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he Fragmentation of the

Christian church has

troubled believers for

many years, Christians

harvie lomg ipreed that com-

peting denomimations and
doctrnes confuse onbelievers and
slow the spread of the gospel,

Long dulogues armong th
chorches and conperotion on vimious
bevels have produced bater fealings
amiodeg some Christians, vet ofticial di-
visions wnd sfructures rermiiin.,

The Evangelical Lutheran Church
in Amenica along with memibers of the
Epascopal Church and three dencomi-
mticers of the Reformed tradition
are—for the first time in this country
—considening concrele seps thi
could unify their ministries. These pro-
posals wounld permit the sharing of
| congregations and clergy and mandate
that future planning for mission be

A TIME FOR

 UNITY?

1997 will bring critical ecumenical proposals that, if adopred,
will reshape the ELCAs next century

BY CHARLES AUSTIN

done together (see boxes page 11).

In addition, Lutheran church bodies
around the world—mcluding the
ELCA-—and the Roman Catholic
Church will be asked o lift some of the
“mutual condenmations" issued fol-
lowing the furor of the 16th cenmury
Relormation, On the central issue of
justification by groce through faith, the
Lutheran and Roman Cartholic
churches would affirm o common
stalement onthe main content of this
formerty divisive doctrine. This sction
woniled not, however, involve “altar and
pulpit feliowship” or moke the sharing
of clergy possible.

Whether these ane the nghl sleps (o
take and whether they can be practi-
cally implemented are much discussed
i ELCA circles, as plans to declare
“Full communion” with the Episcopal
und Reformed denomminations miake
their way to the 1997 ELCA Church-

Auiazin, i foagriss josrmnmliv, i parior of Chriss Ledforms Chirch Ridpaflel Park, Mew Jerse

wide Assermbly in Philadelphaa.
“The propesals sre intended to
mave us beyond the dvisions of the
past,” says Guy 5, Edmiston Jr., bi
of the ELCA Lower Susguehanng
Synod, Adso chair of the Luotheran-
Refiormed Coorthnatmg Comrmities,
he adds thist “a major priosity is to lift
up mission thrsts that can be en
hanced by ecumenical cooperation.”

Full communion
Ecumenical activists say the churches
would nol give up key elements of de-
nominational teaching and poelity, Bul
the propesals for full communion
wollld requine that all view their “de-
nommationalism™ in new ways,

Fuull commumion, not o be comn-
fused with church merger, includes:
s A commeon contessing of e
Chnstian faith and mumal Gifting of
nny comndemnations:
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MISSION OF THE
ATOMEMENT. Beaverton. Ore.,
an ELCA-Roman Catholic congre-
galion symbnlires the growing
umity amang Chris{ian gronps
long divided by diverse doclrines
and praclices. Fathar Matl
Tumuslty (test) serves the cangre-
galion wilk Lagrie Earson Cagsar,
am ELCA pastor. Tumulty partici-
pated in the Sepl 16 service dur-
ing which Cagsar was installed as-
nastor (see page 15).
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« Mutual recognition of baptism and
sharing of the Lord’s Supper, ullowing
for joint cucharistic celehrations and
fior mem TS to SO 4f e 1n
other s churchies;

» Exchumpeahility of clergy, allowing
clergy from one denamination 10 serve
a congregation of the other;

« A means for commeon decision-mak-
ing on cotical ssues related o
Christian faith and life.

Episcopalians have been reluctant
b0 recogniae the ministry of anyone not
ordained by a bishop who stands in
“apostolic succession.” But il they de-
clare full communion with the ELCA,
Episcopaliens will agres that Lu-
iverans have preserved ties (o the apos-
tolic period even though Lutherans
have not insisted that all clergy be or-
dained by hishops. In the future, how-
ever, the proposals mandate that only
hishops may ordain new cherzy.

Lutheruns have ¢lung to their his-
toric 16th century “confessions” as
clear and valid cxplanations of Chins-
tian doctrine and hive said that they
are in comrmunion with anyone who
accepts those confessions. This has
separated Lutherans from the spiritual
heirs of John Calvin and others, as

have differences in understanding the

presence of Christ in communion,

But if the proposals for fellowship
with the Reformed churches are ap
proved, ELCA Lutherans wall say thaut
they recognize three Reformed
churches— the Presbyterian Church
(U.5.A.), the Reformed Charch in
America and the United Church of
Christ—as “churches in which the
gospel is rightly preached und the
sacraments rightly administered ac-
cording to the word of God." The
ELCA and the Reformed Churches
would withdraw earhier condessing-
tions of one another's theology and
practice “as inappropraie fior thee lifie
and Faith of our churches today.”

Identity loss?

Edmiston says he knows that some in-
sist the proposal to declare full com-
union with the Reformed churches
sundermines” the ELCA's confes-
sional identity. But Daniel Martensen,
head of the ELCA Department for
Ecumenical Affairs, says that “the
OVETIRNCS procedures, discipline und
doctrine of each church involved in the
proposasls are carefully pgimained,
Churches would continue (o hive their

»

EURGPEAN ECUMENISM par:
aliels bist is running ahead o
gurrant ELCA proposals. On
sepi. 1, George Carey, Amch-
hishap of Canterhary, signs he
Porvoo Declaration 81 & worship
service im Nidaros Calhedral in
Trondheim, Norway, In the
Porvoa sccard, tke Lulleran
churches in the Mordic antd Baltic
couniries and the Anglican
churchies of Greal Britain and
pradand affirm the bagtlsm,
gucharist and minisiry of one
ampiher's churches, including
| the apostalic sutcession of bisk:
ops. Thoy akso regard ong
§ | anather’s mambers as members
| i ibeir own chiarch and weloome
ardalned bishaps, pastors and
o EACONS 1D minigter in ong
B onother's churches. Ten of 12
phurehes imvolved with ihe doce-
F manl have signed i1 Lutheran
| eharch bodies in Denmark and
o [Lahvis have yel o do 58
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oo stanclards for clergy, synods und
congregations. Clergy serving m de-
nomination other than their own would
be subject to the host desromination's
stomdards.

If appioved, 1l wiobd take tome 1o
work out agreements on how 10 mps
ment joind planming for cutreach fuiwd
global mission. Bul approval of “iniet
commmuion” woukd involve more: im-
midiate action

Lutherans and Episcopalians have
een sharing “eucharissic hospimlity .
since 1982, without sayiog thit the)
are in “fult commumion” with each
other, Lutheran and Reformed congre-
gAtiONs in Some parts of the couniry
have been sharing clergy, church
buildings—and the Lord's Supper—
for many years, but the practice has
never been regularized in ELCA
podity, 1f approved. the ecumenical
proposals muke ofhicial shunng of
communion possibie immediately.

Toward a common witnes:
The exchanae of clergy is one of the

most complex aspects of the proposal
“It is imyportant hat we agree i share
clergy in the fullest sense of the word
gavs Eric Ciritsch, professar ementis




af the Lutherun Semimary af Ceettys-
burg [Pa. ] and o longtime participant in
the ecumenical dialogues keading to
the proposals.

Thast meeans, Gritsch savs, that Li-
therans do not have to insist on i
theranizing” clergy of the other church
bochies of they are o preach i Lutheran
pulpits and presede at Lutheran altars,
Leaders in ecumenical dialogues say
that those who insist on “protecting™
the specifically “Lutheran™ nmtre of
clergy and congregations risk placing
Luthéran teaching above the prior and
broader mandate of church unity for
the suke of the pospel.

Oihers argue that Lufhenn distmne-
tveness siill serves a purposs as a wil-
riess io the concems of the Reforma-
tioa, Edmiston sayvs ELCA members
should read the documents and sup-
porting muterial “very carefully wnd be
in conversation with people from the

ELCA—Episcopal proposal

oane: Comcondar af Agreemend

Calls for the churches to:

& “Recognize in each other the essen-
Fuitl.™

& Change their govemning doconerts
ay that Ful commumion is established.
& Have o joint commission work ougr.
dedaily in planning for nuission, commamn
teCision-muking ard ordinution.

#® Pariicipale in the comemsn cofaecra-
tion of all funare bishops,

® Temporminly suspend a resiniciisn of
the Episcopul Church that Himits the pas-
ol office o thase ordained by hishops
in the line of “apostolic secession,”
s albewing ELCA pastors io serve
Episcopal congregations and Egiscopal
priesis io serve Luthermn congregations,
® Mot insist that Episcopil ordinands
subacribe to the Lutheran church™s
Augabury Confeision.

#® Revise the ELCA constitution so tha
all bishaps, including those ne longer
active, would be regular members of 1he
Conference of Bishops! their role will
be determaned |aape,

# Muke provisions in the ELCA consti-
rutiion and Targies so S oalky heshops:
wirhd prchinin elergy,

three Reformed churches. Sometimes
we polirize ourselves before even tafk-
mg o the other parties.”

Richard Jeske, pastor of Immanuel
Lutheran Church in Saraioga, Calif.,
the co-chair of the Lutheran-Episcopal
Jommt Coordinating Comimities, savs he
wints people to consider how “a com-
mon witness enhonces the mission of
the church. We have to consider; What
wrild refusing o have closer fellow-
ship do 1o the mission of the church?™

Procedures for adoption
Procedures for adopting the proposals
require clear, commonly agreed-upon
actions. All church bodies must ap-
prove all the proposals, of the agree-
mients fail.

IT o of the Reformed church de-
nominetions rejects the plan, the other
twi churches cannol go shead with the
agrecments. And the documents ane
structured so that the ELCA must viole
on the Reformed proposals as o pack-
digee, It can 't approve full communion

with the Presbyterians or with the
Reformed Church in America while
not adopring it with the UCC, an action
suggested by some who doabt the
strength of the UCC s adherence o the
doctrine of the Trinity.

Episcopalians, on the other hand,
meet in o dual legislative session—
with a House of Bishops and a House
of Deputies; both have 10 approve.

When the ELCA meets in assembly
in Philadelphia Aug. 14-20, 1997, it
will mot be able fo modily the propos-
albs nlready approved by the other
church bodies. If the others repect the
plans, the ELCA will not have to take
action. But if the plans are approved by
the other purtners, the ELCA will cast
the “make-or-break™ vote,

The ecumenical proposals facimg
the ELCA are the mast concrene ac-
ticens that have grown from long theo-
logical dialogues. Feske of the Lu-
thermn-Episcopal committes says that
as the ume for decision draws near, he
wants people to consider not only their
personal preferences or long-standing
prejudices but to ask, “What is good
for the church?™ [
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