutions can become questions again.

From 25 United and Uniting Churches from 20 cowstrand all continents, we
convened at the Cedar Park Convention Centre r@@mndiesburg, South Africa, together
with observers from the Roman Catholic Church dred @rganisation of African Instituted
Churches. Invited by the Faith and Order Commissiithe World Council of Churches, we
shared experiences and explored options for owrrdutole within God’s mission in
reconciling the world to God’s self.

Presenters were invited to offer papers on fivenig® identity, episcope, unity &
mission, non-traditional perspectives, and critésraunity/limits of diversity. The conference
was hosted by the United Congregational Church ofitt®rn Africa and the Uniting
Presbyterian Church in Southern Africa. Opportesitio visit the Apartheid Museum in
Soweto and local congregations gave vital contexbur reflections. Guests speakers from
South Africa provided important input at the begngnof our conference. Prof. Tinyiko
Maluleke (Unisa, Pretoria), Prof. Russel Botman &mudf. Dirk Smit (both University of
Stellenbosch) shared with us their profound commentour theme, from their perspectives
of recent experiences of churches in Southern afric

In his presentation, Prof. Dirk Smit referred te gtructure of th&elhar Confession
that emphasized the indissoluble ties between uregonciliation and justice. Unity is never
an aim by itself. This insight had a great impatctlee reflections of this consultation.

In a time of intensifying globalisation we are adytaware of the contextual character
of each attempt at church unity. Political, soaatl cultural factors have played a role — and
continue to do so — in the still ongoing historydi¥isions and of uniting processes within
Christianity. Often doctrinal issues have been aral being given as exclusively decisive.
This can mask the fact that sometimes theologeataning can be co-opted to serve secular
interests. We are more and more conscious thatl&dcnon-theological issues like size,
finances, nationality, cultural identity, and othleistorical and sociological factors, can
become either driving forces or stumbling blocksemé&ver churches try to achieve visible
unity. If these issues become the predominant taiiem we must recognise their ambivalent
impact, because they can be helpful but can alsiotlve clarity of the purpose. Non-
theological issues can have theological implicaiandvice versaLike doctrinal decisions,
non-theological issues need theological assessi@argn the complexity of these questions,
do we have to reconsider our criteria for unity?

We confess that the unity of the universal Chugctobted in the triune God, and is a
matter of faith. Unity as a human effort is a resg®to the unity given in God. Living out of
the reconciliation in Christ offered to all, Uniteshd Uniting Churches are seeking visible
forms of unity. For some, unity is based on a nemmon confession (organic unity); for
others, unity seeks to preserve the distinctivenéfise respective confessional traditions, and



these distinctions are welcomed as mutually emigglfreconciled diversity), not seen as a

division of the body of Christ.

Unity can only be given a valid visible form whdretwider need for reconciliation in
specific contexts is taken into account. Unity aedonciliation can only flourish if the
liberating message of justification and its implerteel understanding of God'’s justice incites
us to pursue human justice.

More than ever we need to stress the relationsimpng the various aspects of the
church’s unity and mission. Inclusiveness, althowsgimetimes costly, is essential for a
credible witness to the Gospel of Jesus Christ.

United and Uniting Churches do not claim to be fon@ers within the ecumenical
movement, nor do we see ourselves as relics ofcamenical past. We do not choose to
organise ourselves as another Christian World Conmmonu We do confirm and renew our
commitment to travelling the road to more visiblaty. We recognize that our churches will
need to maintain an identity-in-process, in whidmathas been experienced as defining does
not exclude the openness to new insights from samstunexpected places. Newcomers,
migrants, outside voices can offer fresh perspestive know that dynamics of arrogance,
inertia and error often play a role in ecclesifd.IWe intend to keep looking for fresh ways of
mutual encouragement and support, in the midshefcomplexities of life in the early 21
century.

In imagining our journey into the future we iderad different categories of issues.

- Some ecclesiological issues have been part ofdhmmenical agenda for decades, like the
role of episcope and episcopacy in unification psses, the partly new questions
regarding baptism practices, and the significarfceoafessional documents in bringing
and keeping churches together. They will continaeehgage us, albeit from new
perspectives.

- Some theological issues are related to rather malenges that have only played a minor
role so far. In many contexts the so-called maalamurches are confronted with fast
growing Christian communities that seem to betteawd upon experiences and
expectations of the people, especially of the yobttw forms of responding to cultural
changes have to be explored, not only in the Sduthalso in the North, where churches
have to some extent lost contact with modern arst-pmdern lifestyles. Do we not
sometimes tend to stress the autonomy of congmewatat the expense of conciliar
decision making?

- Particular questions are linked with the phenomeoioglobalisation. Modern means of
information and communication provide new optiomsdur communities. Direct contacts
between Christians from different cultural backgrds, especially through migration,
imply new challenges and opportunities as wellcémtain Evangelical and Pentecostal
communities, a Western way of life, particularlyeagpressed in the so-called prosperity
gospel, is sometimes seen as a Christian assetseilf. iAt the same time certain
consequences of globalisation jeopardize peacéicguand the integrity of creation,
especially in Southern continents.

We are aware of the fact that these categorie®ealistinguished, but can not be fully
separated: all kinds of cross-references play @ nere. It is our intention to share some of
our questions in this respect with the Faith andeDCommission, as a reaction to its study
on The Nature and Mission of the Church

We will continue to ask ourselves and our sisterd hrothers in the ecumenical
movement: ‘What could keep us, in our different teats, from going further, yet another
mile on the road to full visible unity?’
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