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Synopsis 

This thesis examines whether the presbyteral ordination rite of the Uniting 

Church conforms to acceptable ecumenical practice in the western Christian 

tradition and thereby supports the claim that its presbyters are ordained as 

ministers in the Church catholic. It looks at the period 1977-1995, a particularly 

active time for the Commission on Liturgy in the writing of services of 

ordination. Appendix C outlines developments since that time. 

The Uniting Church in Australia, formed from the union of Congregational, 

Methodist and Presbyterian Churches in 1977, declares that it ‘lives and works 

within the faith and unity of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church’ 

(Basis of Union, para. 2; the Basis is the Uniting Church’s foundational 

document).  

One consequence of this declaration is its claim to ordain its ministers of the 

Word (presbyters) as ministers in the Church catholic. This thesis examines 

whether the course that the Uniting Church has taken in its liturgical practices 

of ordination of ministers of the Word has been consistent with its own 

assertions; or whether, while still continuing to make the same claims, the 

Uniting Church has paid insufficient attention to the witness of the Church 

catholic.  

The Uniting Church was formed as a Church that found the Faith in the sources 

received from the Church catholic—in Christ the Word, in the scriptures, in the 

Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds, and in its foundational documents from the 

Protestant Reformation and the Wesleyan revival. Consistent with this, the 



4 

members of the Joint Commission on Church Union sought to establish a 

ministry accepted by all, with a threefold ordering of bishops, presbyters and 

deacons. This goal proved elusive. The full working out of this vision involved 

a proposed Concordat with the Church of South India. That Church would be 

invited to send bishops to ordain bishops in the Uniting Church, so that the sign 

of apostolic succession would be both given and received by the new Church. 

The Joint Committee on Church Union was unable to agree on this proposal, 

and so it was stillborn. 

The Joint Committee could then have aimed lower, for a form of ordained 

ministry that was more narrowly-rooted in the traditions stemming from the 

Reformation and the Wesleyan revival. However, the ordination rite of the 

Uniting Church from 1977 onwards has seen ordination as conferred in the 

name of Christ through the authority of the presbytery ‘by prayer and the 

laying on of hands in the presence of a worshipping congregation’, as 

mandated by the Basis of Union (para. 14(a)). It has also located ordination 

within the context of the eucharist; neither practice was inevitable, given that 

neither is practised by all Reformed churches. 

In examining the question of whether the presbyteral ordination rite of the 

Uniting Church in the period 1977-1995 supports the claim that its presbyters 

are ordained as ministers in the Church of God, attention has been paid to the 

framework of James Puglisi. Puglisi’s schema of the process of admission to 

ordained ministry provides a lingua franca for this process from different 

traditions, and the thesis will show that the various revisions of the Uniting 

Church’s rite of ordination follow this framework.  

The principle of lex orandi, lex credendi is worked out in the Uniting Church 

predominantly by the conforming of liturgy to doctrinal statement. In the 1992 
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service this relationship of doctrine and liturgy was stretched almost to 

breaking point, though the Commission on Liturgy sought to mitigate the 

effects of the decision of the Sixth Assembly in 1991 (summarised as ‘one 

ordination, two accreditations’) that marked a distancing from the practice of 

the Church catholic. The Uniting Church’s commitment to having as 

ecumenically recognisable a ministry as possible is shown in the correction of 

this anomaly at the very first opportunity, at the Seventh Assembly in 1994.  

As part of the background to the analysis of the Uniting Church’s claims to the 

ordination of its presbyters as part of the Church catholic, the forms that 

ministry took in the New Testament and early Church period are sketched, 

along with a discussion of ministry in various streams of the Protestant 

Reformation. Liturgies from the Apostolic Tradition attributed to Hippolytus, 

dating from perhaps the third-century, through the Reformation to the present 

day are also examined, particularly those that influenced the writing of Uniting 

Church liturgies. 

The various versions of the Uniting Church rite of ordination are commented 

upon, interspersed with a discussion of the debate that was occurring at the 

time in the Uniting Church Assembly, and—in the case of Baptism, Eucharist and 

Ministry—ecumenically. 

The Basis of Union clearly states ‘the Presbytery will ordain by prayer and the 

laying on of hands in the presence of a worshipping congregation’ (para. 14(a)), 

and leaves room open for a renewal of the diaconate (para. 14(c)) and for an 

episcopal office (para. 16). The diaconate was renewed by the Sixth Assembly in 

1991, which was implemented in an idiosyncratic way, by ordaining to 

‘ministry in Christ’s church’ and then ‘accrediting’ to the ministry of the Word 

or the diaconate. Had this form of commissioning for ministry become 
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entrenched in the Uniting Church, this thesis argues that the Uniting Church 

would not be able to sustain the claim that it ordained ministers of the Word 

into the ministry of the Church catholic. However, the Seventh Assembly in 

1994 overturned this decision, and re-established the ministry of the Word as a 

separate ordination. 

This thesis concludes that because the form of the rite conforms to acceptable 

ecumenical practice in the western Christian tradition, and because the decision 

of the Seventh Assembly in 1994 enabled a restoration of ordination by prayer 

and the imposition of hands, the Uniting Church can indeed make the claim 

that it ordains its ministers of the Word as ministers of the Church catholic. 
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Section 1.1 

 

Introduction 

The Uniting Church in Australia was formed on 22 June 1977 as the union of 

the Congregational Union of Australia, the Methodist Church of Australasia 

and the Presbyterian Church of Australia. The foundational document of the 

Uniting Church is the Basis of Union (1971), which was revised in 1992 using 

inclusive language for human beings.1 

The Uniting Church has an interconciliar polity in which each council has 

responsibility for the matters given to it; the (national) Assembly is responsible 

for matters of doctrine and liturgy, while the (regional) presbytery is the council 

of episcope. The Uniting Church is a member of the World Council of 

Churches, the World Alliance of Reformed Churches and the World Methodist 

Council. It has particular relations with partner churches in the Pacific and 

Asian regions. 

The Uniting Church’s approach to worship has been one of ‘ordered liberty’.2 

The majority of words and actions are not prescribed, but neither is there 

freedom without form. Consequently, when Uniting in Worship was published 

in 1988, it offered a particular standard of liturgical practice while not being 

mandated by the Assembly. The Preface states (p. 8): 
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The status and authority of published services is a matter of some debate 

within the Uniting Church. It is important to avoid both understatement and 

overstatement of the authority of Uniting in Worship. Its services and 

resources are not required to be used. Ministers and other Worship leaders 

have the right to use other books, provided that these conform to the 

doctrine of the Uniting Church. On the other hand, Uniting in Worship, with 

the approval of the Assembly behind it, sets a standard for worship. It is 

normative in the sense that it is a standard against which other services may 

be measured. 

This does not mean, of course, that the services in Uniting in Worship are 

intended to be used rigidly and without imagination. All worship should be 

geared to the particular situation of the congregation, be it large or small, 

urban or rural. All the resources in Uniting in Worship are therefore 

designed to be used in a flexible way. 

Between 1977 and 1995, the Uniting Church produced no less than five liturgies 

of ordination of ministers of the Word. These liturgies were published in 1977, 

1983, 1988, 1992 and 1995. There was also an interim liturgy in 1980, and a 

revision to the 1983 service. This thesis investigates these liturgies of ordination 

with a view to asking whether they support the Uniting Church’s position that 

it ordains ministers of the Word into the Church of Jesus Christ. (‘Minister of 

the Word’ is the Uniting Church’s preferred term for ‘presbyter’, the most 

generally accepted ecumenical term for such a minister.)  

The subtitle of the thesis is drawn from the opening words of paragraph 2 of the 

Basis of Union (1992, p. 6): 

The Uniting Church in Australia lives and works within the faith and unity 

of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church. The Uniting Church 

recognises that it is related to other Churches in ways which give expression, 
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however partially, to that unity in faith and mission. 

In accord with this statement from the Basis of Union, the Uniting Church has 

consistently declared in its ordination liturgies that it ordains people to the 

ministry of ‘the church of our Lord Jesus Christ’ and of ‘the church of God’—

that is, of ‘the one holy catholic and apostolic Church’ of the Nicene Creed, or 

the ‘holy catholic Church’ of the Apostles’ Creed—and not merely to the 

ministry of the Uniting Church alone.3 In the various revisions of the Uniting 

Church ordination rite, the affirmation that the intent is to ordain presbyters 

into the Church catholic is explicitly made in two places, the Greeting and the 

Declaration of Ordination. For example, in the 1988 service of ordination of a 

minister of the Word,4 the chairperson of presbytery5 says in the Greeting (UCA 

1988, p. 502): 

The Presbytery of … 

has resolved to ordain NNN6 

to the ministry of the Word and sacraments7 

in the church of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Later, at the Declaration of Ordination,8 the chairperson says: 

In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

the only King and Head of the church, 

and by the authority of the Presbytery of …, 

we9 declare that NNN 

is now a minister of the Word10 

in the church of God. 

The Uniting Church is not unusual in making the claim that it ordains ministers 

into the Church catholic; most churches make similar claims. For example, the 

opening words of the prayer at the laying on of hands in the Church of 

England’s 1662 ordinal, which strongly influenced the Methodist rite11 once it 

came to be constructed, are:  
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Receive the Holy Ghost for the Office and Work of a Priest in the Church of 

God, now committed unto thee by the Imposition of our hands… [emphasis 

mine]12 

While the Uniting Church is not unusual in asserting that it ordains its 

ministers to the whole Church of God, it explicitly takes its starting point not as 

a schismatic group (‘the ”true” church’), but within—and by implication, in 

dialogue with the rest of—the Church catholic (UCA 1988, p. 508): 

In this ordination, 

the Uniting Church in Australia acts and speaks 

within the one holy catholic and apostolic church. 

Since it locates itself so firmly ‘within the faith and unity’ of the whole Church 

catholic, it would be inconsistent for the Uniting Church either ‘to do what it 

likes’ in its ordination liturgies or ‘to go it alone’ in its theology of ordination. 

However, it does not merely ‘clone’ what other churches do (Ordination and 

Ministry in the Uniting Church, I.25-26, Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 356): 

Since our theology and practice of ordination is placed so firmly within the 

ecumenical tradition, we must carefully consider such symbols of ecumenical 

agreement as the Lima statement13 on ministry. Indeed, there is much in it 

(and in what it says about ordination) with which the Uniting Church has 

already indicated its agreement. Therefore the Commission on Doctrine, in 

responding to the Assembly’s request to investigate the issues surrounding 

ordination, acknowledges the significance of the agreement reached among 

the churches which is expressed in the Lima statement. 

Therefore, as the Uniting Church seeks to discern the gospel challenge to 

reform its ministry, it is not at liberty to create its own forms of ministry 

without reference to other churches. Nevertheless, we do have both freedom 

and responsibility to make a contribution. The ecumenical movement 

provides helpful points of reference for our own quest for a more faithful 
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ordering of ministry for the sake of the gospel. 

This thesis examines whether the course that the Uniting Church has taken in 

its liturgical practices of ordination of ministers of the Word has been 

consistent with its own assertions; or whether, while still continuing to make 

the same claims, the Uniting Church has paid insufficient attention to the 

witness of the Church catholic.  

This question has not been the subject of any previous investigation. Previous 

studies, written by Bentley (1983), Dutney (1985), Sims (1995) and Webb (1996), 

have examined ministry and ordination in the Uniting Church with other issues 

in mind: 

• the Joint Commission on Church Union’s proposed introduction of bishops 

in presbytery in the Uniting Church and its reception (Bentley); 

• the development of the understanding of ministry in the period 1957-1971 

during the negotiations for the formation of the Uniting Church (Dutney); 

• ordained ministers as leaders of a parish in the whole of its worship, witness 

and service (Sims); 

• a history of theologies of ordination and ministry in the Uniting Church, 

contrasting ‘traditional’ and ‘contextual’ approaches and favouring the 

contextual as more effective missionally (Webb). 

The claim of the Uniting Church ordination rite that it ordains its ministers of 

the Word as ministers of the Church catholic does not require other churches to 

accept it. For those churches whose theology requires a particular form of tactile 

succession, there are issues of the reception of ministers that lie beyond the 

scope of this paper. 
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Towards a Definition of Ordination 

The Basis of Union describes ministers of the Word as ‘called and set apart’ by 

God ‘through Christ and in the power of the Holy Spirit’; their ‘setting apart’ is 

known as ‘ordination’.14 The Church ‘lives by the power of the Word’, and God 

calls ministers of the Word ‘to provide witness to that word’; they do this as 

they ‘preach the Gospel, administer the sacraments and exercise pastoral care so 

that all may be equipped for their particular ministries, thus maintaining the 

apostolic witness to Christ in the Church’. The ministry is an ‘office’. The Basis 

of Union supplies no definition of the term ‘office’, but applies it to those who 

have been ministers of the Word (‘The Uniting Church recognises and accepts 

as ministers of the Word all who have held such office in any of the uniting 

Churches…’, or who have been designated elders, deacons and leaders (para. 

14(a), 1992, p. 11ƒ). In the Uniting Church’s Regulations, ‘ministerial office’ is 

linked to the discharge of the ‘duties’ (2.7.1(a) (i) & (ii)) or ‘functions’ (2.7.21) of 

a placement. 

The content of the rite of ordination is spelt out in detail in para. 14(a), the only 

liturgical action to be so prescribed in the Basis of Union: 

The Presbytery will ordain by prayer and the laying on of hands in the 

presence of a worshipping congregation. In this act of ordination the Church 

praises the ascended Christ for conferring gifts upon men and women. It 

recognises Christ’s call of the individual to be his minister; it prays for the 

enabling power of the Holy Spirit to equip the minister for that service. By 

the participation in the act of ordination of those already ordained, the 

Church bears witness to God’s faithfulness and declares the hope by which it 

lives. In company with other Christians the Uniting Church will seek for a 

renewed understanding of the way in which the congregation participates in 

ordination and of the significance of ordination in the life of the Church. 
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Paragraph 14(a) varies quite significantly from the 1970 draft of the Basis of 

Union. The earlier draft had simply read: 

She15 prays to God that through Christ and in the power of the Holy Spirit he 

will call and set apart members of the Church to be ministers of the Word, 

who will preach the Gospel, administer the sacraments and exercise pastoral 

care. Such members will be called Ministers, and their setting apart will be 

known as Ordination. 

According to Wood (1986), the second sub-paragraph was added because ‘the 

act of ordination was a matter of some contention prior to voting on the Basis’ 

(Wood, 1986, p. 44). He isolates three elements of the act of ordination from the 

1971 sub-paragraph: 

• praise and thanks to God; 

• a recognition [by the church] of the call of the ordinand; 

• an epiklesis. 

He also notes that while Appendix 216 of the Basis of Union affords ‘considerable 

liturgical freedom’ in the ordination rite, the wording of the vows and the 

prayer at the imposition of hands were prescribed. These prescribed words 

appeared in the 1977, 1980 and 1983 services; they were modified, but still 

prescribed, in the 1988, 1992 and 1995 services. 

The Roman Catholic scholar James Puglisi offers the following definition of 

ordination, which results from his detailed liturgical study of the process of 

admission into ordained ministry.17 Puglisi has produced a framework within 

which to examine the process of ordination, a framework into which liturgies 

from diverse sources naturally fit, to a greater or lesser extent. He states (2001, 

p. 264): 

Ordination is a complex process that links ministry, concrete Church, 
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confession of faith, and communion of the faithful. This complex process is at 

once communal, liturgical, juridical, and, in all its aspects, sacramental. 

Christian ordination cannot be reduced to a simple rite of installation, or of 

entrance into a charge, but it is an ecclesial process (traditio-receptio) in which 

a Christian received a charism for the building up of the Church which puts 

him in a new relationship—personal and lasting—with his brethren. 

 ‘A period of reconsideration’ 

Various debates within the Uniting Church on ordination will occupy a large 

part of this thesis. In this section, points of confusion concerning its ministry are 

addressed. 

The decline of a tacit Christian social consensus as the twentieth century went 

on led to changes in the way ministers were perceived—by the community, by 

other members of the Churches, and by ministers themselves. This has been 

experienced in all Churches;18 it has been acute in the Uniting Church, starting 

life as it did in the final quarter of the century. Webb (1996, p. 3) notes further, 

particular, problems for the Uniting Church: 

From the beginning of the UCA, confusion reigned as to the nature of 

ministry and the meaning of ordination. This confusion resulted from the 

loss of familiar denominational structures of Church order at union, the new 

emphasis of the ecumenical movement, and a vocational crisis among 

clergy.19 

The Basis of Union ‘recognises…that in particular it [the Uniting Church] comes 

into being in a period of reconsideration of traditional forms of the ministry’ 

(1992, para. 14, p.13). There has been a continuing tension between on the one 

hand those who see this statement as a rallying call for changing inherited 

forms of ministry on the basis of cultural shifts or of mission (a word which at 
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times has been diffusely defined), even at the expense of the Uniting Church’s 

ministry being ordered in ways that differ radically from other churches; and 

on the other hand, those who wish to hold to ‘a ministry accepted by all’ (The 

Church: its Nature, Function and Ordering, 1963, in Bos and Thompson, 2008, n. 

36, p. 130) as far as that is possible. The balance in the Uniting Church has 

generally been toward mission—Davis McCaughey, a member of the Joint 

Commission on Church Union,20 held that mission is prior to questions of 

order.21 Yet with this, McCaughey was always a committed ecumenist 

regarding the ordering of the Church. Others, for example Webb (1996, Abstract 

p. ii), go further. She ‘argues that adopting a traditional approach [to ordering 

ministry] for the sake of wider union inhibits [the] UCA’s freedom to address 

needs for mission…’ 

Part of the ‘reconsideration of traditional forms of the ministry’ has been in the 

relationship between lay and ordained ministries. In his dealing with the 

‘imbalance’ in this relationship, the American Lutheran Roy Harrisville adopts 

the language of the medical model of disease: he speaks of the ‘symptom’, 

‘diagnosis’ and ‘treatment’ of the crisis in ministry (1987, pp. 11-19).22 The 

symptom of the crisis 

consists in an imbalance—primarily, an imbalance in the minister’s self-

understanding of the minister’s activity and those who witness it or are the 

objects of it. The problem of the relation of the ‘office of the ministry’ and the 

‘universal priesthood of all believers’ is as old as Methuselah, but it is the 

inability to determine in what that relation consists which is said to 

constitute the imbalance (p. 12). 

Harrisville describes three ways of exercising ministry in order to ‘treat’ this 

‘symptom’ (p. 13ƒ). In the first, stressing an ontological dimension of ministry, 
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the clergy is conscious of itself in analogy to Jesus Christ, that is…it is 

constitutive of life with God here or hereafter…the minister has the ‘keys’ to 

the kingdom of heaven. The pastor alone has the authority to ‘loose’, to 

forgive the penitent, and the authority to ‘bind’, to shut heaven against the 

obdurate. 

The second approach understands any difference between ordained and non-

ordained as functional: 

…the minister does what all baptized Christians are authorized to do, but 

which they assign to a single person for the sake of order. 

The documents presented to the Assemblies of the Uniting Church largely 

comprehend ministry in ways that owe more to the latter of these two positions. 

Yet while there is a strong leaning towards a functional view of ministry within 

the Uniting Church, it cannot be said that the Uniting Church owns a purely 

functional position. In particular, the 1994 document Ordination and Ministry in 

the Uniting Church puts forward a ‘relational’ view, which will be explored 

further in section 3.4. 

These ontological and functional views of ministry affect the significance given 

to ordination, which in consequence focusses either upon the grace given 

through the imposition of hands, or upon the corroboration of ‘the people’s 

choice…the transference of office by the universal priesthood to one of its 

members…’ (p. 15) 

Harrisville’s third way is ‘the camp of “both-and”’, which declares:  

Both the office and the universal priesthood are necessary. Neither can 

abolish or minimize the need for the other. The office of ministry is both a gift 

for service and a delegation of service… ‘Both-and’ frees the one from 

competition with the other… [emphasis original] (p. 18) 
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However, Harrisville denies that the ‘treatment’ for the ‘diagnosis’ can be found 

even here, because 

all three responses to the symptom are oriented to the question of power, of 

right or authority, its ‘checks and balances’. [emphasis original] (p. 19) 

Harrisville shows that the earliest Christian communities sought to address the 

issue of power through servant leadership (p. 24ƒ). His proposed solution for 

the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America is to reinstate the office of bishop, 

as servant-leader (pp. 59-82). 

The Basis of Union leaves open the question of the establishment of a personal 

episcopate; the Fourth Assembly in 1985 would debate the introduction of 

bishops, and decide not to proceed.23 

The forms of ministry in the Uniting Church have certainly been affected by 

coming into being in a time of reconsideration of traditional forms. The debate 

continued beyond the scope of this paper; Appendix C sketches the changes 

beyond 1995. 

A Baptismal Missiology 

Ecumenically, there has been a rediscovery of a baptismal missiology, often 

called a ‘baptismal ecclesiology’,24 which emphasises baptism as the locus of the 

primary call to participation in the mission of God, rather than ordination being 

the primary passage to ministry. While baptism is the primary rite of receiving 

a commission to ministry, ordained ministries have more specific roles. From a 

Roman Catholic viewpoint, which subscribes to ministerial ordination as one of 

the sacraments, Himes writes (1999, p. 42): 

As the introduction into a community in which all are called to service, 

baptism is the primary sacrament of ministry. All subsequent sacraments 
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further specify the fundamental call to ministry extended in baptism. It is in this 

context that we can understand the claim that the ordained ministry 

sacramentalizes the ministry already present in the church. This is the 

background against which the relationship between ordained and 

nonordained ministries in the church is correctly addressed. [emphasis mine]  

While the Uniting Church does not conceptualise ordination as a sacrament, 

and does not claim that its ministry ‘sacramentalises’ the ministry of the church, 

the relationship between baptism and ordination may be described in similar 

terms, that is, to see ordination as a specified form of the general ministry given 

in baptism.25  

A baptismal missiology requires that the ministry of the baptised is always in 

view, and leads to discussion of the representative nature of the ministry. These 

issues will be more fully discussed in Section 2.6. 

Terms designating Members of the Presbyteral College 

In the various churches, those whom the Uniting Church names ‘ministers of 

the Word’ may be commonly labelled ‘ministers (of word and sacrament)’, 

‘parsons’, ‘pastors’, ‘presbyters’ or ‘priests’.26 These terms highlight different 

aspects of this ministry:  

• a minister ‘ministers’, or serves (diavkonoß, ‘servant’, is the primary and 

generic New Testament word for one who ministers);  

• ‘parson’ is a somewhat antiquated, and now often playfully-derogatory, 

term; it ‘was the English word for “person”, the “person” of the parish, of the 

congregation… The faithful being called on knew their “parson” had come, 

the congregation was represented to them in this person’; 

• ‘pastor’ calls the shepherding aspect of ministry to mind;  
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• ‘presbyter’ comes from the Greek word presbuvteroß, an elder;  

• the term ‘priest’ is applied first and foremost to Christ, the great high priest 

of the covenant (Hebrews 2:14). Etymologically, ‘priest’ is a shortened form 

of the word ‘presbyter’; it very strongly connotes the image of a sacrificial 

priest.27 

The 1988 Uniting Church liturgy begins: 

The Presbytery of ...  

has resolved to ordain NNN 

to the ministry of the Word and sacraments 

in the church of our Lord Jesus Christ.28 

The presbyteral ministry is thus designated ‘the ministry of the Word and 

sacraments’, even though the candidate will be ordained a ‘minister of the 

Word’. ‘Minister of word and sacrament’ (or ‘Word and Sacrament’) is a 

descriptive term that was commonly used to signify a presbyter in the churches 

that formed the Uniting Church. However, the reference to ‘the ministry of the 

Word and sacraments’ in 1988 is a hybrid formula, which has served to 

obfuscate rather than to clarify. This has occurred partly from the use of an 

upper-case ‘W’ and lower-case ‘s’, and partly because of the meaning the Basis 

of Union gives to ‘Word’. Paragraph 4 of the Basis of Union is key to 

understanding this meaning (1992, p. 7): 

Christ who is present when he is preached among people is the Word of God who 

acquits the guilty, who gives life to the dead and who brings into being what 

otherwise could not exist… [emphasis mine] 

For the Basis of Union, it is Christ who is the Word of God, the incarnate Lovgoß 

tou: Qeou:,29 ‘present when he is preached among people’. As the Proposed Basis 

of Union put it (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 167): 
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The Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments contain all things 

necessary to salvation; they announce to us the Name and Purpose of God 

the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, and declare the mighty acts of God in 

reconciling the world through Jesus, who alone without qualification can be 

called the Word of God. [emphasis mine] 

In his commentary on the Basis of Union, Wood (1986, p. 19) similarly writes: 

Reformed thinking has seen that the Word is indeed in three forms: Christ 

himself is the Word, first and foremost; the preached message, which is the 

burden of Paragraph Four, is the second; and the Scriptures are the third 

(Paragraph Five). 

The work of Karl Barth ensured that this thinking of the Word as threefold was 

adopted by much of the Protestant world in the twentieth century, including 

the framers of the Basis. Citing Barth, Mostert (2002, p. 73ƒ) puts it clearly: 

It remains the one Word of God, but it is the Word of God preached, the 

Word of God written (written proclamation), and the Word of God revealed 

(Jesus Christ, who has come and who will come). This last form of the Word of 

God is really the first, for it is the event of revelation that has engendered the other 

forms of the Word of God. It is in this event that we have ‘God with us’, and for 

Christians no view of the Word of God can by-pass this foundational form of 

it. [emphasis mine]30 

Paragraph 5 of the Basis of Union states (1992, p. 8): 

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the Church has received the books of 

the Old and New Testaments as unique prophetic and apostolic testimony, 

in which it hears the Word of God and by which its faith and obedience are 

nourished and regulated. When the Church preaches Jesus Christ, its 

message is controlled by the Biblical witnesses. The Word of God on whom 

salvation depends is to be heard and known from Scripture appropriated in 
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the worshipping and witnessing life of the Church. 

Here, consistent with a Reformed understanding, ‘Word’ and ‘word’ are 

distinguished though not separated. The Uniting Church ‘hears the Word of 

God’ in the Scriptures; this Word is the one ‘on whom salvation depends’. 

[emphasis mine] These uses of ‘Word’/‘word’ provide the immediate context of 

the naming of the Church’s ministers as ‘ministers of the Word’ in paragraph 

14(a). Thus, while the Uniting Church in Australia uses the signifier ‘minister of 

the Word’, it has a particular understanding of its meaning. Miller (1987, p. 26ƒ) 

clarifies this point: 

Sometimes people say that the term ‘minister of the Word’ as used in the 

Uniting Church is misleading: it should be ‘minister of the Word, sacraments 

and pastoral care’. This is a misunderstanding… in the Basis of Union ‘the 

Word’ is Jesus Christ… One is a minister of Jesus Christ by preaching Christ, 

by presiding at the sacraments and by offering pastoral care. 

Similarly, Ordination and Ministry states (I.27, in Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 

341): 

…the Word is Christ, who is present in both the word proclaimed and the 

word sacramentally enacted. 

A minister of the Word in the Uniting Church’s self-understanding is a servant 

(minister, diakonos) of Christ as incarnate Word of God, present in word,31 bath32 

and meal.33 ‘Word’ denotes preaching (word) and sacrament; a minister of the 

Word serves Christ the Word through service which has the incarnate Word as 

its ‘prism’. This ministry has classically been one of presiding at a community’s 

services of word and sacrament, and offering pastoral care to that community. 

The Uniting Church’s decision to call its presbyters ‘ministers of the Word’ has 

caused confusion within the Uniting Church itself. McCaughey (perhaps 
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testily?) remarks (2002, p. 41), 

It is often asked why the Basis of Union speaks of Ministers of the Word and 

not Ministers of the Word and Sacrament. Probably it would have been 

better if the latter phrase had been used; but the explanation is simple. 

Rightly or wrongly it was assumed that the Basis would be used and studied 

in a theologically literate Church. Instructed Christians know that the 

sacraments are a part of the setting forth of the Word; they are the Word 

seen, just as preaching and teaching are the Word spoken and heard. 

The Joint Commission on Church Union had also argued that in designating the 

ordained ministry, ‘The Biblical word presbyter is to be preferred to the more 

general word Minister, to emphasise that all participate in the ministry of the 

Church…’ (Bos and Thompson, p. 173). The Commission on Doctrine34 argued 

at the Seventh Assembly in 1994 that the term ‘minister of the Word’ should be 

replaced (at least in official documents) by ‘presbyter’: ‘The term ‘presbyter’ is 

today almost universally recognised in theological and official church circles to 

refer to a minister of the word and sacraments who is not a bishop’ (Bos and 

Thompson, p. 341ƒ).35 This would also have allowed references to deacons in 

Uniting Church documents as ‘ministers’ to be unambiguous. The attempt was 

unsuccessful. Perhaps the words of the seventeenth-century Puritan John 

Milton thunder loudly still in some ears: ‘New Presbyter is but Old Priest writ 

large’;36 yet the very ‘foreignness’ of the word ‘presbyter’ to many in the Uniting 

Church was probably enough to seal its fate. 

The Christian Reformed Church in North America (< http://www.crcna.org/cr/ 

crrs/crrs_synod_lit_ministers71.htm>; < http://www.crcna.org/cr/crrs/crrs_synod_ 

lit_ ministers86.htm>) and the Reformed Churches of the Netherlands speak of a 

ministry of the Word, which is associated primarily with the ministry of 

proclaiming the Gospel (<http://www.sacred-texts.com/chr/nethlit.htm>). 



 

29 

Therefore, the Christian Reformed Church in North America’s 1986 Form for the 

Ordination of a Minister links the presbyteral ministry firstly with preaching: 

The minister of the Word is called by the command of God to preach the gospel 

of his kingdom… This preaching must be addressed to all people… 

The minister of the Word is called to administer the sacraments which the Lord 

has instituted as signs and seals of his grace… 

Similarly, the Form of Ordination of the Ministers of God’s Word, from the 

Reformed Churches of the Netherlands speaks of the ‘holy office’ of ‘spiritual 

shepherds who are set over the Church’, who are charged with 

the preaching of the gospel, accompanied with prayer, and the administration of 

the holy sacraments; the same word of God is likewise the staff with which the 

flock is guided and ruled, consequently it is evident, that the office of pastors and 

ministers of God’s word is,  

First. That they faithfully explain to their flock, the Word of the Lord, revealed by 

the writings of the prophets and the apostles;… 

As regards the Methodist Church, the 1936 British liturgy refers to ‘Ministers of 

Thy Word and Sacraments’ (Book of Offices, 1936, 1968, pp. 58-65). Here, it has 

the same meaning as in the Reformed rites. 

Interestingly, paragraph 26 of Pastores Dabo Vobis, the Apostolic Exhortation 

promulgated by Pope John Paul II on the Feast of the Annunciation in 1992, 

speaks of the priest in his ministry to others as ‘first of all a minister of the 

Word of God’ (< http://www.cin.org/jp2ency/pastdabo.html >). It gives a high 

place to proclamation and teaching, and to the spiritual growth of the priest. 

The understanding of ‘ministry of the Word’ in Pastores Dabo Vobis is one of 

formation of the lavoß through proclamation and teaching of the Scriptures. 

Yet whatever the priest’s role in proclaiming the Gospel, ‘priest’ is the Catholic 

Church’s designation par excellence of the ordained minister. The ordination 
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liturgies of the Catholic Church make this clear. In its understanding, the 

sacramental ‘form’ of ordination is the ‘consecratory prayer’, in particular these 

words (Rites, Volume II, 1991, p. 25): 

Almighty Father, 

grant to these servants of yours 

the dignity of the priesthood. 

Renew within them the Spirit of holiness. 

As co-workers with the order of bishops 

may they be faithful to the ministry 

that they receive from you, Lord God, 

and to be to others a model of right conduct. 

The ordinand has already been addressed in these or similar words (Rites, 

Volume II, 1991, p. 40): 

It is true that God has made his entire people a royal priesthood in Christ. But our 

High Priest, Jesus Christ, also chose some of his followers to carry out publicly in 

the Church a priestly ministry in his name on behalf of mankind… Priests are co-

workers of the order of bishops… 

He is called to share in the priesthood of the bishops and to be molded into the 

likeness of Christ, the supreme and eternal Priest. By consecration he will be 

made a true priest of the New Testament… 

Other churches also use ‘priest’ to designate the office of presbyter, particularly 

the Orthodox Churches and member churches of the Anglican Communion. 

‘Presbyter’ is used by some churches, such as the Church of South India and 

(more recently) the Methodist Church of Great Britain. Recent ordinals 

produced by member churches of the Anglican Communion employ ‘presbyter’ 

as a secondary designation: cƒ. the Church of England (1980), the Church of the 

Province of New Zealand (1989) and Anglican Church of Australia (1995). In 

the USA, the United Methodist Church (2002) uses the term ‘elder’, another 

translation of presbuvteroß. ‘Pastor’ is the designation used in common parlance 
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in the Lutheran Church and the Churches of Christ, in a number of evangelical 

and pentecostal churches in Australia, and in a wider range of churches in the 

USA. In the Uniting Church in the period covered by this thesis, a ‘lay pastor’ 

was a lay person engaged in a ministry limited in scope and/or geographical 

area; lay pastors were ‘commissioned’, not ordained. However, in July 2006 the 

Eleventh Assembly approved a change to the ordering of lay ministries; the 

ministry of lay pastor, along with youth worker and community minister, 

would cease and the lay ministry of ‘pastor’ take their place. This lay ministry 

of ‘pastor’ will take a variety of forms, including pastoral care of congregations 

and chaplaincies. 

The International Anglican Liturgical Conference (IALC) reflects on the use of 

‘priest’ as ‘upside-down’ language (<http://www.anglicancommunion.org/ 

documents/liturgy/ialc2001minutes.html>): 

In the Anglican tradition we have continued to use the language of priest 

rather than presbyter, so it was necessary in the document37 to reflect on the 

use of the language of priesthood. It is, in fact, used metaphorically and is even 

ironic in character. It is language which is turned upside-down… Priestly 

language is used differently when used in reference to Christ, to the 

presbyters, and to the church. Cranmer used the language of priesthood but 

the ordination rite transformed the language of priesthood as it had been 

used in the medieval period. Cranmer linked the ministry of the word and 

pastoral care with ministerial priesthood. [emphasis mine] 

We can compare the ‘upside-down’ language of the IALC with Lathrop’s use of 

the term ‘broken titles’ (Lathrop, 2006, pp. 6-13). With respect to the term 

‘presbyter’, a term of ancient and ecumenical usage and the designation 

favoured by the Joint Commission on Church Union, and used in this paper 

when it makes a generic reference to this ministry, Lathrop reminds us that it is 
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simply not true that all elders (‘presbyters’) are wise and in touch with the 

divine. We may find wise young people and old fools. He wonders whether 

(2006, p. 8) 

the wisdom we long for from elders is finally—also for elders themselves—

the wisdom of the Spirit in the Bible, in the life-giving meal, in the bath… 

Then grey hairs are taken on metaphorically…by anyone who faithfully, 

transparently takes up the leadership of a meeting that is focused around 

these things… Regardless of age, the presider in such a meeting may be 

called ‘elder’ metaphorically, as a broken symbol. 

Methodology 

The thesis aims to investigate the claim of the Uniting Church ordination rite 

that it ordains its ministers of the Word as ministers of the Church catholic 

primarily by exploring the Uniting Church’s liturgies of ordination; this 

examination will generate discussion of documents produced by agencies and 

task groups of the Uniting Church’s national body, the Assembly,38 concerning 

ordination and ministry. Because of its great importance, the Ministry section of 

Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, the statement published by the World Council 

of Churches in 1982, will be examined along with the Uniting Church’s 

Response. The commentaries on the services are interspersed with reflections on 

these documents or statements, generally arranged in a chronological order. 

These reflections provide a necessary context for the services. They also prompt 

questions that are central for determining the content and structure of the 

liturgies: What are we ordaining people to be and do? What is the relationship 

of the ministry of the ordained to the ministry of the whole Church? 

I also briefly examine rites and documents of other churches, ecumenical 
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statements, and theological explorations in order to provide a summary 

description of the theologies and practices of the ordering of the churches to 

which their liturgies bear witness. In this way, the thesis provides a study of 

Uniting Church liturgies of ordination of a minister of the Word ‘in 

conversation with’ the one holy catholic and apostolic Church. It provides a 

comparison with the rites of other churches that is both synchronic and 

diachronic, and gives consideration to both primary and secondary sources. The 

post-Reformation rites examined come primarily from Anglican, 

Congregational, Methodist, Presbyterian and United traditions. The objective is 

to hear the witness of the ancient churches, and of churches with which the 

Uniting Church in Australia has had an historical or covenantal relationship, in 

terms of their rites and theologies of the process of ordination. The Uniting 

Church liturgies remain the primary focus of examination however. 

Comparing Rites 

Apart from any commentary specific to a rite, two reference points will be taken 

in comparing rites. Puglisi’s schema will provide the framework itself, as it 

provides a representative lingua franca for such comparison. Secondly, the 

content of the framework is drawn from the rites of the Uniting Church, as the 

starting point for the discussion. It will include, as appropriate:  

• The Process of Election (insofar as it affects the rite) 

• The Service of Ordination (the major part of the discussion), with particular 

reference to the use of Scripture; the use of hymnody, where it is prescribed; 

the Vows (or Examination); the Ordination Prayer and the Laying on of 

Hands 

• The Reception into Office, with the Declaration of Ordination; the 

Presentation of the Bible (and stole, where this occurs); the participation of 
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the newly-ordained in the liturgy; and its completion in the Induction into 

the ministerial placement 

Further, the level and kind of involvement of the people in the liturgy will be 

compared. 

Lex Orandi, Lex Credendi? 

Doctrine and liturgy interact in the life of the church. Just how this happens—or 

should happen—is a focus of debate amongst liturgical theologians. At times, 

reports on ordination and ministry commissioned by the Assembly of the 

Uniting Church have strongly influenced the services of ordination, and also 

directed their content in terms of policy; at times they have left little mark. On 

the other hand, the liturgies do not appear to have affected the reports in a 

direct way. Nonetheless, they directly affect how ministers see themselves and 

how members of the Uniting Church and others see them. In this way, they 

have a real effect on the church’s self-understanding. When a church ordains its 

ministers, it is precisely and distinctly here that it publicly and openly declares 

and enacts its theology and practice of ordination; what it believes is laid out for 

all to see. As Smith (1996, 2000, p. 1) states: 

Ordination rites express and shape the theology of the communities that use 

them. The implications of this simple truth are often ignored. When the 

church ordains ministers its rites of ordination are the public statement of its 

thought and intent. Most important, ordination liturgies ‘alter the images we 

form of ourselves as church, and in particular of those whom the church 

ordains for the ministerial priesthood. As the images change, a new 

theological understanding is called forth’.39  

Similarly, Tucker (2003, p. 119) writes: 

Worship services in which a man or woman is ordained to the ministry of 
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Word and sacrament are, for the most part, only occasional events in the life 

of most worshipping communities. Yet they have a pivotal role in defining 

the nature of the community and its beliefs concerning the ministry which, 

through the liturgy, it receives as God’s gift to the Church. 

It is difficult to determine how well the adage so beloved of liturgical 

theologians, lex orandi, lex credendi (usually rendered in terms such as ‘the law of 

prayer determines the law of belief’), might apply within the Uniting Church. 

There is a voluminous literature exploring the meaning of the formula; some 

writers interpret it to mean that the lex orandi of the liturgy is prior to the lex 

credendi of theological reflection;40 others speak of a reciprocal relationship 

between the lex orandi and the lex credendi.41 These latter voices come mainly 

(though not exclusively) from a Protestant viewpoint; this is unsurprising 

when, as Hughes (2003, p. 180) points out, ‘the very headwaters of [Protestant] 

theology arise precisely—albeit in part—from perceived abuses in the Mass’. 

[emphasis original] 

The lex orandi formula derives from Prosper of Aquitaine (c. 390–463), a lay 

monk who alluded to the exhortation to pray for others in 1 Timothy 2:1-4 in 

order to argue against semi-pelagianism. Prosper’s actual phrase was ut legem 

credendi lex statuat supplicandi: ‘so that the rule of intercession may establish the 

rule of belief’. In other words, the lex orandi, lex credendi argument goes, the very 

fact of the apostolic exhortation to pray for others means that they are in need 

of the grace of such prayer, and cannot turn to God on their own. The maxim 

serves to generalise Prosper’s words. 

How may the law or prayer determine the law of belief? Schmemann (1966, 

1996, p. 10) speaks of the chronic ‘rupture between theological study and 

liturgical experience’ in the West. The liturgical movement has sought to 

address this rupture. Since even Orthodox worship has changed and developed 
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over the centuries, Schmemann’s project looks to the ‘basic structures of 

worship’, ‘the interrelatedness of all the individual services and of each 

liturgical unit in particular’, that is, to the ‘Ordo’, (p. 22) at the heart of which is 

the Eucharist.  

In similar vein, Kavanagh is firmly of the conviction that ‘orthodoxy’ is ‘right 

worship’, not ‘right belief’. Worship does not reflect the content of faith, or offer 

a theological datum for secondary theological reflection, but provides its 

‘constitutive foundation’ (1984, 1992, p. 83). Kavanagh writes passionately of 

being ‘brought to the brink of chaos’ in the liturgical act, where worshippers are 

changed, so that the next act must be different. Over time, this confrontation 

causes changes within liturgical rites: ‘theology being born…what tradition has 

called theologia prima’ (p. 74). 

Kavanagh accepts that the law of belief shapes and influences the law of 

worship, but emphasises that ‘the maxim [lex orandi, lex credendi] does not say 

this, nor does it need to. It says only that the latter constitutes or founds the 

former’ (1984, 1992, p. 92). Johnson (1993, p. 223) disagrees; it is one thing to say 

that the worship practice of the church ‘counts’ in the church’s theological 

deliberations, quite another to say that it is ‘prior’ to the church’s doctrine. He 

argues that Prosper bases his case on apostolic tradition, and concludes that 

Prosper’s argument is a doctrinal one which uses liturgical evidence in 

addition to other factors because that liturgical evidence is consistent with 

those other sources. 

Aune, a Lutheran voice, (2007, p. 67) agrees, and states that Prosper saw ‘papal 

and conciliar judgments’ as primary, rather than liturgical practice; and 

furthermore that the central thing for Prosper, against semi-pelagianism, was 

the grace of God. Marshall (1995) makes a similar case. He also argues that 
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liturgical theologians have devalued the contribution of Protestant forms of 

worship, and that Schmemann has owned a Platonic view of the liturgy (p. 133).  

Not all Lutheran voices agree: Lathrop looks for the ‘shared central things’ 

around which Christian assemblies gather and form ‘church’ (1999, p. 102). He 

looks for those things that have ‘biblical grounding, universal acceptance, actual 

local congregational exercise, and some accompanying sense of God’s 

approval’—while accepting that the rule of believing also influences the rule of 

praying, and that unity does not demand uniformity (p. 104). Indeed, it can 

include the ‘catholic exceptions’ of the Society of Friends and the Salvation 

Army, with their non-sacramental interpretations of the Dominical sacraments. 

With Schmemann, Lathrop finds these shared central things in the ordo. The 

ordo ‘provides a patterning for Christian ritual, and at the same time it bears the 

deepest faith of the church and forms us in that faith’ (1993, p. 40). Furthermore, 

it 

organizes a participating community together with its ministers gathered in song 

and prayer around the Scriptures read and preached, around the baptismal washing, 

enacted or remembered, and around the Holy Supper. The ordo is these things 

done together, side by side. [emphasis original] (1999, p. 106ƒ) 

The ordo necessarily consists of core actions, and these are core because in and 

through them we encounter Jesus Christ in his fullness, as believers have done 

since the first century.  

Anderson (2003, p. 28ƒ) finds a series of questions implicit in the lex orandi 

formula:  

What is the relationship between the ecclesial practices and the official 

theology of a Christian community? In what ways do particular ecclesial 

practices both shape and express the theology of a particular community or 
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congregation? In what ways might we speak about liturgical practices as 

carrying both normative and constitutive weight in such communities?  

He concludes that the relationship between liturgical practice and belief is 

‘mutually causative’: 

In such a mutually causative relationship, we begin to discover ways in 

which liturgical practice does have normative and constitutive consequences 

in the life of the church. We also discover ways in which our life together 

reshapes liturgical practice. In the end we are left with a more modest claim. 

If we cannot prove that this particular practice produces that particular 

belief, we can at least argue for and hope that ‘engagement in the church’s 

practices puts us in a position where we may recognize and participate in the 

work of God’s grace in the world’. 

Wainwright also takes the position that the lex orandi, lex credendi tag should be 

understood reciprocally. In his seminal work Doxology, which ‘is primarily 

intended as a systematic theology written from a liturgical perspective’, he 

writes (1980, Preface, p. ix): 

My conviction is that the relations between doctrine and worship are deeper 

rooted and further reaching than many theologians and liturgists have 

appeared to recognize in their writings. 

He writes of the ‘linguistic ambiguity’ of the Latin tag, which ‘corresponds to a 

material interplay which in fact takes place between worship and doctrine in 

Christian practice: worship influences doctrine, and doctrine worship’ (p. 218). 

Other discussion on Prosper’s axiom amongst Protestant writers has tended to 

focus on the ethical dimensions, taking note of ‘the ethical demands inherent in 

liturgy as liturgy relates to life’ (Hughes, 2003, p. 197, n. 42). This builds on the 

insights of Keith Irwin (a Roman Catholic). Irwin (1994, p. 55ƒ) names two 
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further terms: the first, lex agendi, brings the actual celebration of a liturgy into 

view as a theological source; the second, the lex vivendi, denotes an ethical 

dimension ‘beyond actual celebration to [see] how what is celebrated and 

believed is reflected in how the Church lives its faith’; it also may be thought of 

as ‘spirituality derived from the liturgy’, ‘the spirituality of daily living’ (Irwin, 

1994, p. 311). Anderson and Morrill (1998, p. 4ƒ) point out:  

Irwin thereby presses us to see the connection between the practices of 

prayer, belief, and ethical action; that is, Christian liturgical practice is not 

only oriented toward Christian belief but also toward the life of Christian 

persons and communities in and with the world.  

Don Saliers, a United Methodist voice, speaks of the lex agendi, though he seems 

to confuse Irwin’s lex vivendi with lex agendi (1994, p. 187): 

The mutually critical correlation of liturgy and ethics is part of the critical 

reciprocity between the lex orandi (pattern of prayer) and the lex credendi 

(pattern of belief). But these issue in the lex agendi (pattern of intention-

action) of the church. Hence we may say that true doxology issues in fitting 

orthodoxy as reflective faith, and both in orthopraxy of the church’s 

servanthood in the social order in which it is placed. 

Some recent Protestant reflection has emphasised the lex orandi as ‘tradition’, 

having the purpose of showing that a particular rite ‘affords a plausible, that is, 

communally persuasive, way to read the scriptural witness to revelation’ (Kay, 

1999, p. 14); or it has stressed that the lex credendi needs the lex proclamandi (the 

law of proclamation) as well as the lex orandi to establish it (Kay, 1999, p. 17):  

Every doctrine of the Church must be consonant both with the God of the 

Gospel, who freely addresses us with the promise of grace, and with the God 

to whom the Church offers its prayers and praises, and thereby identifies, as 
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Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

The Uniting Church would in general affirm the reciprocity of lex orandi and lex 

credendi, and no doubt resonate with Irwin’s lex vivendi and Saliers’ lex agendi; 

the liturgical life of the Church would be assessed by its fruits. No matter how 

the lex orandi, lex credendi maxim may be applied within the Uniting Church, it 

cannot be denied that the worshipping life of a congregation is a vital and 

central factor in the spiritual and theological formation of its members (for 

example, the hymns of the Methodist tradition have continued to form the faith 

of those who sing them through the generations).42 

A Liturgical Theology? 

The relationship between lex orandi and lex credendi leads to the question of how 

a ‘liturgical theology’ might be described. Fagerberg, Lathrop and Kervin 

describe their understandings of liturgical theology, from Catholic, Lutheran 

and United traditions respectively. I will briefly mention their contributions to 

this discussion. 

David Fagerberg 

The first category of liturgical theology listed by Fagerberg (1992, p. 11ƒ) is a 

theology of worship, in which ‘the primary topic is worship, and if liturgy is 

treated at all, it is as an example of the main topic’. The second is theology from 

worship, which ‘not only wants doctrine to be expressed in liturgical form, it 

also wants worship to be rooted in doctrine… liturgy is treated not as the 

source of theology but as a resource for theological doctrine’.43 Fagerberg’s third 

understanding of the relationship between liturgy and theology is liturgical 

theology proper, which finds meaning within the very structure of a rite (1992, 

pp. 180-227); liturgy is theologia prima, the ‘ontological condition’ for theology.44 
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His fourth understanding, the theological exposition of the third, is a form of 

secondary theology. For Fagerberg, liturgical theology has an ‘organic’ 

relationship between liturgy and theology, rather than a ‘connective definition’; 

it refers to ‘the ekklesia’s activity as rite, as faith in motion, as adjustment to 

encounter with the Holy’ (1992, p. 181). It is therefore unsurprising that 

Fagerberg laments the instrumentalisation of liturgy, which has become a 

means to an end, rather than an end in itself. Furthermore, he ‘playfully’ 

suggests that traditions which have no leitourgia in the sense he describes do 

indeed have an orandi, but they have lost the lex. The consequence is the 

trifurcation, indeed the divorce, of theology, liturgy and piety.  

Fagerberg’s lament makes space for wit; Kavanagh, who was Fagerberg’s one-

time teacher, simply cries out to heaven itself. He speaks (1984, 1992, p. 77) of a 

fall from theologia prima into theologia secunda, which has delivered us into an 

aphasic ineptitude with liturgical theology as theologia prima [which] may 

also be why our pastoral theology is so remotely pastoral and so genially 

untheological, quite unlike the theology practiced by the Church fathers, a 

theology which was with few exceptions thoroughly pastoral.  

Gordon Lathrop 

Lathrop proposes a similar framework to that of Fagerberg for discussing 

liturgical theology. He identifies (1993, p. 5ƒ) a primary liturgical theology (cƒ. 

Fagerberg’s ‘liturgical theology’), which 

is the communal meaning of the liturgy exercised by the gathering itself. The 

assembly uses combinations of words and signs to speak of God… 

If the assembly is full of strong and primary symbols, these symbols will 

‘give rise to thought’. Liturgical theology, as a written discipline, can 

intentionally share in the reflections that directly arise from the symbolic 
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interactions of the public assembly. It can function as a philology to the 

symbolic language of the ritual, as a guide to classic reasons for the order of 

things, and as a historical commentator making clear how any given liturgy 

is always receiving a tradition yet also reinterpreting what it receives. 

Lathrop emphasises that primary liturgical theology employs the tool of 

juxtaposition, and makes the claim that it is ‘the primary instrument of meaning 

in the church’s worship’ (1993, p. 204). The holy things of Christian assembly in 

the congregation ‘are not static, but take on meaning in action as they are used, 

especially as they are intentionally juxtaposed’ (1993, p. 10). The juxtaposition 

of holy things in Christian worship reveals the ordo, and implies the symbolic 

nature of liturgy. The word ‘symbol’ comes from the Greek suvmbolon, which is 

derived from sumbavllein, ‘to throw together’; as things are put together—or 

juxtaposed—the meaning thus generated cannot be exhausted by linear, logical 

thought. Rather, the meaning of the discourse of primary liturgical theology is 

to be explored in metaphor and relationship.  

Lathrop’s secondary liturgical theology corresponds to Fagerberg’s fourth 

category: it ‘is (Lathrop, 1993, p. 6) 

written and spoken discourse that attempts to find words for the experience 

of the liturgy and to illuminate its structures, intending to enable a more 

profound participation in those structures by the members of the assembly.  

This discourse may sound historical or phenomenological, but it is still 

theological, and ‘has something of a critical, reforming edge’ (1993, p. 7), aiming 

‘to make the liturgical experience of the Church again one of the life-giving 

sources of the knowledge of God’ (Schmemann, 1966, 1996, p. 19). 

Lathrop has yet a third category (1993, p. 19): ‘When that edge is turned toward 

specific problems of our time, these reflections may be called, as they are here, 
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pastoral liturgical theology’. [emphasis original] To the extent that the praxis of 

ordination is an issue that the Uniting Church needs to face, this thesis is an 

example of Lathrop’s pastoral liturgical theology. 

William Kervin 

Kervin offers an example of what he calls ‘expository liturgical theology’ in his 

exploration of the baptismal liturgies of the United Church of Canada. He 

examines the baptismal rites of the three churches (Congregational, Methodist 

and Presbyterian) that formed the United Church of Canada in 1925, and 

subsequent United Church liturgies, along with differing theologies of baptism 

and confirmation in that Church. He writes (2003, p. xx): 

This study is historical…, but it is not primarily a historical study. It is 

liturgical…, but it will not attempt a thorough description of popular 

practice. It is theological…, but it does not attempt a systematic sacramental 

theology of baptism. It can best be described as an exercise in expository 

liturgical theology—that is to say, liturgical and theological reflection arising 

out of an examination and exposition of the texts in question. The texts will 

serve as a starting point for reflection and analysis. Throughout the study 

archival information on the formation and content of the texts will prove 

especially valuable and related information on the United Church context 

will be introduced where it illuminates the understanding of the texts and 

their function. I believe this to be a valid methodological approach insofar as 

it mirrors the way liturgical texts often function in the United Church—i.e., 

as a reference point for liturgical adaptation to a specific pastoral context. 

Bos and Thompson (2008, p. 508) make a similar point with respect to a Uniting 

Church theological method, in their introduction to ‘Understanding the 

Church’s Teaching on Baptism’: 

This document is a fine example of the Uniting Church’s theological method. 
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It acknowledges the Bible as the primary source of our theology within its 

original context, and then considers how this has been interpreted through 

the centuries in ever new contexts. The document then brings current 

questions into dialogue with this biblical and theological tradition in a way 

that illuminates the presenting issues and offers guidance to the Church, 

recognising that this needs to be done pastorally. 

The current thesis could also be termed an ‘expository liturgical theology’. Like 

Kervin’s study, its primary sources are the liturgical texts themselves; other 

primary sources, such as Assembly reports, are included as they shed light 

upon the texts and their process of production. It is clearly artificial to explore 

the Uniting Church’s ordination liturgies in isolation from the theologies 

expressed in those liturgies, or from the struggles for a theology of ordination 

within the Uniting Church. This thesis therefore offers a report of a dialogue 

between liturgy and theology, but only as necessary for an understanding of the 

development of the ordination rite of the Uniting Church. Within this 

limitation, it also provides an example of Lathrop’s secondary liturgical 

theology or indeed his pastoral liturgical theology, or of Fagerberg’s fourth 

category, a theological exposition of the meaning within the rite. In primarily 

exploring Uniting Church liturgies of ordination of a minister of the Word ‘in 

conversation with’ other churches within the one holy catholic and apostolic 

Church, the thesis also provides an example of the way theological debate and 

liturgy have related in a concrete instance in the Uniting Church. 

 

 

                                                

1 Where reference is made to the Basis of Union without further 
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specification, it is to the 1992 edition. The full text of the 1992 edition is 
found in Appendix A. 

 Where the draft Basis of Union proposed by the Joint Commission in 
1963 is the subject, this paper names it the ‘Proposed Basis of Union 
1963’, except where it is referred to in direct quotations. 

 Owen writes (1984, p. 21): ‘The Basis of Union was produced by the Joint 
Committee on Church Union… It was presented for consideration by the 
three Churches in 1970 and reissued in a revised edition in 1971… The 
1971 revised edition was then the basis on which the Churches united in 
1977…’ The Introduction to the 1992 edition states (p. 3ƒ): 

It is important to be clear that this is not a revision of the Basis of Union. 
The 1971 text is and always will be the Basis of Union, an historic 
document. Only if and when the church determines that it needs a fresh 
Basis of Union, perhaps in the event of further church union, would a 
revised Basis become possible. Great care has been taken in this 1992 
edition to retain the meaning of the 1971 text, whilst replacing outdated 
language. 

2  See ‘“Ordered Liberty” in Worship for UiW2’ in Uniting in Worship 2, 
CD-rom, 2005. 

3 This claim is made in the ordinations of both deacons and ministers of 
the Word. This thesis limits itself to the consideration of rites of 
ordination of ministers of the Word, i.e., of Uniting Church ‘presbyters’. 

4 This is the service found in Assembly Commission on Liturgy 1988, 
‘Ordination of a Minister of the Word’ in Uniting in Worship Leader’s Book, 
Uniting Church Press, Melbourne, pp. 498-518. [UCA, 1988] Similar 
wording is found in the liturgies of 1983, 1992 and 1995: 

 Assembly Commission on Liturgy 1983, Ordination of a Minister of the 
Word, Uniting Church Press, Melbourne. [UCA, 1983]; 

  Assembly Commission on Liturgy 1992, ‘Ordination’ in Services of 
Ordination, Induction and Accreditation, Uniting Church Press, Melbourne, 
pp. 4-27. [UCA, 1992]; 
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 Assembly Commission on Liturgy 1995, ‘Ordination of a Minister of the 
Word’ in Services of Ordination, Induction and Commissioning, Joint Board 
of Christian Education, Melbourne, pp. 7-11, 25-37. [UCA, 1995]. 

5 The presbytery is one of the interrelated councils; cƒ. para. 15 of the Basis 
of Union, 1992 (Appendix A). The responsibilities of the Presbytery are 
spelt out in para. 15(c) and in Clause 26 of the Uniting Church’s 
Constitution. 

 The Constitution has a Preamble (called ‘Preamble to Interim 
Constitution’) which states that the Basis of Union was published after 
seeking under the Spirit’s guidance ‘the Basis upon which [the three 
uniting churches] were being led into union’; in this Preamble, the 
Constitution was adopted on 22 June 1977 as ‘as the Interim Constitution 
of The Uniting Church in Australia for the organisation of her 
government and administration as from the 22nd day of June 1977 until 
amended in accordance with the provisions made in that regard or until 
repealed and replaced by a new Constitution in accordance with the 
relevant decisions of the Assembly’ (Constitution, p. 2).  

 The Preamble clearly indicates that the Basis of Union is the prior 
document, and the implication must be that in the event of a conflict 
between the Constitution and the Basis, the Basis should have priority. 

6 In Uniting Church liturgies ‘NNN’ denotes the full name of the person 
concerned, NN the full Christian names and N the commonly-used 
Christian name. 

7 The designation of the presbyteral ministry as ‘the ministry of the Word 
and sacraments’ is not without its problems; this term will be discussed 
in the commentary of UCA 1988. 

8 UCA 1988, p. 513. 

9 ‘We’: the chairperson speaks on behalf of the presbytery. 

10 ‘Minister of the Word’ is the term that the Uniting Church uses for its 
presbyters, although it may be argued that its diaconate is also a ministry 
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of the Word—indeed, that every Christian person is a minister; cƒ. 
Assembly Commission on Doctrine, Ordination and Ministry in the 
Uniting Church, I.27, in Bos, R and Thompson, G (eds) 2008, Theology for 
Pilgrims: Selected Theological Documents of the Uniting Church in Australia, 
Uniting Church Press, Sydney, p. 357. (Paragraphs identified by part and 
number: e.g., I.4, II.6). 

11 The word ‘rite’ is used in a ‘limited, technical meaning’, 

to designate the specific Christian liturgical tradition to which one 
belongs, e.g. the Roman (Latin) rite, the Byzantine rite, the Anglican rite, 
the Ethiopian rite, etc. Each ‘rite’ (or ‘ritual family’) is characterized by 
distinctive liturgical practices and variations… Scholars sometimes 
further subdivide the Roman rite by noting distinctive forms practised 
by religious orders, such as the ‘Dominican rite’…(Mitchell, 2002, p. 
408.) 

 The ‘Uniting Church rite’ is then a subset of Methodist, Reformed and 
United rites, which depend to varying degrees upon the Anglican and 
Catholic rites. There are several versions of the Uniting Church rite of 
ordination of a minister of the Word, called ‘liturgies’ or ‘services’ of 
ordination. They appeared in 1977, 1980, 1983, 1988, 1992 and 1995. 

12 Only the first four words of the opening sentence are found in the 1550 
ordinal:  

Receive the holy goste, whose synnes thou doest forgeve, they are 

forgeven: and whose sinnes thou doest retaine, thei are retained: and be 

thou a faithful despensor of the word of god, and of his holy Sacramentes. 

In the name of the father, and of the sonne, and of the holy gost. Amen. 

 The wording of the Lutheran Church of Australia’s 1994 service at this 
point leads to some confusion; for example, while hands are laid on the 
head of the ordinand, the ‘formula of ordination’ is declared: 

By the authority which our Lord Jesus Christ has given to his church, I 

ordain and consecrate you, N, to the holy office of public ministry, in the 

name of the Father and of the Son † and of the Holy Spirit. 
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 The words ‘his church’ seem to refer to the Church catholic; this would 
indicate that the intention of the Lutheran Church is to ordain presbyters 
within the Church of Jesus Christ. The newly-ordained pastor then 
receives a stole, and here the confusion arises. The president says: 

I declare you to be a pastor of the Lutheran Church of Australia. 

 It seems most likely that the words at this declaration of ordination (in 
Uniting Church terminology) are to be construed in terms of the ‘formula 
of ordination’; i.e., the Lutheran Church of Australia means to ordain 
presbyters to the ministry of the universal Church. See ‘Ordination’ 1994, 
in Church Rites, Openbook Publishers, Adelaide, pp. 137-144. 

13  The Lima Statement (Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, or BEM) is a major 
document produced by the World Council of Churches in 1982. It was 
‘the fruit of a 50-year process of study stretching back to the first Faith 
and Order Conference at Lausanne in 1927 (BEM, 1982, p. vii), and it ‘is 
probably still the most widely read and carefully analysed ecumenical 
document of the twentieth century’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 206). 

14 At the time of union, there was one ordained ministry in the Uniting 
Church, the ministry of the Word. 

15 Following verses such as Ephesians 5:25-33, the Church is referred to as 
‘she’ in the 1977 edition of the Basis of Union. The pronoun was changed 
to the neuter form in 1992. 

16 Idem: Wood incorrectly refers to Appendix 1, not to Appendix 2 (1986, p. 
63ƒ). 

17 Puglisi has produced three volumes of an initially-projected four-volume 
work. The three volumes are: Puglisi, JF, The Process of Admission to 
Ordained Ministry: A Comparative Study, Liturgical Press, Collegeville— 
1996, Volume I: Epistemological Principles and Roman Catholic Rites;  
1998, Volume II: The First Lutheran, Reformed, Anglican and Wesleyan Rites;  
2001, Volume III: Contemporary Rites and General Conclusions. 

18 See e.g., a study of the Roman Catholic priesthood in the English context: 
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Louden, SH, and Francis, LJ 2003, The Naked Parish Priest: What priests 
really think they’re doing, Continuum, London. 

 Also from a Catholic position, Basil Hume writes in the Foreword to 
Richards, M 1995, A People of Priests: The Ministry of the Catholic Church, 
Darton, Longman and Todd, London, p. xi: 

Continuing uncertainty over the character of Christian priesthood has, 
however, in recent years led to the resignation of a number of ordained 
ministers of the Church and, arguably, has given rise to a hesitation over 
joining the ministry. 

19 Pryor, RJ 1982, explores this ‘vocational crisis’ in High Calling High Stress: 
The Vocational Needs of Ministers: An Overview and Bibliography, Australian 
Association for the Study of Religions, Bedford Park; and in 1986, At 
Cross Purposes: Stress and support in the ministry of the wounded healer, 
Synod of Victoria, Melbourne. 

20 The Joint Commission was established in 1957, twenty years prior to the 
formation of the Uniting Church on 22 June, 1977. It comprised members 
from each of the three Churches entering union. 

21 See McCaughey, JD, ‘Church Union in Australia’, in The Ecumenical 
Review, Vol. XVII, 1965, pp. 38-53: 

…consideration of the Church, its nature, function and mission should 
precede that of the ministry. (p. 44) 

22 This book contains the 1997 C.C. Hein Lectures, which were delivered by 
Harrisville in the Lutheran seminaries of Berkeley, Columbus, Dubuque 
and St Paul. 

23  See § 2.1. 

24  See § 2.1. 

25  This paper will take up the theme of a ‘baptismal missiology’ in §2.7. 

26  These designations are ordered alphabetically. 



 

50 

                                                

27  ‘Priest’: Greek, iJeruß; Latin, sacerdos. 

28  For a detailed commentary on the 1988 service, see §2.6. 

29  Cƒ. John 1:1ƒƒ. 

30  Christiaan Mostert, ‘What does it mean to be nourished and regulated by 
Scripture?’, pp. 73-78 in Abetz, 2002, p. 73ƒ. 

31  Cƒ. Basis of Union, 1992, from para. 4: 

Christ who is present when he is preached among people is the Word of 
God who acquits the guilty, who gives life to the dead and who brings 
into being what otherwise could not exist. 

 Cƒ. also from para. 5: 

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the Church has received the 
books of the Old and New Testaments as unique prophetic and apostolic 
testimony, in which it hears the Word of God and by which its faith and 
obedience are nourished and regulated. 

32  Cƒ. Basis of Union, 1992, from para. 7: 

The Uniting Church acknowledges that Christ incorporates people into 
his body by Baptism. 

33  Cƒ. Basis of Union, 1992, from para. 8: 

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the continuing presence of 
Christ with his people is signified and sealed by Christ in the Lord’s 
Supper or the Holy Communion, constantly repeated in the life of the 
Church. In this sacrament of his broken body and outpoured blood the 
risen Lord feeds his baptized people on their way to the final inheritance 
of the Kingdom. 

34  Prior to the restructure of 1998, the responsible body through which the 
Assembly exercised its ‘determining responsibility’ in matters of doctrine 
was the Commission on Doctrine. The Assembly now exercises its 
responsibilities through the advice of the Commission’s successor, the 
Doctrine Working Group. 
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35  Cƒ. BEM, para. 19, p. 24, and the ordinals of various Churches. 

36  Milton’s poem is  

ON THE NEW FORCERS OF CONSCIENCE UNDER THE LONG PARLIAMENT 

 Because you have thrown of your Prelate Lord, 
And with stiff Vowes renounc’d his Liturgie 
To seise the widdow’d whore Pluralitie 
From them whose sin ye envi’d, not abhor'd, 
Dare ye for this adjure the Civill Sword 
To force our Consciences that Christ set free, 
And ride us with a classic Hierarchy 
Taught ye by meer A. S. and Rotherford? 
Men whose Life, Learning, Faith and pure intent 
Would have been held in high esteem with Paul 
Must now be nam’d and printed Hereticks 
By shallow Edwards and Scotch what d’ye call: 
But we do hope to find out all your tricks, 
Your plots and packing wors then those of Trent, 
That so the Parliament 
May with their wholsom and preventive Shears 
Clip your Phylacteries, though bauk your Ears, 
And succour our just Fears 
When they shall read this clearly in your charge 
New Presbyter is but Old Priest writ Large. 

37  That is, the Järvenpää document. 

38 The Assembly is the national council in the interconciliar structure of the 
Uniting Church. (See Basis of Union, 1992, para. 15(e), p. 15). 

 The Assembly’s responsibilities and limitations are further laid out in 
Clauses 38 and 39 of the Constitution. 

39 The quotation is from Fink, PE 1982, p. 483. Ordination rites are thus 
expressions of ‘liturgy’. Smith (ibid., p. 2) distinguishes between ‘rite’ 
and ‘liturgy’: in the early Lutheran Reformation, 

Ordination was not understood narrowly as a ritual act, but rather as a 
liturgical act. In other words it was the church’s work in the same sense 
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that the church’s work of word and sacrament is its leitourgia. The ritual 
means by which the leitourgia is accomplished, the way by which 
celebration of word and sacrament is brought to life in the assembly is 
not immaterial or unimportant. Liturgy cannot exist without rite. But, if 
one may mix the Latin and Greek, it is possible for the ritum to obscure 
the leitourgia. 

40 For examples, see Schmemann, A (1966, 1996) and Kavanagh, A (1984, 
1992). 

41 For an example, see Wainwright (1980).  

 For a comparison of the contributions of Schmemann, Wainwright and 
Kavanagh, see Johnson (1993). For an example of the influence of the 
formula on the work of Faith and Order in the World Council of 
Churches, see Best, TF and Heller, D (eds) (1995). 

42  The Preface from The Methodist Hymn-Book (1933) illustrates this, 
beginning as it does, ‘Methodism was born in song’, (p. v) and 
continuing: 

This collection, like that of 1780, is primarily evangelical. It contains a 
large number of hymns which have proved their power both to deepen 
the spiritual life of believers and to inspire saving faith in Christ…the 
one aim of every true hymn-book must be to ‘raise or quicken the spirit 
of devotion’. 

43 Fagerberg cites Wainwright’s Doxology as an example of a theology from 
worship. 

44 Here, Fagerberg owes much to Schmemann (1966, 1996). 
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Section 1.2 

 

A Framework for Understanding 

While the liturgical life of the Uniting Church varies greatly from congregation 

to congregation (partly depending upon the congregation’s acceptance of or 

antipathy towards written liturgies),1 presbyteries across the Uniting Church 

practise a remarkably uniform liturgy of ordination. Even though only the 

ordination vows2 and the prayer at the laying on of hands are laid down by the 

Assembly to be used verbatim, presbyteries have tended to use the whole 

service as written.3 The major differences tend to be in the kind of songs and 

music chosen, and whether the newly-ordained person or the chairperson of the 

presbytery (or delegate) presides at the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. 

(Similarly, liturgies of induction are very much alike, the greatest points of 

difference here again being in the style of music and the celebration of the 

Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. In services of induction, the presence or 

absence of the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper is an issue; when it is celebrated, 

the newly-ordained minister would often preside.) Therefore, despite the 

variety of the Uniting Church’s liturgical practice in general, it is 

methodologically sound to study the ordination liturgies of the Uniting Church 

as witnesses to its doctrine and its practice. 
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James Puglisi 

The commentaries of Uniting Church ordination liturgies that follow will keep 

in mind the following framework presented by Puglisi, whose starting point is 

that the rite of ordination cannot be discussed apart from the broader process of 

admission to ordained ministry. He describes this process (1996, passim, e.g., p. 

27ƒ, n. 50) as a complex of 

• election (the ecclesial dimension); 

• a rite of ordination (the liturgical dimension, celebrated within a eucharistic 

service); and 

• the taking of office (the juridical dimension). 

Paul Bradshaw 

Bradshaw, Buchanan, Van der Borght and Mitchell offer similar schemata to 

that of Puglisi. For Bradshaw (1997, p. 9), ordination is 

essentially a process and not merely a rite, a process accomplished over time 

and not just in a brief sacramental moment, a process which begins with the 

Church’s discernment of God’s call to an individual for a particular ministry 

within a specific Christian community, continues with the community’s 

prayer for the bestowal of the gifts and graces necessary for the effective 

discharge of that office, and culminates in the acceptance by the people of the 

new minister’s role among them, expressed in their assent to his or her 

performance of the liturgical functions belonging to the particular office.4 

This pattern is shown by the earliest ordination rites. Bradshaw (1990, pp. 20-

36) gives an outline of the elements common to ordination rites of the east and 

west in terms of context; the approbation by the people; proclamation/bidding 

(in the Byzantine rite, in later eastern rites, and in the Roman rite for the 

ordination of a bishop); the prayer of the people; the sign of the cross (in the 
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eastern rites); the imposition of the hand; the ordination prayer (sometimes two 

prayers); concluding ceremonies.5 Elsewhere, Bradshaw (1971, p. 3) offers this 

summary statement: 

It will be clear that all ancient rites for the three sacred orders [deacon, 

presbyter, bishop] have three elements in common: the election of the 

candidates by the people, or at least opportunity to object to them; the prayer 

of the people, either in silence or in the shape of a litany; and the ordination 

prayer itself said while hands are laid upon the candidate. In addition, the 

rites all take place within the context of the Eucharist, in which the 

candidates fulfil the liturgical function of their new order. 

Colin Buchanan  

Buchanan (2006(a), p. 3) gives this as an ‘overall shape of ordination rites’, 

specifically from the viewpoint of the practice of the Church of England: 

1. Presentation of Candidates (including certification that they have previously 

made the Declaration of Assent—a bishop makes his declaration at this point) 

2. Declarations (including Exhortation and Interrogation with supportive 

Affirmation by congregation) 

3. Veni, Creator (presbyters and bishops only); Litany 

4. Ordination prayer 

5. The Giving of the Bible 

6. The Welcome 

Eduardus Van der Borght  

Writing in the context of the difference between lay and ordained ministries, 

Van der Borght (2007, p. 425) provides a Reformed voice: 

The ordination is a rite with a long ecclesiastical tradition that consists of 
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invoking the Spirit (‘form’) and laying on of hands (‘material’); it marks the 

end of a process of discovery of charism, vocatio, electio/receptio, and the 

beginning of a service where the ordinand enters into a new relationship 

with the community as spiritual leader of this faith community through the 

service of the Word and the sacraments. 

Nathan Mitchell 

Mitchell (1982, p. 299) emphasises the ‘attachment’ to a place: 

…ordination to Christian ministry is a process encompassing several 

elements: vocation (God’s gift and call); discernment by the community 

(expressed through election, choice and approval of candidates); ritual 

acknowledgement of God’s grace (through laying on of hands and prayer); 

and attachment to a specific church for a specific ministry (the ‘title’ of 

ordination)… It must be admitted, however, that the Roman Catholic 

tradition has sometimes emphasized one element (the liturgy of ordination) 

to the virtual exclusion of all the others. This has been due, in part, to a 

preoccupation among medieval and modern theologians with what is 

minimally required if a sacrament is to be considered ‘valid’. 

The concern for ‘validity’ 

This reductionist concern for validity has tended to dominate thinking about 

ordination rites. Bradshaw draws a parallel between the reconsideration of 

eucharistic and baptismal rites and the ordination rite. In the case of the 

eucharist, liturgical thinking has been inclined to move away from a eucharistic 

‘moment of consecration’; in the sacrament of baptism, the approach tends 

towards Christian initiation as a process. In an article within a volume written 

upon the centenary of Apostolicae curae, Leo XIII’s 1896 papal bull ‘On the 

Nullity of Anglican Orders’, Bradshaw writes (1996, p. 85ƒ): 
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…it is not enough simply to see the whole ordination prayer as that which 

makes someone a minister. Not only is it important to take account of the 

fact that this prayer by the presiding minister is always set in the context of 

the prayer of the people in all traditional rites, but ordination should be seen 

as a process which extends beyond even the celebration of the totality of the 

rite… Thus, the vital elements of a valid ordination encompass far more than just 

the sufficiency of a particular ritual gesture, forms of words, and intention. They 

extend from God’s initial call of the candidate and the testing and validation 

of that call by the church, which then appoints the ordinand to a particular 

ministerial charge, through the act of prayer by the people for the gifts 

necessary for the fruitful exercise of that ministry, of which the ordination 

prayer with the imposition of hands forms the conclusion, to the final 

recognition by the people of the newly ordained’s ministerial role among 

them, expressed in their acceptance of his or her performance of the liturgical 

functions belonging to that office. [emphasis mine] 

Wright is a sympathetic critic of Bradshaw, yet one who is less sure that there is 

no ‘moment of ordination’. In the same volume, he takes Bradshaw to task for 

speaking of ‘the vital elements of a valid ordination’ and asks, ‘why use the 

word “valid” to describe it, if we are eschewing medieval and scholastic terms 

and concepts?’ Wright’s critique does not appear to grasp that by recovering the 

richness of the ancient scope of the process of ordination, Bradshaw has 

redefined and expanded the limits of ‘validity’ beyond ‘just the sufficiency of a 

particular ritual gesture, forms of words, and intention’ and therefore well 

beyond both medievalism and denominational polemics. Wright takes his 

misunderstanding further, posing this reductionist question to Bradshaw: ‘if 

any one or two or three or more of these elements are missing, is it still an 

ordination?’ (Wright, 1996, p. 120ƒ). 

Appropriately, Bradshaw cautions (1997, p.8): ‘preconceived notions [may] 
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determine the outcome of supposedly dispassionate analysis of texts’. He offers 

as a further example that the ‘preconceived notion’ of ordination as one of the 

seven sacraments has led to a myopic focus upon a search for the precise matter 

and form. Since the rebuff of Apostolicae curae, Anglican theologians have 

tended to emphasise the necessity of a verbal formula: ‘The theology that the 

performance of the rites reveals is that of “consecration by formula”, of “a 

moment of ordination”, whatever the actual beliefs of the compilers may have 

been’. This is another manifestation of the preoccupation with validity. 

In formulating ‘Ordered Liberty’ in Worship in 1998, the Uniting Church’s 

Commission on Liturgy attempted to avoid the enervating effects of 

reductionism by emphasising ‘fullness in worship’ rather than some minimum 

requirement for ‘validity’ (<http://nat.uca.org.au/TD/ worship/backgroundpapers 

/4ordered_liberty.htm>): 

…what follows has very much in mind what contributes to fullness in 

worship, in that the essential elements in orders of service are listed to enable 

us to taste worship in that life-giving abundance promised by Jesus in John 

10:10. 

Despite the prevalence of fixations on validity focussing attention on parts of 

the rite and atomising it, Puglisi has convincingly shown that the three aspects 

of the process of ordination—election, the rite of ordination proper and the 

taking of office—are all characteristic of churches as distinct in time and place 

as that reflected in the Apostolic Tradition and other ancient rites, in the Roman 

Catholic Church and in mainstream churches which came out of historical 

processes set in train by the Reformation, whether Anglican, Methodist, 

Reformed or Lutheran. Rather than being imposed upon the material, the three 

dimensions of this schema reflect actual practice, and therefore provide a secure 

framework for a discussion of the rite of ordination in this thesis. It is thus an 
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ideal schema for comparing diverse rites—and therefore, for comparing the 

successive versions of the ordination rite of the Uniting Church with one 

another, as well as with other rites of the Church catholic.6 

In relating the processes of ordination employed by the Uniting Church to its 

liturgical celebration, this thesis examines how these processes are represented 

in the ordination liturgies themselves. The details of the selection of candidates 

by presbytery and synod committees, and changes in these processes through 

time, are not the subject of attention; how the various services reflect this 

process of selection is germane to the subject matter of the thesis. Similarly, the 

important thing with respect to the taking of office is its ritual enactment; this 

taking of office is seen in the Declaration of Ordination and the Presentation of 

the Bible; it is ritually complete in the (first) Service of Induction, which may be 

a section of the Ordination Service or occur later if the ordination occurs at a 

place other than the one in which the minister will serve. 

 

 

                                                

1 For accounts of hostile attitudes of British reformed churches to written 
liturgies, see Spinks, 2003, pp. 66-82; Tucker, 2003, p. 119. These attitudes 
extend to the British diaspora. 

2  ‘Vows’ is the parlance of UCA 1988, UCA 1992 and UCA 1994; earlier 
services use the term ‘Questions’. 

3  The Charge has been an exception. A model Charge is contained in UCA 

1988, which has often been set to one side. On occasions, idiosyncratic 
and even novel interpretations of what the ordained ministry entails 
have been delivered as the Charge, which has sometimes become a 
second sermon. 
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 The 2009 ordinal, outside the scope of this paper, has instituted a set 
Charge which contains much of the material in the Vows of the previous 
service. This enabled the number of vows (now ‘Questions’, as in the pre-
1988 services) to be reduced to four. 

4 Cƒ. Robert Gribben (1990, p. 128), who argues that a presbytery 
appointee, rather than the newly-ordained minister of the Word, should 
preside at the Eucharist. 

 Bradshaw (2007, p. 111) similarly writes: 

Although the New Testament and other early Christian writings do not 
provide any details of the process by which Christian ministers were 
chosen and commissioned, what evidence there is suggests that within 
the first few centuries election by the local Christian community 
followed by prayer accompanied by the laying on of hands emerges as 
the fundamental elements of the act of ordination; the community chose 
those who were to be its ministers and then prayed that God would 
equip them with the gifts needed to fulfil that particular ministry. 

5 Bradshaw 1990, pp. 20-36. 

6  Sprinkle (2004, pp. 61-69) comes to the same conclusion in his study of 
ordination in North American churches which he describes as ‘Free and 
Reformed’ (the American Baptist Churches USA, the Christian Church 
(Disciples of Christ), the Co-operative Baptist Fellowship, the 
Presbyterian Church (USA) and the United Church of Christ. 
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Section 1.3 

 

A brief historical survey of the presbyteral ministry, 

with particular reference to liturgies of ordination 

Reform of a liturgical order is necessarily rooted in the history of the 

traditions which created and shaped that order. Even if earlier forms are 

repudiated they remain the starting point for understanding both the content 

of the new order and the reasons for its development. 

Uniting Church liturgies are no exception to these remarks by Harrisville (1987, 

p. 17), springing as they do especially from the rites of the three churches that 

united to form the Uniting Church and from the Church of South India—which 

all come from the Western traditions of rites of ordination. Before turning to a 

discussion of these particular rites, I will sketch an overview of the history of 

the Western rites that chiefly influenced them. Particular consideration will be 

given to: the New Testament witness; patristic material, in particular the 

Apostolic Tradition; Knox’s 1556 Genevan Service Book; the 1662 Book of Common 

Prayer; and Wesley’s The Sunday Service of the Methodists in North America of 

1784. Later chapters undertake a more specific consideration of the Uniting 

Church’s liturgies.  
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New Testament Evidence: 

The generally accepted position is that the New Testament was written at a 

stage when ministry was fluid; as Hawkins (1992(a), p. 340) points out, ‘for the 

most part there is no implied distinction between clerical and lay forms of 

ministry’. Initially, ministry was largely the province of itinerant charismatic 

teachers and leaders, though the later strata of the New Testament bear witness 

to the appointment of ministers which are given various designations. There are 

tantalisingly few New Testament references to ministries in Christian 

communities; some leaders may have had a role similar to the ajrcisunavgwgoß 

(‘ruler of the synagogue’), coordinating the way various members contributed 

to the flow of worship, but ‘there is very little to suggest that they were in most 

places ‘official appointments’ in the later sense of ordained ministers, but rather 

those whose gifts of leadership were recognized by the community’ (Bradshaw, 

1982, p. 51). In a wonderful masterpiece of understatement, Hatchett (1995, p. 

503) observes: ‘It is difficult to separate the offices and functions of ministers in 

the New Testament’. 

Moreover, the relationship between bishop and presbyter is unclear: for 

example, Acts 20:17-38 contains an address by the apostle Paul to the elders 

(tou;ß presbutevrouß) of the church at Ephesus. He begins by rehearsing the 

example of the ministry entrusted to him of ‘serving the Lord’, helping others, 

‘proclaiming the message’ and ‘teaching’. He exhorts them (verse 28): ‘Keep 

watch over yourselves and over all the flock, of which the Holy Spirit has made 

you overseers (ejpiskovpouß), to shepherd the church of God that he obtained 

with the blood of his own Son.’ In this passage, the presbyters have a ministry 

of episcope, with a controlling image of shepherding; it seems likely that Luke 

sees them following Paul in a ministry of service, proclamation and teaching 
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(Sullivan, 2001, p. 66). They are representatives of the same Ephesian church (1 

Timothy 1:3) to which the letters to ‘Timothy’ were addressed by ‘Paul’.1 

The earliest mention of ‘bishops’ in the New Testament is in Philippians 1:1,2 as 

part of that letter’s formal greeting: ‘Paul and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, 

To all the saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, with the bishops and 

deacons’.3 Most commentators agree that this verse reflects a situation—in a 

particular time and place, Philippi c. 60—in which the term ‘bishop’ was a 

functional descriptor, designating not an office but the person through whom 

episcope (oversight) occurred. (Barnett (1979, 1981, 1995, p. 34) is an exception, 

believing that Paul’s salutation of bishops and deacons in Philippians 1:1 ‘is in 

itself a strong indication that they were recognized officials of the Church at 

Philippi’.) 

The Pastoral Epistles mark a later stage of development. Hanson (1982, pp. 11-

14) dates them between 96 and 110, most likely 100–105. 1 Timothy 3 contains a 

number of personal requirements looked for in a bishop or deacon, thereby 

indicating that—at least in Ephesus—these terms now refer to offices rather 

than merely to functions. No more light is shed than in Philippians upon what a 

bishop does, except that a bishop is ‘apt in teaching’ and ‘take[s] care of God’s 

church’ (1 Timothy 3:2, 5). Hanson concludes (1982, p. 76): ‘The language used 

here very much suggests a church presided over by one man rather than by a 

group of presbyters…’; a ‘process of developing from a household church to a 

more public institution’ had begun. 

Presbyters are not mentioned either in Philippians or in 1 Timothy. Jefford 

(1989, p. 123) quotes Hatchett, who suggests that the reason may be that  

the administrative offices of bishop and deacon arose under the influence of 

contemporary Greco-Roman associations, while the office of presbyter 
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spawned from the ‘council of elders’ model attested in the internal 

organization of the Jewish Synagogue.4 

A synthesis between these two types of church government may have occurred 

after the mid-first century (Barnett, 1979, 1981, 1995, p. 37): 

Presbyters are adopted by the Pauline churches and…linked with the 

bishops, so that in Acts 20 the terms are interchangeable. The bishops and 

deacons of the Pauline churches are joined with the presbyters of the 

Judaistic churches. The synthesis…had taken place by 110. 

As Hatchett (1995, p. 503) sees it, 

The bishop emerged early as the chief pastor and liturgical officer, and 

president of the body of elders (presbyters) whose responsibility was to 

sustain and govern the congregation and to represent the bishop in his 

absence. 

Stewart-Sykes (<http://divinity.library.vanderbilt.edu/burns/chroma/clergy/ 

Stewartorders.html >) writes that the ‘prehistory’ of the offices of bishop and 

presbyter in Rome and Asia may have involved  

a system of household churches based on patronage…in which bishops and 

presbyters, the distinction between these offices being not altogether tight, 

hold office by virtue of their position as heads of households who are in a 

position to give patronage to the church…  

Burtchaell (1992, 2004, p. xii) ‘surmises’ that 

since the first Christians were Jews who took a long while to reflect and 

admit to themselves reluctantly how their faith might be leading them away 

from their fellow Jews, they would instinctively create communities in the 

way familiar to them: following the patterns of the hellenistic Jewish 
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synagogue. 

He finds ‘the offices of elder, community chief and assistant’ to be the ‘most 

regular elements’ in the synagogue Burtchaell (1992, 2004, p. xv). 

Bradshaw (2002, p. 195) summarises an astonishingly perplexing picture: 

The variety of forms of Christian leadership would have included in some 

cases persons who were recognized as leaders because of their possession of 

particular charismata, especially those of prophecy and teaching; in others 

they may have been those who offered hospitality to the house-churches; 

and in others they may have been elected to that office by the local 

congregation, especially where those with obvious charismatic gifts were 

lacking or there was dissension within the community over who should lead 

it. Those elected in this way might well have continued to number among 

them the patrons of the house-church. Sometimes leadership may have been 

shared between those from two or more of the above groups, for example, 

the patron and several prophets, rather than being concentrated in one form 

alone. Similarly, in some cases leadership may have been exercised by a 

corporate body for a considerable period of time, while in other churches a 

single individual may have emerged as the principal leader at quite an early 

stage, with others functioning only in an advisory capacity. 

However the process occurred, by the third century the threefold office—

deacon, presbyter, bishop—was ubiquitous. 

The Imposition of Hands 

The imposition of hands is an ancient practice, yet infrequently referred to in 

the New Testament. It is linked to a gift, which in Acts 8.19 is the Holy Spirit (cf. 

1 Timothy 4:14; 2 Timothy 1:6; Acts 13:3). According to Bradshaw (1992(a), p. 

359), the paucity of reference 
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may indicate that the gesture was not regarded as especially significant at 

this time, and was perhaps no more than the normal action that 

accompanied all solemn prayer and indicated its object. 

Whatever its importance at the outset, the imposition of hands quickly became 

essential to ordination. Bradshaw’s position (1992(a), p. 360) is that this 

may be due at least in part to ambivalence of the Greek term cheirotonia, ‘the 

lifting of hands’. In classical Greek usage this signified the act of election, but 

early Christianity extended it to designate not just the first half of the process 

of ministerial appointment, but the whole ordination—both election and 

prayer with the laying on of hands. By the late fourth century, however, the 

word seems to have been understood as referring primarily to the second 

action rather than the first—the lifting up/laying on of hands in prayer—and 

so gave the gesture greater prominence. 

Cope (1986, p. 250) writes: 

The gesture of laying hands upon (or over) a person or a thing has the 

multiple significance of blessing, setting apart, consecrating, commissioning, 

absolving, healing, confirming, declaring, ordaining, and other associated 

ideas. Underlying the liturgical act is the notion of the transmission of 

power, mana, authority, spiritual grace, etc.,…a visible gesture which can 

also serve to establish the concept of continuity of role in a sequence of 

persons, e.g. the apostolic succession. There are descriptions of laying on of 

hands in a number of biblical passages—both in the sense of blessing, 

ordaining or healing and in the sense of setting apart for sacrifice—and these 

form the basis of the liturgical practices of imposition which developed in 

the church (e.g. Gen. 48; Acts 8:19; 13:3; I Tim. 4:14; Mark 6:5; 16:18; etc.). 

According to Beckwith (1992, p. 78ƒ), 

[o]rdination was originally by the laying-on of hands (Tos. Sanhedrin 1.1), 
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which explains Christian practice…and according to the Talmud a rabbi 

originally ordained his own pupils, though in the second century AD this 

right was concentrated in the national patriarch (Jer. Sanhedrin 1.2-4), rather 

in the same way as, among Christians, it was then being concentrated in the 

monarchical bishop. 

This view has not gone unchallenged; Hawkins (1992(a), p. 345) cites Lawrence 

Hoffman, who 

has argued that the term ‘rabbi’ itself did not come into use until after the 

destruction of the temple in AD 70, and that, although individual rabbis 

subsequently did appoint their disciples themselves, yet if there was any 

liturgical ceremony associated with this act, we do not know anything about 

it. 

There is uncertainty as to whether the imposition of hands in rabbinic 

ordination pre- or post-dated Christian practice. 2 Timothy 1:6 does not 

necessarily reflect a universal practice at that time. Bradshaw (1992(a), p. 359) 

further writes, 

…one must not assume that the imposition of hands was thought to transmit 

grace from ordaining minister to ordinand. Indeed, the ordination prayer for 

a bishop in Ap. Trad. implies that the bestowal of the Holy Spirit was effected 

by a fresh outpouring at each ordination in response to the prayer of the 

Church. 

However, the final word goes to Gribben, who sees all this as an example of a 

significance being given to this act post facto. He writes (1990, p. 126), 

the ancient purpose of the laying on of hands was fundamentally to indicate 

the particular person for whom the prayer was being said. 
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The Apostolic Fathers 

Chapter 15 of the Didache—dating from the late first century (Koester, 1982, p. 

158)—begins (Milavec, 2003, p. 35): 

Appoint then, for yourselves, bishops and deacons worthy of the Lord, men 

gentle and not money-loving and truthful and tested; for to you they 

likewise serve [leitourgou:si] the unpaid public service [leitourgivan] of the 

prophet-teachers. Do not, then look down upon them; for they themselves 

are your honored ones with the prophet-teachers. 

Bradshaw (2007, p. 111) notes: 

The election was not a mere preliminary to the ordination, but was an 

integral part of it, just as the catechumenate was of Christian 

initiation…[election] was understood as the means by which God’s choice 

for a person for that office was discerned and made manifest. 

The Didache communities accepted the prophet-teachers, so long as they were 

itinerant (Milavec, 2003, p. 72). The injunction to appoint bishops and deacons 

(overseers and ministers) needed no apostolic justification; therefore, it seems to 

have been an established practice. Yet while the bishops and deacons were to be 

accorded the same honour as the prophet-teachers, in effect they were 

‘underdogs’ to them (Milavec, 2003, p. 78). 

The precise role that bishops played in presiding at worship is unclear. Milavec 

(2003, p. 79ƒ) insists that leitou:rgia (leitourgia) was a term which denoted 

unpaid public service performed out of a sense of civic duty, and not ‘liturgy’ in 

a simplistic sense as ‘the work of the people’: 

Relative to bishops and deacons, therefore, the following points need to be 

taken into account: (a) the qualifications of the bishops and deacons give no 
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hint of a liturgical function; (b) the ministry they undertook was an 

‘unremunerated public service’ (leitourgia) for which honor is due as in the 

case of the prophet-teachers; (c) the ‘bishops’ of the Didache, like their Jewish 

counterparts in the synagogue, were never understood as ‘priests’ and never 

regarded as the ‘exclusive presiders’ at the Eucharist; they would become so 

only as the result of developments during the second century. 

If Philippians and 1 Timothy do not mention presbyters, neither does the 

Didache. The obvious reason seems to be that the community of the Didache had 

bishops and deacons, but no presbyters. However, Jefford (1989, p. 126ƒ) argues 

another possibility: presbyters are not mentioned because the Didache was 

addressed to them; its instruction was aimed to help presbyters in their work, 

e.g., in appointing bishops and deacons as administrative officials. 

In Polycarp’s letter to the Philippians, (ch. 5, written c. 115–120), there are both 

presbyters and deacons; Polycarp exhorts the people to submit themselves to 

them as to God and Christ (Lightfoot and Harmer, 1926, p. 178ƒ). 

Clement of Rome 

Most scholars agree that 1 Clement, addressed to the church in Corinth, was 

written around 96 by Clement. The occasion of its writing was a ‘foul and 

unholy sedition, alien and foreign to the elect of God’ (1:1), which had resulted 

in the removal of some presbyters from office: 

Disgraceful, brethren, yea, very disgraceful is it, and unworthy of the 

conduct which is in Christ, that it should be reported that the most firm and 

ancient Church of the Corinthians hath, on account of one or two persons, 

made sedition against its presbyters. (ch. 47:6) 

While Roman Catholic interpretation has traditionally seen in this the exercise 

of Roman primacy over Corinth, this interpretation is disputed by Sullivan 
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(2001, p. 91): 

…now it is generally recognized as the kind of exhortation one church could 

address to another without any claim to authority over it. 

Clement held that the presbyterate was instituted by the apostles, themselves 

appointed by Christ: 

The Apostles received for us the gospel from our Lord Jesus Christ; our Lord 

Jesus Christ received it from God. Christ, therefore, was sent out from God, 

and the Apostles from Christ; and both these things were done in good 

order, according to the will of God… Preaching, therefore, through the 

countries and cities, they appointed their firstfruits to be bishops and 

deacons over such as should believe, after they had proved them in the 

Spirit. (ch. 42:2, 4) 

Here, Clement uses the terms ejpivskopoi and diavkonoi when referring to the 

apostolic appointments. In this, he may simply be echoing Paul’s preferred term 

(Sullivan, 2001, p. 97), as his own preferred designation is presbuvteroß. Clement 

speaks not of a single bishop, but a group of ejpivskopoi; a succession of ministry 

is envisaged, which is put in place by an authority derived from the ajpovstoloi: 

Our Apostles, too, by the instruction of our Lord Jesus Christ, knew that 

strife would arise concerning the dignity of a bishop; and on this account, 

having received perfect foreknowledge, they appointed the above-mentioned 

as bishops and deacons: and then gave a rule of succession, in order that, 

when they had fallen asleep, other men, who had been approved, might 

succeed to their ministry. (ch. 44:1-2) 

Stringer’s conclusion (2005, p. 44) seems sound: ‘It is clear that the Corinthian 

community at the turn of the first century, and we must assume the Roman 

community of which Clement was a member, was run by a council of elders 
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rather than by a single bishop’. 

Ignatius of Antioch 

According to Eusebius, Ignatius was the second bishop of Antioch. The letters 

of Ignatius show that by around 115, the church of Antioch had a single bishop 

and a college of presbyters.5 Sullivan (2001, p. 104) believes that a presbyteral 

structure must have been in place in Antioch some twenty years previously, in 

the 80s, for a mono-episcopate to be established by the early second century.  

In Ephesians 2:2,6 Ignatius shows his understanding of the collegial nature of 

church leadership, with the bishop as head: 

May I always have joy in you, if, that is, I am worthy. It is proper, therefore, 

in every way to glorify Jesus Christ, who has glorified you, so that you, 

joined together in a united obedience and subject to the bishop and the 

presbytery, may be sanctified in every respect.7 

The presbytery is in close harmony with the bishop, as should the community 

be (Ephesians 4:1): 

Thus it is proper for you to act together in harmony with the mind of the 

bishop, as you are in fact doing. For your presbytery is attuned to the bishop 

as strings to a lyre. Therefore in your unanimity and love Jesus Christ is 

sung.8 

Bishops, presbyters and deacons have a strong symbolic significance (cƒ. 

Magnesians 6:1): 

Be eager to do everything in godly harmony, the bishop presiding in the 

place of God9 and the presbyters in the place of the council of the apostles 

and the deacons, who are most dear to me, having been entrusted with the 

service of Jesus Christ, who before the ages was with the Father and 
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appeared at the end of time. 

This is no incidental part of Ignatius’ thought; in Trallians 3:1, he writes: 

Similarly, let everyone respect the deacon as Jesus Christ, just as they should 

respect the bishop, who is a model of the Father, and the presbyters as God’s 

council and as the band of the apostles. Without these no group can be called 

a church. 

On the presbyteral symbolism, Sullivan (2001, p. 110) comments: 

He apparently compares the presbyters with the apostles because of their 

structure as a council or college. There is no hint that he saw them as 

successors to the apostles. 

The people are exhorted to be ‘at one with the bishop and the presbyters and 

deacons who are with him’ (e.g., Philadelphians 1:1; 3:2) (Sullivan, 2001, pp. 115, 

116). Here is the threefold ministry, or at least an early form of it. A delegation 

from the church of Magnesia visits Ignatius in Smyrna; see Magnesians 2:1: 

So, then, I was permitted to see you in the persons of Damas, your godly 

bishop, your worthy presbyters Bassus and Apollonius, and my fellow 

servant,10 the deacon Zotion; may I enjoy his company, because he is subject 

to the bishop as to the grace of God, and to the presbytery as to the law of 

Jesus Christ. 

This unity is absolutely central, and indeed is the main concern of Ignatius 

(Hawkins, 1992(b), p. 348); Ignatius believes in ‘one Eucharist, one altar, one 

bishop’; ‘for Ignatius the unity of the church is profoundly rooted in the “one 

flesh and one cup” of the Eucharist and in the person of the bishop who 

presided at it’; only such a Eucharist is valid (Smyrnaeans 8:1).11 Schism is a 

serious sin, but forgiveness is there for those who ‘return to the unity of God 
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and the council of the bishop’ (Philadelphians 8:1).12 

The Age of the Apologists 

This era marks the culmination of the establishment of the threefold office, 

which Barnett (1979, 1981, 1995, p. 53) describes as a move in an expressly 

hierarchical direction. The growing hierarchy is readily seen in the writings of 

Tertullian in the early 200s, which reflect a grading of offices with the bishop at 

its apex. The bishop is the summus sacerdos (‘chief priest’), which is the first 

known instance of that term being used of the bishop (Roberts and Donaldson, 

1980, p. 677): 

…it remains to put you in mind also of the due observance of giving and 

receiving baptism. Of giving it, the chief priest (who is the bishop) has the 

right: in the next place, the presbyters and deacons, yet not without the 

bishop’s authority… Beside these, even laymen have the right; for what is 

equally received can be equally given. 

Ancient Church Orders: The Apostolic Tradition 

Apart from the Didache, the Apostolic Tradition is generally considered to be the 

earliest ‘church order’. This was a genre of literature which dealt with the life of 

the church, containing instructions and rites concerning ordinations, the 

eucharist, baptism and the catechumenate and Christian discipline. Classically, 

the Apostolic Tradition has been dated from c. 215, and located in Rome. Puglisi 

(1996, p. 11) cites Botte,  

(1) that the author of the Apostolic Tradition was Hippolytus of Rome, and 

(2) that the rituals of episcopal and presbyteral ordination are drawn from 

the same work, even if the ordination prayers are neither of the same date 

nor by the same author.  
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Stewart-Sykes (2001, p. 11) allows some latitude, calling it ‘broadly…third 

century in date’. Bradshaw et al. are yet more indefinite in their assessment, 

seeing it as a layered work (2002, p. 14): 

…we judge the work to be an aggregation of material from different sources, 

quite possibly arising from different geographic regions and probably from 

different historical periods, from perhaps as early as the mid-second century 

to as late as the mid-fourth… 

There has been considerable scholarly discussion concerning whether the 

liturgies of ordination contained in the Apostolic Tradition were actually used in 

Rome in the third century. Puglisi (1996, p. 10ƒ) states that the Apostolic 

Tradition contains the  

first complete ritual for the process of admission to ordained ministry… 

Most liturgical scholars agree that it is a Roman document written in Greek 

which treats of Roman liturgical practice, but which may also be a reflection 

of broader liturgical practice. 

Hawkins (1992(b), p. 251) agrees: the Apostolic Tradition 

is generally considered to give reliable (if limited) indications of the practice 

of the Roman Church in the early third century… 

The tradition that is being commended by Hippolytus is then primarily a 

model commended for use. 

Bradshaw (2002, p. 83) once again plays the sceptic, this time regarding the 

usage of the Apostolic Tradition; he concludes: ‘one ought not automatically to 

assume that it provides reliable information about the life and liturgical activity 

of the church in Rome in the early third century’. Furthermore, this particularly 

applies to the ordination rites (Bradshaw, 1990, p. 3). Bradshaw (1993, p. 139) 
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suggests that it is a good example of the genre of ‘living literature’, along with 

other ancient Church Orders, particularly the Didache: 

It is characterized by the same terse style, abrupt changes of subject-matter, 

grammatical switches of person (e.g., from the third person to the second 

person singular), and absence of signs of the controlling influence of a single 

editorial hand that also mark the Didache…it shows evidence of having been 

built up over a considerable period of time into the later forms found in 

extant manuscripts. 

Whatever the case, it is undeniable that the Apostolic Tradition has exercised a 

great influence over subsequent rites of ordination. Indeed, Bradshaw (1971, p. 

206) writes that despite its being ‘an unreliable witness…this church order has 

assumed an even more crucial role in establishing ancient ordination practice 

than it has in other areas of liturgy’. 

In this same vein, Keifert writes: ‘James F. White notes how difficult it is to 

decide whether Hippolytus should be considered a third-century or a 

twentieth-century liturgical renewer, since his influence on the twentieth is for 

all practical purposes much greater than it was on the third.’ (Keifert, 1992, p. 

52).13 

The Apostolic Tradition contains ordination rites for bishops, presbyters and 

deacons. The rite for the ordination of a bishop will be examined, rather that of 

presbyter. This is because the role of the bishop was the closest of the three to 

that of the Uniting Church’s minister of the Word—the bishop had a ministry of 

oversight of a local congregation, presiding over the sacraments, teaching, and 

exercising pastoral care through the agency of the deacons. The presbyters 

exercised their ministry in the presbyteral council, over which the bishop 

presided, and appear to have had a role more comparable to that of Uniting 



 

76 

Church elders.14  

An outline of the ordination rite for a bishop follows: 

1. Election (2:1-2) 

2. The rite of ordination 

•  Laying on of hands (2:3) 

•  Silent prayer (2:4) 

•  Ordination prayer (2:5–3:6) 

•  Kiss of peace (4:1) 

3. The taking of office (4:2-13) 

1 Election 

The bishop is, according to the Latin text of the Apostolic Tradition, ‘chosen by all 

the people’ (1:2), who assemble with the presbyterate and those bishops who 

are present.15 The Sahidic text has ‘from’ instead of ‘by’, which led to discussion 

concerning where the elect comes from, the laos, the deacons or the presbyters; 

and whether it was the practice to move from the diaconate or presbyterate to 

the episcopate. Bradshaw et al. lean towards the first view, while Stewart-Sykes 

tends to the second. Bradshaw et al. comment that the emphasis on election was 

not due to democratic ideals, but ‘was understood as the means by which God’s 

choice of a person for that office was discerned and made manifest’. 

Furthermore (Bradshaw, et al., 2002, p. 27), 

Ordination is portrayed as primarily as act of the local ecclesial community: 

the candidate is elected by all the people and all pray for him. Even in extant 

versions of the text, the bishops of the neighboring churches only attend the 

Sunday prayer service, give their assent, and lay their hands on the elect: 

they do not deprive the community of its central role. 

The assembly takes place ‘on the Lord’s day’ (1:2). 
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2 The Rite of Ordination 

Laying on of Hands 

The Latin and eastern versions of the text differ: the Latin text mentions the 

presence of presbyters and bishops, while the Sahidic, Arabic and Ethiopic 

versions have deacons instead of bishops. 

Given these different readings, Bradshaw et al. (2002, p. 27) incline to the view 

‘that, in its original form, the direction instructed the presbyters to conduct the 

proceedings’. This is bolstered by the directive in verse 3 (‘let the presbytery 

stand by, being still’), since rubrics tend not to tell people to do nothing—unless 

these particular rubrics reflect a situation in which the role of the presbytery 

had been suppressed. 

Stewart-Sykes’ opinion, that the (presbyter-)bishops ordained the bishop-elect, 

is plausible enough to quote at more length (2001, p. 58): 

…the situation described [by the Latin text] fits the early third century very 

well, for this is the period in which there is a strengthening of the status of 

the episkopos within the Hippolytean community. The rite of episcopal 

ordination by another bishop moreover probably grew out of a custom in the 

second century, since despite the diversified origins of Christianity in the city 

there was clearly a growing realization in the second century that the unity 

of the diverse churches within the city needed to be fostered; it is quite 

probable that this realization would receive liturgical expression through the 

participation of neighbouring presbyter-bishops in the appointment of one of 

their number.… they are bishops from within Rome, effectively presbyters, 

present at the ordination of a Roman bishop among others. 
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Silent Prayer 

Silence is kept by ‘all’, who pray ‘in the heart for the descent of the Spirit’. ‘All’ 

refers to the assembled people, rather than to the presbytery alone—cƒ. 2:1 (‘Let 

him be ordained bishop who has been chosen by all the people’) and 2:3 (‘When 

all give consent, let them lay hands on him, and let the presbytery stand by, 

being still’). While one of the bishops is appointed to lead the prayer of 

ordination, the prayers of the whole assembly are required.  

Ordination Prayer 

The prayer of ordination begins on a note of adoration; then the presiding 

bishop speaks of the ‘ministry’ as a gift of God, presumably in both senses of 

the word ‘of’ (3:2): the ordered ministry is a gift from God, and the human 

instrument through which God gives Godself in the eucharistic meal: 

…you who gave limits in the church through the word of your grace, 

foreordaining from the beginning a race of righteous ones [from] Abraham, 

appointing rulers and priests, and not leaving your holy place without a 

ministry, from the beginning of the age you were pleased to be given in 

those whom you chose… 

The prayer then requests God to pour ‘that power which is from you, of the 

spirit of leadership that you gave your beloved Son Jesus Christ…’, which is the 

spirit also given to the apostles. While this ‘spirit’ is not explicitly named, that it 

is the Holy Spirit which is meant may be seen from the conclusion to the prayer 

(3:6): 

…through your Child, Jesus Christ, through whom [be] glory and power and 

honour to you, Father and Son with the Holy Spirit, both now and to the 

ages of the ages. Amen. 
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The substance of the episcopal ministry primarily concerns eucharistic 

presidency, the appointment of other offices and pastoral oversight (3:4-5): 

…to feed your holy flock and to exercise the high priesthood for you 

without blame, ministering night and day; unceasingly to propitiate your 

countenance, and to offer to you the holy gifts of your church; and by the 

spirit of high priesthood to have power to forgive sins according to your 

command, to assign lots according to your bidding, also to loose every 

bond according to the power that you gave to the apostles, and to please 

you in gentleness and a pure heart, offering to you a sweet-smelling 

savour… 

Kiss of Peace 

The liturgy continues with ‘all’ offering a greeting to the bishop (4:1): 

When he has been made bishop, let all offer the mouth of peace, greeting 

him, because he has been made worthy. 

Bradshaw et al. note (2002, p. 42): ‘The ritual kiss appears to be a distinctively 

Christian practice that emerged in the New Testament period’, and that this is 

the earliest explicit mention of it at an ordination. The phrase ‘because he has 

been made worthy’ echoes the people’s acclamation in other Patristic liturgies: 

a[xioß, ‘He is worthy’. 

3 The Taking of Office 

The eucharistic rite immediately follows. Bradshaw (1990, p. 38) notes: 

In the Apostolic Tradition, the ordination of a bishop is immediately followed 

by the presentation of the bread and wine and the eucharistic prayer. It is 

often assumed that the liturgy of the word would have preceded the 
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ordination, but this is not explicitly stated, and it may simply have been 

omitted. 

The newly-ordained bishop receives the ‘oblations’ from the deacons, lays his 

hands upon them and leads the assembly in the eucharistic prayer. It is unclear 

whether the bishop alone, or the bishop with the presbytery, lays hands on the 

offering. The translation of Bradshaw et al. reads (4:2): ‘And let the deacons 

offer to him the oblations, and let him, laying [his] hands on it with all the 

presbytery, say, giving thanks:…’ They comment (2002, p. 43): 

…the practice of both bishop and presbyters laying their hands on the 

eucharistic offering before the prayer is otherwise unknown in Christian 

antiquity. 

Stewart-Sykes (2001, p. 65) has another perspective, which tends to limit this 

laying on of hands to the bishop, and admits only that presbyteral involvement 

is ‘possible’:  

The Sahidic version states that he shall lay his hand (singular) on the 

offering… Although the Latin implies that the bishop alone lays both hands, 

it is also possible that the plural results from the plural presbytery. 

His translation of 4:2 is thus ‘deliberately vague’: 

Let the deacons present the oblations to him and, laying hands on it with 

the whole presbytery, let him say, giving thanks:… 

The involvement of the people 

It is unclear how involved the people were in the process of election and in the 

rite of ordination. Bradshaw’s case is sound, if one discounts the evidence of the 

Sahidic text. The people pray for the elect (albeit silently) and appear to join in 

the kiss of peace. They do not join in the imposition of hands; while one cannot 
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state with clarity exactly who laid hands on the elect, it was the prerogative of 

those who held an office. 

Other Ancient Church Orders and Prayers of Ordination 

The influence of the Apostolic Tradition was particularly felt in the east. 

Bradshaw (1971, p. 1) writes:  

Because this document was originally written in Greek it had greater influence in 

the East than the West, and most of the early Eastern ordination rites are directly or 

indirectly descended from it. The later Western rites follow the same basic 

structure, but the prayers are entirely new compositions.  

A number of early ordination rites or prayers are discussed in brief, along with 

the contribution of Cyprian. 

The Canons of Hippolytus 

This work is a derivative of the Apostolic Tradition dating from between 336 and 

348 which ‘freely paraphrases, supplements, and adapts its source so as to make 

it conform to a new situation’ (Bradshaw, 1990, p. 4). Only the bishop who says 

the ordination prayer lays hands on the ordinand (Bradshaw, 1990, p. 44). 

The Apostolic Constitutions 

The Apostolic Constitutions was produced c. 375–380 (Bradshaw, 2002, p. 84). It is 

a composite work, making use of the Didascalia Apostolorum (books I-VI), the 

Didache (book VII) and the Apostolic Tradition (the basis of Book VIII). Its 

ordination rites are developed from those of the Apostolic Tradition, and may not 

reflect actual practice; Bradshaw (1990, p. 4) labels it an ‘idiosyncratic 

idealization’. Book II pictures the congregation as a ship’s company, and 

addresses the bishop in this matter:  
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When you gather together the church of God, like the commander of a great 

ship order the assemblies to be made with all possible skill, charging the 

deacons to prepare places for the brethren, like mariners for passengers, 

with all due care and decency.  

The bishop sits on his throne, with the presbyters seated around him; the 

deacons are standing ‘by him, alert and with ample garments, for they are like 

the mariners and the petty officers (lit., ‘overseers of the rowers on each side’) of 

the ship’ (Grisbrooke, 1990, p. 13). 

In the Apostolic Constitutions, ‘the ordination precedes the full eucharistic 

liturgy, presumably in order that the new bishop might preside over the whole 

of the rite’ (Bradshaw, 1990, p. 38). This became the practice in other later 

eastern rites. 

The presence of other bishops was beginning to be regulated: 

A bishop is to be ordained by two or three other bishops. If anyone is 

ordained by one bishop, both he and the one who ordained him are to be 

deprived. But if necessity causes an ordination by one, because more are 

unable to come together, there being a persecution or other such reason, 

the vote of approval of more bishops is to be presented. 

Later, in 325, Canon IV of the Council of Nicaea was to regulate this further, 

decreeing that all bishops of a province should be present; if this were to prove 

impossible, then there had to be at least three bishops present, with the 

remainder sending their written consent. Where dispute occurred, a majority 

vote was allowed (Canon VI) (Bradshaw, 1990, p. 39). 

It is uncertain whether the Apostolic Constitutions insists upon the imposition of 

hands. The deacons hold the gospel book over the head of the ordinand (8.4.2); 
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it is possible that this takes the place of the laying on of hands and symbolises 

that Christ himself is acting to ordain the bishop. The practice seems to have 

been found only in Syria. The normally-cautious Bradshaw (1990, p. 43) 

proposes two quite conjectural solutions as to its origin: 

It is conceivable that it may have been adopted when a separate episcopal 

office first emerged from the corporate presbyterate, and it was thought 

inappropriate for presbyters to lay hands on a bishop as they had 

presumably done up till then when ordaining new presbyters. Alternatively, 

the ceremony may have been introduced when neighboring bishops began to 

attend those episcopal ordinations and challenge the right of the local 

presbyterate to conduct the proceedings. Rather than deciding whether 

presbyters or bishops should perform the imposition of hands on the 

ordinand, the dilemma may perhaps have been resolved by the adoption 

instead of the imposition of the book of the gospels by deacons… 

Sacramentary of Sarapion 

Traditionally ascribed to Sarapion, Bishop of Thmuis, and written c. 350, this 

collection of prayers may have been written a hundred years later (Bradshaw, 

1990, p. 5). Gy (1990, p. 79) is ‘willing’ to admit ‘some influence’ of the Apostolic 

Tradition upon this order; against him, Bradshaw suggests that these prayers 

have no connection to the Apostolic Tradition. 

Testamentum Domini 

This document dates from the fifth century, the last church order to be derived 

from the Apostolic Tradition; again, it may be an idealised picture rather than a 

description of what in fact happened (Bradshaw, 1990, p. 4ƒ), and does not 

contribute to the discussion here. 
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Cyprian 

Cyprian (Thascius Caecilianus Cyprianus) was elected as Bishop of Carthage 

(from c. 248–258) after being a Christian for only two years; his election went 

against the wishes of a group of presbyters, but had the strong support of the 

laity (Burns, 2002, pp. 1, 79). 

In later disputes about the reconciliation of those who had ‘lapsed’ during the 

Decian persecution, Cyprian evidenced a strong concern for the unity of the 

church. More than this, ‘[i]n this and subsequent conflicts he enlisted the active 

engagement of all members of the community in enforcing its standards rather 

than asserting his episcopal authority alone’ (Burns, 2002, p. 80). 

For Cyprian, the elements of the process of ordination (‘the proper testimony of 

the clergy, the vote of the people, and the consensus of the neighboring 

bishops’) are constitutive of the church (Puglisi, 1996, p. 22). This process 

manifested the unity of the churches, and involved the collaboration of other 

churches in the presence of their bishops alongside the local clergy:  

Cyprian is the patron and the defender of the presbytery and of lay co-

operation, as well as of the regimen of the episcopate…of all the Christian 

Fathers, he is the most clear and comprehensive in his conception of the 

body of Christ as an organic whole, in which every member has an 

honourable function (Roberts and Donaldson, 1981, p. 263).  

Puglisi illustrates this point by citing Epistle LV:8; while the bishops pre-

eminently express the judgement of God, they do this in concert with clergy 

and people. In his support of Cornelius as Bishop of Rome against the claims of 

the rival candidate, Novatian, Cyprian said (Puglisi, 1996, p. 22): 

Cornelius was made bishop by the judgment (iudicio) of God and of His 
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Christ, by the testimony (testimonio) of almost all the clergy, by the vote 

(suffragio) of the people who were then present, by the college of venerable 

bishops and good men… 

Ignatius (Cyprian’s ‘Gamaliel’) had taught, ‘Do nothing without the bishop’; 

but Cyprian stressed the equally fundamental notion, ‘Let bishops do nothing 

without the presbytery and people’ (Epistle V:4 and Elucidations II, in Roberts 

and Donaldson, 1981, pp. 283, 410). For Barnett (1979, 1981, 1995, p. 72), the 

‘freedom and flexibility’ of the early church largely ‘stemmed from the 

profound understanding of its organic nature’; and this cyprianic praxis—

exemplifying ‘order but not sterile narrowness’—stands in contrast to the 

clericalism more characteristic of the later church. 

However, the Orthodox theologian John Zizioulas sees an opposing tendency in 

Cyprian: in contrast with Ignatius, Hippolytus and the Didascalia, he holds to a 

Peter-centred rather than Christ-centred model of episcopacy. A ‘petrocentric’ 

approach concentrates on the apostolic connotations of governing, teaching and 

judging; a christocentric approach emphasises the sacramental functions, 

including ‘administering the gifts of the Spirit through ordination’. This change 

had dire consequences for the church. Puglisi quotes Zizioulas (1996, p. 24 n. 

40):  

When in later centuries the centrality and catholicity of the local Church will 

be lost, this will lead to an episcopacy conceivable in itself, as a ministry 

above the local community and a succession of the ‘apostolic college’. 

[emphasis original] 

Puglisi further notes: ‘Cyprian does not maintain the distinction between 

apostles and bishops held by Irenaeus and Tertullian’. As Burns (2002, p. 156) 

puts it, Cyprian asserted ‘that the members of the episcopal college shared a 
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single power among them which had been first bestowed upon Peter and 

passed down from the apostles, the first episcopal college’ [emphasis mine]; 

furthermore, Cyprian ‘asserted that in commissioning Peter, Christ had 

established the indissoluble unity of the episcopate itself’. 

Stewart-Sykes (2002, <http://divinity.library.vanderbilt.edu/burns/chroma/ 

clergy/Stewartorders.html>) pictures Cyprian as very much the patron, though 

by this time, only the bishop acted in this way. Patronage is the context for the 

ordination rites, though Stewart-Sykes sees the election of the bishop and a 

cursus honorum as significant correctives to potential abuses of patronage: 

…the rites of ordination in Roman Africa in the third century should be 

understood in the context of patronage, and in particular that the passage of 

the Holy Spirit through handlaying should be understood as a beneficium, 

but also that the emphasis on election in the episcopal rites, and the existence 

of a cursus honorum, which in turn restricts the field of those qualified for 

the episcopate to those professionally qualified through their presbyterate, 

are significant counter-balances to the emphasis on patronage. 

The Revolution of the Fourth Century, and Beyond 

The fourth century saw the rise of the Emperor Constantine, the legitimisation 

of the Christian faith, Church Councils such as Antioch, Sardica and Laodicea, 

and the Ecumenical Councils of Nicaea and Constantinople. Changes took place 

in the roles of the ordained, some of which have persisted until today. 

Canon IX of the Council of Antioch, held in 341, decreed the creation of 

metropolitans (Percival, n.d., p. 112): 

It behoves the bishops in every province to acknowledge the bishop who 

presides in the metropolis, and who has to take thought for the whole 

province;… Wherefore it is decreed that he have precedence in rank, and that 
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the other bishops do nothing extraordinary without him. 

Bishops were becoming increasingly remote figures. The presbyter began to 

achieve importance as an individual, rather than as a member of the presbyteral 

council; the diaconate started to lose its importance. By the end of the fourth 

century, the deacons no longer formed the bishop’s personal staff; they had 

become assistants to the presbyters by the end of the sixth century (Barnett, 

1979, 1981, 1995, p. 103ƒ). 

In ordination rites, bishops were not content to be spectators; they began to 

share with the presiding bishop in the laying on of hands, and sometimes took 

over diaconal roles such as leading the prayers of the people, and the holding of 

the gospel book (Bradshaw, 1990, p. 39). 

The Cursus Honorum 

The cursus honorum was derived from the social structure of the Roman Empire, 

where its rationale was for an aspiring public official to show increasing fitness 

for greater responsibilities. Before rising to high office, those being groomed for 

such office were expected to prove themselves through passing through various 

grades of responsibility. 

If the cursus honorum was being employed in the ordination process in the 

fourth century, it only became a necessity much later. ‘The older tradition 

requiring only Baptism prior to ordination to any office simply seems to have 

lingered on.’ (Bradshaw, 1990, p. 111) Canon II of the Council of Nicaea 

legislated against recent converts being ordained, and their need to prove their 

fitness for office (Percival, n.d., p. 10); but this is not the cursus honorum in the 

sense of being required to pass through various clerical grades, and need not 

have implied any necessity for it. Canon X of the Council of Sardica (held in 343 
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or 344) does oblige anyone who is ordained bishop to first prove his fitness in 

the ministries of reader, deacon and presbyter (Percival, n.d., p. 424ƒ);16 this 

canon seems often to have been honoured in the breach (Martin, 1999). 

As this took hold in the church, offices were becoming discrete orders, rather 

than related functions. The various orders became rungs on a clerical ladder, 

and notions of ‘full ministry’ and ‘advancing’ became the norm. According to 

Barnett (1979, 1981, 1995, p. 104-111), the establishment of the cursus honorum 

cemented a move from a horizontal-organic pattern to a vertical-hierarchical 

structure. 

The first known case of sequential ordinations on succeeding days was that of 

Photius, who became Patriarch of Constantinople in 858. He went from being 

monk to reader, to subdeacon, then deacon, presbyter, and finally, patriarch. In 

963, Leo VIII went from doorkeeper to reader, acolyte, subdeacon, deacon, 

presbyter, and bishop. This practice actually goes against Canon X of Sardica, 

which never intended candidates to move through the other ministries for 

moving’s sake. This distortion of the cursus honorum meant that organism 

became hierarchy, and clericalism took root: ‘the idea of a hierarchy of orders 

took over from the concept of a complementarity of function’ (Pinnock, 1991, 

1992, p. 19). Ministry became the possession and obligation of the clergy, and 

not of the whole church.17 

The shifts in meaning of the descriptor lai∂koß (‘lay’, as in ‘layperson’) amply 

illustrate the changes brought by clericalism: in the earliest times, lai∂koß 

designated a profane thing, rather than person; yet as early as 1 Clement 40:5, it 

is applied to those who are not in what later would be termed ‘orders’: 

For to the High Priest were assigned special services, and to the priests a 

special place hath been appointed; and on the Levites special duties are 
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imposed. But he that is a layman is bound by the ordinances of laymen.18 

From the third and particularly the fourth century, lai∂koß became a common 

ecclesiastical term which differentiated the non-ordained from the ordained. By 

the fourth century, those in orders were not allowed to join in ‘profane’ 

activities (Barnett, 1979, 1981, 1995, p. 112)—for example, the Council of 

Laodicea (343–381), Canons XXIV and LIV (Percival, n.d., pp. 144, 157): 

Canon XXIV:  ‘No one of the priesthood, from presbyters to deacons, and so 

on in the ecclesiastical order to subdeacons, readers, singers, exorcists, door-

keepers, or any of the class of the Ascetics, ought to enter a tavern’. 

Canon LIV:  ‘Members of the priesthood and of the clergy must not witness 

the plays at weddings or banquets; but, before the players enter, they must 

rise and depart’. 

A dualistic world-view had taken root, and ‘...the clergy had become “holy” 

people in a world that was no longer seen to be unified by the immanence of 

God’s presence permeating all things’ (Barnett, 1979, 1981, 1995, p. 113). 

Compulsory celibacy was a manifestation of this dualism (Barnett, 1979, 1981, 

1995, p. 113, 121). 

From Presbyters to Priests  

From the beginning of the third century, bishops had the term ‘priest’ applied 

to them; somewhat later, this term also began to be used of presbyters as 

individuals, rather than in their collegial association with the bishop 

(Bradshaw, 1983, p. 27). This came about with the disintegration of the ‘ecclesial 

foundation for the collegial model of presbyteral ministry’. Presbyters gained 

sole pastoral leadership of suburban congregations, or took the place of rural 

bishops, presiding at the Eucharist ‘in the absence of their bishop (and his 
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fermentum), in the absence of all the other members of the presbyteral college, in 

the absence of the college of deacons, and in the absence of all the local clergy’ 

(McMillan, 2004, p. 165). 

The Reformation 

The variety found in medieval rites was progressively curtailed through the 

efforts of Otto I (936–973), Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire a century after 

Charlemagne, and later with the appearance of the pontifical of William 

Durandus, bishop of Mende, between 1293 and 1295. 

The tenth century had seen the production of the Roman-Germanic Pontifical; 

Durandus’ pontifical was based upon this work, along with pontificals used in 

Rome itself, and provided the basis of the first printed pontifical, the 

Piccolomini-Buckard Pontifical of 1485 (Palazzo, 1998, pp. 201-209). Later 

editions were published in 1497, 1511 and 1520; it was the basis of the pontifical 

at Rome under Clement VIII in 1595, which put an end to medieval variation 

(Bradshaw, 1992, p. 373).19  

Western rites fell into two main categories: Roman and Gallican. They were 

similar in their basic forms; by the eighth century, they had been combined, 

largely by addition. Bradshaw gives the rite of Durandus in outline (1992(b), p. 

375): 

Presentation 

Gallican address 

Admonition to ordinands  

Imposition of hands 

Roman bidding 

Roman collect 

Roman prayer 



 

91 

Adjusting of stole 

Vesting in chasuble 

Gallican prayer 

Veni creator 

Unction of hands 

Giving of chalice and paten 

Second imposition of hands 

Peace, Instruction 

Blessing 

In this way, the medieval period saw an accretion of ceremony in ordination 

rites. Hatchett (1995, p. 504) comments, in the context of the increasing 

complexity of the rites of ordination in the late middle ages, ‘The precedent for 

many of these additional ceremonies, especially the anointings, can be found in 

the early baptismal rites; ordination was in effect replacing baptism as initiation 

into the church’.20 

These accretions reflected the debate about what constituted the precise matter 

and form of the sacrament of ordination; for example, Thomas Aquinas 

believed that they were found in the porrectio (or traditio) instrumentorum, the 

handing over21 of the paten and chalice (the ‘instruments’ of priesthood), rather 

than the imposition of hands with prayer, as others held (Bradshaw, 1992, p. 

379). It was only in 1947 that Pope Pius XII, in the constitution Sacramentum 

Ordinis, established the laying on of hands as the essential rite in the ordination 

of bishops, priests and deacons. 

The Reformers were all concerned to return to New Testament models of 

ministry, but were hampered by a lack of critical scholarship and knowledge of 

the first two centuries of the Church; further, they found themselves reacting to 

Roman practices. For example, they reacted against the practice of episcopacy 
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they knew, as well as to the absence of a developed episcopal ecclesiology in 

the New Testament; and they emphasised an inner call because they believed 

that many priests were not truly called by God. (Bradshaw in Puglisi, 1998, pp. 

xix-xxiii) In fact, Van der Borght goes so far as to say (2007, p. 406): 

The reason for theologizing about ministry in the Reformation is the horror 

over the misuse of power by office bearers in the church: office bearers—in 

particular, doctors in theology, bishops, and the pope—tried to place and 

keep the free Word of God under their own authority. For this reason, the 

Reformers wanted to develop a new theology and structure of ministry. 

Bradshaw (1998, p. xxi) mentions two reforms that were in line with the early 

practice of the Church, but again the historical motivation was reaction against 

the Roman Church:  

These two insights were that ordination is ultimately an act of God rather 

than just an action of the church, and that in calling someone to ministry God 

works through the whole church and not just through the bishop alone. 

They called for a greater involvement of the people in the process of ordination, 

and their ordination prayers stressed ‘the need for God to bestow appropriate 

personal qualities on the ordinands in place of the tendency of medieval rites to 

accentuate the bestowal of certain powers’ (Bradshaw, 1998, p. xxii). 

Finally, they emphasised prayer and the laying on of hands rather than the 

traditio instrumentorum as the proper scriptural elements—though not every rite 

employed the scriptural practice, as some Reformed liturgies were to show. 
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Martin Luther 

Smith’s study of early Lutheran liturgies of ordination leads him to conclude 

(1996, 2000, p. 1):  

Although new theological understanding was called forth by the various 

Reformation attempts at shaping an evangelical ordination rite, such efforts 

did not create a new theological datum. On the basis of the liturgical reforms 

one cannot argue that a clean break existed between the thought and intent 

of the church in the medieval rites and that in the early Lutheran reformation 

rites… This is not to imply that profoundly different images were not at 

work. It questions whether the sixteenth-century reformers abandoned what 

the inherited rites had intended, even if obscurely: to provide servant leaders 

for the Christian assembly by means of a liturgical act of that assembly. 

New services were developed as early as 1526; however, Luther’s first 

published liturgy (‘Ordination of Ministers of the Word’) only appeared in 

1539, for the ordination of ministers of the word (Puglisi, Vol. II, 1998, pp. 6-

13)22. Despite the ‘profoundly different images’ of ministry in the Lutheran 

reformation, Smith suggests that ‘the lateness of his own rite…indicates in part 

Luther’s sense that a new rite was not necessary’ (Smith, 1996, 2000, p. 5). 

However, this ‘new theological understanding’ was far-reaching, and could not 

be long ignored.  

Luther’s order dramatically simplified the late medieval ordination rite by 

removing its accretions such as litanies, prostrations and the porrectio. The 

laying on of hands is retained and made central; the ordination prayer is the 

Lord’s Prayer, after which a prayer commenting on it could be said. 

Puglisi comments on the unusual choice of the Lord’s Prayer (1998, p. 11): 

…it does not contribute anything specifically pertinent to the ministry or to 
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the rite that is being carried out. This lack of specificity could be explained by 

the fact that at this time there was a strong reaction against everything that 

could lead to divisions among the baptized… 

Similarly, Mitchell (2006, p. 333) writes that the use of the Lord’s Prayer ‘reflects 

Luther’s view that baptism is the “true sacrament of ordination” that makes 

every Christian a priest’. However, Bradshaw (1980, p. 103) suggests that the 

general context of prayer was all that was thought necessary for ordination to 

occur. 

Further to Luther’s order: the local congregation must agree that the elect 

should be ordained; the order is framed by two prayers to the Spirit; the 

designators ‘bishop’, ‘preacher’ and ‘pastor’ are interchangeable. 

Vajta (1958, p. 109ƒ) writes that in the Roman Catholic Church, 

The accent had moved from the office as an institution of God to the officiant 

as a person of authority. From a function, the ministry had become a rank. 

And the fiction of ‘apostolic succession’ was needed in order to guarantee 

the legitimacy of the ministry and therewith indirectly of the means of grace. 

This fiction is incompatible with the Lutheran idea of the office. The 

Christian ministry receives its proper authorization not from an ecclesiastical 

pedigree but from the Word and the sacraments. 

Lutheranism rediscovered the priesthood of all believers; ordination does not 

make priests. Yet the church needs pastors, and a pastor needs a call and a 

command, an office and parish; according to Vajta (1958, p. 115), 

[t]he call which a church extends is a call from God. The people from whom 

it comes, whether congregation or bishop, are only instruments in the hand 

of God… 
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It follows from this that ordination is not a sacrament (Vajta, 1958, p. 119): 

To the Roman church, ordination had become a sacrament. But as a 

sacrament, Luther pointed out, it had no legitimacy, for it carried no promise 

of eternal salvation as did baptism and the Lord’s Supper in Christ’s own 

words. Instead it threatened to obscure the true sacraments, for it seemed to 

offer other and better graces than those which are every Christian’s 

birthright by baptism. To Luther the call (vocatio) and ordination (ordinatio) 

were synonymous. In the laying on of hands, which the apostles and the 

church fathers had practiced, he saw simply a call to the ministry of the 

Word. 

The development of Luther’s thought associated with Philipp Melanchthon 

emphasised the ministerial office more than the priesthood of all believers. He 

was followed by later Lutheran theologians, until the reaction of Pietism set in 

(Smith, 1996, 2000, p. 9). 

John Calvin 

For John Calvin (1962, p. 316)—about twenty years after Luther—while the 

Lord alone is Lord of the church, his lordship is exercised through  

the ministry of men, by making them, as it were, his substitutes, not by 

transferring his right and honour to them, but only doing his own work by 

their lips, just as an artificer uses a tool for any purpose. 

The mode by which Christ ‘fill[s] all things’ (Ephesians 4:10) is ‘[b]y the 

ministers to whom he has committed this office, and given grace to discharge 

it…’ (Calvin, 1962, p. 317) 

Calvin ‘was proposing to restore the church in Geneva according to the New 

Testament’, and found his ‘source and model’ in ‘lists of inspired service-
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charisms’ such as Ephesians 4 (Burtchaell, 1992, 2004, p. 23). In his exegesis of 

this passage, he writes (Calvin, 1962, p. 318):  

Those who preside over the government of the Church, according to the 

institution of Christ, are named by Paul, first, Apostles; secondly, Prophets; 

thirdly, Evangelists; fourthly, Pastors; and, lastly, Teachers. Of these, only 

the two last have an ordinary office in the Church. The Lord raised up the 

other three at the beginning of his kingdom, and still occasionally raises 

them up when the necessity of the times requires. 

Therefore, the church may never dispense with pastors and teachers, which 

Calvin differentiates in this way (Calvin, 1962, p. 319): 

…teachers preside not over discipline, or the administration of the 

sacraments, or admonitions, or exhortations, but the interpretation of 

Scripture only, in order that pure and sound doctrine may be maintained 

among believers. 

Calvin has two kinds of ‘pastor’ in view: those who proclaim the gospel 

(including private admonition, and godly advice) and administer the 

sacraments; and those (‘ruling elders’; Calvin named them ‘governors’) who 

oversee the discipline of the church (DeVries, http://www.union-psce.edu/news/ 

publications/focus/archive/other/ordination.shtml). With the teachers (‘doctors’) 

and deacons, these make up Calvin’s fourfold ministry in the church (McKee, 

1989, p. 64). Calvin is not being simply biblicist; he goes to the New Testament 

for his model of office in the Church, but he disallows those ministries that did 

not survive into later generations, thus taking into account later tradition 

(Burtchaell, 1992, 2004, p. 24). 

All things should be done ‘decently and in order’—1 Corinthians 14:40 (Calvin, 

1962, p. 322):  
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Therefore, if any one would be deemed a true minister of the Church, he 

must first be duly called; and secondly, he must answer to his calling; that is, 

undertake and execute the office assigned to him. [emphasis original] 

Calvin (1962, p. 323) also differentiates between external and inner calling: 

I am speaking of the external and formal call which relates to the public 

order of the Church, while I say nothing of that secret call of which every 

minister is conscious before God, but has not the Church as a witness of it; I 

mean, the good testimony of our hearts, that we undertake the offered office 

neither from ambition nor avarice, nor any other selfish feeling, but a sincere 

fear of God and desire to edify the Church. 

The election of ministers ought to be by the people (Calvin, 1962, p. 325; 

Burtchaell, 1992, 2004, p. 24):  

…ministers are legitimately called according to the word of God, when those 

who may have seemed fit are elected on the consent and approbation of the 

people. 

Calvin (1962, p. 326) took an ambivalent position towards the laying on of 

hands: 

But while there is no fixed precept concerning the laying on of hands, yet as 

we see that it was uniformly observed by the apostles, this careful 

observance ought to be regarded by us in the light of a precept… And it is 

certainly useful, that by such a symbol the dignity of the ministry should be 

commended to the people, and he who is ordained, reminded that he is no 

longer his own, but is bound in service to God and the Church… Lastly, it is 

to be observed, that it was not the whole people, but only pastors, who laid 

hands on ministers, though it is uncertain whether or not several always laid 

their hands… 
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The laying on of hands occurred in early Reformed liturgies (Zurich, 1532; the 

service of the First Helvetic Confession, 1536), but Calvin omitted it in the 1541 

Genevan Ordonnances. Ainslie (1940, p. 159ƒ) gives his reason as  

As to the manner of admission, seeing that ceremonies in time past have 

been turned into much superstition by reason of the weakness of the times, it 

will be sufficient for a declaration to be made by one of the ministers when 

teaching about the office to which one is ordaining him, then let prayers and 

supplications be made to the end that the Lord may grant him grace to acquit 

himself well in the office. 

So for Calvin, while the laying on of hands was apostolic, because of 

superstitious accretions it was not essential for ordination. A number of 

Reformed churches, including the Scottish church, followed him in this.  

Finally, Calvin (Institutes 4.19.28, p. 1476) was drawn towards naming the 

presbyteral ministry as a sacrament, though he did not take that step: 

As far as the true office of presbyter in concerned, which is commended to us 

by Christ’s lips, I willingly accord that place to it. For in it there is a 

ceremony, first taken from Scripture, then one that Paul testifies not to be 

empty or superfluous, but a faithful token of spiritual grace [1Tim. 4:14]. 

However, I have not put it as number three among the sacraments because it 

is not ordinary or common with all believers, but is a special rite for a 

particular office. Yet, since this honor is given to the Christian ministry, there 

is no reason why papist priests should be proud. For Christ commanded that 

stewards of his gospel and his sacraments be ordained, not that sacrificers be 

installed. He gave a command to preach the gospel [Matt. 28:19; Mark 16:15] 

and feed the flock [John 21:15], not to sacrifice victims. He promised the 

grace of the Holy Spirit, not to enable them to make atonement for sins, but 

to duly to engage in and maintain the government of the church, [cƒ. Matt 
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28:20]. 

John Knox 

John Knox drew up the first ordination services for the Church of Scotland 

(Puglisi, 1998, p. 87ƒ). He used the word ‘election’, rather than ‘ordination’; in 

Knox’s Liturgy (used from 1564-1645), the service is called ‘Of the Ministers and 

their Election’ (Sprott, 1901, p. 13). 

The people play a strong role in the election (i.e., choosing) of ministers; Puglisi 

(1998, pp. 86-89) details this, and there is an account in Sprott (1901, p. 14ƒ). 

However, the imposition of hands seems to be replaced by a ‘handshake of 

consent’ (Puglisi, 1998, p. 90). Maxwell (1965, p. 171) writes, 

In Scotland apparently the laying on of hands was not at first practised, if the 

first Book of Discipline (1560) may be taken as a fair guide. (Some regard it as 

referring solely to the admission of priests previously ordained; but if this is 

the case, why does it give any reason for omitting the imposition of hands?) 

After election and examination, the Ordinand is ordained by other Ministers 

with instruction and prayer, but without the laying on of hands, for 

[o]ther ceremonie then the publict approbatioun of the peple, and 

declaratioun of the cheiff minister, that the persone thair presented is 

appoynted to serve that Kirk, we can nott approve; for albeit the Apostillis 

used the impositioun of handis, yet seing the mirakle is ceassed, the using of 

the ceremonie we juge is nott necessarie. (Laing, KW, ii. p. 193.) 

The omission of the laying on of hands was short-lived, and possibly—

according to Sprott—not widespread. In his Notes to Knox’s Liturgy, Sprott 

writes (1901, pp. xlvi-xlvii): 

The First Book of Discipline says that the laying on of hands was not 



 

100 

necessary in ordination, but that book was never law, civil or ecclesiastical. 

Calvin’s Institutes, published in English in 1561, pronounces it [the laying on 

of hands] obligatory, and the second Helvetic Confession, approved by the 

church of Scotland in 1566, says that Pastors are to be ordained ‘with the 

laying on of hands’… The Second Book of Discipline, drawn up by authority 

of the Church in 1577, includes the laying on of hands among the ceremonies 

of ordination. If it was ever omitted it could only have been in a few cases, 

and it was restored while most of the clergy were in pre-Reformation orders. 

It is not a question that is of any controversial importance, as from 1610 to 

1638 the clergy were all episcopally ordained, and when Presbytery was 

restored great care was taken to guard against any irregularity. 

The text of the Second Helvetic Confession mentioned above is (Maxwell, 1931, 

1965, p. 171):  

Ordination is the separatione and sanctifying of the persone appointit to God 

and his kirk, eftir he be weill tryit and fund qualified. The ceremonies of 

ordinatione are fasting, earnest prayer, and imposition of hands of the 

elderschip. [‘Eldership’ = ordained ministers only.] 

The imposition of hands was being used in Scotland by the 1560s, under the 

influence of the Second Helvetic Confession, and required from 1597. 

In assessing the use (or not) of the imposition of hands, it also needs to be 

remembered that under the influence of Thomas Aquinas the medieval Catholic 

Church regarded the traditio instrumentorum as the central act of the ordination 

rite. For Aquinas, the imposition of hands is only part of the preparation for the 

real giving of priesthood (Summa Theologica, Vol. 3, p. 2695): 

This preparation consists of three things, namely blessing, imposition of 

hands, and anointing. By the blessing they are enlisted in the Divine service, 

wherefore the blessing is given to all. By the imposition of hands the fulness 
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of grace is given, whereby they are qualified for exalted duties, wherefore 

only deacons and priests receive the imposition of hands, because they are 

competent to dispense the sacraments, although the latter as principal 

dispensers, the former as ministers… 

The conferring of power is effected by giving them something pertaining to 

their proper act. And since the principal act of a priest is to consecrate the 

body and blood of Christ, the priestly character is imprinted at the very 

giving of the chalice under the prescribed form of words. 

With this background, with a reluctance to depend on external ceremonies, and 

what were perceived as superstitious accretions, it is hardly surprising that the 

laying on of hands was considered inessential by key Reformers, despite its 

impressive—one could say, impeccable—biblical pedigree (Puglisi, 1998, p. 90). 

The Church of England 

The Continental reformer Martin Bucer wrote a liturgy of ordination, although 

there is a debate concerning its status: whether it was a draft, or a rite in actual 

use by the Reformed Church of Strasbourg (Whitaker, 1974; Tripp, 1999, p. 111). 

The relationship between the first Ordinal in the English language (that of 

Thomas Cranmer, in February, 1550) and Bucer’s rite has been debated; 

Bradshaw has shown that Cranmer based the new Anglican rite on Bucer’s 

work and supplemented this with other material, some drawn from the 

Pontificals and some composed by him (Bradshaw, 1971, pp. 20-36). 

Buchanan states (2006(a), p. 6):  

The main thrust of the rites was to re-establish the ordained ministry as a 

ministry of the word (with the sacraments derivative from that) and of 

pastoring.… No hint, however small, of the previous ‘Receive power to offer 

sacrifice for the living and the dead’ remained. 
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The 1550 Ordinal contains the following passages in The Fourme of Ordering 

Priestes: Psalms 40, 132 or 135; Acts 20:17-35 or 1 Timothy 3:1-14; Matthew 

28:18-20; John 10:1-16 or John 20:19-23.  

The choice of the psalms seems to be directed toward encouraging and 

exhorting those about to enter the clerical office. Psalm 40 is a psalm of lament, 

which may have been chosen on the basis of verse 4: ‘Happy are those who 

make the Lord their trust, / who do not turn to the proud, to those who go 

astray after false gods’. Psalm 132 contains these verses: ‘Let your priests be 

clothed with righteousness, and let your faithful shout for joy…its priests I will 

clothe with salvation, and its faithful will shout for joy.’ (verses 9, 16); Psalm 

135:1-2 reads, ‘Praise the Lord! Praise the name of the Lord; give thanks, O 

servants of the Lord, / you that stand in the house of the Lord, in the courts of 

the house of our God’. 

The 1662 Book of Common Prayer has fewer readings: Ephesians 4:7-13; Matthew 

9:36-38 or John 10:1-16. The omission of Acts 20:17-35 and 1 Timothy 3:1-14 was 

because ‘the Puritans of “Presbyterian” opinions about the Order of the 

Ministry had interpreted both of the 1550 Epistles as teaching that Bishops and 

Priests were one and the same Order’ (Shepherd, 1963, p. 537ƒ). Acts 20:17-35 

consequently was moved to The Form of Ordaining or Consecrating a Bishop, along 

with Matthew 28:18-20 and John 20:19-23. 1 Timothy 3:1-7 remained in the 

service for bishops, and John 10:1-16 remained in both orders. This suggests a 

shift in understanding of the ministries of priest and bishop from 1550 to 1662, 

with a greater differentiation, such that certain roles inhere in one office or the 

other. These shifts may be illustrated as follows: 
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 1550 / 1552 1662 

 

Priest 

 

Overseer, shepherd (Acts 20:17-35) 

The offices of bishop & deacon  

(1 Timothy) 

‘The Great Commission’  

(Matthew 28) 

The shepherding motif (John 10) 

The ‘office of the keys’ (John 20) 

 

 

The gifts of the ascended Lord (Ephesians 

4:7-13) 

Labourers for the harvest (Matthew 9) 

The shepherding motif (John 10) 

 

Bishop 

 

The office of bishop (1 Timothy) 

‘Feed my sheep’ (John 21) 

The shepherding motif (John 10) 

 

Overseer, shepherd (Acts 20:17-35) 

The office of bishop (1 Timothy) 

‘Feed my sheep’ (John 21) 

The ‘office of the keys’ (John 20) 

‘The Great Commission’ (Matthew 28) 

 

 

The greater ‘overlap’ between the offices of priest and bishop in 1550 and 1552 

suggests that Cranmer understood the office of bishop as differing only in 

degree from that of priest. By 1662, the office of bishop had become the 

definitive locus of the ministry of pastoral oversight in the Church of England. 

BEM contains a reminder that this debate has never been resolved to ecumenical 

satisfaction (BEM, 1982, para. M.24, p. 25): 

In general, the relation of the presbyterate to the episcopal ministry has been 

discussed throughout the centuries, and the degree of the presbyter’s 

participation in the episcopal ministry is still for many an unresolved 

question of far-reaching ecumenical importance. 

The Ordinal sought to return to the practice of the early church, in particular, to 

delete any references to the Sacrifice of the Mass (Ridley, 1962, p. 306). It also 

abolished the lesser orders; the Preface begins (Hatchett, 1995, p. 513): 
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It is evident unto all men, diligently reading Holy Scripture, and ancient 

authors, that from the apostles’ time, there hath been these orders of 

ministers in Christ’s church, bishops, priests, and deacons…23 

Despite this, non-episcopally ordained ministers were received as presbyters 

for the first hundred years of the Church of England’s existence; the rationale, 

according to Colin Buchanan, was that ‘the Preface to the Ordinal prescribed 

episcopal ordination for the Church of England but it did not proscribe those, in 

reformation churches elsewhere, who were being ordained by other means 

(usually Presbyterian)’ (Buchanan, 1997, p. 21). Wotherspoon and Kirkpatrick 

cite Richard Hooker’s acknowledgement that a non-episcopally ordered 

ministry could be an extraordinary provision under certain circumstances 

(1920, 1960, p. 79ƒ, n. 5): 

Men may be extraordinarily, yet allowably, two ways admitted into spiritual 

functions in the Church. One is when God Himself doth of Himself raise up 

any whose labour He useth without requiring that men should authorise 

them. Another extraordinary kind of vocation is, when the exigence of 

necessity doth constrain to leave the usual ways of the Church, which 

otherwise we could willingly keep: where the Church must needs have some 

ordained, neither hath, nor can have possibly a bishop to ordain; in case of 

necessity, the ordinary institution of God hath given often times, and may 

give, place. And therefore we are not simply without exception to urge a 

lineal decent of power from the Apostles by continued successions of 

bishops in any effectual ordination.24 

When the Scottish church was forced to accept episcopacy in 1610, the first four 

bishops consecrated had only previously received Presbyterian ordinations. 

However, things changed once the Restoration occurred after the English Civil 

War, in which episcopacy was symbolic of the Royalist side. Following the 



 

105 

enactment of the Act of Uniformity on 24 August 1662, non-episcopally 

ordained presbyters had to leave their parishes if they refused to submit to the 

imposition of a bishop’s hands. 

There were two attempts to revise the Book of Common Prayer, including the 

ordinal, in 1689 and 1927. Neither was successful; revision came only with the 

Alternative Prayer Book (1980). Its ordinal drew upon the proposed common 

ordinal for the Anglican-Methodist Unity Scheme of the 1960s, which in turn 

drew upon the Church of South India’s 1958 ordinal. The major changes from 

the 1662 ordinal are (Buchanan, 2006(a), p. 9): 

• The 1662 ‘Receive the holy Ghost…’ was replaced by a prayer; 

• ‘Take thou authority…’ at the presentation of the Bible became ‘Receive this 

Book as a sign of the authority given you this day…’; 

• The title of the ordination service included ‘also called presbyters’; 

• The giving of a paten and chalice was included as an option; 

• It was noted as ‘appropriate’ that the newly-ordained should exercise the 

new ministry to which they had just been ordained within the ordination 

service. 

The Common Worship ordinal, authorised for use from 14 September 2005, 

allows for the Giving of the Bible to occur at the end of the ordination service. 

Buchanan (2006, p. 12) details the debate regarding this option, which, despite 

opposition, survived into the Common Worship ordinal (2007, n. 13, p. 50). He 

also notes that the ordinal allows for the anointing of presbyters (2007, n. 14, p. 

50).25  

Buchanan writes that the Introduction to the draft service26 had two options for 

the way the Bible is given. The second option was the way it is also done in the 

Uniting Church, i.e., a Bible is given to each newly-ordained person in turn. The 
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first was for a Bible to be taken around the newly-ordained for them to touch 

only. There were no words to be said for each individual; rather, the first option 

was accompanied by this corporate versicle and response: 

Bishop You have been ordained priest in the Church of God: 

 take these scriptures as a sign of the authority given you today 

 to speak God’s word to his people. 

ALL Set your heart on the promises of God; 

 bear witness to his love for all the world. 

Buchanan (2006, p. 12) notes that the House of Bishops deleted this versicle and 

response wording before the Common Worship ordinal reached its final form. 

There are still two options for presenting the Bible; if the first option is 

followed, the newly-ordained presbyters receive individual Bibles at the end of 

the service.27 

The practice of churches ordered episcopally is to ordain sequentially; one is 

ordained first as a deacon, then a presbyter and then may become a bishop. 

Direct (per saltum) ordination refers to the possibility of ordination of a person 

to the ministry in which he or she will serve. The Uniting Church, in common 

with other similar churches, practises direct ordination to the diaconate or 

presbyterate. For an episcopal church, it could also mean direct ordination to 

the episcopate. Direct ordination has recently been discussed in sections of the 

Anglican Communion, often in the context of a distinctive (permanent) 

diaconate. Gibaut’s historical survey of sequential and direct ordination 

concludes that both of these practices may be sustained from the historical data. 

Gibaut (2002, pp. 40-42) suggests that the germane pastoral consideration is 

whether sequential ordination can truly be an adequate form of testing for 

presbyteral and episcopal ministry, given the short intervals of time between 

these different ordinations. He suggests a couple of alternatives to current 
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practice: 

• a retention of sequential ordination, but with five year testing periods; 

• a move to direct ordination (both to the presbyterate and episcopate), relying 

on other methods for testing (e.g., procedures already in place for selection 

and training). 

The International Anglican Liturgical Consultation, meeting in Berkeley, in 

August 2001, had made the following observation (<http://www.anglican 

communion.org/documents/liturgy/ialc2001minutes.html>): 

Historically, the diaconate has been transitional but in a number of Provinces 

a renewed diaconate as a lifelong ministry has emerged. The diaconate is 

seen as a sign of the church’s servant ministry in the world. The distinctive 

nature of the diaconate is not service ministry in itself but the deacon’s 

leadership of the church in its missionary service. If it is a distinctive 

ministry, the diaconate should not be seen as an apprenticeship in 

preparation for the presbyterate. This leads to the possibility of direct 

ordination to the presbyterate. 

Shortly after the Berkeley Consultation, the discussions of the Episcopal Church 

of the USA concerning direct ordination to the presbyterate took a new turn: on 

the weekend of October 20, 2001, the conventions of three dioceses (California, 

Kansas, and Northern Michigan) adopted resolutions in favour of direct 

ordination.28 However, at the triennial General Convention of August 2003, the 

House of Bishops rejected a motion,29 proposed by the Diocese of Kansas, which 

would have enabled the introduction of direct presbyteral ordination.30 
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John Wesley and later Methodist Developments 

In a letter written in 1745, John Wesley espouses ‘an outward priesthood’ 

(Parris, 1963, p. 76ƒ): 

We believe there is, and always was, in every Christian church…an outward 

priesthood, ordained by Jesus Christ, and an outward sacrifice offered 

therein, by men authorized to act as ambassadors of Christ and stewards of 

the mysteries of God.31 

This ‘outward priesthood’ is the presbyteral ministry of word and sacrament, as 

the images of ‘ambassadors’ and ‘stewards’ make clear.32 It was a ministry 

‘representative of the priesthood of all believers or of the corporate Body of 

Christ’. Parris (1963, p. 79) concludes, 

[t]he most that can be said with confidence is that Wesley believed in a 

separate order of priesthood, which performed the sacramental functions on 

behalf of the Church, and that he was attached to the term priesthood 

because of its sacrificial connotations, particularly in relation to the Old 

Testament background, although any strictly sacerdotal connotations are far 

from his mind. 

This ‘separate order of priesthood’ was distinct from the preaching office; lay 

preachers were appointed as an ‘extraordinary’ ministry Parris (1963, p. 77ƒ). At 

first, Wesley resisted this position. One Thomas Mayfield, a layperson, had 

preached in Wesley’s absence, and Wesley voiced his concerns to his mother 

Susannah. Her advice was for Wesley to listen to Mayfield himself; he did, and 

was convinced that Mayfield’s call to preach was of God (Collins, 1988). 

There was pressure on Wesley to allow the preachers to administer the 

sacraments, which he steadfastly resisted, calling it ‘modern laziness’ to jumble 

the two distinct offices. In a letter of 1756 he writes (Bowmer, 1951, p. 150ƒ): 
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My principle (frequently declared) is this, ‘I submit to every ordinance of 

man wherever I do not conceive there is an absolute necessity for acting 

contrary to it’. Consistently with this, I do tolerate lay-preaching, because I 

conceive there is an absolute necessity for it; inasmuch as, were it not so, 

thousands of souls would perish everlastingly. Yet I do not tolerate lay 

administering, because I do not conceive there is any such necessity for it, 

seeing it does not appear that, if this is not at all, one soul would perish for 

want of it.33 

While he clearly distinguished the presbyteral and preaching orders, Wesley 

became convinced that in New Testament terms, there was no distinction 

between presbuvteroß and ejpivskopoß. Consequently, where Methodists were 

deprived of the sacraments, he—as a presbyter—could ordain others for the 

presbyteral ministry (Bowmer, 1951, p. 157). He may have been encouraged in 

this by the ordination of presbyters in Lady Huntingdon’s Connexion, in which 

the same argument was used (Tomkins, 2003, p. 184). After unsuccessfully 

appealing to the Bishop of London, he finally proceeded to ordain suitable men 

in America (1784), Scotland (1785) and finally in England (1788 and 1789) 

(Parris, 1963, p. 80). 

Wesley’s earliest ordinations were performed in secret—an understandable 

secrecy, in terms of the opposition that he faced, though without any process of 

‘election’ involving members of the community in which they would serve: his 

first service of ordination, that of the lay preachers Richard Whatcoat and 

Thomas Vasey, was for presbyteral ministry (as ‘elders’) in America, and was 

conducted at a somewhat unusual time and place. ‘On September 1st, 1784, at 

4.0 a.m., at the house of Mr. Castleman, 6, Deighton St, Bristol’, they were 

ordained as deacons, and then as ‘elders’ on the next day (Parris, 1963, p. 148). 

Wesley was joined in the laying on of hands by two evangelical Anglican 
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ministers, Thomas Coke and James Creighton.  

Also on 2 September, Wesley ‘set apart’ Thomas Coke as superintendent (his 

preferred term for episkopos) for the American Methodists. Tomkins (2003, p. 

186) points out: 

Coke understood the rite to confer on him ‘the power of ordaining others’, 

but as the whole basis of Wesley’s right to ordain was that he had that power 

as a minister of the Church of England, this seems somewhat self-

contradictory. However, it was certainly not Wesley’s intention to give the 

go-ahead for all Methodist ministers to ordain as they felt led, so it seems (to 

impose order on some rather confused claims) that Coke’s ‘ordination’ was 

intended to give him extraordinary authority to exercise that power that all 

ministers have in potential. 

While Wesley accepted that presbyters could transmit orders (Bowmer, 1951, p. 

158ƒ), 

[i]t is not true…that he held a view of ordination similar to that of the 

historic Presbyterian Churches. ‘Let the Presbyterians do what they please,’ 

he once wrote, ‘but let the Methodists know their calling better.’ He knew 

nothing of ordination contingent upon the consent of, or requiring the 

approval of the Church or congregation within which the ordinand was to 

minister. 

Wesley continued to deny that ordination involved a tie to a parish, and thus 

that he might officiate wherever he may be needed. In correspondence with one 

Dr Church, he only allowed that he was appointed to a single congregation 

while in Georgia. He saw himself as a minister of the Church of England, but 

that this ordination did not entail parochial ties (Lawson, 1963, p. 72): 

If I am in Orders, if I am a minister still, and yet not a minister of the Church 
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of England, of what Church am I minister? Whoever is a minister at all is a 

minister of some particular Church. Neither can he cease to be a minister of 

that Church till he is cast out of it by judicial sentence. Till, therefore, I am so 

cast out (which I trust will never be), I must style myself a minister of the 

Church of England. 

The newly-ordained elders went to America on 18 September. In taking this 

course, Wesley was setting the course for the future, a future beyond his own 

lifetime; he was 81 years old. Predictably, he encountered opposition; one of his 

antagonists was his brother Charles, who showed that he was a master of 

satirical parody as well as of hymnody (Tomkins, 2003, p. 186): 

So easily are Bishops made 

by men’s or women’s whim? 

Wesley his hands on Coke hath laid, 

But who laid hands on him? 

Wesley ordained three men for Scotland in 1785; but when in 1788 he ordained 

Alexander Mather (probably as superintendent for England), ‘the pretence that 

Methodism did not have its own separate clergy was finally impossible to 

maintain’ (Tomkins, 2003, p. 188). His hesitation to set up a complete system of 

church order, which would have made for an irrevocable break with the 

Church of England, seems to have strongly influenced his followers. It had the 

result that ‘formal ordination by imposition of hands for all ministers was 

delayed until the Conference of 1836’ (Parris, 1963, n. 3, p. 100ƒ). 

The Uniting Church 

This section began with a quotation from Harrisville (1987, p. 17): ‘Reform of a 

liturgical order is necessarily rooted in the history of the traditions which 

created and shaped that order.’ From this survey, it will be seen that the 
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Uniting Church has inherited a complex history of traditions. Its self-

comprehension owes much to the understandings that came out of the 

Reformation, including: 

• the desire to build upon New Testament models of ministry, 

fragmentary though they may be;  

• the desire for a greater involvement of the people in the choosing of 

ministers, expressed in the Uniting Church through its interconciliar 

structure;  

• the ‘priesthood of all believers’;  

• the reaction to medieval accretions;  

• an emphasis on prayer with the laying on of hands, though this was not 

always followed;  

• the proclamation of the Word, the administration of the sacraments and 

godly discipline as the work of the ministry;  

• the sense of an inner call to ministry on the part of those appointed.  

 

 

                                                

1  For a discussion of the authorship, see Hanson, 1982, p. 21. 

2  The dating of Philippians is uncertain. It could be c. 50 (while Paul was 
in prison in Caesarea), c. 54-56 (when he was in Ephesus) or while he 
was imprisoned in Rome (c. 60-62). See for example, Martin, 1976, pp. 36-
57. 

3  Scripture references are from the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV); 
unless quoting scripture from a liturgy that refers to another version, 
chiefly the King James Version or the Revised Standard Version. 

4  For similar positions, cƒ. Barnett (1979, 1981, 1995, p. 37) and Sullivan 
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(2001, p. 69). 

5  The dating of the Ignatian letters has been disputed. According to Foster, 
the acceptance of Ignatian authorship does not mean that the letters must 
be dated in the first quarter of the second century. If written by Ignatius, 
a terminus ad quem would be made by the martyrdom of Polycarp; Foster 
believes the letters could have been written by Ignatius between ad 125 
and 150. (See Foster, 2006, pp. 487-495.) 

6 The letters of Ignatius are in three recensions, referred to as short, middle 
and long. Sullivan (2001, p. 105) is persuaded by the arguments of 
William R. Schoedel ‘that the seven letters of the middle recension are 
indeed those written by Ignatius on his way to martyrdom during the 
last years of the reign of the emperor Trajan (115-117)’. 

 The passages cited from Ignatius’ letters are found in Sullivan (2001, pp. 
106-125). 

7 He writes similarly elsewhere, e.g., in Magnesians 6:1:  

Since, therefore, in the persons mentioned above I have by faith seen 
and loved the whole congregation, I have this advice: Be eager to do 
everything in godly harmony, the bishop presiding in the place of God 
[the Father] and the presbyters in the place of the council of the apostles 
and the deacons, who are most dear to me, having been entrusted with 
the service of Jesus Christ, who before the ages was with the Father and 
appeared at the end of time.  

 Also in Trallians 3:1:  

…let all reverence the deacons as an appointment of Jesus Christ, and 
the bishop as Jesus Christ, who is the Son of the Father, and the 
presbyters as the sanhedrin of God, and assembly of the apostles. Apart 
from these, there is no Church. 

8 Whether this reflects the actual situation at Ephesus or not, this may 
have been an idealised picture; Sullivan (2001, p. 105) cites Percy C. 
Harrison’s conjecture that there was schism in Antioch around the time 
Ignatius left for Rome. 
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9  God the Father. 

10 Literally, ‘fellow slave’. 

11 Smyrnaeans 8 (the short reading) is  

See that ye all follow the bishop, even as Jesus Christ does the Father, 
and the presbytery as ye would the apostles; and reverence the deacons, 
as being the institution of God. Let no man do anything connected with 
the Church without the bishop. Let that be deemed a proper Eucharist, 
which is [administered] either by the bishop, or by one to whom he has 
entrusted it. Wherever the bishop shall appear, there let the multitude 
[of the people] also be; even as, wherever Jesus Christ is, there is the 
Catholic Church. It is not lawful without the bishop either to baptize or 
to celebrate a love-feast; but whatsoever he shall approve of, that is also 
pleasing to God, so that everything that is done may be secure and valid. 

12 Philadelphians 8 is 

I was doing my part, therefore, acting as a man trained to cherish unity. 
Where there is division and passion, there is no place for God. Now, the 
Lord forgives all if they change their mind and by this change of mind 
return to union with God and the council of the bishop. I trust in the 
grace of Jesus Christ, who will free you from all enslavement. I exhort 
you never to act in a spirit of factiousness, but according to what you 
learnt in the school of Christ. When I heard some say, ‘Unless I find it in 
the official records—in the Gospel I do not believe’; and when I 
answered them, ‘It is in the Scriptures,’ they retorted: ‘That is just the 
point at issue.’ But to me the official record is Jesus Christ; the inviolable 
record is His Cross and His death and His Resurrection and the faith of 
which He is the Author. These are the things which, thanks to your 
prayer, I want to be my justification. 

13  Unfortunately, Keifert does not give a reference for this quotation. 

14 Osborne (2006, p.136) puts the roles in this way: 

What does emerge after about 200 is that Christian communities began 
to exhibit a common form and set of names for their leaders. That is, in a 
given community there would be a leading figure, called episkopos. 
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Helping the episkopos in apostolic and administrative tasks, there was 
usually a diakonos. The diakonos was most often the most visible pastoral 
minister in an ecclesial community. He was the one who visited the sick, 
took care of basic pastoral problems, and was in charge of the finances. 
The episkopos was most visible on Sundays, but during the week there 
were many other administrative issues that kept him away from 
pastoral work. As advisors of the episkopos, there might be one or two 
presbyters in a given community. They were married, had families, and 
probably were engaged in some trade. On Sundays they were next to the 
episkopos during the eucharistic celebration, but their main task appears 
to have been to advise the episkopos. 

15 The text of the Apostolic Tradition can be at best a reconstruction, but the 
Latin text, despite some lacunae, is generally the best witness (Stewart-
Sykes, 2001, p. 45ƒ). It is a very literal rendering of an underlying Greek 
text; Dix and Chadwick suggest that ‘[i]n places the style is like nothing 
so much as the ”English” of Dutch Bulb Catalogues’ (1937, 1968, 1992, p. 
liv).  

 The text used here is the Latin text, as given in Bradshaw, et al. (2002); 
reference may be made to other texts (Sahidic, Ethiopic, Arabic; and the 
text in the Apostolic Constitutions, the Canons of Hippolytus, and 
Testamentum Domini) where the Latin may not be the earliest version. 

16 Canon X reads, 

Bishop Hosius said: This also I think necessary. Ye should consider with 
all thoroughness and care, that if some rich man or professional 
advocate be desired for bishop, he be not ordained until he have fulfilled 
the ministry of reader, deacon, and presbyter, in order that, passing by 
promotion through the several grades, he may advance (if, that is, he be 
found worthy) to the height of the episcopate. And he shall remain in 
each order assuredly for no brief time, that so his faith, his reputable life, 
his steadfastness of character and considerateness of demeanour may be 
well-known, and that he, being deemed worthy of the divine sacerdotal 
office [sacerdotium, i.e., the episcopate] may enjoy the highest honour. 
For it is not fitting, nor does discipline or good conversation allow to 
proceed to this act rashly or lightly, so as to ordain a bishop or presbyter 
or deacon hastily; as thus he would rightly be accounted a novice, 
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especially since also the most blessed Apostle, he who was the teacher of 
the Gentiles, is seen to have forbidden hasty ordinations; for the test of 
[even] the longest period will not unreasonably be required to exemplify 
the conversation and character of each [candidate]. All said that this was 
their pleasure and that it must be absolutely irreversible. 

17  See also the brief discussion of hierarchy as more Platonic than Christian 
in Lathrop (2003). 

18  ‘High Priest’: bishop; ‘priests’: presbyters; ‘Levites’: deacons. 

19 Paul F. Bradshaw, ‘Medieval Ordinations’, in Jones C., et al., 1992, p. 373. 

20 Two examples of this mindset today:  

 When the writer told a family friend that he was going to theological 
college with a view to becoming a minister, the reply was, ‘So, you’re 
going into the Church?’ 

 A recent (2001, SCM) edition of Diethrich Bonhoeffer’s The Cost of 
Discipleship has on the cover an earnest-looking young man, wearing a 
clerical collar. A baptismal scene would have been more appropriate! 

21 From Simpson and Weiner, (eds) 1989, Vol. XII Poise–Quelt, p. 141: 
porrectio means ‘stretching out; extension’; it may signify ‘the action of 
holding out for acceptance; proffering; offer; presentation. Now only 
Eccl.’. According to Vol. XVIII, Thro–Unelucidated, p. 353, traditio means 
‘delivery, surrender, handing down’; tradition may carry the meaning, 
‘the action of handing over (something material) to another’.  

22 The first recorded ordination by Luther was in 1525, when he ordained 
Georg Rörer. 

23 Spelling modernised in Hatchett. 

24 Quoting Of the Laws of Eccl. Polity, vii.xiv.11. 

25 This note reads: 

Anointing  
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The bishop may anoint the palms of the hands of each newly ordained priest, saying  

May God,  

who anointed the Christ with the Holy Spirit at his baptism,  

anoint and empower you to reconcile and bless his people.  

If this is done, it takes place immediately before the Welcome.  

26 The relevant draft service is The Ordination of Priests, also called Presbyters, 
viewed 25 January 2005, 
<http://www.cofe.anglican.org/worship/liturgy/common 
worship/texts/ordinal/priests.html>.  

27 See also Note 13 of Common Worship: Ordination Services (p. 74, 2007): 

The Giving of the Bible 

When the Giving of the Bible takes place immediately after the Ordination Prayer, a 

single large Bible may be used, or each of the newly ordained may be presented with an 

individual Bible. If a single Bible is used, individual copies should also be given, without 

words, at the Sending Out. 

Alternatively, the Giving of the Bible may take place at the Sending Out. In this case, 

individual copies of the Bible are given. 

It is important that the Giving of the Bible is clearly distinguished from any subordinate 

ceremonies. 

28 The Californian resolution reads:  

‘Resolved: That the 152nd Convention of the Diocese of California 
submit the following resolution to the 74th General Convention of the 
Episcopal Church: 

Resolved: the House of _____ concurring, that revisions to the canons be 
adopted that would allow bishops, with the consent of the diocesan 
standing committees, to ordain candidates for the priesthood directly to 
the priesthood.’ 

 From the website of the North American Association for the Diaconate, 
viewed 20 December 2001, <http://www.diakonoi.org>. 
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29 This motion (C.019) reads: 

Resolved, the House of _____ concurring, That the 74th General 
Convention adopt canonical revisions allowing bishops, with the 
consent of the Standing Committee, to ordain candidates for the 
priesthood directly to the priesthood. 

 From <http://submitresolution.dfms.org/view_leg_detail.aspx?id 

=C019&type= ORIGINAL>, viewed 05 August 2003. 

30 viewed 05 August 2003, <http://gc2003.episcopalchurch.org/ 

gcnews/index_ 17632_ENG_HTML.htm>. 

31 Quoting Letters, ii, p. 55. 

32 ‘Ambassador’ and ‘steward’ are, respectively, indirect and direct 
quotations from the Anglican ordination rite. 

33 Quoting Letters, iii, p. 186. 
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Section 1.4 

 

Rites 1: 

Direct antecedents of Uniting Church ordination 

services 

In this section, I will outline in greater detail the ordination liturgies that were 

consulted by the Commission on Liturgy prior to the Uniting Church’s first 

service of ordination in 1977; the relevant rites come from Methodist, 

Presbyterian churches, and from the Church of South India (Dunning, 2005).1 

They are examined in chronological order. These liturgies comprise: 

• The Methodist Church of Great Britain: The Order of Service for the Ordination of 

Candidates for the Ministry (1936) 

• The Church of South India: The Ordination of Presbyters (1958) 

• The Church of Scotland: Form and Order for the Ordination of a Minister (1962) 

• Cumberland Presbyterian Church; Presbyterian Church in the United States; 

The United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America: A Service for 

Ordination and Installation (1970) 

• The Methodist Church of Great Britain: The Ordination of Ministers also called 

Presbyters (1975) 
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By way of comparison, some Presbyterian and Congregational rites that were 

not considered are briefly mentioned: 

• Presbyterian Church of England: Ordination and Induction of Ministers (1948) 

• Presbyterian Church of Wales: Order for the Ordination of Ministers (1948) 

• The Congregational Church of Great Britain: An Order of Service for The 

Ordination of a Minister (1959) 
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The Methodist Church of Great Britain: The Order of Service for the 

Ordination of Candidates for the Ministry (1936) 

Outline of 1936 service in comparison with the 1662 Book of Common Prayer 

 1936 1662 

  

 

 Hymn 

 Collect 

 Presentation 

 

 

 

 

 Scripture sentences 

 Exhortation 

 Questions 

 Call to silent prayer 

 Hymn (Creator Spirit, by whose aid) 

 Prayer and imposition of hands 

 Presentation of Bible 

 Declaration of Ordination 

 Further exhortation 

 Hymn 

 Lord’s Supper 

 Hymn 

 Charge 

 Hymn 

 

 Blessing 

 Morning Prayer 

 Sermon or Exhortation 

 

 

 Presentation 

 Question concerning objections 

 Litany and suffrages 

 Service for the Communion  

  (Collect; Epistle, Gospel readings) 

 

 Further exhortation 

 Questions 

 Call to silent prayer 

 Hymn (Come, Holy Ghost) 

 Prayer and imposition of hands 

 Presentation of Bible 

 

 

 Nicene Creed 

 Service of Communion 

 

 

 

 Post-Communion collects 

 Blessing 
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Even from the outline, it may readily be seen that the Methodist ordination 

service is an adaptation of the liturgy of 1662, and through that of the western 

medieval rite of ordination. 

Methodist candidates were ordained at the annual Conference; the President of 

the Conference presided. The Methodist Church of Great Britain approved an 

ordination service in 1936, which was also used in Australia. It remained in use 

until revised (again by the British church) in 1975, and would have been very 

familiar indeed to Methodists who came into the Uniting Church.  

‘The Order of Service for the Ordination of Candidates for the Ministry’ begins 

not with Morning Prayer and sermon, as in the 1662 text, but with a hymn 

which firmly anchors the rite in the theology of ministry found in Ephesians 

4:7ƒƒ. The first stanza reads: 

The Saviour, when to heaven He rose, 

In splendid triumph o’er His foes, 

Scattered His gifts on men below, 

And wide His royal bounties flow.2 

This hymn also claims a place for the Methodist ministry in the apostolic 

succession: 

So shall the bright succession run 

Through the last courses of the sun… 

Despite this being a Wesley hymn, the 1936 ordination service was the first in 

which it was laid down in an ordination liturgy (Dixon, 2003, p. 122). Since this 

service owes so much to the Anglican ordination service, the words concerning 

‘succession’ may be an allusion to the tactile succession so valued by the 

Church of England; if so, this assertion—voiced as it is so close to the beginning 

of the service—insists upon the validity of Methodist orders against any 

episcopal claims to the contrary, and shows that Methodist sensibilities clearly 
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remained quite distinct from the Presbyterian and Congregational traditions 

that flowed into the Uniting Church. 

The service continues with the following collect, or with extempore prayer: 

O Lord our God, who by Thine own presence dost shed the abundance of Thy 

Holy Spirit on those who are set apart, by Thy inscrutable power, to be Ministers 

of Thy Word and Sacraments, keep Thy servants, whom Thou hast willed to be 

consecrated to this holy vocation, that they may hold the mystery of the faith in a 

pure conscience, with all virtue; vouchsafe them the grace given to Thy first 

Apostles with holy boldness to proclaim the Gospel of Thy Kingdom, to 

administer the word of Thy truth, and to offer gifts and spiritual sacrifices unto 

Thee. Fill them by the presence of Thy holy and life-giving Spirit, with all faith 

and love, all power and sanctification. For Thou art our God, and to Thee we 

render glory, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, both now and for ever. Amen. 

‘Ministers of Thy Word and Sacraments’ have ‘the abundance of [the] Holy 

Spirit’; they are ‘consecrated to this holy vocation’. This is a high calling, and 

one that seems to be above and beyond the calling of the ‘ordinary’ baptised 

Christian.  

The candidates are presented to the President by the Secretary of the 

Conference, who says: ‘Mr. President, I present to you the following’, the rubric 

indicating: 

¶ Here shall follow the names of the Candidates for Ordination, each Candidate rising as his 

name is called, and remaining standing. 

Significantly, no response is sought from the people. There is a more complete 

Presentation in the 1662 service:  

The Bishop. 

Take heed that the persons, whom ye present unto us, be apt and meet, for their 

learning and godly conversation, to exercise their ministry duly, to the honour of 

God, and the edifying of his Church. 
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The Archdeacon shall answer, 

I have enquired of them, and also examined them; and think them so to be. 

Then the Bishop shall say unto the people: 

Good people, these are they whom we purpose, God willing, to receive this day 

unto the holy office of Priesthood: For after due examination we find not to the 

contrary, but that they be lawfully called to their function and ministry, and that 

they be persons meet for the same. But yet if there be any of you, who knoweth 

any impediment or notable crime in any of them, for the which he ought not to be 

received into this holy ministry; Let him come forth in the Name of God, and 

shew what the crime or impediment is. 

And if any great crime or impediment be objected, the Bishop shall surcease from 

ordering that person, until such time as the party accused shall be found clear of that 

crime. 

Then the Bishop (commending such as shall be found meet to be ordered to the prayers 

of the Congregation) shall, with the Clergy and people present, sing or say the Litany 

with the Prayers… 

It was Cranmer’s 1550 order that first required the bishop to complete the 

election of the candidates before the people.3 

The ancient orders took very seriously the election by the people of the 

candidate for ministry. In the ancient Greek liturgies, the people shouted 

a[xioß!—‘He is worthy!’—which in the Gallican rite became, ‘Dignus est!’ 

(Proctor and Frere, 1855, 1856, 1901, 1905, p. 654). However, the people’s role 

became more and more attenuated as time went on. The Apostolic Tradition 

bears witness that the election was done ‘by all the people’, the baptised, 

whether members of the presbyterium or not (cƒ. the Apostolic Tradition I.ii.1-2) 

(Bradshaw et al., 2002, p. 24; Puglisi, 1996 p. 28ƒ). Further, Puglisi (1996, p. 30) 

notes: 

Again, one notes the unity of the church in the act of nomination of a chosen 

one and in the approval jointly given by the people and the presbyterium 
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(conveniet populum una cum praesbyterio), who are therefore truly co-

responsible actors in the choice of their leaders. 

By the time of the Reformation, there was widespread concern that the way that 

candidates were examined was insufficient. In England, the Puritans 

‘complained that the congregation which was to have the candidate as its 

pastor, and would therefore be particularly concerned about his suitability, was 

not asked for its objections’ (Bradshaw, 1971, p. 41). The bishops were of the 

opinion that the people should not have a larger role in the examination of 

candidates: 

The Puritans wanted the congregation to have not only the opportunity to 

examine the candidates and object to them, but also the right of electing 

them, as they believed was the practice of the primitive Church. Whitgift4 

denied that there was any scriptural evidence for this practice… (Bradshaw, 

1971, p. 41) 

After the presentation, some or all of the following Scriptures are read by the 

President: Matthew 28:18-20 (the ‘Great Commission’); Isaiah 6:1-8 (the call of 

Isaiah)—first used in 1936 (Dixon, 2003, p. 123); Luke 12:35-38 (‘let your loins be 

girded’); John 10:9-16 (the Good Shepherd); John 21:15-17 (‘Feed my sheep’); 2 

Timothy 4:1-2, 5 (the charge to Timothy); Ephesians 4:7-8, 11-13 (the gifts of the 

ascended Christ), omitting verses 9-10, which deal with the ascent and descent 

of Christ.  

By comparison, the 1662 ordinal has Ephesians 4:7-13 as its epistle reading 

(including verses 9-10), and either Matthew 9:36-38 (‘[t]he harvest truly is 

plenteous, but the labourers are few; pray ye therefore the Lord of the harvest, 

that he will send forth labourers into his harvest’) or John 10:1-16 as the gospel.5 

An exhortation follows, but not named as such. With the addition of particular 
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Methodist emphases, it borrows from the Exhortation of the 1662 ordinal, of 

which Shepherd (1963, p. 537) says: 

No finer commentary on these Gospels [i.e., Matthew 9:36-38; John 10:1-16] 

has ever been written than the magnificent Exhortation of the Bishop to the 

ordinands… 

On its authorship, he adds (p. 540): 

The long-accepted opinion that this Exhortation and other parts of the Office 

were based upon a Latin writing of the Lutheran Reformer Martin Bucer, a 

close friend of Cranmer’s and Regius Professor of Divinity at Cambridge 

from 1549 until his death in 1551, is no longer held by scholars. The glory of 

authorship belongs to Cranmer, and it has been aptly said that the 

Exhortation is a expression of his ‘highest ideals for the personal and 

pastoral side of the priest’s office, such as has never been equalled’. 

The first paragraph exemplifies the way the Methodist Church adapted this 

exhortation: 

 

1936 1662 

You have heard, brethren, Ye have heard, Brethren, as well in your 

private examination, as in the exhortation 

which was now made to you, 

 

in the holy lessons taken out of the Gospel, 

and the writings of the Prophets and 

Apostles, of what dignity, and of how great 

importance this office is, whereunto ye are 

called. 

 

and in the holy Lessons taken out of the 

Gospel, and the writings of the Apostles, of 

what dignity, and of how great importance 

this Office is, whereunto ye are called. 
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You are chosen and elect to be evangelists 

of the grace of God in Christ Jesus, sent forth 

to make disciples of all the nations;  

 

And now again we exhort you, in the Name 

of our Lord Jesus Christ, that ye have in 

remembrance, into how high a Dignity, and 

to how weighty an Office and Charge ye are 

called: that is to say, to be Messengers, 

Watchmen, and Stewards of the Lord;  

 

to teach, and to premonish, to feed and 

provide for the household of God; to seek 

for Christ’s sheep that are dispersed abroad, 

for whom He laid down His life, 

 

to teach and to premonish, to feed and 

provide for the Lord’s family; to seek for 

Christ’s sheep that are dispersed abroad, 

and for the children of God who are in the 

midst of this world, that they may be saved 

through Christ for ever. 

and for his children who are in the midst of 

this naughty world, that they may be saved 

through Christ for ever. 

 

 

In adding ‘the writings of the Prophets’ the Methodist text both gives the Old 

Testament scriptures a more prominent place and provides an implied sanction 

to a prophetic role in its ministry. The Methodist text also has ministers as 

‘evangelists’, rather than ‘Messengers, Watchmen, and Stewards’, and speaks of 

‘Christ’s sheep…for whom He laid down His life’. These changes befit the more 

generally evangelical nature of Methodist churchmanship. Other changes seem 

less significant (e.g., ‘household of God’ for ‘Lord’s family’, and the omission of 

‘naughty’, a word that has lost its force since the Book of Common Prayer was first 

written). The next paragraph departs from the Anglican text in a similar vein; 

the minister’s efforts are to be directed  

to bring all such as are committed to your charge unto that true conversion of 

heart and life through personal trust in Christ alone, to which the Holy Spirit 

beareth witness, and to that knowledge of God, and perfectness of love in Christ, 

whereby you may present every man perfect in Christ Jesus. 

The second paragraph of the 1662 Exhortation speaks of the necessity for the 
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priest to combat error. Shepherd (1963, p. 540) comments: 

The distinctive element in these vows is the clear charge laid upon priests not 

only to teach but to defend from error the doctrine of the Church as it is 

established upon God’s Word. Hitherto the Church had looked on the 

bishops alone as the guardians of apostolic faith. Thus a new significance 

and a new responsibility was added by the English Church to the Order of 

Priests. 

The Methodist version omits this direction;6 too much emphasis should not be 

given to this however, since question 3 later addresses it. The content of the 

next paragraph is that of the fourth paragraph of the 1662 Exhortation, with 

some rearrangement of wording, with the effect that the sanctification of the 

minister receives more emphasis. The designation of the ministry in the 

Methodist text changes: ‘your ministry’ in 1662 has become ‘the Ministry of the 

Word’. 

The final paragraph, leading to the questions asked of the ordinands, follows 

1662: 

And now, that this present congregation of Christ here assembled may also 

understand your minds and wills in these things, and that this your promise may 

the more move you to your duties, you shall answer plainly to these things, which 

we, in the name of God and of His Church, shall demand of you touching the 

same. 

The promises that the ordinands are about to make have two clear purposes: 

that the people may have a shared understanding of the candidates’ ‘minds and 

wills’; and in making them, the ordinands commit themselves more fully to 

their ‘duties’. This same may be said of the Anglican ordinal; where applicable, 

the Methodist questions are discussed with the Anglican equivalents. 

The questions to the candidate follow. Questions were first addressed to 
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presbyters (and deacons) in Cranmer’s 1550 ordinal; in medieval times, only 

bishops were so examined. The first question7 concerns the candidates’ inner 

sense of call: 

1 Do you trust that you are inwardly moved by the Holy Spirit to take upon you this 

office and ministration, to serve God for the promoting of His glory, for the 

preaching of His Gospel, and for the edifying of His people? 

I do so trust. 

The first Anglican question was broader, and in no danger of being interpreted 

in an individualistic manner: 

Do you think in your heart, that you are truly called, according to the will of our 

Lord Jesus Christ, and according to the Canons of this Church, to the Order and 

Ministry of Priesthood?  

I think it. 

H. Richard Niebuhr developed a categorisation of the notion of call, describing 

three ‘incremental’ calls which come subsequent to the fundamental call to 

service that belongs to every Christian. Sprinkle (2004, p. 64) outlines these 

incremental calls as follows: 

(1) the ‘secret call’, or the inner psycho-spiritual persuasion that invites or 

summons a person to pursue ministry; (2) the ‘providential call’, or the 

invitation or command to take up ministry as a result of personal gifts and 

talents that give evidence of ‘the divine guidance of his life in all its 

circumstances’; and finally, (3) the ‘ecclesiastical call’, which is the invitation 

or summons of the community of faith or the institution of the church. 

Sprinkle then quotes Niebuhr:  

…in one form or another, [the community of faith] has required that 

[ministers] be summoned or invited or at least accepted by that part of the 

Church which they undertake to serve. 
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While the Anglican question includes ‘according to the will of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, and according to the Canons of the Church’, the Methodist ordinands 

are asked only about their inner dispositions. Clearly then, it is the ‘secret call’ 

that the Methodist question is inquiring about in the phrase ‘in your heart’. 

Puglisi (2001, p. 234ƒ) points out that ‘the Reformed concept of the “double 

vocation”’ is 

very far removed here from the tradition of the early Church, according to 

which the local Church asked for someone to be ordained to the ministry: the 

future bishop, priest or deacon never asked himself to be ordained. All we 

need to do is to look at the text in the presentation in the ancient tradition to 

see why the early Church could ordain Christians ‘against their will’; the 

Church is the subject of this action, and the ordained receives the vocation 

(which is understood to come from God) to build up his Church. 

The individualising and internalising of a sense of call has resulted in a change 

of language, from ‘election’ to ‘selection’, and from ‘the elect’ to ‘candidates’. 

Puglisi continues,  

[i]t is no longer the Church that calls, but it is rather the candidate who 

desires to be a minister, in a way that can be considered ‘personal’. Now this 

way of conceiving of vocation is contrary to that which was the Church’s for 

two thousand years; it is insufficiently ecclesial and too individualistic or 

subjective. 

He concludes that it is necessary to promote a more active role for the people in 

the election of ministers to ‘steer the renewal of the institution of the ordained 

ministry towards the demands of the proclamation of the Gospel to the modern 

world’ (2001, p. 236). The processes of the Methodist Church in the selection of 

candidates would presumably have gone some way towards the 

implementation of this more active role; yet these processes are insufficiently 
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displayed in the theology of call reflected in the first question, which was more 

corporately conceived of in the 1662 text. 

The next three questions ask about the ordinands’ acceptance of holy Scripture, 

and their willingness to base their teaching upon its foundation: 

2 Are you persuaded that the Holy Scriptures contain sufficiently all doctrine 

necessary for eternal salvation through faith in Jesus Christ? And are you 

determined, out of the said Scriptures, to instruct the people committed to your 

charge; and to teach nothing, as required of necessity for eternal salvation, but 

that which you shall be persuaded may be concluded and proved by the 

Scriptures? 

I am so persuaded, and have so determined, by God’s grace. 

3 Will you be ready, with all faithful diligence, to drive away all erroneous and 

strange doctrines contrary to God’s Word; and to use both public and private 

admonitions and exhortations, as well to the sick as to the whole, as need shall 

require, and occasion shall be given? 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

4 Will you then give your faithful diligence always so to minister the Doctrine and 

Sacraments, and the Discipline of Christ, as the Lord hath commanded? 

I will do so, by the help of the Lord. 

The second question is identical to the second Anglican one; the third 

corresponds to the fourth Anglican question. The Anglican version begins, 

Will you be ready, with all faithful diligence, to banish and drive away from the 

Church all erroneous and strange doctrines contrary to God’s Word… 

The Methodist form omits ‘from the Church’; the place in which true doctrine is 

held appears to be the human heart, rather than the Church. 

The fourth Methodist question corresponds to the third Anglican one, except 

that in the Anglican case, ordinands are directed to the Church and its life, 

rather than to their own understanding of what the Lord has commanded: 
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…and as this Church hath received the same, according to the Commandments of 

God; so that you may teach the people committed to your Cure and Charge with 

all diligence to keep and observe the same? 

In the next two questions, the discipline of the Methodist Church—perhaps, one 

may say, at last—comes to the fore.  

5 As you believe that you are called to be Ministers of Christ in the Methodist 

Church, I now ask whether you believe its doctrines, and whether you are 

determined to preach the same? 

I do so believe, and I will so preach, the Lord being my helper. 

6 Will you submit yourselves as sons in the Gospel, to those whom the Methodist 

Church shall appoint to have the rule over you? 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

These questions (especially the sixth) contain, in Methodist terms, the concerns 

of the last (eighth) Anglican question, which is: 

Will you reverently obey your Ordinary, and other chief Ministers, unto whom is 

committed the charge and government over you; following with a glad mind and 

will their godly admonitions, and submitting yourselves to their godly judgments? 

The seventh and eighth questions refer to the personal character of the 

ordained:  

7 Will you be diligent in prayers and in reading of the holy Scriptures, and in such 

studies as help to the knowledge of the same? 

I will endeavour so to be, the Lord being my helper. 

8 Will you be diligent to frame and fashion your own selves, and your families, 

according to the doctrine of Christ; and to make both yourselves and them, as 

much as in you lieth, wholesome examples and patterns to the flock of Christ? 

I will apply myself thereto, the Lord being my helper. 

The eighth question is the same as the corresponding Anglican one (its 

seventh). The Anglican wording is: 
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Will you be diligent in Prayers, and in reading the Holy Scriptures, and in such 

studies as help to the knowledge of the same, laying aside the study of the world 

and the flesh? 

The Methodist form omits the renunciation at the end of the Anglican one; this 

wording may have been thought to be dualistic, the so-called ‘social gospel’ 

having had a great influence in the Methodist Church. 

The final three questions ask about the ordinands’ willingness to be an example 

of peaceableness and reconciliation, and of encouragement to others in their 

ministry. The first of the three (question nine) is the seventh in the Anglican 

form: 

9 Will you maintain and set forward, as much as lieth in you, quietness, peace and 

love among all Christian people, and especially among them that are or shall be 

committed to your charge? 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

10 As you are called to be Ministers in the Church of God, and seeing that to each of 

its members the ministration of the Spirit is given to profit withal, will you do all 

that in you lies to build up the Body of Christ, to persuade and encourage every 

member to exercise the gift of grace that is in him, and to present every man 

before God perfect in Christ Jesus? 

I will endeavour so to do, the Lord being my helper. 

11 As you are called to be ambassadors on behalf of Christ, beseeching men to be 

reconciled to God, as though God were intreating by you, will you continually 

stir up the gift of God that is in you, by the help of the Holy Spirit, to testify the 

Gospel of the grace of God to all men? 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

The final two questions have no equivalent in the Anglican ordinal. The first 

part of the final vow echoes 2 Corinthians 5:18-20, and the latter part of 2 

Timothy 1:6 as it exhorts the ordinand, in fine Methodist terms, ‘to stir up the 

gift of God that is in you’. Methodist hearts would have been ‘strangely 
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warmed’ by the resonances with Charles’ Wesley’s hymn, ‘O thou who camest 

from above’, sung towards the closing of their ordination service. In the third 

verse, the people would sing: 

Jesus, confirm my heart’s desire 

To work, and speak, and think for Thee; 

Still let me guard the holy fire, 

And still stir up Thy gift in me. 

This hymn refers to all believers; the reference to ‘stirring up the gift’ in the 

context of the final vow narrows the focus onto the ministry of the ordained. 

After asking the questions, the president says: 

Almighty God, who hath given you this will to do all these things; Grant 

also unto you strength and power to perform the same; that He may 

accomplish His work which He hath begun in you; through Jesus Christ our 

Lord. Amen. 

The bishop speaks these same words at this point in the 1662 order.  

A rubric follows, taken directly from the 1662 form: 

After this, the Congregation shall be desired, secretly in their prayers, to make their humble 

supplications to God for all these things; for the which prayers there shall be silence kept for a 

space. 

The rubric is preceded by the following brief exhortation to the people, which 

almost amounts to a scriptural ‘warrant’ for the congregation’s silent prayer: 

Then the President shall move the Congregation present to pray, saying thus to them, 

Brethren, It is written In the Gospel of Saint Luke, that our Saviour Christ 

continued the whole night in prayer before He did choose and send forth His 

twelve Apostles. It is written also in the Acts of the Apostles, that the disciples 

who were at Antioch did fast and pray before they laid hands on Paul and 

Barnabas, and sent them forth. Let us, therefore, following the example of our 
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Saviour Christ and His Apostles, first fall to prayer, before we admit and send forth 

these persons presented unto us to the work whereunto we trust the Holy Spirit 

hath called them. 

Let us pray. 

After this, the Congregation shall be desired, secretly… 

A hymn to the Holy Spirit, ‘Creator Spirit, by whose aid’, is then sung,8 an 

epicletic hymn of praise. The 1662 service has ‘Come, Holy Ghost…’,9 a 

translation of Veni, Creator Spiritus by John Cosin. Of the Veni, Creator Spiritus, 

Milgate (1982, 1985, p. 133) says: 

Apart from the Te Deum this is the greatest and most widely used hymn of 

the Western Church… Of the suggested authors Rabanus Maurus (c. 776–

856), Archbishop of Mainz, is the most probable… Its use for the ordination 

service is first mentioned in the 11th cent… 

Cosin’s translation succeeded that of Thomas Cranmer, which had been used at 

Anglican ordinations since 1550.10 

The President begins the prayer at the time of ordination; this prayer of 

thanksgiving rehearses the gift of Jesus Christ, and in terms of Ephesians 4, his 

ministers, including those waiting for the laying on of hands, as gifts to the 

church. A request for them to receive ‘all grace needful for their calling’, and 

that this may issue in further thanksgiving and growth in faith among God’s 

people: 

It is very meet, right, and our bounden duty, that we should at all times, and in all 

places give thanks unto Thee, O Lord Holy Father, Almighty, Everlasting God; 

who, of Thine infinite love and goodness towards us, hast given to us Thy only 

and most dearly beloved Son Jesus Christ, to be our Redeemer, and the Author of 

everlasting life; who, after He had made perfect our redemption by His death and 

was ascended into heaven, sent abroad into the world His Apostles Prophets, 

Evangelists, Teachers, and Pastors; by whose labour and ministry He gathered 
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together a great flock in all the parts of the world to set forth the eternal praise of 

Thy holy Name. For these so great benefits of Thy eternal goodness, and for that 

Thou hast vouchsafed to call these Thy servants here present to the same office 

and ministry appointed for the salvation of mankind we render unto Thee most 

hearty thanks, we praise and worship Thee; and we humbly beseech Thee, by the 

same Thy blessed Son to endue them with all grace needful for their calling; and 

to grant unto all, who either here or elsewhere call upon Thy holy Name, that we 

may continue to show ourselves thankful unto Thee for these and all other Thy 

benefits; and that we may daily increase and go forward in the knowledge and 

faith in Thee and Thy Son, by the Holy Spirit. So that as well by these Thy 

Ministers as by them over whom they shall be appointed Thy Ministers, Thy holy 

Name may be for ever glorified, and Thy blessed kingdom enlarged; through the 

same, Thy Son Jesus Christ our Lord who liveth and reigneth with Thee in the 

unity of the same Holy Spirit world without end. Amen. 

This is the 1662 prayer, with two alterations which do not however change the 

meaning. The first is that the more succinct beginning of the 1662 text has been 

expanded; the earlier text commences, ‘Almighty God, and heavenly Father, 

who, of thine infinite love and goodness towards us…’. The second is in the 

insertion of the phrase, ‘to endue them with all grace needful for their calling’, a 

timely insertion. 

The service continues: 

Then, the Congregation standing, the President and other Ministers, shall lay their hands upon 

the head of every one of the Candidates severally, who shall humbly kneel upon their knees; the 

President saying, 

Mayest thou receive the Holy Spirit for the office and work of a Christian Minister 

and Pastor now committed unto thee by the imposition of our hands. And be thou 

a faithful Dispenser of the Word of God, and of His holy Sacraments, in the Name 

of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. Amen. 

This is a solemn moment; the congregation stands. Those, and only those, who 

have been previously admitted to the presbyteral college may lay hands upon 

each ordinand in turn. 
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Here, there are three significant changes to the 1662 text, which reads: 

Receive the Holy Ghost for the Office and Work of a Priest in the Church of God, 

now committed unto thee by the Imposition of our hands. Whose sins thou dost 

forgive, they are forgiven; and whose sins thou dost retain, they are retained. And 

be thou a faithful Dispenser of the Word of God, and of his holy Sacraments; In 

the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen. 

Three changes may be noted. Firstly, the 1662 text is an imperative formula; the 

1936 wording is in the subjunctive case. Secondly, the presbyteral designation is 

changed. The Methodist church does not recognise its presbyters as ‘priests’; 

they are ‘ministers and pastors’. Thirdly, the sentence from John 20:23 on the 

forgiveness of sins is omitted; the authority to absolve sins does not belong to 

the Methodist ministry in an exclusive sense. 

That being said, the similarities are still great. Both ministries ‘receive the Holy 

Ghost/Spirit for the office and work’ of a presbyter, ‘now committed unto thee 

by the imposition of our hands’. And both are committed to be ‘a faithful 

Dispenser of the Word of God, and of His holy Sacraments’. In both churches, 

the presbyteral ministry is one conveyed by prayer and the laying on of hands; 

in both, it is a ministry of word and sacrament. 

Since ‘the imposition of our hands’ is clearly the sign of the receipt of the Holy 

Spirit for ministry, it is surprising that the liturgy continues: 

The President shall also deliver a Bible to each Candidate in turn, saying, 

Take thou authority to fulfil the office of a Minister in the Church of Christ.11 

When all have been ordained, the Candidates shall rise. and the President shall say, 

In the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ, the only Head of the Church, I hereby 

declare you to be ordained to the office of the Holy Ministry. 
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The second rubric includes the handing over of the Bible as part of the act of 

ordination. This is the vestige of the porrectio (or traditio) instrumentorum, which 

in the medieval rites of presbyteral ordination was the handing over of chalice 

and paten, with the words: ‘Receive the power of offering sacrifice to God and 

of celebrating Mass for the living and the dead, In the Name of our Lord Jesus 

Christ’. In 1550, Cranmer added a Bible; by 1552, the Bible alone was given. 

Immediately following the declaration of ordination, the president delivers this 

short exhortation, in a very activist vein: 

Brethren, give heed unto reading, exhortation, and doctrine. Think upon the 

things contained in the Holy Bible which we have now delivered unto you. Be 

diligent; never be unemployed, never be triflingly employed. Take heed unto 

yourselves and to the doctrine; for by so doing you shall both save yourselves and 

them that hear you. Let each of you be to the flock of Christ a shepherd; feed 

them, devour them not. Hold up the weak, heal the sick, bind up the broken, 

bring again the outcasts, seek the lost. Be so merciful, that you be not too remiss; 

so minister discipline, that you forget not mercy; that when the Chief Shepherd 

shall appear you may receive the never-fading crown of glory; through Jesus 

Christ our Lord. Amen. 

The hymn ‘Lord, if at Thy command’ follows;12 perhaps it was chosen for verse 

three: 

Now then the ceaseless shower 

Of gospel blessings send, 

And let the soul-converting power 

Thy ministers attend. 

The Lord’s Supper follows, starting at the Prayer of Humble Access. A further 

hymn (‘Behold the servant of the Lord’, which looks for the perfected life) 

follows Communion;13 then a Charge is given to the newly-ordained ministers 

(in case the two previous exhortations were insufficient?) 
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Finally, the hymn of consecration ‘O Thou who camest from above’14 is sung, 

and the Blessing, which quotes Ephesians 3:20-21 and Philippians 4:7, is said; 

the second part of the Blessing is from the 1662 service.15 

The Church of South India 

The Church of South India (a union of Anglican, Congregational, Methodist 

and Presbyterian Churches) produced an ordination rite in 1947, the year union 

occurred. It was based upon the Anglican Ordinal; the 1958 revision also had 

the Ordinal of the Church of Scotland as a source (Garrett, 1958, p. 60; Leggett, 

2006, p. 534). 

The Preface to the Ordinal in the Book of Common Worship states that the Church 

of South India bases its rite of ordination upon the pattern of the ‘earliest 

ordination’, i.e., that of Acts 6:1-6, identifying these parts: ‘election by the 

people, prayer, and the laying on of apostolic hands’. In other words, in 

contrast to the 1662 ordinal with its imperative formula, ordination requires 

both the laying on of hands and prayer.16 The Preface continues (1963, p. 160ƒ): 

In accordance with this pattern…the same three parts form the basis of the 

services in this book: 

the presentation of the candidates to the presiding Bishop, this being the last 

step in the process of choice of them by the Church; 

prayer for those about to be ordained or consecrated, that they may receive 

the gift of the Holy Spirit for their ministry; and 

the laying on of hands of at least three Bishops (in an episcopal consecration), 

of the Bishop and Presbyters (in an ordination of Presbyters), or of the 

Bishop (in an ordination of Deacons). 

To these have been added an examination of the candidates concerning their 
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beliefs and duties, the delivery to them of their instruments of office (Bible, 

pastoral staff), and the giving of the right hand of fellowship. These 

ceremonies, however valuable for their symbolism, are not essential elements 

in the rites of ordination. 

The Ordination of Presbyters (1958)17 

This rubric commences the ordination service:18 

The service begins with the first part of The Order for the Lord’s Supper, called The Preparation.  

The ordination liturgy is thus firmly set in a eucharistic context; it continues 

with the Presentation of the Candidates. The ‘authorisation of the Diocese’ is 

read, which ‘shall include a statement of the work to which each candidate has 

been called’; there can be no ordination without a call to a ministry. 

The people are then asked to give their assent. Objections have previously been 

canvassed in the congregation in which the service is to be held, and in the 

congregations in which the candidates are best known. Objections are to be 

made in writing and to the bishop. The assent is given in these words (the 

invitation is clearly taken from the 1662 ordinal): 

The Bishop says to the people: 

Beloved, these are they whom we intend, God willing, to ordain Presbyters. 

You have heard that those appointed to inquire about them and examine 

them believe them to be men of sound learning and godly life, and find 

them duly called to serve God in this ministry. We therefore invite you to 

give your assent. 

The people stand, and the Bishop says: 

We are not sufficient of ourselves; our sufficiency is from God. 

Do you trust that these persons are, by God’s grace, worthy to be ordained? 

We trust that they are worthy. To God be the glory. 
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The next section, The Ministry of the Word of God, begins with a greeting: ‘The 

Lord be with you: / And with thy spirit’; this collect follows: 

Almighty God, Giver of all good things, who by thy one Spirit hast appointed a 

diversity of ministrations in thy Church: Mercifully behold these thy servants now 

called to the office of Presbyter; and so replenish them with the truth of thy 

gospel, adorn them with innocency of life, and fill them with the power of thy 

Holy Spirit, that both by word and good example, they may faithfully and joyfully 

serve thee, to the glory of thy name and the building up of thy Church; through 

the merits of our Saviour Jesus Christ, who liveth and reigneth with thee and the 

Holy Spirit, world without end. Amen. 

This collect is drawn directly from the 1662 ordinal: 

Almighty God, giver of all good things, who by thy Holy Spirit hast appointed 

divers Orders of Ministers in thy Church; Mercifully behold these thy servants 

now called to the Office of Priesthood; and so replenish them with the truth of thy 

Doctrine, and adorn them with innocency of life, that, both by word and good 

example, they may faithfully serve thee in this Office, to the glory of thy Name, 

and the edification of thy Church; through the merits of our Saviour Jesus Christ, 

who liveth and reigneth with thee and the same Holy Spirit, world without end. 

Amen. 

In this collect, the diverse ministries in the church are gifts of God; those called 

to the presbyteral office are called to exercise their gift within this diversity. The 

version of the Church of South India sees these gifts coming from the ‘one’ 

Spirit, echoing 1 Corinthians 12:4. It also has ‘a diversity of ministrations’ rather 

than ‘divers Orders of Ministry’, which also implies a link between the 

presbyteral ministry and other ministries, including lay ministries. It changes 

the designation of the office from ‘Priesthood’ to ‘Presbyter’, and requests that 

its members be replenished by the truth of ‘thy Gospel’, rather than by ‘thy 

Doctrine’. It has a more developed Pneumatology, requesting that the 

candidates may be ‘filled with the power of thy Holy Spirit’. Further, it asks 

that they may faithfully and joyfully’ [emphasis mine] serve God, and it renders 



 

142 

‘edification’ as ‘building up’. 

The readings follow, though others may be chosen. They are 

• Ezekiel 33:1-9; the watchman motif appears; the watchman must warn of 

danger. If he does, the judgement belongs to his hearers; if he fails, the 

judgement is his. 

• Psalm 99 (or a hymn): a psalm of praise to the great God; verse 6 (KJV) reads, 

‘Moses and Aaron among his priests, and Samuel among them that call upon 

his name; they called upon the Lord, and he answered them’. 

• 1 Peter 5:1-11: the elder as shepherd, exercising willing oversight. Not all 

manuscripts include the phrase ‘taking the oversight thereof’ (KJV), but as it 

does appear in the King James Version, which would have been one of the 

versions if not the version in people’s minds, it was surely intended. 

• John 10:1-16: Christ the Good Shepherd. 

The sermon follows and then the Nicene Creed, the ecumenical creed of the 

Church, east and west.19 

The Examination follows; it has a different style from the Anglican and 

Methodist forms. It begins with an allusion to Ephesians 4 (particularly verses 8 

and 12), and then clearly places prayer with the laying on of hands as central: 

In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, the King and Head of the Church, who, 

being ascended on high, has given gifts to men for the building up of this Body, 

we are met here to ordain you Presbyters by prayer and the laying on of hands. 

In the act of ordination, God acts through the prayers of the church; the Church 

of South India acts and speaks ‘as part of’ the Church catholic: 

In this act of ordination we believe that it is God who gives you grace and 

authority for the office and work to which you are called, and that he does so in 
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answer to the prayers of his Church and through the actions and words of his 

appointed ministers. We act and speak as part of the One, Holy, Catholic, and 

Apostolic Church, and in the faith which we have now with united voice declared 

in the words of the Creed. 

The candidates are asked a series of twelve questions, prefaced by these words: 

Wherefore, that we may know that you truly profess this faith, and desire by 

God’s grace to fulfil this ministry, we require you to answer these questions… 

The first two questions concern the candidates’ calling; firstly, their trust in 

God’s call, and secondly, their own inner motives 

Do you trust that you are truly called by God to this ministry in his Church? 

I do so trust. 

Are zeal for the glory of God, love for our Lord Jesus Christ, and a desire for the 

salvation of men, so far as you know your own heart, your chief motives for 

entering this ministry? 

So far as I know my own heart, they are. 

Questions three and four relate to the primacy of the Scriptures and the Creeds 

as they witness to and safeguard scriptural faith: 

Do you accept the Holy Scriptures as containing all things necessary for salvation, 

and as the supreme and decisive standard of faith? 

I do. 

Do you accept the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds as witnessing to and safeguarding 

the faith that is set forth in the Scriptures? 

I do. 

The next seven questions all inquire into the way the presbyter will exercise the 

ministry. They all have the same response, seeking the divine aid: ‘I will, the 

Lord being my helper’. A number of images emerge: presbyters are 

ambassadors, watchmen and shepherds. Allusions to Scripture are found in the 
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Notes. 

Will you be diligent in the reading of the Holy Scriptures and in such studies as 

help to the knowledge of the same? 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

Seeing you are called to be ambassadors for Christ, will you, by the help of the 

Holy Spirit, continually stir up the gift of God that is in you to testify to all men 

the gospel of the grace of God?20 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

Will you faithfully teach and preach the word of God to the people committed to 

your charge, and minister the sacraments as commanded by our Lord Jesus Christ? 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

Will you be faithful watchmen and shepherds of the flock? Will you endeavour to 

maintain peace and love among them, to bring sinners to repentance, and to 

declare to them God’s forgiveness?21 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

Will you, for Christ’s sake, be faithful in visiting the sick, in caring for the poor 

and needy, and in helping the oppressed? 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

Will you help your people to be good stewards of the manifold gifts of God, that 

every member may be equipped for the work of ministering, and the whole Body 

built up in love?22 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

Will you endeavour to lead a prayerful and disciplined life, and so guide your 

households that both you and they may be wholesome examples to the flock of 

Christ? 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

The final question asked of the candidates requires them to accept the discipline 

of the Church of South India, and obey those who have authority over them. 
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The presbyteral ministry is the ministry of the universal Church, which they 

will ‘exercise…within the Church of South India’: 

Seeing you believe you are called to exercise this ministry within the Church of 

South India, will you accept its discipline and submit yourselves as sons in the 

gospel to those whom this Church shall appoint to have the rule over you? 

After the final question, the bishop says: 

Almighty God, our heavenly Father, who has given you the will to do these 

things, grant you also grace to perform them. Faithful is he that calleth you, who 

will also do it. Amen.23 

The next section is The Ordination proper. Its form follows the 1662 ordinal 

quite closely, beginning with silence (‘The Bishop calls the people to silent 

prayer’). The 1662 ordinal specifies a reason for this silence: 

After this, the Congregation shall be desired, secretly in their prayers, to make their humble 

supplications to God for all these things; for the which prayers there shall be silence kept for a 

space.24 

While the South Indian order gives no such reason, since the silent prayer has a 

well-established meaning of signifying the congregation’s direct involvement, it 

is reasonable to assume that the silence in its order has the same purpose. 

Next, ‘Come, Holy Ghost’ is sung while kneeling; the prayer of ordination is 

then said by ‘[t]he Bishop, standing together with the Presbyters’, which 

emphasises its collegial nature: 

We glorify thee O God, most merciful Father, that of thine infinite love and 

goodness towards us thou didst choose a people for thine own possession to 

be a royal priesthood and a holy nation, and hast given thine own Son Jesus 

Christ to be our great High Priest and the Author of eternal salvation. We 

thank thee that by his death he has overcome death and, having ascended 

into heaven, has poured forth his gifts abundantly upon thy people, making 

some apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, 
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for the building up of his Body the Church, until his coming again in glory; 

and we humbly beseech thee,… 

This prayer again comes from the 1662 ordinal.25 However, in the 1662 ordinal it 

is a general prayer said prior to the imposition of hands and the imperative 

declaration of ordination (’Receive the Holy Ghost for the Office and Work of a 

Priest in the Church of God, now committed unto thee by the Imposition of our 

hands…’), rather than being the prayer of ordination. The South Indian version 

also highlights a different ecclesiology: it inserts the clause ‘…thou didst choose 

a people for thine own possession to be a royal priesthood and a holy nation…’, 

and gives the purpose of the pouring forth of gifts, which is ‘for the building up 

of [Christ’s] Body the Church’. 

The rubric that follows describes the laying on of hands: 

The Bishop lays his hand upon the head of each person to be ordained in turn, the Presbyters 

also laying on their right hands… 

The prayer continues in an imperative form; it stresses the theme of authority 

for ministry: 

Send down thy Holy Spirit upon thy servant…, whom we, in thy name, and 

in obedience to thy most blessed will, do now ordain Presbyter in the 

Church, committing unto him authority to minister thy Word26 and 

sacraments, to declare thy forgiveness to penitent sinners, and to shepherd 

thy flock. 

There is no Exhortation as found in the 1662 ordinal, but the prayer is resumed 

with some of the imagery of the Exhortation: ‘Make them watchful and loving 

guardians over thy flock, as followers of the Good Shepherd who gave his life 

for the sheep’.27  

The theme of authority in the prayer at the laying on of hands is taken up again 

at the presentation of the Bible:  
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Take this, a token of the authority which you have received to preach the 

word of God and to minister the sacraments in the congregations to which 

you shall be appointed. 

The ordinands have been kneeling since the call to silent prayer; the bishop 

gives each the right hand of fellowship while still kneeling. They then stand, 

and the bishop says: 

We declare that … are Presbyters in the Church of God, in the name of the 

Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit 

to which the people respond: 

Amen. Thanks be to God. 

Following a doxology, the eucharist is resumed at the prayers of intercession. 

The Church of Scotland 

This service bears a family likeness to the English and Welsh Presbyterian rites, 

and the Congregational rite, discussed below: it has no reference to the Lord’s 

Supper, and the induction of the minister is incorporated into the liturgy. 

Unlike them, the prayer of ordination is given in full; more significantly still, 

the imposition of hands is an integral part of the liturgy. 

Form and Order for the Ordination of a Minister (1962) 

Outline of Service 

The Constitution of the Presbytery; the production of the Edict;  

     objections, if any, asked for 

Psalm 

Scripture sentences 

Prayers, including confession 

Readings 

Apostles’ Creed 
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Prayers of Intercession 

Hymn 

Presentation 

Questions 

Hymn 

Laying on of hands with prayer 

Lord’s Prayer 

Declaration of ordination 

Right hand of fellowship 

Question to the congregation 

Hymn 

Charge to the newly-ordained minister 

Charge to the congregation 

Prayer 

Psalm 

Blessing 

The Church of Scotland’s ordination service only commences once certain legal 

matters have been dealt with. Ordination is an act of the presbytery, so 

presbytery must be duly convened; ‘the Edict shall be duly produced, having 

been executed’; an opportunity for objections to be raised is given. 

The ‘Edict’ referred to is the decision of presbytery to proceed with ordination, 

so long as all necessary requirements are met. 

By way of example: the minutes of the Presbytery of Hamilton for 3 April, 2001 

show this, and succinctly describe the service (note the omission of a note 

referring to the imposition of hands; this does not imply that it was not done, 

but does indicate what is deemed to be worthy of mention in a presbytery 

minute—including the right hand of fellowship) (<http://www.presbyteryof 

hamilton.co.uk/mn200105.htm>): 
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The Edict for the Ordination and Induction of the Rev. J. Peter N. Johnston, 

BSc, BD, to the Church and Parish of Blantyre: St. Andrew’s was returned 

duly served. No objector to the life and doctrine of Mr. Johnston having 

appeared, devotional exercises were conducted by the Rev. Karen E. 

Harbison and the Moderator put to Mr. Johnston the prescribed questions. 

To these he returned satisfactory answers, and thereafter signed the Formula: 

whereupon the Moderator, by prayer, ordained the said Rev. J. Peter N. 

Johnston to the office of the Holy Ministry and inducted him to the pastoral 

charge of Blantyre: St. Andrew’s. Mr. Johnston, having received the right 

hand of fellowship, was suitably addressed by the Moderator who also, in 

appropriate terms, exhorted the congregation. 

The name of the Rev. J. Peter N. Johnston was added to the Roll of the 

Presbytery and the Clerk was instructed to give certified intimation to the 

Session Clerk. 

This meeting was closed with prayer.28 

‘Divine Service’ begins with a sung psalm; the rubric suggests Psalm 65:1-4. In 

the King James version, this reads: 

1 Praise waiteth for thee, O God, in Sion: and unto thee shall the vow be 

performed.  

2  O thou that hearest prayer, unto thee shall all flesh come. 

3  Iniquities prevail against me: as for our transgressions, thou shalt purge them 

away. 

4  Blessed is the man whom thou choosest, and causest to approach unto thee, 

that he may dwell in thy courts: we shall be satisfied with the goodness of 

thy house, even of thy holy temple. 

The references to the ‘vow’ in verse one, and ‘the man whom thou choosest’ in 

verse four, are those most likely to cause this passage to be suggested. ‘[T]he 

vow’ indicates the importance of this part of the liturgy for the Church of 
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Scotland. 

The scripture sentences which follow are from Psalm 124:8 and 27:4 (KJV), and 

exalt the transcendent God; a collect follows along the same theme: 

Our help is in the name of the Lord, who made heaven and earth. 

One thing have I desired of the Lord, that will I seek after; that I may dwell 

in the house of the Lord all the days of my life, to behold the beauty of the 

Lord, and to enquire in his temple. 

Let us pray. 

Almighty God, who hast made the Church Thy dwelling place: be pleased to 

manifest Thyself to us Thy servants who meet this day in Thy holy place, and 

inspire our hearts to worship Thee in spirit and in truth; through Jesus Christ our 

Lord. Amen. 

A prayer of confession follows,29 and then this prayer: 

Almighty Father, accept us as we dedicate ourselves anew to Thee; and 

enable us by Thy grace to obey Thee in all things, and to yield our hearts 

and lives to Thy service. Grant to us, we beseech Thee, a purer love towards 

Thee, a deeper devotion to our Lord and Saviour, a truer loyalty to Thy 

Church, and a stronger desire to further Thy kingdom and to glorify Thy 

Name; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who liveth and reigneth with Thee and 

the Holy Spirit, world without end. Amen. 

In this prayer, the purer love, deeper devotion, truer loyalty and stronger desire 

of the ordinand are surely in view, as an example of Christian discipleship to all 

who are present. 

The readings follow. Suggestions are given: 

• Isaiah 61:1-6—‘The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me…’ Verse 6a reads: ‘But 

ye shall be named the Priests of the Lord: men shall call you the Ministers of 

our God’. 

• Psalm 68:18-20 (‘or other similar praise’) as a sung psalm—verse 18a is the 
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source of Ephesians 4:8, reading: ‘Thou hast ascended on high, thou hast led 

captivity captive: thou hast received gifts for men…’ 

The next rubric reads: 

Then shall be read Lessons from the New Testament such as 1 St Peter v.1-4; St John xxi.15-17.  

From this, it is clear that a particular ordination service may contain no Gospel 

reading. 1 Peter 5:1-4 addresses the minister as under-shepherd to the Chief 

Shepherd, Jesus Christ; in John 21:15-17, Jesus addresses Peter: ‘Feed my sheep’. 

The Apostles’ Creed follows, then a prayer of intercession, which includes 

prayer for: ‘all Ministers of Thy Word and Sacraments’; ‘this congregation and 

the people of this parish’; ‘the coming of Thy kingdom throughout the world’; 

‘those in authority among the nations’; and then ‘for the afflicted, for those who 

are lonely and anxious, for the sick and sorrowful, and for all whom we name 

in our hearts…’. It concludes with a commemoration of the faithful departed. 

A hymn is then sung: suggested are ‘The Church’s one foundation’ or ‘Christ is 

made the sure foundation’; and a sermon is preached. 

The presentation then occurs, though not named as such. The ‘Narrative’ is 

read, outlining the steps the ordinand has negotiated to arrive at this point, and 

the ordinand takes his place before the presbytery. The Moderator addresses 

the congregation (this is the first time that the Moderator is specified as the 

speaker; prior to this point, the service is led by ‘the Minister appointed’), 

saying: 

In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, the King and Head of the Church, who, 

being ascended on high, hath given gifts unto men for the edifying of the 

body of Christ, we are met here as a Presbytery to ordain N.N. to the Office 

of the holy Ministry by prayer and the laying on of hands by the Presbytery 

to whom it doth belong, [and to induct him into the Pastoral Charge of M.]30 
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In this act of ordination the Church of Scotland, as part of the Holy Catholic 

or Universal Church worshipping one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 

affirms anew its belief in the Gospel of the sovereign grace and love of God, 

wherein through Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord, incarnate, crucified, 

and risen, He freely offers to all men, upon repentance and faith, the 

forgiveness of sins, renewal by the Holy Spirit, and eternal life, and calls 

them to labour in the fellowship of faith for the advancement of the 

kingdom of God throughout the world. 

The Church of Scotland acknowledges the Word of God, which is 

contained in the Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, to be the 

supreme rule of faith and life. 

The Church of Scotland holds as its subordinate standard the Westminster 

Confession of Faith, recognizing liberty of opinion on such points of 

doctrine as do not enter into the substance of the Faith, and claiming the 

right, in dependence on the promised guidance of the Holy Spirit, to 

formulate, interpret, or modify its subordinate standards: always in 

agreement with the Word of God and the fundamental doctrines of the 

Christian Faith contained in the said Confession, of which agreement with 

the Church itself shall be sole judge. 

Then the questions follow. The Moderator begins, ‘N.N., in view of this 

Declaration, you are now required to answer these questions’; they are thus in 

the context of the gifts poured out by the ascended Christ (Ephesians 4), but 

very firmly also, the affirmation of the Church of Scotland’s belief in the gospel; 

its ‘acknowledgment’ of the Word of God ‘contained’ in the scriptures; and its 

holding of the Westminster Confession of Faith ‘as its subordinate standard’. 

There are eight questions (seven if no induction occurs). The first two focus on 

the ordinand’s confession of the basic core doctrines of the faith, harking back 

to the Declaration, while questions three to five concentrate on the particular 

doctrines and polity of the Presbyterian Church: 

Do you believe in one God, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; and do you confess 

anew Jesus Christ as your Saviour and Lord? 
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I do. 

Do you believe in the Word of God, which is contained in the Scriptures of the 

Old and New Testaments, to be the supreme rule of faith and life? 

I do. 

Do you believe the fundamental doctrines of the Christian faith contained in the 

Confession of Faith of this Church? 

I do. 

Do you acknowledge the Presbyterian government of this Church to be agreeable 

to the Word of God; and do you promise to be subject in the Lord to this 

Presbytery and to the superior courts of the Church, and to take your due part in 

the administration of its affairs? 

I do. 

Do you promise to seek the unity and peace of this Church; to uphold the 

doctrine, worship, government, and discipline thereof; and to cherish a spirit of 

brotherhood towards all the followers of the Lord? 

I do. 

The next two questions focus on the ordinand’s own motives and life: 

Are not zeal for the glory of God, love for the Lord Jesus Christ, and a desire for 

the salvation of men, so far as you know your own heart, your great motives and 

chief inducements to enter into the office of the holy Ministry? 

They are. 

Do you engage in the strength of the Lord Jesus Christ to live a godly and 

circumspect life; and faithfully, diligently, and cheerfully to discharge the duties 

of your ministry, seeking in all things the advancement of the kingdom of God? 

I do. 

The final question refers to the induction of the ordinand into a pastoral charge: 

Do you accept and close with the call to be Pastor of this Charge, and promise 

through grace to study to approve yourself a faithful Minister of the Gospel among 
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this people? 

I do. 

The next part of the liturgy serves to further underline the importance of the 

vows in this rite: 

After the questions have been answered to the satisfaction of the Presbytery, the Moderator 

shall call upon the Ordinand to sign the Formula, saying: 

You are required now to sign the appointed Formula as a seal of the vows which 

you have taken. 

In the current ordination service of the Church of Scotland, the wording of the 

Formula is given: 

‘I believe the fundamental doctrines of the Christian Faith contained in the 

Confession of Faith of this Church. I acknowledge the Presbyterian government of 

the Church to be agreeable to the Word of God, and promise that I will submit 

thereto and concur therewith. I promise to observe the order of worship and the 

administration of all public ordinances as the same are or may be allowed in this 

Church.’ 

In the 1962 service, the hymn ‘Come, Holy Ghost, our souls inspire’ is then 

sung; this rubric follows: 

Thereafter, the Ordinand shall kneel, and the Moderator, by prayer with laying on of hands, in 

which all the Ministers present shall join, shall ordain him to the Office of the holy Ministry, 

saying: 

Let us pray. 

The rubric makes it clear that ordination is by the act of laying on of hands with 

prayer; yet the preceding solemnities could easily tend to overshadow it, or at 

least compete with it in ritual importance. The prayer of ordination contains the 

first references to the minister as guardian, and the first to the minister as 

shepherd since the presentation of the ordinand; the content of the liturgy is 
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heavily weighted toward the ordinand’s acceptance of Presbyterian doctrine 

and polity. The Moderator prays: 

Lift up your hearts; 

We lift them up to the Lord. 

Let us give thanks to the Lord our God; 

It is meet and right so to do. 

It is verily meet, right, and our bounden duty, that we should at all times and in al 

places give thanks unto Thee, O Holy Lord, Father Almighty, Everlasting God; 

who, of Thine infinite love and goodness towards us, hast given to us Thine only 

Son Jesus Christ to be our Redeemer and the Author of everlasting life, and hast 

exalted Him unto Thy right hand, whence, according to Thy will, He hath sent 

down the Holy Spirit and given gifts to men. We thankfully acknowledge Thy 

great mercy in bestowing upon us these inestimable benefits; and, we humbly 

beseech Thee, SEND DOWN THY HOLY SPIRIT UPON THIS THY SERVANT, WHOM WE, IN 

THY NAME, AND IN OBEDIENCE TO THY BLESSED WILL, DO NOW, BY THE LAYING ON OF 

OUR HANDS, [emphasis original] 

Here the Moderator shall lay his hands upon the head of the Ordinand, the other Ministers also 

laying on their right hands. 

ordain and appoint to the office of the holy ministry in thy holy catholic church, 

committing unto him authority to minister thy word and sacraments, and to bear 

rule in thy flock. Impart to him such fullness of Thy grace as shall fit him more 

and more for the work to which he has been called. Give him counsel, 

understanding, and utterance, that he may boldly proclaim Thy Word and will. 

Make him a light unto them that sit in darkness, a watchful and loving guardian 

over Thy fold, and a follower of the Good Shepherd who gave His life for His 

sheep. Enable him to guide aright the people of his charge, and in all things to 

fulfil his ministry without reproach in Thy sight; so that he may abide steadfast to 

the end, and be received with all Thy faithful servants into Thine eternal joy; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, who liveth and reigneth, and is worshipped and 

glorified, with Thee, O Father, and the Holy Spirit, one God, world without end. 

Amen. 

This prayer alludes to John 20:22 (‘Receive the Holy Spirit’) and Ephesians 4:8 
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(‘When he ascended on high he led a host of captives, and he gave gifts to 

men’); it is in this context that the moderator prays for the gift of the Holy Spirit 

upon the ordinand. Ordination both ‘appoint[s]’ to the office of ministry, and 

gives ‘authority’. This appointment and authority are spelled out in ways of 

service to God’s church: the newly-ordained minister is to be ‘a light…, a 

watchful and loving guardian…, and a follower of the Good Shepherd…’. 

This prayer also recognises that the newly-ordained person will grow in the 

gifts of ministry: ‘Impart to him such fullness of Thy grace as shall fit him more 

and more for the work to which he has been called’. 

The Lord’s Prayer follows, and then the declaration of ordination: 

I now declare you to have been ordained to the Office of the Holy 

Ministry…31 and in token thereof we give you the right hand of fellowship. 

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with you. 

After the moderator and presbytery give the right hand of fellowship, and if the 

occasion is one of ordination and induction, the moderator addresses the 

people. 

A hymn, ‘such as Pour out Thy Spirit from on high’, is sung.32 The first verse is 

Pour out Thy Spirit from on high, 

Lord, Thine assembled servants bless; 

Graces and gifts to each supply 

And clothe Thy priests with righteousness. 

A Charge is given to the newly-ordained minister; a second is then delivered to 

the congregation, where the minister is being inducted to a ‘parochial charge’. 

The Charge is a cousin to that of the Book of Common Prayer, but is worded quite 

differently: 
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Beloved brother: Forasmuch as thou, N.N., art called by Almighty God of His 

fatherly love, to the ministry of the Word and Sacraments and art this day 

ordained thereunto by the Church [and appointed to the Pastoral Charge of M.], I 

now charge thee in the name of the Church to walk worthy of the vocation 

wherewith thou art called, with all lowliness and meekness, with longsuffering, 

forbearance, and peaceful endeavour, for the perfecting of the saints, for the work 

of ministry, for the upbuilding of the Body of Christ. 

This first paragraph of the Charge cites Ephesians 4:1-2, 12. While the first two 

verses do introduce a passage concerning Christ’s gifts of apostles, prophets, 

evangelists, pastors and teachers to the church, it begins by addressing all 

baptised believers (see Ephesians 4:5) to ‘walk worthy of the vocation 

wherewith ye are called’ (KJV). Here, the liturgy applies it to those who are 

called to an ordained vocation, and obscures the relationship between baptism 

and ordination. The Charge continues: 

Take heed unto thyself and unto all the flock over which the Holy Spirit doth 

make thee overseer. Love Christ and feed His flock, taking the oversight thereof, 

nor as though thou wert lord over the people committed to thee, but being an 

example to all in word, in conduct, in charity, in spirit, in faith, and in purity. 

Give attendance to reading, to exhortation, and to teaching. Neglect not the gift 

that is in thee, which was given thee with the laying on of the hands of the 

presbytery. Endure hardness as a good soldier of Jesus Christ. Pray always, 

watching thereunto with all perseverance. Thus shalt thou save both thyself and 

those that hear thee; and in that day when the Chief Shepherd shall appear thou 

shalt receive a crown of glory which fadeth not away. 

This is a wonderful example of a charge which draws from a number of New 

Testament texts and weaves them into a whole. It moves through Acts 20:28; 

John 21:15-17; 1 Peter 5:2-3; 1 Timothy 4:12-14; 2 Timothy 2:3; Ephesians 6:18; 1 

Timothy 4:16; and 1 Peter 5:4. In its double use of ‘overseer’ and ‘oversight’, it 

clearly presupposes that presbyter and bishop are the same order of ministry. 

In contrast to the first paragraph of the Charge, these passages apply more to 
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the person called to a specific vocation of teaching and pastoral care within the 

church. The Charge concludes by employing Hebrews 13:20-21 as a benediction 

upon the newly-ordained minister: 

Now the God of peace, that brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus, 

that great Shepherd of the sheep, through the blood of the everlasting 

covenant, make you perfect in every good work to do His will, working in 

you that which is wellpleasing in His sight, through Jesus Christ; to whom 

be glory for ever and ever. Amen. 

The Charge to the congregation follows, where appropriate. The first paragraph 

emphasises the ‘solemn vows’ and ‘obligations’ of the minister, and his 

‘authority’: 

And now, beloved brethren of this congregation, you have heard the solemn 

vows which N.N. has taken, and the obligations laid upon him as your 

Minister in the Lord. I therefore charge you to reverence and uphold him, in 

virtue of his office and authority as a Minister of Christ, set over you to lead 

and guide you in the true way of life.33 

After the Charge(s), the Moderator prays, using the shepherding metaphor: 

Almighty God, who, through Thine everblessed Son, the great Shepherd of 

the sheep, hast appointed Thine ordained servants to feed and guide Thy 

flock; we thank Thee that Thou hast this day provided a pastor for this 

people; and we earnestly beseech Thee to make Thy servant sufficient for 

the work to which he has been called. Bless the ministry now begun to the 

spiritual nourishment and growth in grace of this people. Grant that they 

may be enlightened and edified by the preaching of the Word, quickened 

by Thy Spirit, sustained by Thy sacraments, established in all holy living, 

and kept by Thy power through faith unto salvation; through Jesus Christ our 

Lord, to whom, with Thee and the Holy Spirit, be all honour and glory, 

world without end. Amen. 

The service closes with a Blessing which comes from Philippians 4:7.34 
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Cumberland Presbyterian Church / Presbyterian Church in the United 

States / The United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America  

A Service for Ordination and Installation  (1970) 

‘A Service for Ordination and Installation’ is for use in the ordination of elders 

and deacons as well as ministers of the word. The ordination questions are 

those for The United Presbyterian Church in the United States of America; other 

questions may have been required by the Constitutions of the other two 

churches (1970, p. 89). 

Outline of Service  

(This service could take place in public worship, and follows the preaching of a sermon) 

Introduction 

Presentation of the candidate(s) 

Questions to the candidate(s) 

Ordination prayer and the laying on of hands 

Declaration of ordination 

Welcome 

Brief charge 

Benediction 

The Introduction of this service begins in a responsive way, with words that 

were to become very familiar to members of the Uniting Church. They formed 

the basis of Statement of Faith #10 in the People’s Book of Uniting in Worship, 

which also began the services of commissioning of non-ordained ministries 

from 1988:35 

There are different gifts, 

But it is the same Spirit who gives them. 

There are different ways of serving God, 

But it is the same Lord who is served. 
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God works through different men in different ways, 

But it is the same God who achieves his purpose through them all. 

Each one of us is given a gift by the Spirit, 

To use it for the common good. 

Together we are the body of Christ, 

And individually members of him. 

The Moderator continues; the Introduction outlines a functional view of 

ordained ministry (‘some members are chosen for particular work…’): 

Though we have different gifts, together we are a ministry of reconciliation led by 

the risen Christ. We work and pray to make his church useful in the world, and 

we call men and women to faith, so that, in the end, every knee shall bow and 

every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.  

Within our common ministry, some members are chosen for particular work as 

ministers of the word, ruling elders, or deacons. In ordination, we recognize these 

special ministries, remembering that our Lord Jesus said: 

Whoever among you wants to become great must become the servant of all, and 

if he wants to be first among you, he must be the slave of all men. 

Just as the Son of Man came not to be served, but to serve, and to give his life to 

set others free. 

The candidate is then presented by an elder: 

Mr Moderator, speaking for the people of this church, I bring _______ to be 

ordained as a minister of the word.36 

The Moderator then asks the questions: 

_______, God has called you by the voice of the church to serve Jesus Christ in a 

special way. You know who we are and what we believe, and you understand the 

work for which you have been chosen. 

Do you trust in Jesus Christ your Savior, acknowledge him as Lord of the world 

and head of the church, and through him believe in one God, Father, Son, and 
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Holy Spirit? 

I do. 

Do you accept the scriptures of the Old and New Testaments to be, by the Holy 

Spirit, the unique and authoritative witness to Jesus Christ in the church universal, 

and God’s word to you? 

I do. 

Will you be instructed by the Confessions of our church, and and led by them as 

you lead the people of God? 

I do. 

Will you be a minister of the word in obedience to Jesus Christ, under the 

authority of Scripture, and continually guided by our Confessions? 

I will. 

Do you endorse our church’s government, and will you honor its discipline? Will 

you be a friend among your comrades in ministry, working with them, subject to 

the ordering of God’s word and Spirit? 

I do and I will. 

Will you govern the way you live, by following the Lord Jesus Christ, loving 

neighbors, and working for the reconciliation of the world? 

I will. 

Will you seek to serve the people with energy, intelligence, imagination, and 

love? 

I will. 

Will you be a faithful minister, proclaiming the good news in word and 

sacrament, teaching faith, and caring for people? Will you be active in 

government and discipline, serving in courts of the church, and, in your ministry, 

will you try to show the love and justice of Jesus Christ? 

I will. 
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The candidate kneels, and hands are laid by ministers and elders. The following 

(‘or similar’) prayers are said (the first, presumably by the Moderator, though 

this is not stipulated): 

Let us pray. 

Almighty God: in every age you have chosen servants to speak your word and 

lead your loyal people. We thank you for this man whom you have called to 

serve you. Give him special gifts to do his special work; and fill him with Holy 

Spirit, so he may have the same mind that was in Christ Jesus, and be a faithful 

disciple as long as he shall live. 

The candidate(s) may say the following brief prayer, or a similar prayer: 

God our Father, you have chosen me. Now give me strength, wisdom, and love to 

work for the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Let all the people join in the following prayer: 

God of grace, who called us to a common ministry as ambassadors of Christ, 

trusting us with the message of reconciliation: give us courage and discipline to 

follow where your servants rightly lead us; that together we may declare your 

wonderful deeds and show your love to the world; through Jesus Christ the Lord 

of all. Amen. 

Then, the moderator shall say to the candidates: 

_______, you are now a minister of the word in the church. Whatever you do, in 

word or deed, do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God 

the Father through him. Amen. 

The newly-ordained minister is welcomed by other ministers (here, called 

‘ministers of the gospel’) and elders; they give a handshake (cƒ. ‘the right hand 

of fellowship’) and say, ‘Welcome to this ministry’. 

A ‘brief charge’ to the newly-ordained minister may be given by a minister of 

the word; II Timothy 4:1-5 and II Corinthians 4:1-15 are suggested. 

Another charge may be given to the congregation; it is unclear whether this 

charge is only given where there is an installation. Scriptures suggested are (in 
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order) I Peter 5:5-13; I Thessalonians 5:12-23; Philippians 2:1-16; I Corinthians 

12:12-26. 

The service finishes with a benediction. 

The Methodist Church of Great Britain 

The Ordination of Ministers also called Presbyters  (1975) 

‘The Ordination of Ministers also called Presbyters’ shows some development 

from the 1936 service, and is one fruit of the liturgical renewal which many 

churches experienced in the twentieth century, in which churches discovered 

the riches present in other traditions of the church, and indeed in the 

‘undivided church’, especially in the first five centuries of the Common Era. It 

will be discussed briefly, highlighting the places it differs from the previous 

service. 

Outline of Service 

Hymn 

Collect(s) 

Old Testament Lesson 

Epistle 

Hymn 

The Gospel 

Sermon 

Nicene Creed 

The Presentation 

The Response of the people 

The Examination, including questions to the ordinands 

Silent prayer 

Hymn (‘Come, Holy Ghost, our souls inspire…’) 
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Ordination prayer and the laying on of hands 

Lord’s Prayer 

Presentation of the Bible 

Declaration of Ordination 

The Peace 

The Lord’s Supper, beginning with the Setting of the Table & Hymn 

Prayer following the post-communion prayer 

Hymn 

Conclusion 

The 1975 service begins with the same hymn as 1936, although the rubric 

indicates that another may be chosen. This Collect follows, which is that of the 

Church of South India’s order; the collect of the day may follow or precede it): 

Almighty God, our heavenly Father, we thank you that in every generation you 

give Ministers to your Church, so that through them you may nourish and sustain 

its life and equip your people for your service. And we pray that through the 

faithful work of those whom you have called into this Ministry, your Church may 

be continually strengthened to glorify your Name and to do your will. We ask this 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

The opening of the collect is reminiscent of that of the collect in the 1662 

service:37 

Almighty God, giver of all good things, who by thy Holy Spirit hast appointed 

divers Orders of Ministers in thy Church… 

Its theology of ministry, however, differs; in the Methodist text, the minister 

‘equip[s] your people for your service’; the Anglican priest is to edify the 

church ‘both by word and good example’. The first is ministry with and among 

the people of the church; the second ministry for and over the people.  

The readings are given in the Revised Standard Version; there is no rubric 

indicating that the President should necessarily read them. The Old Testament 



 

165 

reading is Isaiah 6:1-8, one of the 1936 readings; the epistle is not Ephesians 4, 

but Romans 12:1-12, which surely primarily refers to the baptised (‘present your 

bodies as a living sacrifice’; ‘Having gifts that differ according to the grace 

given to us, let us use them’). A hymn is sung; the suggestion is ‘Lord, if at thy 

command’, which in the 1936 service is sung after the declaration of ordination.  

The Gospel reading is John 20:19-31 (combining the Johannine gift of the Spirit 

with the story of Doubting Thomas, and ending with ‘Have you believed 

because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet 

believe’.) The sermon and then the Nicene Creed follow. 

The emphasis in Romans 12 differs from that of Ephesians 4, possibly indicating 

a shift of theological thought in that time. Ephesians 4 indeed states that ‘grace 

was given to each of us according to the measure of Christ's gift’ (verse 7), but 

‘his gifts were that some should be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, 

some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for 

building up the body of Christ’. The focus here is on the gifts to the few from 

Christ the head (verse 15), to build up the many; the focus in 1 Corinthians 12 is 

more on the gifts of the whole church as the body of Christ. Perhaps this is 

balanced by the Johannine narrative of the gift of the Spirit to the apostolic band 

(as analogous to the presbyteral college?) in John 20. 

The Presentation follows; in 1936, it precedes the readings, and is guided only 

by rubrics. The 1975 text is 

Mr President, I present to you these persons to be ordained Ministers. They have 

been examined and found to be of sound learning and devout life. The 

Conference has received them into Full Connexion38 and resolved that they be 

ordained by prayer and the imposition of hands. 

Only then does the Secretary read the candidates’ names, at which they stand 
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and remain standing; the people then stand with them, and the President 

addresses them in words adapted from 1662: 

Beloved in Christ, these are the persons whom we intend, in God’s name, to 

ordain to the Ministry of his Church in the Order of Presbyters. We therefore ask 

you to declare your assent to their ordination. Do you believe that they are by 

God’s grace worthy to be ordained? 

The people answer:  

They are worthy. 

This has similarities to the assent of the Church of South India’s liturgy; it is 

briefer and—and more significantly—the people are being asked, not if they 

have any objections, but to give their assent as the liturgical assent to a process 

already completed. Following Methodist polity, the people, through their 

representatives in Conference, have already determined that these people are 

‘worthy’.  

The Examination has been reworked considerably from 1936. It begins with an 

exhortation setting ordained ministry within a context of a baptismal priority, a 

baptismal missiology:  

Brothers and sisters,39 the Church is the family of God, the body of Christ, and the 

temple of the Holy Spirit. All who are baptized are called to make Christ known 

as Saviour and Lord, and to share with him in the renewing of his world. You are 

called to the ordained Ministry within the ministry of the whole Church.  

It only then speaks specifically of the work of the presbyter: 

It will be your task as ambassadors on behalf of Christ to preach the Gospel by 

word and deed, to declare God’s forgiveness to penitent sinners, to baptize, to 

confirm, to preside at the celebration of the Sacrament of Christ’s Body and 

Blood, to lead God’s people in worship and prayer, to care for them in sickness 

and in health, to teach them and to equip them for their service.  

Christ’s own example as the Good Shepherd—John 10 not being one of the 
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readings—is then invoked: 

You must set the Good Shepherd before you as your pattern. Seek and serve his 

sheep that are scattered abroad, for whom he laid down his life; that they may be 

saved through Christ for ever. See that no member of Christ’s flock suffers through 

your neglect. Never cease from your work of love until you have done all in your 

power to bring them to full obedience in Christ. 

Finally, the exhortation turns to the minister’s own wellbeing and commitment: 

This ministry will make great demands on you and your household: the power to 

fulfil it is the gift of God alone. Pray earnestly therefore for the gift of the Holy 

Spirit. We trust that you are determined by God’s grace to give yourselves to his 

service, devoting to him all your powers of mind and spirit, and sharing with his 

people in their common witness to the world. 

Five questions follow, a drastic reduction from the eleven questions of the 1936 

liturgy. These five questions correspond to questions 1-2 and 5-7:  

Brethren and sisters, do you believe that you are called by God to this office and 

work? 

I do. 

Do you accept the Holy Scriptures as containing all things necessary for eternal 

salvation through faith in our Lord Jesus Christ? 

I do. 

Do you believe in the doctrines of the Christian faith as this Church has received 

them? 

I do. 

Will you accept the discipline of this Church and work together with your 

brethren and sisters in its ministry? 

I will. 

Will you be faithful in prayer and in the reading of the Holy Scriptures and in 

those studies which will help you to understand and expound them? 
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I will. 

May the Lord who has given you the will to do these things give you the grace 

and power to perform them. 

Amen. 

The first question shortens the first question of 1936 considerably, but still 

addresses Niebuhr’s ‘secret call’; similarly, the second and third questions 

abridge the second and fifth questions of 1936, and the fourth and fifth 

correspond to the sixth and seventh questions in the 1936 order. 

Significant omissions are questions pertaining to the correction of error and the 

‘fashioning’ of self and family as examples to the church. What remains is a 

series of fundamental questions addressing the candidates’ sense of call, 

acceptance of the sufficiency of Scripture for knowledge of salvation, 

submission to the doctrines and discipline of the Methodist Church and 

faithfulness in prayer and study. 

The President then addresses the people, preparatory to prayer: 

Beloved in Christ, let us first pray earnestly for these persons before we send 

them forth to the work for which we believe they have been called by the 

Holy Spirit. 

The people’s silent prayer is ‘summed up’ in these words, rather than the 

example of Christ’s own habit of prayer as in 1936: 

God our Father, you have promised to hear the prayers of those who pray in 

the name of Christ; grant that what we have asked in faith may be granted to 

us according to your will, through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

‘Come, Holy Ghost…’ is then sung, as in the 1662 service, and the prayer of 

ordination follows: 

God and Father of all, we praise you for your infinite love in calling us to be 
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a holy people, a royal priesthood, a universal Church; and in giving us your 

Son Jesus Christ our Lord to be Head of the Church and Shepherd of our 

souls. 

We thank you that by his death he has overcome death, and having 

ascended into heaven has abundantly poured forth his gifts; making some 

apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers; to 

equip your people for the work of ministry and the building up of his body. 

We thank you that you have now called these your servants to this same 

ministry; and therefore we pray that they may receive gifts which they need 

for their calling. 

The first paragraph draws from 1 Peter 2:9, 25; Ephesians 1:22; 5:23 and 

Colossians 1:18 (the verses from Ephesians and Colossians refer to Christ as 

head of the church); the second draws (though perhaps indirectly) from 

Hippolytus (Treatise on Christ and Antichrist, 26, <http://biblestudy.churches.net/CCEL/ 

FATHERS2/ANF05/ANF0518.HTM#P3417_1067439>),40 and also from Ephesians 4:11. 

This prayer uses Ephesians 4 in a different way from the 1936 prayer. There, the 

ascended Lord pours gifts upon certain people to be members of an ‘office and 

ministry appointed for the salvation of mankind’; in the 1975 prayer, the gifts 

are that they may ‘equip your people for the work of ministry and the building 

up of his body’. 

Thus far, the prayer seems to suggest that those about to be ordained are called 

to the same ministry (singular) as the apostles, prophets, evangelists, pastors 

and teachers, which is to equip the people of God for ministry. If this is the case, 

it appears to be a partial understanding of presbyteral ministry, though correct 

insofar as it goes. 

The hands of the President and the right hands of other ministers are laid upon 

the ordinands. Over each one, the President says: 
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Father, send the Holy Spirit upon N, for the office and work of a Minister in 

the Church of Christ. 

To which the people say, ‘Amen’. 

Following the laying on of hands, the President continues the prayer in these 

words: 

Father, grant that these your servants may continually grow in grace and 

faithfully fulfil their ministry. May they watch as true pastors over those 

entrusted to their care. May they boldly proclaim the gospel, rightly 

administer the sacraments, and with all your people offer spiritual sacrifices 

to you and services to all mankind. Give them patience and skill in 

teaching, wisdom in giving counsel, loyalty in working with others. Keep 

them blameless in their ministry, so that they may be called at the last, with 

all your faithful servants, to enter into your eternal joy: through Jesus Christ 

your Son our Lord… 

In its concluding section, the prayer expands upon the nature of the presbyteral 

ministry, beyond the equipping of others to the ministry of preaching and 

teaching, the administration of the sacraments, and pastoral care. 

The service continues with the Lord’s Prayer and the Presentation of the Bible 

(which is present as a rubric only). The declaration of ordination follows, with a 

final exhortation, which culminates in the well-used verse from 1 Peter 5:4— 

Seeing that you have been duly ordained by prayer and the imposition of hands, I 

declare in the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ, the only Head of the Church, that 

you have authority to preach the Word of God and to administer the holy 

sacraments as a Minister in the Church of Christ. 

Be shepherds to the flock of Christ. Hold up the weak; bind up the broken; bring 

again the outcasts; seek the lost. So be merciful that you are not too remiss; so 

minister discipline that you forget not mercy; that when the Chief Shepherd 

appears you may receive the never-fading crown of glory, through Jesus Christ our 

Lord. Amen. 
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There are three liturgies which may have been expected to make a more 

significant contribution, but which were not consulted: the 1948 Form and Order 

for the Ordination and Induction of a Minister of the Presbyterian Church of 

England; the 1948 Order for the Ordination of Ministers of the Presbyterian 

Church of Wales; and the 1959 Order of Service of the Ordination of a Minister of 

the Congregational Church of Great Britain. 

These rites of ordination depart from the ‘classic’ forms of ordination identified 

by Puglisi in that none contains any reference to the Lord’s Supper. 

Furthermore, the Reformers’ marginalising of the laying on of hands continues 

in differing ways in two: in the Welsh service, the prayer of ordination occurs 

after the ordination, which includes the raising of the right hand of the 

ordinands but not the imposition of hands upon them; and in the 

Congregational service, the laying on of hands is ’usually‘ but not invariably 

included. 

The Joint Commission on Church Union had envisioned a ministry accepted by 

all; it may fairly be said that a rite of ordination built upon some of the forms 

used by other churches in the Reformed tradition may well not be acceptable to 

all.  

Though they may not have put it this way, the members of the Worship 

Committee of the churches in process of Uniting, which was the committee 

responsible for the framing of the first liturgy of ordination, looked to the ordo 

in producing the first example of the Uniting Church rite of ordination (UCA 

1977). In particular, they looked to the Church of South India with its clear 

statement on the central issues of the ordination liturgy: election by the people 

(i.e., its final stage) with prayer and the laying on of hands forming the essential 

core of the rite, which liturgy is in a eucharistic context. The Church of South 
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India’s liturgy in turn builds upon the Anglican rite, which clearly sits in the 

Western family of ordination rites. Yet when the 1977 Uniting Church liturgy 

was to appear it for the most part reflected this Western rite, although—as we 

shall see—it was an unsatisfactory and idiosyncratic liturgy, showing the signs 

of being composed in some haste. 

There is however one place in which UCA 1977 agrees with some Reformed 

rites against the Western rite: with the 1959 Order of Service of the Ordination of a 

Minister of the Congregational Church of Great Britain, laypersons join in the 

imposition of hands. For Uniting Church practice at least, this reflects the fact 

that as the council of episcope, the presbytery comprises both ordained and lay 

people, and it is the council that is the ordaining body, the body with an 

episcopal function. 

 

 

                                                

1 Personal communication, 05 May 2005. (Dunning was the secretary of 
the Commission on Liturgy when it was based in Adelaide from 1977-
1991.) 

2  The full text is 

The Saviour, when to heaven He rose, 

In splendid triumph o’er His foes, 

Scattered His gifts on men below, 

And wide His royal bounties flow. 

Hence sprung the apostles’ honoured name, 

Sacred beyond heroic fame; 

In lowlier forms before our eyes, 

Pastors from hence, and teachers rise. 
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From Christ their varied gifts derive, 

And fed by Christ their graces live; 

While guarded by His mighty hand, 

Midst all the rage of hell they stand. 

So shall the bright succession run 

Through the last courses of the sun; 

While unborn churches by their care 

Shall rise and flourish large and fair. 

Jesus, now teach our hearts to know 

The spring whence all these blessings flow; 

Pastors and people shout Thy praise 

Through the long round of endless days. 

3  The wording in 1550 is: 

And then the Bisshop shal saye to the people. 

Good people, these bee they whome we purpose God wyllyng, to receyve 

this daye, unto the holye offyce of Priesthode. For after due examinacion, 

we fynd not the contrary but that they be lawfully called to theyr function 

and ministery, and that they be persones mete for the same: but yet yf 

there be any of you whyche knoweth any impediment, or notable cryme 

in any of them, for the whyche he oughte not to bee receyved into this 

holy ministery, nowe in the name of God declare the same. 

¶ And yf any great cryme or impediment be objected, &c. Ut supra in 

Ordine Diaconatus usque ad finem Litanie cum hac Collecta. [As before in 

the Order of the Diaconate until the finish of the Litany with this Collect] 

4  John Whitgift later became Archbishop of Canterbury. 

5  A fuller treatment occurs in the discussion on the 1988 Uniting Church 
liturgy, in §2.6. 

6  It reads: 

Wherefore consider with yourselves the end of the Ministry towards the 
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children of God, towards the Spouse and Body of Christ; and see that ye 

never cease your labour, your care and diligence, until ye have done all 

that lieth in you, according to your bounden duty, to bring all such as are 

or shall be committed to your charge, unto that agreement in the faith and 

knowledge of God, and to that ripeness and perfectness of age in Christ, 

that there be no place left among you, either for error in religion, or for 

viciousness in life. 

7  The questions are not numbered in the Methodist text; they are 
numbered here for clarity. 

8  The full text is 

Creator Spirit: by whose aid 

The world’s foundations first were laid; 

Come, visit every waiting mind, 

Come, pour Thy joys on human kind; 

From sin and sorrow set us free, 

And make Thy temples worthy Thee. 

O Source of uncreated heat, 

The Father’s promised Paraclete, 

Thrice holy Fount, thrice holy Fire, 

Our hearts with heavenly love inspire; 

Come, and Thy sacred unction bring 

To sanctify us while we sing. 

Plenteous of grace, descend from high, 

Rich in Thy sevenfold energy 

Thou strength of His almighty hand, 

Whose power does heaven and earth command, 

Refine and purge our earthly parts, 

And stamp Thine image on our hearts. 

Create all new; our wills control, 

Subdue the rebel in our soul; 

Make us eternal truths receive 
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And practise all that we believe; 

Give us Thyself, that we may see 

The Father and the Son by Thee. 

Immortal honour, endless fame 

Attend the almighty Father’s name; 

The Saviour Son be glorified 

Who for lost man’s redemption died; 

And equal adoration be 

Eternal Comforter, to Thee. Amen. 

9  The 1662 service has two options: ‘Come, Holy Ghost, our souls inspire’, 
or ‘Come, Holy Ghost, eternal God’. 

 The full text of the first is 

Come, Holy Ghost, our souls inspire,  

And lighten with celestial fire.  

Thou the anointing Spirit art,  

Who dost thy sevenfold gifts impart. 

Thy blessed unction from above,  

Is comfort, life, and fire of love. 

Enable with perpetual light  

The dulness of our blinded sight. 

Anoint and cheer our soiled face  

With the abundance of thy grace.  

Keep far our foes, give peace at home;  

Where thou art guide, no ill can come. 

Teach us to know the Father, Son,  

And thee, of both, to be but One;  

That, through the ages all along,  

This may be our endless song: 
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Praise to thy eternal merit,  

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

10  According to Diarmid MacCulloch, 1996, p. 331: in Cranmer’s 
translation, ‘the false emphases of words against the metre are 
grindingly inept’; Cranmer’s ‘genius was limited to prose and we can be 
grateful that, ever-practical, Cranmer knew his limitations’. 

11  The 1662 text spells this out more: ‘Take thou Authority to preach the 
Word of God, and to minister the holy Sacraments in the Congregation, 
where thou shalt be lawfully appointed thereunto’. 

12  The full text is 

Lord, if at Thy command 

The word of life we sow, 

Watered by Thy almighty hand, 

The seed shall surely grow: 

The virtue of Thy grace 

A large increase shall give, 

And multiply the faithful race 

Who to Thy glory live. 

Now then the ceaseless shower 

Of gospel blessings send, 

And let the soul-converting power 

Thy ministers attend. 

On multitudes confer 

The heart-renewing love, 

And by the joy of grace prepare 

For fuller joys above. 

13  See especially the lines, ‘Let all my works in Thee be wrought,/By Thee 
to full perfection brought’. The full text is 

Behold the servant of the Lord! 
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I wait Thy guiding eye to feel. 

To hear and keep Thy every word, 

To prove and do Thy perfect will, 

Joyful from my own works to cease, 

Glad to fulfil all righteousness. 

Me, if Thy grace vouchsafe to use, 

Meanest of all Thy creatures, me: 

The deed, the time, the manner choose, 

Let all my fruit be found of Thee; 

Let all my works in Thee be wrought, 

By Thee to full perfection brought. 

My every weak, though good design, 

O’errule, or change, as seems Thee meet; 

Jesus, let all my work be Thine! 

Thy work, O Lord, is all complete, 

And pleasing in Thy Father’s sight; 

Thou only hast done all things right. 

Here then to Thee Thy own I leave; 

Mould as Thou wilt Thy passive clay; 

But let me all Thy stamp receive, 

But let me all Thy words obey, 

Serve with a single heart and eye, 

And to Thy glory live and die. Amen. 

14  The full text is 

O Thou who camest from above 

The pure celestial fire to impart, 

Kindle a flame of sacred love 

On the mean altar of my heart! 

There let it for Thy glory burn 

With inextinguishable blaze; 

And trembling to its source return, 
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In humble prayer and fervent praise. 

Jesus, confirm my heart’s desire 

To work, and speak, and think for Thee; 

Still let me guard the holy fire, 

And still stir up Thy gift in me. 

Ready for all Thy perfect will, 

My acts of faith and love repeat, 

Till death Thy endless mercies seal, 

And make the sacrifice complete. Amen. 

15  The 1662 liturgy ends with the two post-communion collects below: 

Most merciful Father, we beseech thee to send upon these thy servants thy 

heavenly blessing; that they may be clothed with righteousness, and that 

thy Word spoken by their mouths may have such success, that it may 

never be spoken in vain. Grant also, that we may have grace to hear and 

receive what they shall deliver out of thy most holy Word, or agreeable to 

the same, as the means of our salvation; that in all our words and deeds 

we may seek thy glory, and the increase of thy kingdom; through Jesus 

Christ our Lord. Amen. 

Prevent us, O Lord, in all our doings with thy most gracious favour, and 

further us with thy continual help; that in all our works begun, continued, 

and ended in thee, we may glorify thy holy Name, and finally by thy 

mercy obtain everlasting life; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

16  The Liturgical Committee of the Church of South India was helped by 
Edward Ratcliff in coming to this conclusion (See Buchanan, 2006(a), p. 
8). 

17  The 1958 ordination service is contained in the 1963 Book of Common 
Worship  (Buchanan, 2006(b), p. 247) 

18 For clarity, the rubric is in red; the original is in black italics, apart from 
titles. The Preparation consists of the Collect for Purity; either the Gloria, 
or the Trisagion, or a litany based on Revelation chapters 5 and 7, or a 
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hymn; a prayer of confession and absolution. 

19  In the version contained in its Book of Common Worship, the Church of 
South India confesses: ‘I believe One, Holy, Catholic, and Apostolic 
Church’. 

20  2 Corinthians 5:20; 2 Timothy 1:6. 

21  Ezekiel 33:1-9; 1 Peter 5:1-11. 

22  1 Peter 4:10; Ephesians 4:12. 

23  Philippians 2:13. Similar words are said by the bishop in the 1662 
Anglican ordinal: 

Almighty God, who hath given you this will to do all these things; Grant 

also unto you strength and power to perform the same, that he may 

accomplish his work which he hath begun in you; through Jesus Christ our 

Lord. Amen. 

24  ‘After this…’: i.e., the questions to the ordinand and the words of the 
bishop in the above quotation. 

25  That prayer is  

Almighty God, and heavenly Father, who, of thine infinite love and 

goodness towards us, hast given to us thy only and most dearly beloved 

Son Jesus Christ, to be our Redeemer, and the Author of everlasting life; 

who, after he had made perfect our redemption by his death, and was 

ascended into heaven, sent abroad into the world his Apostles, Prophets, 

Evangelists, Doctors, and Pastors; by whose labour and ministry he 

gathered together a great flock in all the parts of the world, to set forth the 

eternal praise of thy holy Name: For these so great benefits of thy eternal 

goodness, and for that thou hast vouchsafed to call these thy servants here 

present to the same Office and Ministry, appointed for the salvation of 

mankind, we render unto thee most hearty thanks, we praise and worship 

thee; and we humbly beseech thee, by the same thy blessed Son, to grant 

unto all, which either here or elsewhere call upon thy holy Name, that we 
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may continue to show ourselves thankful unto thee for these and all thy 

other benefits; and that we may daily increase and go forwards in the 

knowledge and faith of thee and thy Son, by the Holy Spirit. So that as 

well by these thy Ministers, as by them over whom they shall be appointed 

thy Ministers, thy holy Name may be for ever glorified, and thy blessed 

kingdom enlarged; through the same thy Son Jesus Christ our Lord, who 

liveth and reigneth with thee in the unity of the same Holy Spirit, world 

without end. Amen. 

26  This capitalisation is conjectural; the original prayer is formatted in small 
capitals. 

27  The full text is: 

Give them peace, we beseech thee, O Lord, to offer with all thy people 

spiritual sacrifices acceptable to thee. Enrich them in all utterance and all 

knowledge, that they may proclaim the gospel of thy salvation. Make them 

watchful and loving guardians over thy flock, as followers of the Good 

Shepherd who gave his life for the sheep. Enable them in all things to fulfil 

their ministry without reproach in thy sight; so that, abiding steadfast to the 

end, with all thy faithful servants they may be received into thy eternal joy; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, who liveth and reigneth and is worshipped 

and glorified with thee, O Father, and the Holy Spirit, one God, world 

without end. Amen. 

28  The same page contains a similar minute for Rev. Anne Paton, dated the 
next day. 

29  The second paragraph of the prayer quotes Psalm 51: 

O God, most holy and most merciful, we confess that we have sinned 

against Thee and against one another. We have been disobedient to Thy 

will, unthankful for Thy mercies, and unfaithful to the trust committed to 

our hands. 

Have mercy upon us, O Lord, have mercy upon us; and graciously forgive 

all our iniquities. Cast us not away from Thy presence, and take not Thy 

Holy Spirit from us; but bestow on us Thy pardon and peace; through 
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Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 

30  The final words of this paragraph are in square brackets in the original, 
and are omitted where there is no induction to a pastoral charge. 

31  The ordination prayer is clear that this ordination is considered to be into 
the ministry of the Church catholic. Omitted are the words spoken as a 
declaration of induction: 

And in the Name of the Lord Jesus Christ, the King and Head of the 

Church, and by authority of this Presbytery, I induct you to this charge;… 

32  This hymn was written by the Scottish-born Moravian hymnwriter, 
James Montgomery, c. 1832; the full text is 

Pour out Thy Spirit from on high, 

Lord, Thine assembled servants bless; 

Graces and gifts to each supply 

And clothe Thy priests with righteousness. 

Before Thine altar when we stand 

To teach the truth as taught by Thee, 

Saviour, like stars in Thy right hand 

The angels of Thy churches be. 

Wisdom and zeal and faith impart, 

Firmness with meekness, from above, 

To bear Thy people on our heart 

And love the souls whom Thou dost love; 

To watch and pray and never faint 

By day and night strict guard to keep, 

To warn the sinner, cheer the saint, 

Nourish Thy lambs, and feed Thy sheep. 

Then, when our work is finished here, 

We may in hope our charge resign. 

When the Chief Shepherd shall appear, 
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O God, may they and we be Thine! 

33  The Charge to the congregation continues: 

Forsake not the assembling of yourselves together. Be hearers and doers of 

the Word which the Lord’s servant shall speak in His Name. Avail 

yourselves of the Sacraments which he has been ordained to minister. 

Seek the blessing and counsel of the Lord at his hands, and uphold him 

with your love and fellowship. Grudge not your offerings for the provision 

of the Lord’s house and the work of His kingdom. Continually remember 

your Minister in your prayers, entreating for him, and for yourselves, the 

outpouring of the Holy Spirit, that you may be able to know and do the 

will of God. These things observe to do, so that, at the appearing of the 

Lord Jesus, you all, pastor and people, may be presented, holy and 

unspotted, by Him before the face of the Father, in the unity of the one 

Body, with exceeding joy. 

And unto the same our Lord Jesus Christ, with the Father and the Holy 

Spirit, be ascribed in the Church all honour and glory, might, majesty, 

dominion, and blessing, now, henceforth, and for ever. Amen. 

34  The Blessing is 

The peace of God, which passeth all understanding, keep your hearts and 

minds in the knowledge and love of God, and of His Son Jesus Christ our 

Lord; and the blessing of God Almighty, the Father, the Son, and the Holy 

Ghost, be amongst you and remain with you always. Amen. 

35  The Uniting Church’s version is inclusive in language: 

There are diverse gifts: 

but it is the same Spirit who gives them. 

There are different ways of serving God: 

but it is the same Lord who is served. 

God works through people in different ways: 

but it is the same God  
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whose purpose is achieved through them all. 

Each one of us is given a gift by the Spirit: 

and there is no gift without its corresponding service. 

There is one ministry of Christ:  

and in this ministry we all share. 

Together we are the body of Christ: 

and individually members of it. 

 The second-last stanza quotes para. 13 of the Basis of Union. 

36  The same form is used for an elder or deacon. Where a minister of the 
word is being installed, the elder substitutes ‘installed’ for ‘ordained’. 

37  The full text is 

Almighty God, giver of all good things, who by thy Holy Spirit hast 

appointed divers Orders of Ministers in thy Church; Mercifully behold 

these thy servants now called to the Office of Priesthood; and so replenish 

them with the truth of thy Doctrine, and adorn them with innocency of 

life, that, both by word and good example, they may faithfully serve thee 

in this Office, to the glory of thy Name, and the edification of thy Church; 

through the merits of our Saviour Jesus Christ, who liveth and reigneth 

with thee and the same Holy Spirit, world without end. Amen. 

38  The Methodist Church of Great Britain explains ‘full connexion’ in these 
terms (viewed 02 April 2005, <http://www.methodist.org.uk/index.cfm? 

fuseaction= information.content&cmid=342>): 

As people who represent the Conference, all Methodist ministers who 
are ordained and in full connexion share a collegial responsibility for 
embodying, exercising and sharing with others (lay and ordained) in the 
courts of the church and elsewhere, the Conference’s oversight of the 
church's engaging in worship and mission, both as it gathers in 
Christian community and as it disperses in the world.  

 and 



 

184 

                                                

Reception into full connexion and ordination are linked inseparably in 
Methodism, and both are essential in the making of a Methodist 
minister. In general terms, if ordination relates to a minister's status and 
role in the church catholic, reception into full connexion concerns his or 
her particular relationship to the Methodist church. 

39  Women were first admitted to the Methodist presbyterate in the 
Methodist Church of Great Britain at the Bristol Conference in 1974. 

40  The relevant passage is 

He showed all power given by the Father to the Son, who is ordained 
Lord of things in heaven, and things on earth, and things under the 
earth, and Judge of all: of things in heaven, because He was born, the 
Word of God, before all (ages); and of things on earth, because He 
became man in the midst of men, to re-create our Adam through 
Himself; and of things under the earth, because He was also reckoned 
among the dead, preaching the Gospel to the souls of the saints, (and) by 
death overcoming death. 
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Section 1.5 

 

Rites 2: 

An overview of Uniting Church services 

The Basis of Union and Ordination 

Paragraph 14(a) of the Basis of Union contains these words (1992, p. 11ƒ): 

Since the Church lives by the power of the Word, it is assured that God, who 

has never failed to provide witness to that word, will, through Christ and in 

the power of the Holy Spirit, call and set apart members of the Church to be 

ministers of the Word. These will preach the Gospel, administer the 

sacraments and exercise pastoral care so that all may be equipped for their 

particular ministries, thus maintaining the apostolic witness to Christ in the 

Church. Such members will be called Ministers and their setting apart will be 

known as Ordination. 

The Presbytery will ordain by prayer and the laying on of hands in the presence of a 

worshipping congregation. In this act of ordination the Church praises the 

ascended Christ for conferring gifts upon men and women. It recognises 

Christ’s call of the individual to be his minister; it prays for the enabling 

power of the Holy Spirit to equip the minister for that service. By the 

participation in the act of ordination of those already ordained, the Church 

bears witness to God’s faithfulness and declares the hope by which it lives. 
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In company with other Christians the Uniting Church will seek for a 

renewed understanding of the way in which the congregation participates in 

ordination and of the significance of ordination in the life of the Church. 

[emphasis mine] 

The italicised sentence specifies the central content of the rite of ordination, 

which the Basis of Union does for no other liturgical act. For example, it does not 

address the content of the rites of the sacraments of baptism and the eucharist. 

The next two sentences may well be read as giving the content of the prayer of 

ordination: praise of the ascended Christ, recognition of Christ’s call and the 

‘enabling power of the Holy Spirit’. 

The final two sentences of the paragraph speak of the participation of the 

ministerial college in the laying on of hands with prayer (‘the act of 

ordination’), and also the way that lay people may ‘participate’ in the 

ordination service itself.  

The following should also be noted in reference to paragraph 14: the church 

lives by the power of the Word; God’s provision of ministers of the Word is part 

of God’s provision of ‘witness to that word’; they are members of a college of 

presbyters which has existed throughout the history of the church. Through 

preaching, administering the sacraments, and exercising pastoral care ‘so that 

all may be equipped for their particular ministries’, ministers of the Word 

‘maintain the apostolic witness to Christ in the Church’—a function of episcope. 

It is an act of the triune God to ‘call and set apart members of the Church as 

ministers of the Word’. While the Uniting Church ‘recognises Christ’s call of the 

individual to be his minister’, this divine call has priority over any peculiar 

conviction that people may have regarding their own fitness or aptitude for the 

ministry of the Word. 
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‘In this act of ordination the Church praises the ascended Christ for conferring 

gifts upon men and women’: ordination is open to women as well as men. 

Ordination is ‘by prayer and the laying on of hands in the presence of a 

worshipping congregation’. It is a fully ecclesial act, never to be done privately 

or in a conventicle.  

The Uniting Church ‘in company with other Christians…will seek for a 

renewed understanding…of the significance of ordination in the life of the 

Church’. This search for a renewed understanding has since occupied not a 

small measure of the Assembly’s time and energies. It is still a work in progress. 

A Sacrament? 

Dutney (1985, p. 114) suggests that Paragraph 14 is setting forth a ‘sacramental 

dimension’ in ordination, which 

is a sign by which the church proclaims and responds to God’s grace. 

Further, it is also the instrument by which the church acknowledges and sets 

apart for service those already called and set apart by God to proclaim the 

message through which Christ causes and enables the church to be. Being 

without dominical institution, and being an enacted proclamation of the 

message of Christ in a secondary sense at most, ordination is less than ‘a 

sacrament’. But nonetheless, ordination was being represented as having a certain 

sacramental dimension in so far as it is a sign and instrument of God’s grace. 

[emphasis mine] 

Can an argument be mounted to claim ordination as a sacrament in the Uniting 

Church? Lathrop (1993, p. 164ƒ) suggests that the juxtaposition of elements in 

liturgy with the presence of the risen Christ himself creates a sacrament. He 

begins by quoting Augustine: 
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‘The word comes to the element and so there is a sacrament.’ Such is the 

great Western Christian dictum on the sacraments… The holy things of 

Christians are not static, but come to their meaning in action, as they are 

used. To this element now comes not just the word of the presider…, but the 

whole juxtaposition of the word of God, of Jesus Christ… These 

juxtapositions point toward and mediate the deepest juxtaposition: Jesus 

Christ comes to the practice and the hopes of the old eschatological washing. 

So there is a sacrament… 

If this is so, then ordination may be said to be a sacrament, perhaps along with 

yet other liturgical word-acts that the risen Lord graces with his presence. Yet to 

say that the Uniting Church may recognise it as a sacrament is quite another 

issue. On the one hand, it is a liturgical word-act, which the Basis of Union 

speaks of as the action of the triune God: ‘God…will, through Christ and in the 

power of the Holy Spirit, call and set apart members of the Church to be 

ministers of the Word’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 199). Yet there is explicit 

room in the Basis of Union only for the two ‘dominical’ sacraments, not for any 

others: ‘The Uniting Church… commits its ministers to preach from [the 

Scriptures] and to administer the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper 

as effective signs of the Gospel set forth in the Scriptures’ (1992, para. 5, p. 8). 

Himes (1999, p. 44) writes of the sacramental understanding of ordained 

ministry effecting a reversal of ‘a familiar but inadequate notion’ in the Roman 

Catholic Church regarding the priesthood of all believers: 

Understanding ordained ministry sacramentally reverses a familiar but 

inadequate notion of the universal priesthood of all believers, namely, that 

the priesthood of the laity is a participation in the priesthood of the 

hierarchy. It is far truer, and far more coherent with our sacramental 

theology, to understand the priesthood of the ordained as the 
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sacramentalization of the priesthood of the whole church. The priesthood of 

the church is primary. Its sacramental expression, ordained ministry, is built 

upon it, not the other way around. An important corollary of this should be 

noted. Central to any sacrament is the reinforcement of the reality that is 

sacramentalized. Thus it follows that crucial to a renewal of ordained 

priesthood in our time is a renewal of the priesthood of the whole church. 

Unless the priesthood of the laity is fostered, the priesthood of the ordained 

must languish. 

The ministry of the whole people of God is certainly a Uniting Church 

emphasis. Ministry and mission flow from the baptismal font in a life of service 

to Christ (see Basis of Union paras. 12, 13). The next section takes up the issue of 

a baptismal missiology more fully. 

Particular Liturgies 

The Uniting Church has produced five liturgies of ordination, in 1977, 1983, 

1988, 1992 and the current version in 1995, though there have been some small 

changes since. A draft form was also produced in 1980 for circulation prior to 

the final publication of the 1983 liturgy. A revision of 1983 was published after 

the Fourth Assembly in 1985, including changes requested by that Assembly.1 

The 1988 service was a revision of the 1980, 1983 and 1985 forms; these liturgies 

may be considered to be earlier versions of 1988. The 1977 liturgy is not in this 

lineage. With the publication of Uniting in Worship in 1988, a distinctive Uniting 

Church expression of worship was definitively realised, growing and maturing 

from its catholic, reformed and evangelical roots. It might be said that Uniting 

Church liturgy came of age with Uniting in Worship; prior to this time, the 

liturgies used by the Uniting Church were contained in a series of experimental 

booklets with an ephemeral feel. Subsequent liturgies (in 1992 and 1995) are 
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revisions of 1988, made because of specific Assembly decisions regarding a 

renewed diaconate, and its relationship to the ministry of the Word. The 

services of Uniting in Worship were recognised as ‘official services’ of the 

Uniting Church by the Fifth Assembly—cƒ. Assembly Minute 88.24.2: 

The Assembly resolved: to recognise the orders of service contained in the 

forthcoming publication Uniting in Worship, already examined and 

approved by the Standing Committee, as official services of the Uniting 

Church in Australia and to commend them to ministers of the Word, leaders 

of worship, councils of elders and congregations for their use.2  

For these reasons, this paper treats 1988 as the major example of the Uniting 

Church rite of ordination. The 1977 service was revised heavily for publication 

of the 1983 version, and will be examined first. The 1988 liturgy has also 

exercised a great influence upon the Uniting Church’s subsequent services, 

despite their different emphases and theological perspectives. The 1992 version 

was produced in response to the decision of the Sixth Assembly to renew the 

diaconate, but to have ‘one ordination and two accreditations’; therefore, it 

requires separate consideration. The Seventh Assembly’s decision that 

ordination to the ministry of deacon and the ministry of the Word are two 

distinct ordinations, and removal of the concept of ‘accreditation’, necessitated 

the production of the 1995 form. 1995 is therefore a revision of 1992; but its 

theology is closer to that of 1988 than was 1992. The writer was a member of the 

task group of the Commission on Liturgy3 that produced the version of 1992, 

and chaired the task group that produced the 1995 liturgy. Any variations from 

the forms—usually changes to the vows, requested by the Assembly Standing 

Committee4—will be noted and discussed at the appropriate points. 
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Whatever the version, the Service of Ordination is set within the framework of a 

eucharistic service, the special occasion being that of Ordination. This is the 

ancient pattern; the Apostolic Tradition describes the ordination of a bishop 

occurring on the Lord’s Day (ii:2), the newly-ordained bishop proceeding to 

preside at the eucharist (iv:1-13). The eucharistic meal is integral to the 

ordination, as Puglisi (1996, p. 28) makes clear: 

In the Apostolic Tradition, ordination is understood as a liturgical continuum 

consisting of several steps: election, laying on of hands and prayer, kiss of 

peace, and the Eucharist. 

The Apostolic Tradition stipulated Sunday; in 1095, the Council of Piocentia 

specified one of the Ember Weeks, which originated as times of prayer 

associated with the seasons. The Ember Days are the Wednesdays, Fridays and 

Saturdays after the First Sunday in Lent, after Pentecost, after 14 September 

(Holy Cross Day) and 13 December, or St Lucy’s Day (Parsons, 1964, p. 23). A 

Uniting Church ordination may be celebrated on any day, though it would be 

exceedingly rare (if ever) for one to be held on a Sunday morning, since that 

would preclude the attendance of a number of members of presbytery, 

effectively making it a local affair rather than a service of the presbytery (even 

though in paragraph 15(a) of the Basis of Union, ‘The Congregation is the 

embodiment in one place of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church, 

worshipping, witnessing and serving as a fellowship of the Spirit in Christ’) 

(1992, p. 14).  

There may be one ordinand or more present in Uniting Church services, which 

has taken neither the Methodist ordination of the whole group of ordinands at 

the annual Conference, nor the Congregational/Presbyterian single pattern of 

ordination and induction, as a norm. The services are written assuming the 
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presence of one ordinand, and need adaptation when more are to receive 

ordination. 

The various services will be examined in broadly historical sequence. Firstly, 

the 1977 and 1983 versions will be briefly examined; a detailed commentary of 

1988, the matured form, follows with reference at appropriate points to 1977, 

1980, 1983 and 1985. Analyses of 1992 and 1995 follow. The texts of 1977 and 

1988 will be included; the texts of other Uniting Church liturgies will be 

indicated where they differ. 

The Assembly of the Uniting Church has produced a number of statements and 

reports dealing with ordination. These documents are examined in proximity to 

the rite to which they most closely relate historically. 

 

 

                                                

1  Assembly Commission on Liturgy, 1983, 1985. 

 The various ordination services of the Uniting Church are referred to in 
the endnotes as UCA 1977; UCA 1980; UCA 1983; UCA 1983-rev (1985); 
UCA 1988; UCA 1992; UCA 1995. 

2  Even so, nearly ten years later the Commission on Liturgy acted on 
advice from the Assembly Legal Reference Committee through the 
General Secretary of the Assembly that this recognition of the services of 
Uniting in Worship did not mean that they had superseded those of the 
previous Congregational, Methodist and Presbyterian Churches, which 
were in fact still the Uniting Church’s official liturgies! The Commission 
successfully moved Resolution 97.17.02 (Uniting in Worship) in the 1997 
Assembly: 
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[The Assembly resolved:] to determine that the actions of the 1988 
Assembly in approving the services in Uniting in Worship as authorised 
for use in the Uniting Church constitute the provision of new services 
for the Church in terms of Clause 59 of the Constitution, and that the 
orders of service and other rites of the previous denominations are no 
longer official services within the Uniting Church. 

3  The Assembly exercises its ‘determining responsibility’ in matters of 
liturgy through the Working Group on Worship. Prior to the restructure 
of Assembly organisation of 1997-1998, the responsible body was the 
Commission on Liturgy, which ceased to exist after the restructure. 

4  Clause 47 of the Constitution says: 

Each Assembly shall appoint from among its members a Standing 
Committee which shall be empowered to act on behalf of the Assembly 
between meetings of the Assembly in respect of any of the 
responsibilities of the Assembly except such as the Assembly may 
determine. The Standing Committee shall consist of no fewer lay 
members than ministerial members. 
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Chapter Two:  

Uniting Church Services to 1988 
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Section 2.1 

 

Documents 1: 

The Church, its Nature, Function and Ordering 

and 

the Basis of Union 

The Uniting Church’s claim to ordain its ministers into the ministry of the 

Church catholic is in direct continuity with the aims of the Joint Commission on 

Church Union. The Commission had articulated a clear vision of ordered 

ministry for the Uniting Church for which it laid the theological groundwork in 

The Faith of the Church (1959; text in Bos and Thompson, 2008, pp. 10-64), and 

which it further expressed in The Church: its Nature, Function and Ordering (1963; 

text in Bos and Thompson, 2008, pp. 69-186). This was to be ‘a ministry accepted 

by all’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, n. 36, p. 130), grounded in the Uniting 

Church’s Reformed and Wesleyan foundations whilst adopting a threefold 

ordering of bishops, presbyters and deacons.  

The Uniting Church is ‘guided by the Basis of Union’ in its life and work; in 

1997, the Eighth Assembly resolved (Minute 97.37.01) 

to amend the Constitution by adding a new clause 2 to read: ‘The Church, 

affirming that it belongs to the people of God on the way to the promised 
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end, lives and works within the faith and unity of the one holy catholic and 

apostolic church, guided by its Basis of Union’. 

In the Basis of Union, ministry is given to the whole people of God, lay or 

ordained (1992, para. 13, p. 11). Since paragraph 12 specifies (p. 10) that 

‘membership [in the Uniting Church] is open to all who are baptized into the 

Holy Catholic Church in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy 

Spirit’, clearly the starting point of ministry and mission is baptism and the 

baptismal gifting of the members of the church by the one Spirit; the Uniting 

Church may be said to espouse a ‘baptismal missiology’. According to the 

Canadian Anglican Paul Gibson (2002, p. 5), who names it a ‘baptismal 

ecclesiology’, 

understanding baptism as the foundation of the life and ministry of the 

church (that is, having a baptismal ecclesiology) leads us to see ordained 

ministers as integral members of the body of Christ, called by God and 

discerned by the body to be signs and animators of Christ’s self-giving life 

and ministry to which all peoples are called by God and for which we are 

empowered by the Spirit. 

It is from this position that the Basis of Union comes to the ministry of ministers 

of the Word, elders, deaconesses and lay preachers. 

Paragraph 14 (1992, p. 12ƒ) requires that ministers (including elders, 

deaconesses and lay preachers) ‘adhere’ to the Basis of Union, and defines 

‘adherence’ in terms of relationship with the Church catholic: 

In the above sub-paragraphs the phrase ‘adhere to the Basis of Union’ is 

understood as willingness to live and work within the faith and unity of the 

One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church as that way is described in this 

Basis. Such adherence allows for difference of opinion in matters which do 
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not enter into the substance of the faith. 

The ministry of the Word is grounded in the Word of God, the Logos incarnate 

in Jesus Christ (1992, p. 11); this ministry maintains the apostolic mission of the 

Church by equipping its members for their ministries. The Uniting Church does 

not have the luxury of doing this in a settled time; according to paragraph 14(d) 

(1992, p. 13), it 

recognises that the type and duration of ministries to which women and men 

are called vary from time to time and place to place, and that in particular it 

comes into being in a period of reconsideration of traditional forms of the 

ministry, and of renewed participation of all the people of God in the 

preaching of the Word, the administration of the sacraments, the building up 

of the fellowship in mutual love, in commitment to Christ’s mission, and in 

service of the world for which he died. 

The Uniting Church finds the local expression of the Church in the 

congregation, rather than the presbytery (the council of episcope in the Uniting 

Church). Paragraph 15(a) of the Basis of Union states (p. 14): 

The Congregation is the embodiment in one place of the One Holy Catholic 

and Apostolic Church, worshipping, witnessing and serving as a fellowship 

of the Spirit in Christ. Its members meet regularly to hear God’s Word, to 

celebrate the sacraments, to build one another up in love, to share in the 

wider responsibilities of the Church, and to serve the world… 

Prior to this, the Proposed Basis of Union of the Joint Commission had stated 

(Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 150), 

 [b]ecause a congregation is in its own particular area the embodiment of the 

one holy, catholic and apostolic Church, worshipping, witnessing and 

serving as a fellowship of the Spirit in Christ, the Uniting Church will 



 

 
200 

encourage congregations to meet frequently (where their size makes this 

manageable) so that their members may build one another up in love, listen 

to God’s Word and share responsibility in the wider life of the Church. 

The Protestant Reformation had located the essential marks of the Church in the 

life of the Gospel, mediated ‘through the given “horizontal” marks of the 

Church by which her visible continuity is maintained—Word, Sacraments, 

Ministry’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 88). The 1560 Scots Confession of Faith 

writes in Chapter 18 of the ‘notes of the true Kirk of God’ (Owen, 1984, p. 72): 

The notes of the true Kirk of God, therefore, we believe, confess and avow to 

be: first, the true preaching of the Word of God, in which God has revealed 

himself to us, as the writings of the prophets and apostles declare; secondly, 

the right administration of the sacraments of Christ Jesus, which must be 

annexed to the Word and promises of God to seal and confirm them in our 

hearts; and lastly, ecclesiastical discipline rightly ministered, as God’s Word 

prescribes, whereby vice is repressed and virtue nourished. 

While gratefully receiving this Reformation gift, the Uniting Church has more 

consistently spoken of the credal marks of the ‘one holy catholic and apostolic 

Church’, as confessed in the Nicene Creed. Similarly, a study from the World 

Council of Churches (Confessing the One Faith, 1999, p. 88ƒ) employs these terms 

to describe the marks of the Church: 

the Church is one; this implies ‘communion in one ministry and common 

prayer… This unity does not imply unity, but an organic bond of unity 

among all the local churches comprising the richness of their diversities’; 

the Church is holy: it is ‘set apart by God who is holy and who sanctifies it 

by the word and sacraments’; 

in the life of the Church catholic, ‘the whole human being and all human 
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situations are enlisted for the worship and the service to God in the diversity 

of rites and traditions’; 

in the continuity of its apostolic character, ‘the Church recognizes and lives 

its fundamental identity with the Church of Christ’s apostles on which it is 

built once and for all… It is manifested in its celebration of the sacraments, 

through the continuity of its ministry of Christ and his Church in 

communion with the apostles and through the committed Christian life of all 

its members and communities’. 

It may readily be seen that the credal marks of the Church and the shape of 

ministry are closely related. In its appropriation of the marks, the Uniting 

Church neither identifies the locus of the one, holy, catholic and apostolic 

Church with its own obedience to the Gospel in word and sacrament, as in the 

Reformation formula; nor does it identify it with any particular visible 

institution. This could have been said of the Roman Catholic Church prior to 

the Second Vatican Council, which Council declared that the holy catholic 

Church ‘subsists in the Catholic Church’ (Flannery, 1988, p. 357): 

This is the sole Church of Christ which in the Creed we profess to be one, 

holy, catholic and apostolic, which our Saviour, after his resurrection, 

entrusted to Peter’s pastoral care (Jn. 21:17), commissioning him and the 

other apostles to extend and rule it (cƒ. Matt. 28:18, etc.), and which he raised 

up for all ages as ‘the pillar and mainstay of the truth’ (1 Tim. 3:15). This 

Church, constituted and organized as a society in the present world, subsists 

in the Catholic Church, which is governed by the successor of Peter and by 

the bishops in communion with him. Nevertheless, many elements of 

sanctification and of truth are found outside its visible confines. Since these 

are gifts belonging to the Church of Christ, they are forces impelling towards 

Catholic unity.1 
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Rather, the Uniting Church enters into the unity, holiness, catholicity and 

apostolicity of the Church as call and promise, gift and task (Working Group on 

Doctrine, 2002): 

The words, ‘one holy catholic and apostolic’ were first brought together in 

this form in the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed of 381…the words have 

come to denote four essential marks of the Church. In this sense they are 

intended to inform the life and faith and relationships of the Uniting Church. 

Living within the faith and unity of the one holy catholic apostolic Church 

provides us with no prepackaged answers to contemporary questions. It 

does provide us with a context within which we think and live, a sensitivity 

to the way of Christ, and a way of relating to one another in the presence of 

the Spirit. Each of the four marks of the Church points us toward the activity 

of Christ, towards a future that God intends for humanity. Each has within it 

a call to action and a style of shared Christian existence. The Church is not to 

be understood as a static institution identified by a predetermined unity, 

holiness, catholicity and apostolicity but a people on journey with Christ, 

exemplifying these marks and these relationships as they are led by the Spirit 

‘on the way to the promised end’. 

This journey has not been without wrong turns, and any church that wishes to 

reflect on it must do so with an attitude of repentance, a stance that one may 

wish had been developed further in the Basis of Union. The Anglican theologian 

Robin Greenwood writes (1994, p. 110): 

Any understanding of the credal marks today can only begin from the 

assumption that the qualities of unity, holiness, catholicity, and apostolicity 

have rarely been actualised. They are characteristics of faith, anticipatory and 

full of promise, not just for the Church but for the entire creation. 
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While the Basis of Union does not elaborate the note of repentance, it sounds the 

strong eschatological note of the second sentence quoted above. In paragraph 1 

of the Basis of Union, the three uniting churches enter into union ‘in fellowship 

with the whole Church Catholic, and seeking to bear witness to that unity 

which is both Christ’s gift and will for the Church’ (1992, p. 5). Furthermore, 

according to paragraph 2 (1992, p. 6), previously quoted in the Introduction: 

The Uniting Church in Australia lives and works within the faith and unity 

of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church. The Uniting Church 

recognises that it is related to other Churches in ways which give expression, 

however partially, to that unity in faith and mission. 

Commenting upon this paragraph, the Assembly’s Doctrine Working Group 

writes (2002), 

[i]n these words the Basis draws attention to the larger ecclesial context 

within which the Uniting Church lives and believes, a context larger than our 

own experience and wisdom. We seek to formulate our faith and order—our 

life—in conversation with Christians of other times and other places. The 

words invite us to a way of being Church that influences the way we define 

the Faith and the way we live together within the one Church body. 

This commentary quotes J. Davis McCaughey, a member of the Joint 

Commission on Church Union, the first President of the Uniting Church and 

one of the drafters of the Basis of Union. The drafters’ aims, according to 

McCaughey, were to avoid federal models of union, and ‘to recall the Churches 

preparing to enter into union to enter more fully into the faith and unity of the 

one holy catholic and apostolic Church’.2 As McCaughey wrote in the 

Introduction to The Church, its Nature, Function and Ordering (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, p. 72): 
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The basic conviction that has informed the work of the Commission is that 

we are required to place ourselves afresh under God’s Word and ask the 

question: ‘What is God’s will for us now?’ If we had simply asked the 

question, ‘What is the least troublesome way to bring the present three 

churches together?’ the answer might have been different. It is the conviction 

of the Commission, however, that this would have been a faithless avoidance 

of the call of God to open ourselves to the renewing power of His Word—

ready, if need be, to leave some of our familiar ways, if thereby we may be 

more truly His servants. 

In this, the Joint Commission followed the Third World Conference on Faith 

and Order at Lund in 1952. Dutney (1986, p. 13) quotes the secretary of the 

Conference, O.S. Tomkins, who asserted there that the recent formation of the 

World Council of Churches ‘brings us to the end of what I would call a mere 

comparative ecclesiology’. [emphasis original] Dutney expands: 

Tomkins did not deny the value, or even the necessity, of the churches 

explaining themselves to one another; of comparing their different doctrinal 

and ecclesiological convictions, as they had been doing through the Faith 

and Order movement. But he sought to show that they now faced a new 

ecumenical task. He understood the churches’ formation of the World 

Council of Churches as involving a denial of the self-sufficiency of the 

separated bodies; as an acknowledgment that the churches needed each 

other. A certain renunciation of the claims which denominations made for 

their peculiar perspectives and practices was entailed in this commitment. 

It was in the context of this ‘certain renunciation’ that in The Faith of the Church, 

the Joint Commission posed the question, ‘What is the Church’s Faith?’ It 

answered its own query in these words (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 34): 

We have no narrowly Congregational, Methodist, Presbyterian—or pan-
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Protestant or liberal-Protestant—view of that faith. It is the Faith in its 

wholeness, the Faith of the Catholic Church to which we would recall men… 

McCaughey’s convictions never wavered. In a 1994 article included in a recent 

commentary on the Basis of Union, he writes (2002, p. 38): 

In drafting the Basis of Union a number of decisions had to be made at an 

early stage about our intentions and our procedure. Of those decisions 

perhaps the most important and of permanent importance for the Uniting 

Church was to recall the churches preparing for union together to enter more 

fully into the faith, life and worship of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic 

Church. Union between Churches, it was often said, is not to be brought 

about by a process of ecclesiastical carpentry. We would not become one by 

cutting this aspect of Congregational, Methodist or Presbyterian doctrine or 

practice and smoothing that aspect until they would fit together…we did not 

begin by asking ‘what do Congregationalists or Methodists or Presbyterians 

say about this?’ but ‘what belongs to the faith (as fully as we are capable of 

understanding it and stating it) of the holy catholic Church?’ This procedure 

would be obligatory for the Uniting Church which would have the Basis of Union 

as the basis of its life and practice. [emphasis mine] 

In recalling people to the ‘Faith of the Catholic Church’, the Joint Commission 

referred to the Faith of the universal Church, West and East, rather than to that 

of the Roman Catholic Church (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 34). It affirmed that 

the Faith of the Church is in Jesus Christ, the Word of God, and that it may be 

found in the Scriptures, the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds, the Chalcedonian 

Decree, the Te Deum, Reformation confessions and the affirmations of the 

eighteenth-century Evangelical Revival, particularly in John Wesley’s Sermons 

and Notes on the New Testament (Bos and Thompson, 2008, pp. 15-32).3 A 

confession of faith is included.4 
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The Joint Commission further stated in The Church, its Nature, Function and 

Ordering (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 129): 

…every Church is under an obligation to order its life with a view to the 

wider union God desires for His Church; and therefore to take into account 

the history and tradition of the Church as a whole. 

Lange used the term ‘critical ecclesiology’ for this post-comparative 

methodology. Dutney (1985, p. 15ƒ) points out how helpful this term is: 

…churches willing to approach union negotiations in a way that goes 

beyond mere comparison and fraternal compromise would have to submit to 

a critical evaluation of their ecclesiological ‘treasures’; and not in private but 

with and before their negotiating partners. Before the unique and normative 

event of Christ, to which witness is found in Scripture, and before the 

contemporary call of God to faith and obedience in the world, the churches 

must acknowledge that their ecclesiological traditions and habits have no 

unconditional authority. 

McCaughey enlarged upon this (1965, pp. 38-53). He identified four ‘critical 

decisions’: 

1. ‘to give priority to questions of faith and order’ (p. 39): 

The natural way to begin negotiations among us would have been by 

adjustment, fitting separated pieces of the Church together… The basic 

question on each issue was to be: what belongs to the true and full life and 

faith of the Church?  

2. ‘the way into union must be according to the rhythm of the Gospel’. This 

meant addressing questions such as (p. 42): 

What has God done in providing his Church with Scripture, Creed and 
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Sacrament? Then we became aware that we were in the presence of a 

gracious provision by God… no one denomination could do less than 

acknowledge what God had done in the tradition and practice of the other, 

even as he had acted in one’s own. So together we move forward to a fuller 

acknowledgement of God in his provisions for his Church. 

3. ‘consideration of the Church, its nature, function and mission should 

precede that of the ministry’.5 McCaughey comments (p. 44ƒ): 

…what are the characteristics of the Church as we find her in the witness of 

the New Testament understood in the context of the Bible as a whole?… 

What of the Church’s function? This was discussed in terms of its ministry of 

worship, witness and service… Here a note begins to be struck which was 

not absent from the first report and which is to become of decisive 

importance in the discussion of ministry in the more limited sense: an 

explicit preoccupation with the Church’s mission. 

4. ‘to hold firmly to the previous three decisions when we came to discuss 

the ministry’. In other words: ‘Proposals put forward about the ministry 

cannot therefore be understood in themselves but in the context of the 

discussion which was already taking place’ (p. 46). 

This fourth critical decision requires detailed consideration. The Joint 

Commission could not just ‘fit the various ministries together’, but was 

compelled to go to the sources; that is, to the New Testament, the early Church 

and the Reformation. Members of the Commission found themselves led ‘to 

value more highly the provision which in diverse manners and places God has 

made for the oversight of his people, their feeding by Word and Sacrament at 

the hand of men set apart for this ministry or service’ (McCaughey, 1965, p. 47). 

This discussion ‘about the form and manner of such a basic ministry’ raised 
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wider issues, including questions about episcope: 

Do you believe that episcope exercised personally at levels other than the 

congregational is part of God’s good will for the life of his Church? Most of 

us found that, on a variety of grounds, we had to say ‘Yes’. 

The point of contention within the Joint Commission was less with the principle, 

but more with respect to timing: 

It is not unfair to comment that some members of the Commission who later 

found it necessary to sign a reservation about the introduction at the point of 

union of this personal episcopal element had been able in good conscience to 

answer the more general question in the affirmative. This ‘Yes’ was given, of 

course, neither uncritically nor without qualification; but neither was it given 

reluctantly. The Commission as a whole divided on the question of the time 

of introduction… 

The Commission pictured a particular form of the episcopate; one, McCaughey 

says, which would ‘not simply [be] an episcopal church on the Western or (if I 

may be forgiven for saying so) on the altogether too English Anglican pattern’ 

(1965, p. 51). He states (p. 48): 

…the bishops must be bishops-in-presbytery,6 although they are also to be 

pastores pastorum to their fellow-presbyters. The bishop, it is stated, is to be ‘a 

symbol of the unity of the people of his diocese with the whole people of 

God’; but it is to be noted that nowhere in the Basis of Union, do we use the 

phrase ‘historic episcopate’ and that phrase is only used in our Report in 

allusion to Anglican usage…  

The Joint Commission took care to make it clear that the adoption of an 

episcopate did not carry any implication that bishops are of the esse of the 

Church (McCaughey, 1965, n. 2, p. 49): 
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The Commission does not commit itself to the view that the ministry of the 

Church should necessarily be three-fold. The proposed Basis of Union 

contains these words: ‘There is essentially only one ‘order’ of the ministry in 

the Church, the fulness of which belongs to those ordained to the ministry of 

Christ’s Word and Sacraments. But within that order the Church is free to 

assign different functions to different ministers and to name them and order 

them accordingly’. 

Lesslie Newbigin, a Reformed presbyter who was to become a bishop of the 

Church of South India, had this perspective on the episcopate (1982, p. 150): 

…it was clear to me…that episcopacy was to be received and prized as a gift 

and a fact, rather than as a doctrine. In this sense it has a character analagous 

[sic] to that of the sacraments… I came to see, one could accept the given 

order of ministry as a fact to be received and prized. Viewed in this way, the 

historic episcopate could be seen as a magnet which could draw the scattered 

parts of the Church into unity, not as a touchstone by which to judge 

between the true Church and its counterfeit. 

One feels that the majority of the members of the Task Group could equally say 

they were able to receive episcopacy as a gift of God, rather than as an 

ecclesiastical or dogmatic ‘blunt’ instrument. 

The third critical decision—that ‘consideration of the Church, its nature, 

function and mission should precede that of the ministry’—meant  

this tradition of the Church [should be] held in a state of fluidity. The 

operation of these offices in the future will be as subtly or as radically 

different as the context in which the Church’s eternal message is to be 

proclaimed will be subtly or radically different from the past. The order of 

the Church will at once bear witness to the Gospel, the given message, and to 

the changing circumstances of men’s lives. (McCaughey, 1965, n. 2, p. 50) 
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This provided the context for the radical proposal for a Concordat with the 

Church of South India, which the Joint Commission believed would have a 

‘prophetic significance’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 140) and open the way to 

further expressions of unity with Asian Churches. McCaughey (1965, 50ƒ) lists 

‘a number of preoccupations’ which led the Joint Commission to the Church of 

South India. These included a shared ‘renewed dedication to the Christian 

mission’; a shared identity as union churches; further, the proposed Concordat 

would act as a corrective to a ‘feared development of a sectarian character in the 

Uniting Church’: 

For all that can be said against it, it means something in the witness to 

catholicity that Congregationalists, Methodists and Presbyterians in 

Australia know themselves to belong to world-wide denominations… The 

Australian churches will still need the associations which they treasure with 

centres of theological and ecclesiastical life in Europe and America; but they 

desperately need also the fellowship and assistance of the Asian churches if 

they are to be delivered from being sectarian outposts of European religion. 

…the presence of bishops and presbyters from C.S.I., at the inauguration of 

our union, and the concordat with C.S.I, which could be concluded, would 

make clear to us and to all the world where this Uniting Church of Australia7 

stands—not an Australian sect with its own peculiar order, but by faith, 

aspiration and commitment to the one mission, a part of the Church of God.  

Finally, the association with the Church of South India would allow a non-

western episcopal life to emerge, and the Uniting Church ‘would be a church 

with a ministry and order undergoing reformation according to the Word of 

God in the obedience required in our place’. 
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Had the Concordat been proposed and accepted, bishops of the Church of 

South India were to have joined in laying hands upon the first bishops of the 

Uniting Church when they were ordained. 

Introducing its vision of the ordering of the new Church in The Church, Its 

Nature, Order and Functioning, the Joint Commission quoted the Third Assembly 

of the World Council of Churches: (Bos and Thompson, 2008, n. 36, p. 130; cƒ. 

Basis of Union, para. 2, 1992, p. 6) 

We believe that the unity which is both God’s will and His gift to His Church 

is being made visible as all in each place who are baptized into Jesus Christ 

and confess Him as Lord and Saviour are brought by the Holy Spirit into one 

fully committed fellowship, holding the one apostolic faith, preaching the 

one Gospel, breaking the one bread, joining in common prayer, and having a 

corporate life reaching out in witness and service to all, and who at the same 

time are united with the whole Christian fellowship in all places and all ages 

in such wise that ministry and members are accepted by all, and that all can 

act together as occasion requires for the tasks to which God calls His people.  

It concluded: 

If we agree with this statement, as the Commission is convinced we should, 

it follows that no Church can rest content with the present position and that 

we should seek to ensure that no rigid adherence to tradition on our part 

bars the way towards ‘a ministry accepted by all’. 

The Proposed Basis of Union (1963) — Paragraph 4(b): 

The Joint Commission summarised its approach to the ministry of bishops, 

presbyters and deacons in paragraph 4(b) of its proposed Basis of Union of 1963 

(Bos and Thompson, 2008, pp. 163-186). Ministers are ordained in order ‘to 

recall the whole Body to, and build up its members within, the covenant 
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relationship to Christ’. There are three ‘marks’ of this ministry, which ‘reflect 

the threefold character of Christ’s Ministry’ as prophet, priest and king. These 

marks are 

1 Responsibility for preaching and teaching—‘The Word truly 

preached’. 

2 Responsibility for sacraments and liturgical life—‘the Sacraments 

duly administered’. 

3 Responsibility for pastoral care and order—‘Godly rule and 

discipline’. 

Ministers are characterised as ‘Ministers of the Word, Sacraments and Pastoral 

Care’, who exercise a ministry within the Church’s ‘corporate priesthood’. They 

are ‘set apart by Christ in the power of His Holy Spirit in orderly succession 

through prayer and the laying on of hands’. While there is ‘essentially only one 

‘order’ of the ministry’, the Church may ‘assign different functions to different 

ministers’. The Uniting Church would ‘begin’ with three functions: presbyter, 

bishop and deacon. Presbyter, a ‘biblical’ term, was ‘preferred…in order to 

emphasise that all participate in the ministry of the Church, and that within this 

one ministry there are differences of office’. 

The ‘duties’ of a presbyter would ‘include’ such things as preaching the Word, 

proclaiming the forgiveness of sins, encouraging ‘church members’ in their 

gifts, ‘forward[ing] all efforts directed to the establishment of righteousness and 

the removal of wrong in the community’, ‘preaching the gospel to non-

Christians’, teaching and baptising, leading public worship, and praying for the 

people. The presbyter would ‘watch over the flock of Christ; visit the people, 

especially the sick and the erring; he will teach, warn, rebuke and encourage; 
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and maintain doctrine and discipline with all fidelity’. The presbyter takes a 

‘share’ in the Church’s government; finally, ‘[t]o these ends, the presbyter will 

be diligent in private study and prayer’. 

Bishops were to be ‘appointed’ from the ranks of presbyters, with whom the 

bishop were to be responsible for— 

(i) the purity of the faith, the proclamation of the Word, the call and 

training of men for the ministry and their continued growth in the 

knowledge of the Word; 

(ii) the proper sacramental and liturgical life of the churches committed to 

his care; the ordination of presbyters and deacons and the 

confirmation of the faithful; 

(iii) the government and discipline of the diocese. 

The bishop shall also be 

(iv) the pastor pastorum to his fellow presbyters; 

(v) a symbol of the unity of the people of his diocese with the whole 

people of God, to which end he shall be a member ex officio of the 

Presbytery, the Synod and the General Assembly. 

This episcopacy was to be along the lines of the model of the Church of South 

India, rather than a Roman Catholic or Anglican model: 

The personal episcope of bishops shall be exercised within the corporate 

episcope of the presbyters and bishops shall act only with the authority of 

Presbytery in matters such as ordination, confirmation and pastoral 

discipline. Bishops shall be given the freedom and responsibility needed for 

the fulfilment of their oversight, but also shall be answerable for the exercise 

of that freedom to the Council of Presbyters or the wider Councils of the 

Church. 
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Finally, the new Church would have deacons:  

Representative men and women shall be ordained to an office called Deacon. 

Ordination of deacons implies a limited but genuine participation in the one 

ministry of the Word and Sacraments and in the oversight of preaching and 

teaching, liturgical and sacramental life, and pastoral care and discipline. 

Paragraph 4(b) also gives details of the ordination of presbyters (but not 

bishops or deacons): 

All ordinations of presbyters within the Uniting Church shall include: 

(i) A prayer that the one to be ordained may receive the gift of God’s Holy 

Spirit for the office and work of presbyter in His Church. 

(ii) The laying on of hands by a bishop and at least three presbyters, with a 

declaration of the authority given by Christ to fulfil the office of the 

ministry of the Word, Sacraments and Pastoral Rule. 

(iii) The affirmation by the one to be ordained of his belief in the Gospel as 

witnessed to in the doctrinal standards of the Uniting Church. 

Comments on Paragraph 4(b): 

Prophet, Priest and King 

Calvin was the first to give prominence to Christ’s own ministry as prophet, 

priest and king. The 1994 Document notes (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 346ƒ): 

Reflection on Christ has led, not unreasonably, to theories of the nature of 

the Christian ministry. For example, Calvin’s depiction of the ‘threefold 

office’ of Christ as Prophet, King and Priest (Institutes, II.15) has provided an 

obvious mediation between Christology and ecclesiology, leading many 

Reformed theologians (though not so much Calvin himself) to interpret the 
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nature of Christian ministry along these lines. In the UCA, this formulation 

was from early days understood to be a normative image for the ministry of 

the whole church. 

It is important to note that the Uniting Church has not characteristically 

reflected on the nature of the ordained minister as prophet, priest and king, 

where this idea has found expression, it has been as ‘a normative image for the 

ministry of the whole church’. 

The Non-acceptance of Bishops 

The Joint Commission had sought (though not without dissent) to embrace an 

ecumenically acceptable ministry through a form of the threefold ordering, with 

bishops of the Church of South India assisting in the initial ordaining of the 

Uniting Church’s bishops. Dutney (1985, p. 20) explains: 

The formation of the Church of South India, and negotiations toward the 

formation of united churches in North India and Ceylon were to be allowed 

a conditioning and instructive influence on Australian negotiations and the 

Commission’s answer to the questions of the faith of the church… In terms of 

its response to God’s call to mission and service, the Australian church was 

not western but south-eastern if not Asian. 

The dissenters numbered seven of the twenty one members of the Joint 

Commission; their view was included in a ‘Reservation’. In this, they expressed 

their belief that ‘there are no barriers in faith or order to the union of the three 

Churches and that they should unite without delay’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, 

p. 160). Their hesitation concerned the creation of bishops: 

(i) We are of the opinion that the proposed creation of a new form of 

ministry, namely, the bishop-in-presbytery, is a matter which should 
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be determined after, and not before, the consummation of the union of 

the three Churches. 

(ii) We consider that the discussion concerning the proposed creation of 

the bishop-in-presbytery would proceed appropriately if, and when, 

the Uniting Church enters into negotiations for union with an 

episcopal church. 

(iii) In our Judgment, the proper time and method for the consideration of 

an approach to the Church of South India or any other Church should 

be after the consummation of our union. 

They expressed their reasons in terms (Bos and Thompson, 2008, pp. 160-162) 

that unfortunately constituted a retreat from a critical ecclesiology, back to a 

comparative ecclesiology. It was not of sufficient urgency to be a precondition 

of union; there was no particular reason to have a particular missional 

relationship with the Church of South India, whose episcopacy had been given 

a ‘somewhat equivocal recognition’; furthermore, such a concordat would 

hinder progress to union. 

The dissenting voices were heard by the three churches, which failed to 

recognise a decisive historical moment.8 The Basis of Union as eventually 

adopted in 1971 retained an openness to the development of further 

relationships with other similar churches—cƒ. paragraph 2 (1992, p. 7): 

The Uniting Church in Australia… is encouraged by the existence of United 

Churches in which these and other traditions have been incorporated, and 

wishes to learn from their experience. It believes that Christians in Australia 

are called to bear witness to a unity of faith and life in Christ which 

transcends cultural and economic, national and racial boundaries, and to this 

end the Uniting Church commits itself to seek special relationships with Churches in 

Asia and the Pacific. [emphasis mine] 
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Significantly, the 1971 Basis of Union is also worded to allow the Uniting Church 

to opt for a form of personal episcope; cƒ. paragraph 16 (Bos and Thompson, 

2008, p. 204): 

The Uniting Church recognises the responsibility and freedom which belong 

to councils to acknowledge gifts among members for the fulfilment of 

particular functions. The Uniting Church sees in pastoral care exercised 

personally on behalf of the Church an expression of the fact that God always 

deals personally with people, would have God’s loving care known among 

people, and would have individual members take upon themselves the form 

of a servant. 

These words continually and permanently challenge the Uniting Church with 

the claims of a personal episcopal office. 

The Joint Commission’s recommendations for the ordering of ministry were 

largely set aside; the Uniting Church in Australia adopted a single ordering of 

ministry, not with the intention of turning its back on the one holy catholic and 

apostolic Church, but continuing to claim that its ordered life is consistent with 

the witness of the universal Church. 

The Ordination of Women 

One major point of departure of the Uniting Church from some other parts of 

the Church catholic—and a contribution that it has made to the Australian 

ecclesial context—has been its willingness to ordain women. It had become the 

practice of the three churches that came into union to ordain both men and 

women: Winifred Kiek was ordained by the Congregational Church in 1927, the 

first woman to be ordained in Australia; the first Methodist woman to be 
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ordained was Margaret Sanders, in 1969; M.J. Thalheimer was the first 

Presbyterian woman ordained, in 1974. At the time of union in 1977, the 

Uniting Church also determined to ordain both men and women to its one 

order of ministry, the ministry of the Word (Paras. 13 and 14(a), 1992, p. 11ƒ); 

the intention of the Joint Commission on Church Union appears to have been 

that men only should be ordained to the episcopate and presbyterate, in line 

with the practice of the Methodist and Presbyterian Churches (though not the 

Congregational Church) in 1963. Both men and women could be members of 

the proposed diaconate. In 1990, the Assembly Standing Committee approved 

the publication of a document outlining the Uniting Church’s reasons for 

ordaining women to the ministry of the Word (Social Responsibility and Justice 

Committee, 1990).9 It is beyond the scope of this paper to treat this issue in any 

detail. However, it must be noted that in Minute 90.32.5, the Assembly Standing 

Committee resolved to 

acknowledge that in ordaining women as well as men to the Ministry of the 

Word the Uniting Church in Australia, in company with other churches, has 

departed from an almost universal practice of the church throughout most of 

history, but believes that the Uniting Church does so in obedience to the 

gospel… (SRJC, 1990, p. 1) 

For this thesis, the significant aspect of the Uniting Church’s ordaining of 

women is that where the Uniting Church perceives ‘an almost universal 

practice of the church’ to be in conflict with its reading of the Gospel, it finds its 

prior call in the Gospel.10 

This has drawn an unfavourable judgement from some quarters. For example, 

while supporting the ordination of women in the Uniting Church due to her 

commitment to paragraph 14 of the Basis of Union (p. 154) and the leadership of 
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women (though not necessarily their ordination) in the wider Church, Abetz 

(2002, pp. 154-159) has criticised the Assembly’s position insofar as it states that 

the ordination of women is of the substance of the faith. The document Why 

does the Uniting Church ordain Women to the Ministry of the Word? states: ‘We 

would argue that the matter of the ordination of women would be as close to 

the “substance of faith” as for example, the ordination of black persons.’ (1990, 

p. 5) 

She is only able to accept the ordination of women within certain parameters. 

For Abetz, while the New Testament speaks of the leadership of women, 

‘…women were not permitted to take part in the public question and answer 

dialogue used at the time for…establishing doctrine…’. She adds, 

It might be easier if we read 1 Tim 2:12 as ‘I permit no woman to be put in a 

position where she will be held accountable for any man’s spiritual state’. (p. 

157) 

It seems not to have occurred to her that as the minister of a congregation, an 

ordained woman within the Uniting Church is in a relationship of personal 

episcope to her congregants—surely and unavoidably both a public and 

accountable position in relationship to the spiritual state of the males in her 

congregation. 

Abetz also argues that John Chrysostom and Jerome allowed women to teach 

only established doctrine (p. 158)—established, presumably, by men. For her, the 

Uniting Church’s polity of investing the determination of doctrine and the 

exercising of jurisdiction in councils allows women to continue in ordained 

ministry; were the Uniting Church to move away from this interconciliar 

approach to weight this responsibility more towards individuals (presumably 

by some means such as the establishment of a personal episcopacy), the 
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propriety of ordaining women would be questionable. (n. 13, p. 159) This is a 

strange and self-contradictory argument in the light of the part that women 

play in the Uniting Church’s councils, and the relationship that ordained 

ministers—male or female—have to the Church. 

Other Matters 

1 The Diaconate 

The Basis of Union left the way open for the renewal of the diaconate (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, p. 200): 

The Uniting Church recognises that at the time of union many seek a 

renewal of the diaconate in which women and men offer their time and 

talents, representatively and on behalf of God’s people, in the service of 

humanity in the face of changing needs. The Uniting Church will so order its 

life that it remains open to the possibility that God may call men and women 

into such a renewed diaconate: in these circumstances it may decide to call 

them Deacons and Deaconesses, whether the service is within or beyond the 

life of the congregation. 

Every Assembly except the Second in 1979 has had to deal with this issue. The 

Third Assembly in 1982 resolved to speak of the ‘ordination’, rather than the 

‘commissioning’, of deaconesses (82.53.12); in 1991, the Sixth Assembly finally 

recognised a renewed diaconate, which was controversially given the authority 

to preside at the sacraments.  

The Sixth Assembly made further decisions regarding ordination, which had 

the effect of undermining baptism as the primary and foundational 

commissioning to ministry as well as obscuring the meaning of ordination. It 

resolved (Minute 91.13.5.(a)): ‘That one ordination to ministry in Christ’s church 
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be recognised, and that ministers so ordained be accredited to the ministry of 

deacon or ministry of the Word’ This meant that between 1991 and 1994, the 

Uniting Church ordained men and women to ‘ministry in Christ’s church’,11 

then ‘accredited’ them as ministers of the Word or deacons. The Seventh 

Assembly determined ‘to recognise ordination as the setting apart of persons 

for ministry as ministers of the Word or deacons, and understand ordination to 

these two ministries as two distinct ordinations’ (1994, 94.15.03(a)). 

2 Further Developments in Episcopacy 

As stated above, paragraph 16 of the Basis of Union commits the Uniting Church 

to be open to the establishment of personal episcopacy. 

In 1985, the Fourth Assembly received a report entitled A Proposal to Introduce 

Episcopacy into the Uniting Church. It had been initiated by a request from the 

Victorian Synod to initiate discussions on the introduction of personal 

episcopacy in the Uniting Church. The Fourth Assembly authorised a 

discussion on personal episcopacy in the Uniting Church (1985, Minute 

85.110.2), and a booklet called Bishops in the Uniting Church? was produced. 

The Proposal listed three arguments for the introduction of personal episcopacy 

into the Uniting Church: practical, historical and ecumenical. The practical 

arguments related to 

• The difficulty of providing pastoral care through a council; 

• The problem of who speaks for the presbytery in the community; 

• The changing nature of presbytery leadership, which makes it harder for the 

community to recognise uniting church leaders; 

• The missional needs of the church would be better served. 
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The paper lists the historical grounds as 

• the post-New Testament development of the threefold ministry as a symbol 

of unity; 

• the desire of the Reformers for pastors and teachers who would provide 

episcope. The Reformers did not have it in mind to abolish episcopacy, but 

they ‘demanded that bishops no longer be primarily politicians and 

administrators, but pastors and teachers’; 

• that in the Church of Scotland the doctrine of ‘parity’ (i.e., equality) of 

ministers was espoused by the second generation of reformers (c. 1580) but 

throughout the seventeenth century the church more often than not had a 

form of episcopal oversight that combined personal and corporate elements. 

In Scotland episcopal order fell into disrepute because of political 

interference in the appointment of bishops; 

• a practical episcopacy in the Churches that came into union, e.g., the union 

secretaries of Congregationalism; 

• the Proposed Basis of Union (1963), with the projected Concordat with the 

Church of South India. 

Finally, the ecumenical reasons were 

• that the Uniting Church is a uniting Church, and is committed by the Basis of 

Union to seek wider union with other Churches; 

• the challenge of BEM to Churches such as the Uniting Church to reconsider 

episcopacy. 

The paper recognised problems, e.g., in terms of financial cost, the terms of 

placement of bishops and the negative associations of the word ‘bishop’ for 

some people. It proposed a model of bishop-in-presbytery which allowed for 
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local flexibility; it was not wedded to the term ‘bishop’—other suggestions were 

‘overseer’, ‘superintendent’ or ‘moderator’. 

The Proposal referred to the desire of the Joint Commission to have bishops, and 

is worth quoting in full: 

The first Proposed Basis of Union (1963) foundered on the question of 

bishops consecrated through a concordat with the Church of South India. 

Oversight at the Presbytery level was to be exercised by bishops-in-

presbytery, i.e. by bishops working together with Presbyteries much as we 

now have them. The balance between personal and corporate elements of 

oversight, however, was not carefully worked out. On this and other 

grounds many considered that the document accorded too much power to 

the bishops. 

In ecumenical terms, the Proposal contends that the Uniting Church’s 

‘membership of and commitment to the World Council of Churches’ commits it 

to taking BEM seriously. Paragraphs 22-25 of the Ministry section of BEM 

commend the threefold ordering of the Church’s ministry ‘as an expression of 

the unity we seek and also as a means for achieving it’ (World Council of 

Churches, 1982, p. 24ƒ). 

The Sixth Assembly voted not to proceed with a motion to establish a personal 

episcopacy. Minute 91.23.2 reads,  

The Assembly resolved: That the Church be informed that without prejudice 

to any decisions in future Assemblies, this Assembly does not plan to 

introduce an office of Bishop. 

Clearly, the Assembly, as the body with determining responsibility for doctrine 

in the Uniting Church, does not reject the office of bishop absolutely. Since no 
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decision of an Assembly is binding upon future Assemblies, that the resolution 

was explicitly made ‘without prejudice’ is of significance; whether this 

statement was made or not, future Assemblies could not be bound by the 1991 

decision. This Assembly was clearly signalling that the question continues to be 

an open one. Furthermore, despite not introducing an episcopal office, the Sixth 

Assembly encouraged personal episcope, passing Minutes 91.23.3 and 4:  

The Assembly resolved: That presbyteries be requested within the existing 

constitution and regulations to explore further ways of exercising personal 

oversight 

and 

To request the Standing Committee to forward the paper on ‘The Role of the 

Presbytery Minister’ to all synods and presbyteries for comments to be sent 

to the Committee on Ministries by 31 December 1992, and that the 

Committee prepare recommendation for consideration by the Seventh 

Assembly’. 

The Seventh Assembly referred the matter of the role of presbytery ministers to 

the Standing Committee.  

The effect of this in later years has been that many presbyteries now have 

presbytery ministers whose appointments are made on the same basis as any 

other placement in the Uniting Church. Such ministers usually have a pastoral 

role, and exercise some missional oversight in conjunction with a pastoral 

relations committee and other committees of the presbytery. It is not unusual 

for a presbytery minister to return to a congregational placement after their 

presbytery placement concludes, and this is not seen as a step backwards or a 

‘demotion’. 
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3 The Ministry of the Baptised 

The Basis of Union (paragraphs 12 and 13; 1992, p. 11ƒ) speaks of the ministries 

of the non-ordained in terms of a ‘deep commitment’ that means ‘that every 

member of the Church is engaged to confess the faith of Christ crucified and to 

be his faithful servant’. The members of Christ’s Church have been given ‘a 

diversity of gifts’ by the Spirit, each with ‘its corresponding service’. Paragraph 

13 specifically mentions that gifts are given to men and women alike, and 

implies that gender is no bar to gifting. 

Paragraph 12 recognises that in the Uniting Church, baptism is the basis of a life 

of ‘faith and service’. Paragraph 13 speaks of the ministries of the baptised; 

McCaughey (1980, p. 65) calls this paragraph the  

hinge in the Basis of Union between those parts which speak of the way in 

which the Church is constituted by the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ 

and lives by his presence with her in the power of the Holy Spirit, and those 

Paragraphs which speak of how the life of the Uniting Church is to be 

ordered. 

 According to Wood (1986, p. 38), this paragraph ‘further describes the life of 

the baptised’. All the baptised are called to ministry: ‘…every member of the 

Church is engaged to confess the faith of Christ crucified’. The Spirit gives gifts 

to the baptised, gifts that have a corresponding ministry. The Uniting Church 

makes no distinction between baptised men or women in the exercise of their 

gifts. 

Neither Wood nor McCaughey comment on the clause, ‘all ministries have a 

part in the ministry of Christ’ This phrase was to assume some importance in 

later debates on ministry in the Uniting Church, as misquoted in the 1988 
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service and other services as ‘the one ministry of Christ’. [emphasis mine] This 

misquotation of the Basis is found in two places in UCA 1988: Note vi (‘The 

sermon may also include an exhortation to the people to share in the one 

ministry of Christ’) and the Prayer of Confession. 

 

 

                                                

1 Cƒ. Lumen Gentium, in Flannery, 1988, p. 357. 

2 The original quotation comes from Champion, 1994. 

3 The Basis of Union eventually specified the Scots Confession of Faith 
(1560), the Heidelberg Catechism (1563), the Westminster Confession of 
Faith (1647), the Savoy Declaration (1658) and Wesley’s Forty-Four 
Sermons (1793). The Chalcedonian Decree was not accorded the same 
status; in an ecumenical discussion, Norman Young clarified the issue of 
the status of the Chalcedonian Definition within the Uniting Church: 

It had, at an early phase of the process of union, been nominated as a 
fundamental document on Christology; but because its interpretation 
lay behind so many disputes, it did not seem wise to make it one of the 
documents to which the Uniting Church ‘listens’ and ‘studies’ (cƒ. Basis 
of Union, para 10). This was not to be understood as a rejection of the 
Definition.  

 (Meeting with Anglican/Oriental Orthodox group at the Coptic Orthodox 
Centre, Donvale, Tuesday 20th October 2003, unpublished paper.) 

4 Ibid., in Bos and Thompson, 2008, pp. 54-58. 

5 Webb would approve; she notes (1996, p. 214), that all three Churches 
that united in 1977 were ‘anti-episcopal’ and ‘mission oriented’, centring 
on the Word in the community made known through the activity of the 
Spirit in the preaching and hearing of the Word and in the Sacraments. 

6 This may be said also of the bishops of the Church of South India. 
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7 The name of the new Church seems to have not yet been finalised. 

8 For a brief account in sympathy with the dissenting voices, see Webb 
(1996, pp. 223-225). For a different assessment, cƒ. Harrison, 1986, pp. 17-
20. Harrison believes (p. 19) that the ‘subsequent struggles of the Uniting 
Church in seeking to exercise pastoral care over its ministers and 
members since 1977 may well have been lessened had the 1963 proposed 
Basis’s plan for ‘bishops-in-presbytery’ had been accepted.’ 

9 The Standing Committee’s resolution (Minute 90.32.1-9) reads (p. 36): 

It was resolved to: 

receive the document; 

Express thanks to the members of the drafting group for the time, 
energy and careful work which they contributed to the document, and 
to the Social Responsibility and Justice Committee for initiating the 
project; 

affirm that the Uniting Church in Australia ordains both women and 
men to the Ministry of the Word because it believes ordination without 
discrimination on grounds of gender is a fundamental implication of the 
gospel of God’s love in Christ for all human beings, without distinction. 
For this understanding we appeal to Scripture as testimony to the living 
Word, which is Christ; 

affirm that the Holy Spirit has called and continues to call women as 
well as men to the Ministry of the Word; 

acknowledge that in ordaining women as well as men to the Ministry of 
the Word the Uniting Church in Australia, in company with other 
churches, has departed from an almost universal practice of the church 
throughout most of history, but believes that the Uniting Church does so 
in obedience to the gospel; 

remind members of the Uniting Church, ministers, candidates for the 
ordained ministries and, in particular. Presbyteries—which have 
responsibility for the act of ordination—that adherence to the Basis of 
Union requires acceptance of the ordination of women to the Ministry of 



 

 
228 

                                                

the Word; 

approves the document ‘Why does The Uniting Church in Australia 
Ordain Women to the Ministry of the Word?’ as expressing the biblical 
and theological reasoning which leads the Uniting Church to ordain 
both women and men to the Ministry of the Word; 

invite other denominations to consider the theological position of the 
Uniting Church in Australia on the ordination of women and authorise 
those who represent the Uniting Church in ecumenical dialogues to use 
the document as an exposition of that position; 

request the Secretary for Social Responsibility and Justice and the 
Manager of Assembly Communications to consider ways in which the 
document, or parts of it, can best be made available to the church in 
order to encourage more faithful adherence to the gospel in regard to 
this issue. 

10  See SRJC, 1990, p. 6: 

We do not believe we are introducing something new; rather, we believe 
we are at last acting on an imperative which was part of the gospel of 
Christ from the beginning but in the past, for all kinds of reasons, was 
obscured and not put into practice, even by the early church, as it should 
have been. Again, this is nothing new. Krister Stendahl has argued that 
the New Testament itself contains ‘elements, glimpses which point 
beyond and even against the prevailing view and practice of the New 
Testament Church’. We would speak rather of glimpses which point 
beyond the prevailing view and practice of the later New Testament 
Church but we strongly support his contention that the gospel is greater 
than its bearers. It is only in recent history that Christians have come to 
acknowledge that the institution of slavery is contrary to the gospel; no 
Christian now would defend the opposite view, even though one can 
appeal to Scripture in support of slavery and the church has in the past 
actually done so. It is now universally recognised that the gospel itself 
stood in tension with a centuries-long practice of the church. The good 
news is that the gospel won! 

The quotation from Stendahl may be found in 1966, The Bible and the Role 
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of Women, Fortress Press, Philadelphia, p. 34. 

11 Regarding ‘ordination to ministry in Christ’s church’: baptism is the 
primary and foundational commissioning to ‘ministry’; ‘specified’ 
ministries also detract from baptism as the commissioning to ministry, 
throwing emphasis upon a separate category to that of union with Christ 
through baptism. 
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Section 2.2 

 

Rites 3: 

Commentary: the 1977 Service 

The 1977 service was prepared by the forerunner of the Commission on Liturgy, 

The Worship Committee of the churches in process of Uniting. This committee 

was chaired by D’Arcy Wood, who became the first chairperson of the 

Commission. The committee had two tasks: the preparation of services of 

ordination and of induction. According to Wood (personal communication, 28 

November 2008), ‘There was urgency to produce ordination and induction 

services because we realised that there could well be ordinations and inductions 

within weeks of the First Assembly’.  

This sense of urgency may have contributed more of a sense of haste to the 

preparation of this disappointing service, which hardly reflected the depth of 

the discussion on the ministry of the Church that had preceded it and soon 

needed a great deal of revision. 
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The Shape of the 1977 Service1 

‘Processional’  

Responsive Act of Praise (with Gloria Patri)  

Prayer of Thanksgiving  

The Presentation of the Candidate(s)  

The Ministry of the Word  

The Nicene Creed  

The Ordination Charge  

The Examination  

The Ordination  

The Presentation of the Bible 

Offering  

Holy Communion  

Intercessions for the Church and the World  

The Lord’s Prayer  

Hymn  

Dismissal  

Commentary 

‘Processional’ 

No heading is provided for this rubrical beginning; a procession (though it is 

not called such) serves to give a real sense of occasion to this service of 

ordination. 

Two alternative hymns are suggested: both inculcate a strong sense of 

connection to the Faith of the Church. The first became Hymn 387 of the 

Australian Hymn Book (AHB); according to the hymn writer T.H. Gill, it was 

‘intended to set forth the continuity and unity of God’s people in all ages’ 

(Milgate, 1982, 1985, p. 154). The first stanza is: 
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We come unto our fathers’ God, 

their Rock is our salvation; 

the eternal arms, their dear abode, 

we make our habitation; 

we bring thee, Lord, the praise they brought, 

we seek thee as thy saints have sought 

in every generation. 

The second (AHB 113) is a paraphrase of the Te Deum. According to Milgate 

(1982, 1985, p. 19): 

The Te Deum…apart from the Biblical psalms and canticles, is the greatest, 

most often sung and at least in part probably the earliest, hymn of the 

Western Church. 

The hymn freely paraphrases Part 1 of the canticle; the first two parts were 

probably in their present form by c. 400. By suggesting these hymns, the 1977 

service has already set forth ordination in terms of its connection to the one 

holy catholic and apostolic Church. 

Responsive Act of Praise / Gloria Patri / Prayer of Thanksgiving 

The ‘Responsive Act of Praise’ is in the form of a responsive reading of Psalm 

84; the Gloria Patri follows. The presider of the service is called the ‘liturgist’; 

thankfully, this was a short-lived fashion. As the Roman Catholic Catechism says 

(1994, 1997, §1069, p. 278), 

[t]he word ‘liturgy’ originally meant a ‘public work’ or a ‘service in the name 

of/on behalf of the people’. In Christian tradition it means the participation 

of the People of God in ‘the work of God’. 

This definition of liturgy (which could be affirmed within the Uniting Church) 

shows that worship is primarily the work of God, in which God allows God’s 
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people to participate. It is our graced response to God’s gracious acts; through it 

we are brought by grace into relationship with the triune God, as we offer 

worship to the Father through the Son in the Spirit. To name the presider alone 

as ‘liturgist’ is thus quite misleading. 

The thanksgiving prayer begins by rehearsing the gift of salvation and life in 

the Church; it offers thanks for those who share the gifts the Spirit has given, 

especially ministers of the Word, explicitly linking ministers of the Uniting 

Church with ministers elsewhere in the world: 

We thank you for all who serve in the Church 

and in the community at large, 

and especially for ministers of the Word 

in all parts of the world. 

It also gives thanks that we are ‘forgiven and renewed by grace through the 

work of your Son’. The prayer concludes with thanks for those who have gone 

before. In the light of future developments in Uniting Church liturgies, it is of 

interest that there is no prayer of adoration, invocation or confession. 

Particularly in the light of the commitment to the Faith of the Church, it is 

curious that this service does not at least contain one of these kinds of prayer, 

which were readily to be found in the rites of other Churches. Wood (p.c., 2008) 

suggests, ‘we reasoned that confession would have been offered earlier in the 

day or on the previous Sunday’ and volunteers that this is ‘[n]ot a strong 

reason’. 

The Presentation of the Candidate 

The Minute of the Presbytery that authorises the ordination of the candidate is 

read; this might easily become a dry, legal-sounding interlude that could 

detract from the joy of the occasion. 
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The Ministry of the Word / The Nicene Creed 

Some of the suggested readings are distinctive. They comprise 

• Isaiah 6:1-8 (the call of Isaiah; also in BCP and the British Methodist service of 

1936) or Ezekiel 33:1-9 (the duty of the sentinel to warn the people);  

• 1 Corinthians 12:4-13 (the gifts of the Spirit; US Presbyterian services used 

verses 12-26) or Ephesians 4:7-16 (the gifts of the ascended Lord, again with 

BCP and the 1936 Methodist service);  

• Matthew 18:16-20 (it is probable that Matthew 28.16-20 was intended) or John 

13:12-20 (Jesus washes the disciples’ feet). 

Two hymns are again suggested: the Charles Wesley hymn, ‘God of all power, 

and truth, and grace’ (AHB 477; TIS 567), and ‘Blessed Jesus, at thy word’ (AHB 

352; TIS 437), written by the Lutheran Johann Rodolph Ahle, an older 

contemporary of J.S. Bach. When first published in 1742, ‘God of all power’ was 

headed, ‘Pleading the Promise of Sanctification’, and John Wesley included it at 

the end of his sermon on ‘Christian Perfection’ (Milgate, 1982, 1985, p. 176). 

Verse two is 

that I your mercy may proclaim 

that all mankind your truth may see, 

hallow your great and glorious name, 

and perfect holiness in me. 

This of course could be sung by any baptised person, and was at the services in 

which it was used. Yet in the context of the service, it may have been seen to 

apply to the ordinand alone. 

The second hymn, ‘Blessed Jesus, at thy word’, contains the words, 

let our hearts and minds be stirred 

now to seek and love and fear you; 
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by your gospel pure and holy 

teach us, Lord, to love you solely. 

These words are more helpful, using as they do the first person plural pronoun. 

They primarily and appropriately apply to each baptised person, including the 

ordinand and other ordained people present. Reflection on the relational nature 

of ordination was some years away, but this is a good expression of it. 

The Nicene Creed is the 1971 International Consultation on English Texts 

version, approved by the Australian Consultation on Liturgy.2 

The Ordination Charge 

There is no sermon as such; the Charge takes its place. Wood (p.c., 2008) 

suggests that combining sermon and charge may have been a ‘time-saving 

device’. The peril is that the members of the congregation are not addressed, 

and the ministry of the Word is projected as something quite apart from, 

perhaps superseding or making irrelevant, the ministry of the baptised. This 

could have the potential of undoing the relational emphasis of ‘Blessed Jesus, at 

thy word’, if it were sung. 

The Examination 

In the Uniting Church rite from 1983, this section becomes The Vows. ‘The 

Examination’ is the term used within the Anglican Communion; it has the 

advantage of putting the attention on testing the candidate’s fitness and 

aptitude for ministry rather than upon the promises the candidate makes. It has 

the disadvantage of connoting an academic assessment. 

The first part of The Examination is: 

  1  In the name of Jesus Christ, the Lord of the Church, 
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     we are here to ordain you to the Ministry of the Word, 

     by prayer and the laying on of hands. 

     We believe that it is God 

  5  who gives you grace and authority for this ministry, 

     and that he does so in answer to the prayers 

     of his Church. 

     We act and speak as part of the one holy catholic 

     and apostolic Church and in the faith 

10 which we have declared in the words of the Creed. 

     Therefore, that we may know that you truly profess 

     this faith, and that you desire by God’s grace 

     to fulfil this ministry, we ask you these questions. 

The ordinand is addressed: ‘In the name of Jesus Christ, the Lord of the 

Church’, and the ministry to which s/he will be ordained is named as ‘the 

Ministry of the Word’. The term ‘the ministry of the Word and sacraments’, so 

beloved of Reformed usage and found later in the 1983 form, is nowhere used. 

Ordination is clearly stated to be prayer and the laying on of hands (line 3). 

In answer to the Church’s prayers, God gives ‘grace and authority for this 

ministry’ (lines 4-6). Both are given; both will be required, exercised as servant 

leadership. 

Lines 8 and 9 are reminiscent of the first sentence of Paragraph 2 of the Basis of 

Union: ‘The Uniting Church lives and works within the faith and unity of the 

One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church’ (1992, p. 6). And in lines 11-13, we 

have the purpose of the questions that will be asked: ‘that we may know that 

you truly profess this faith, and that you desire by God’s grace to fulfil this 

ministry’. 

The wording of the questions is that of Appendix 2 of the Basis of Union (Wood, 

1986, p. 64); this wording was carried over unchanged into 1983, and will be 
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examined in detail in the commentary on the 1988 service, comparing it with 

the 1977/1983 vows. 

The Ordination 

In continuity with the Methodist and Church of South India services, this 

section provides for a hymn to the Holy Spirit, followed by the laying on of 

hands with prayer. However, no provision for silent prayer by the people is 

made. 

Lay people are not specified among those who are appointed to lay hands. 

However, Wood recalls that lay people were included ‘on the ground that lay 

persons were as fully members of presbytery as ordained persons’ (p.c., 2008). 

The suggested hymns are ‘Come, Holy Ghost, our souls inspire’ (AHB 308), or 

‘Holy Spirit, come, confirm us’ (AHB 327) by the contemporary Catholic hymn-

writer Brian Foley.  

The prayer at the laying on of hands follows: 

Almighty God, you have called your Church 

to be your people and promised to be their God. 

Continue in her, we pray, the gifts of the Holy Spirit, 

and grant power to this your servant … (Name) …, 

whom we ordain in your name, 

that he/she may fulfil your commandments, 

preach the Word, administer the sacraments, 

and exercise pastoral care, 

in the name of Jesus Christ your Son our Lord. 

Amen. 

This service uses the prayer-formula in Appendix 2 of the Basis of Union 

(originally with faux-Tudor and masculine-only pronouns for the ordinand)3, 
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rather than a medieval imperative form. Curiously, the prayer mentions the 

gifts of the Spirit to the Church, rather than the ordinand; it asks for ‘power’ so 

that the ordinand might ‘fulfil [God’s] commandments’ (surely primarily a 

baptismal calling?), as well as exercise the ministry of the Word in preaching, 

administering the sacraments and giving pastoral care.4 

The Presentation of the Bible 

The wording of this section was unchanged in 1983, and will be considered 

fully in section 2.6 in the discussion of the 1988 service. 

Offering ⇒ Dismissal 

The remainder of the liturgy is in outline form. Holy Communion is merely 

indicated by a rubric: ‘It is recommended that Holy Communion should follow, 

in which case the bread and wine may be dedicated with the other gifts.’ It is 

apparent that while the inclusion of the sacrament is the preferred option, an 

ordination could be conducted without it. 

The rubric also gives permission for the newly-ordained person(s) to preside at 

the sacrament, or to distribute the elements. There is a confusing variety of 

presiders in this service: the ‘liturgist’, the ‘chairman’ of the presbytery at the 

ordination itself, and now (potentially) the newly-ordained. 

The Intercessions for the Church and the World follow Holy Communion. 

Wood does not recall why this was done (p.c., 2008).  

The suggested hymns are ‘Forth in Thy name, O Lord, I go’ (AHB 480) and ‘O 

Thou who camest from above’ (AHB 486). Both are from the pen of Charles 

Wesley; again, the words of these hymns apply to all baptised people. The first 

verse of AHB 480, ‘this ardent hymn of dedication to Christian service’ 
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(Milgate, 1982, 1985, p. 177), is 

Forth in thy name, O Lord, I go, 

my daily labour to pursue; 

thee, only thee resolved to know, 

in all I think or speak, or do. 

The second hymn had a long association with ordinations, commissionings and 

confirmations; it was laid down as the final hymn in the 1936 British Methodist 

liturgy. Its third verse has a similar sentiment to the stanza above:5 

Jesus, confirm my heart’s desire 

to work, and speak, think for thee; 

still let me guard the holy fire, 

and still stir up thy gift in me… 

Where hymns such as these enable the focus to be on the minister as 

representing the people in their common devotion to the service of God, they 

may be very useful; where they become celebrations of the newly-ordained 

minister’s selfless service of God, they may function to separate the minister’s 

service from that of the rest of the baptised—a misreading of being ‘set apart’.  

The liturgy ends with a Dismissal; strangely, there is no mention of a Blessing. 

Wood (personal communication, 28 November 2008) calls this a ‘rough edge’, 

and says there would have been an assumption that a Blessing would be given. 

For its faults, the 1977 liturgy emphasised 

• the election of the ordinand through the reading of the presbytery 

minute authorising the ordination 

• prayer with the laying on of hands 

• the eucharist, at least in recommendation 

• the taking of office, in that a role was specified for the newly-ordained 
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person(s) if the eucharist was celebrated. 

The Uniting Church may have been served better had the drafters of UCA 1977 

had time to produce a more considered liturgy. They were soon at work again, 

and a far more satisfactory draft service was produced by 1980, and a second 

service in 1983. 

 

 

                                                

1 Since it has never been published, UCA 1977 is contained in Appendix B 
in full. It is set out after the style of UCA 1988, which is the standard 
format for Uniting Church liturgies; sense lines are as in the original. The 
format of the original is a foolscap sheet, printed on an ink duplicator. 
All wording is in black (including the ‘rubrics’) with the people’s 
responses in italics. The psalm and prayers are laid out in this manner: 

Liturgist: How lovely is your dwelling place 

  Lord, God of hosts. 

People:  My soul is longing and yearning, 

  is yearning for the courts of the Lord. 

2 The Australian Consultation on Liturgy (ACOL) is an annual two-day 
ecumenical liturgical consultation that meets at Trinity College in 
Melbourne, at which representatives from member Churches share their 
work and seek a common mind on matters of ecumenical concern.  

 Churches represented include the Anglican Church of Australia; the 
Baptist Church (i.e., the Baptist Union of Victoria); the Catholic Church 
in Australia; the Churches of Christ (i.e., the Churches of Christ in 
Victoria); the Coptic Orthodox Church; the Lutheran Church of 
Australia; the Greek Orthodox Church; the (continuing) Presbyterian 
Church of Australia; the Salvation Army; and the Uniting Church in 
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Australia.  

3 The original wording of the prayer is  

Almighty God, who hast called thy Church to be thy people and promised 

to be their God, continue in her, we pray thee, the gifts of the Holy Spirit, 

and grant power to this thy servant whom we ordain in thy name that he 

may fulfil thy commandments, preach the Word, administer the 

sacraments, and exercise pastoral care, in the name of Jesus Christ thy Son 

our Lord, Amen. 

4 Wood writes (28.11.08): 

People who study this period sometimes neglect the influence of 
Appendices I and II to the 1971 Basis of Union. Although they were not 
part of the Basis they were adopted by the First Assembly of 1977 and 
therefore guided the CL [Commission on Liturgy] in its early years—in 
fact we felt bound to follow them in detail in producing our early orders 
of service. 

5 The full AHB text is 

O thou who camest from above 

the pure celestial fire to impart, 

kindle a flame of sacred love 

on the mean altar of my heart. 

There let it for thy glory burn, 

with inextinguishable blaze 

and trembling to its source return, 

in humble prayer and fervent praise. 

Jesus, confirm my heart’s desire 

to work, and speak, think for thee; 

still let me guard the holy fire, 

and still stir up thy gift in me, 

ready for all thy perfect will, 
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my acts of faith and love repeat, 

till death thy endless mercies seal, 

and make the sacrifice complete. 
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Section 2.3 

 

Documents 2: 

Ordination: A Statement for Study and Comment (1982) 

The Third Assembly (1982) minutes contain Ordination: A Statement for Study 

and Comment, a statement on ordination in question-and-answer form.1 Miller 

produced Ordained to the Ministry of the Word in 1987, a study book which was 

requested by the Third Assembly and which expanded on this statement. These 

documents are part of a corpus of work produced by the Uniting Church on 

ordination and ministry. Ordination and Ministry comments (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, p. 328): 

The present report is the result of a lengthy process of reflection on 

ordination and those specific ministries for which the Uniting Church in 

Australia ‘sets apart’ men and women by ordination. The paper is not an 

end, but a stage along the way. The Basis of Union itself has set the agenda 

by its visionary openness to the ongoing question of the forms of ministry in 

the church. Since the time of the formation of the Uniting Church this 

question has never been allowed to rest. 

Less charitably, it could equally be said that the number of ordination liturgies 

produced by the Uniting Church reflects a continuing inability to come to a 



 

 
246 

common mind on what ordination means, an inability seen even more clearly 

by the number of theological reports and statements the Assembly has received. 

In fact, Harrison writes of the widespread ‘crisis of confidence’ regarding 

ministry and ordination in Australia (and the USA); he quotes David Gill, a 

previous General Secretary of the Assembly, who says with customary wit that 

in the decades of the seventies and the eighties, ‘some ministers hesitated to say 

boo lest someone should point out that lay people were entitled to say that boo’. 

In the Uniting Church, the situation was greatly complicated by ‘the apparent 

loss of the familiar denominational structures of church order which 

accompanied church union’ (Harrison, 1986, p. 108). The Assembly Standing 

Committee had requested this study to be done because, in the words of the 

Commission on Doctrine, it detected ‘a feeling of uncertainty about the 

distinctive role of the minister of the Word and the relation between that 

ministry and other ministries of the Church’ (Harrison, 1986, p. 109). 

The Third Assembly received the questions and answers of the Statement 

(Miller, 1987, p. 58) 

as elucidation of the Church’s understanding of ordination, formulated to 

meet needs which have become apparent in the life of the Church. It 

commends them to the serious attention of members of the Church, and in 

particular invites Synods and Presbyteries to arrange for responses to be 

made to the Commission on Doctrine, indicating their usefulness in serving 

(a) the Church’s preaching, (b) the Church’s worship, (c) the Church’s 

pastoral care. It also sends these to the Faculties of Theology within the 

Uniting Church inviting theological comment to be sent to the Commission. 

The 1982 Statement begins with the gospel, which is ‘the good news of the God 

who has come, who continues to come and who will come to his creation in 
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Jesus Christ’, which is expressed through ‘the word and action of God’, 

Scripture, and the Spirit’s working in the Church, requiring the Church’s 

obedience, enabling it to live through Christ’s action, and declaring that God is 

present in word and sacrament (Questions 1-5). 

The gospel is absolutely primary for the Uniting Church. Miller (1987, p. 8) 

comments: 

The church is the community of people who hear the Word of God expressed 

in the gospel. They gather together so they might hear the gospel and 

respond to it again. The church must be a community of people seeking to 

hear the gospel and helping others to hear the gospel. 

Throughout its history there have been many different viewpoints about 

how the church should organise its life. To these questions the Uniting 

Church believes itself called to adhere to one guiding principle: 

The Church should organise its life in whatever way best enables it to hear the 

gospel and respond to it. 

Questions 6-14 of the Statement refer to baptism, and 15-29 to ordination.2 

God’s ordering of the Church is to the end that the Body of Christ is built up in 

love (16); ministers of the Word have the threefold task of proclamation, 

‘administering’ the sacraments and pastoral care (17); a sense of calling is 

necessary, accompanied by the Church’s validation of that calling, a call or 

appointment in a congregation and ordination itself (18). Question 19 concerns 

the representative nature of the ministry of the Word carried out ‘by 

representing Christ to the people and the people to Christ’, through which ‘the 

Church is united and mobilised for the mission of the whole people of God’, to 

the end that ‘the congregation of Christ’s people, and beyond them the world, 

may come to know that they do not live by bread alone but by every word 
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which proceeds out of the mouth of God’. 

Question 22 declares that ordination signifies succession in the presbyteral 

college, and in apostolic faith, and brings the authorisation to exercise the 

ministry of the Word. Nothing is said of the laying on of hands by non-

ordained members of presbytery, despite this being the practice of the Uniting 

Church. The Spirit is invoked ‘through prayer and the laying on of hands’. The 

Spirit strengthens and supports the ordained person for ministry. The 

significance of the laying on of hands extends to a blessing upon the person 

ordained. 

Harrison criticises the Statement because of its lack of contextual application 

(Harrison, 1986, p. 109): 

…the responses given to questions about part time and non-stipendiary 

ministry reveal a concern solely with the theology of ministry and a lack of 

understanding of the sociological forces shaping the character of the 

ordained ministry. 

The 1991 Report on Ministry would bring the sociological dimension firmly into 

focus, and at the expense of attention to the theology of ministry. 

 

 

                                                

1 ‘Ordination: A Statement for Study and Comment’, in Minutes of the Third Assembly, 
p. 85. This Statement does not appear in Bos and Thompson (2008), as it was a 
‘discussion starter’ rather than a doctrinal statement with ongoing authority. 

2 Questions 15-29 are found in Miller, 1987, pp. 85ƒƒ. 
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Section 2.4 

 

Documents 3: 

Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (1982) 

and the Response of the Uniting Church 

This chapter analyses key statements from the Ministry section of Baptism, 

Eucharist and Ministry (BEM; sometimes called the Lima Statement) along with 

the Uniting Church’s official Response and other comments. 

The Uniting Church Response to BEM, jointly drafted by the Commissions for 

Doctrine and Ecumenical Affairs following an extensive process of reflection 

across the Uniting Church, commented (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 220): 

The response of the Uniting Church in Australia to the document in respect 

of ‘Ministry’ shows a strongly positive acceptance in general terms. In 

general, the Uniting Church recognises in BEM the faith of the Church 

throughout the ages, while identifying some areas for development and 

some issues in need of clarification…as an ecumenically oriented church, we 

hope to remain open to God’s possibilities for the Church catholic in a 

discussion of ministry, such as BEM…  

With respect to BEM, the 1994 document Ordination and Ministry similarly 

comments (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 340): 
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Since our theology and practice of ordination is placed so firmly within the 

ecumenical tradition, we must carefully consider such symbols of ecumenical 

agreement as the Lima statement on ministry. 

The Ministry section of BEM has six sections. Key statements from these 

sections are given below, with comments interspersed. 

I. THE CALLING OF THE WHOLE PEOPLE OF GOD 

4. The Church is called to proclaim and prefigure the Kingdom of God… Living in 

this communion with God, all members of the Church are called to confess their 

faith and to give account of their hope. 

5. The Holy Spirit bestows on the community diverse and complementary gifts. 

These are for the common good of the whole people and are manifested in acts 

of service within the community and to the world... All members are called to 

discover, with the help of the community, the gifts they have received and to 

use them for the building up of the Church and for the service of the world to 

which the Church is sent. 

These first few paragraphs set the context of ordained ministry in the ministry 

of the gifted community of the Spirit. However, the treatment here was 

dismissed as too brief by the Uniting Church Response: 

There is strong affirmation in our church for these opening paragraphs of 

BEM on Ministry. The section accords well with the Basis of Union of our 

church. There is, however, some opinion that from this beginning it is 

inappropriate that the subsequent discussion treats so fully the ordained 

ministry and so minimally the ministry of all members of Christ’s Church. 

Paragraph 6, the final paragraph of this section of BEM, poses the central 

question: 
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6. How, according to the will of God and under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, is 

the life of the Church to be understood and ordered, so that the Gospel may be 

spread and the community built up in love? 

The Uniting Church has consistently sought to give the primacy to the gospel in 

its decisions about the ordering of ministry; for example, as McCaughey’s 1965 

paper ‘Church Union in Australia’ states, ‘consideration of the Church, its 

nature, function and mission should precede that of the ministry’ (McCaughey, 

1965, p. 8); and Miller (1987, p. 8) would write, ‘The Church should organise its 

life in whatever way best enables it to hear the gospel and respond to it’. The 

Response states, 

In ongoing discussion of such a question, the UCA would want to search and 

lift up the ministry of all members of Christ’s body in community with one 

another seeking a creative balance in the ministry of the Church inclusive of 

both lay and ordained. 

Paragraph 7 of BEM begins Section II ‘THE CHURCH AND THE ORDAINED 

MINISTRY’, and differentiates between ‘ministry’ (which ‘in its broadest sense 

denotes the service to which the whole people of God is called’) and ‘ordained 

ministry’ (which ‘refers to persons who have received a charism and whom the 

church appoints for service by ordination through the invocation of the Spirit 

and the laying on of hands’). Paragraph 8 continues: 

In order to fulfil its mission, the Church needs persons who are publicly and 

continually responsible for pointing to its fundamental dependence on Jesus 

Christ, and thereby provide, within a multiplicity of gifts, a focus of its unity. 

The ministry of such persons, who since very early times have been ordained, is 

constitutive for the life and witness of the Church. 
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The Response critiques Paragraph 8 for the way it speaks of the ministry of the 

ordained as ‘constitutive for the life and witness of the Church’: 

The language of the document is in need of further interpretation in our 

church, particularly in light of Paragraph 4 of our Basis of Union in which we 

recognise Christ as constitutive of the Church. 

Paragraph 4 of the Basis of Union says, ‘in his own strange way Christ 

constitutes, rules and renews them as his Church’, and speaks of the action of 

the risen Christ ‘[t]hrough human witness in word and action…’; this is the 

context for speaking of the way ‘Christ constitutes…them as his Church’.  

This is not the same as saying that Christ ‘is’ constitutive in a way that then 

excludes the ministry of ordained persons as ‘constitutive for the life and witness 

of the Church’. In fact, it may be read as saying, as may BEM, that the ministry 

of ordained persons is constitutive for the Church’s life and witness (worship, 

witness and service?) in an instrumental sense. The Uniting Church response 

does go on to recognise that the word ‘constitutive’ is qualified by the 

responsibility of ordained ministers to provide a focus of the Church’s unity by 

pointing to its dependence on Christ, and that this position is similar to that of 

paragraph 14(a) of the Basis of Union: 

We are challenged by the document to be more considered in our affirmation 

of ordination and our understanding of the apostolic witness of Christ in the 

Church. We recognise that, in the context of the document, ‘constitutive’ and 

‘representative(s)’ are qualified: ‘responsible for pointing to (the Church’s) 

fundamental dependence on Jesus Christ, and thereby provide, within a 

multiplicity of gifts, a focus of its unity’. 
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The relevant section of paragraph 14(a) appears to be: 

Since the Church lives by the power of the Word, it is assured that God, who 

has never failed to provide witness to that word, will, through Christ and in 

the power of the Holy Spirit, call and set apart members of the Church to be 

ministers of the Word. These will preach the Gospel, administer the 

sacraments and exercise pastoral care so that all may be equipped for their 

particular ministries, thus maintaining the apostolic witness to Christ in the 

Church… 

BEM links the ‘constitutive’ aspect of ministry with the minister’s pointing the 

Church to its ‘fundamental dependence’, as a ‘focus of unity’. In a similar way, 

we may read paragraph 14(a) as setting forth the ministry of the Word as the 

means of that focus (‘These will preach the Gospel, administer the sacraments 

and exercise pastoral care so that all may be equipped for their particular 

ministries…’). In actual practice, the focus of unity is often sought through the 

minister, particularly the quality of the minister’s life or ministry, or the 

minister’s force of personality, rather than through the ministry itself. Yet 

properly, the minister points as a symbol to word and sacraments, which in 

their turn point to Christ. 

Is there an implication of a sacramental aspect to the ministry of the Word, and 

even to the body of presbyters itself? After all, if word as well as sacraments 

points to Christ, it is effectual (cƒ. Basis of Union paragraphs 5-8), and therefore 

can be said to have a sacramental dimension. What then may be said of 

Ministers of the Word? 

9. The Church has never been without persons holding specific authority and 

responsibility... 
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This also echoes paragraph 14(a) of the Basis of Union: ‘God...has never failed to 

provide witness to that word’; it is also reflected in the Collect of the Uniting 

Church service, which derives from the Methodist Church of Great Britain.1 

Paragraph 11 links the calling of the apostles to the calling of persons into the 

ordained ministry today, though it is careful to say that the ’role of the apostles 

as witnesses to the resurrection of Christ is unique and unrepeatable’. 

Paragraphs 11-14 deal with the interrelatedness of all members of the Church, 

whether lay or ordained, and describes the responsibilities of the ordained 

ministry. The Response is ‘in general agreement’. 

Paragraphs 15 and 16 ‘provoke a measure of uneasiness’; the source of this 

appears to be the possibility of ordained ministers overreaching their authority, 

which is precisely what BEM is trying to spell out: 

15. The authority of the ordained minister is rooted in Jesus Christ, who has 

received it from the Father (Matt. 28: 18), and who confers it by the Holy Spirit 

through the act of ordination. This act takes place within a community which 

accords public recognition to a particular person. Because Jesus came as one 

who serves (Mark 10: 45; Luke 22: 27), to be set apart means to be consecrated to 

service. Since ordination is essentially a setting apart with prayer for the gift of 

the Holy Spirit, the authority of the ordained ministry is not to be understood 

as the possession of the ordained person but as a gift for the continuing 

edification of the body in and for which the minister has been ordained. 

Authority has the character of responsibility before God and is exercised with 

the cooperation of the whole community. 

Certainly, the 1980 version of the ordination rite (which was current at the time 

of this Response) speaks of authority. In the Examination, the Chairperson says, 

‘We believe that it is God who gives you grace and authority for this ministry’; 
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and at the Declaration of Ordination, the Bible is given ‘as a sign of the 

authority given you to preach the Word of God and to administer his holy 

sacraments’. BEM helpfully describes authority in terms of service and 

responsibility, and goes on to say in Paragraph 16: 

16. Therefore, ordained ministers must not be autocrats or impersonal 

functionaries. Although called to exercise wise and loving leadership on the 

basis of the Word of God, they are bound to the faithful in interdependence and 

reciprocity. Only when they seek the response and acknowledgment of the 

community can their authority be protected from the distortions of isolation 

and domination. They manifest and exercise the authority of Christ in the way 

Christ himself revealed God’s authority to the world, by committing their life to 

the community... Authority in the Church can only be authentic as it seeks to 

conform to this model. 

The uneasiness of the Uniting Church’s Response is puzzling. That it may relate 

more to its sensibilities than to the content of BEM becomes apparent once the 

reply to paragraphs 34 and 35 is examined. 

Paragraph 17 names Jesus Christ as ‘the unique priest of the new covenant’, and 

the Church, derivatively, as a priesthood. It further states: ‘Ordained 

ministers…may appropriately be called priests by virtue of ‘a particular priestly 

service’. The Response simply states,  

In our church there are different ways of understanding priestly ministry. 

The Uniting Church in Australia would want to work ecumenically to 

develop our understanding and practice of priestly ministry in reference to 

the Scriptures and confessional documents and BEM. 

Citing Galatians 3:28 (‘There is in Christ no male or female’), BEM draws 

attention in Paragraph 18 to the need for a ‘deeper understanding of the 
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comprehensiveness of ministry which reflects the interdependence of men and 

women [that] needs to be more widely manifested in the life of the Church’. 

Again, the Uniting Church’s response is simple, and indeed one of humility: 

The Uniting Church acknowledges the principle of full participation of 

women in the life of the Church and practises the ordination of women, 

while acknowledging that discrimination remains a discernible reality. We 

are challenged by the document to overcome this discrimination and, 

recognising that most churches do not ordain women, to articulate in 

ecumenical discussion the theological grounds which underlie our practice. 

This articulation came in 1990 with the publication of Why does the Uniting 

Church in Australia Ordain Women to the Ministry of the Word? 

BEM turns its attention to the forms of ordained ministry in Paragraphs 19-33. 

Some representative excerpts show that it is not uncritical of the way the 

threefold ordering ministry has been lived out in the churches: 

III. THE FORMS OF THE ORDAINED MINISTRY 

22. Although there is no single New Testament pattern, although the Spirit has 

many times led the Church to adapt its ministries to contextual needs, and 

although other forms of the ordained ministry have been blessed with the gifts 

of the Holy Spirit, nevertheless the threefold ministry of bishop, presbyter and 

deacon may serve today as an expression of the unity we seek and also as a 

means for achieving it... 

24. The threefold pattern stands evidently in need of reform... 

26. The ordained ministry should be exercised in a personal, collegial and 

communal way... 

27. The ordained ministry needs to be constitutionally or canonically ordered and 
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exercised in the Church in such a way that each of these three dimensions can 

find adequate expression. At the level of the local eucharistic community there 

is need for an ordained minister acting within a collegial body. Strong emphasis 

should be placed on the active participation of all members in the life and the 

decision-making of the community. At the regional level there is again need for 

an ordained minister exercising a service of unity. The collegial and communal 

dimensions will find expression in regular representative synodal gatherings. 

The Response confesses that while ‘[t]here is some hesitation in our church 

concerning the ordering of ministry in the traditional offices of Bishop, 

Presbyter and Deacon’, yet ‘BEM develops the threefold pattern in a spirit of 

reform and therefore challenges churches presently ordered in this pattern and 

those who are not’. The Response further suggests that ‘[a] Bishop-in-Presbytery 

is a possible ordering of episcopé in our church, especially recognising the 

episcopal role as primarily pastoral’.  

The personal, collegial and communal ways of exercising ministry are 

‘acceptable in virtue of our Basis of Union paragraphs 14, 15 and 16’ ‘[i]n 

general terms’. The Response observes: 

The collegiality of ministers which BEM calls for was a significant element in 

our tradition, but it has been largely lost. 

BEM then describes the ‘functions’ (paragraph 28) of the members of the 

threefold ordering of ministry: 

29. Bishops preach the Word, preside at the sacraments, and administer discipline 

in such a way as to be representative pastoral ministers of oversight, continuity 

and unity in the Church. They have pastoral oversight of the area to which they 

are called. They serve the apostolicity and unity of the Church’s teaching, 

worship and sacramental life. They have responsibility for leadership in the 
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Church’s mission. They relate the Christian community in their area to the 

wider Church, and the universal Church to their community. They, in 

communion with the presbyters and deacons and the whole community, are 

responsible for the orderly transfer of ministerial authority in the Church.  

30. Presbyters serve as pastoral ministers of Word and sacraments in a local 

eucharistic community. They are preachers and teachers of the faith, exercise 

pastoral care, and bear responsibility for the discipline of the congregation to 

the end that the world may believe and that the entire membership of the 

Church may be renewed, strengthened and equipped in ministry. Presbyters 

have particular responsibility for the preparation of members for Christian life 

and ministry. 

31. Deacons represent to the Church its calling as servant in the world. By 

struggling in Christ’s name with the myriad needs of societies and persons, 

deacons exemplify the interdependence of worship and service in the Church’s 

life. They exercise responsibility in the worship of the congregation: for 

example by reading the scriptures, preaching amid leading the people in 

prayer. They help in the teaching of the congregation. They exercise a ministry 

of love within the community. They fulfil certain administrative tasks and may 

be elected to responsibilities for governance.  

With respect to the description of the functions of bishop and presbyter, 

the Response notes: 

In terms of BEM, ordained ministers in the UCA can be understood as both 

Bishop and Presbyter within a local eucharistic community. 

When it comes to the paragraph on the diaconate, the Response is almost 

tart: 

We are prompted again by BEM to continue, with even greater care, the 

work of discovering afresh the ministry of an ordained diaconate. In the 
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BEM description of a ‘deacon’, however, we find nothing more than that 

which might be expected of any baptised lay member of our church. 

It is more sympathetic to paragraph 32, which in part states: 

32. The community which lives in the power of the Spirit will be characterized by a 

variety of charisms. The Spirit is the giver of diverse gifts which enrich the life 

of the community. In order to enhance their effectiveness, the community will 

recognize publicly certain of these charisms... The ordained ministry, which is 

itself a charism, must not become a hindrance for the variety of these charisms... 

The Response is: 

M.32 provides an essential concluding perspective to the whole discussion of 

forms of the ordained ministry. Our church would affirm that the 

possibilities for ministry are never exhausted in ordained office alone. God, 

in the power and presence of the Holy Spirit, works where he wills in 

ministries of a special nature especially in the exercise of prophetic and 

reforming ministries. It is possible that this short section on the variety of 

charisms could more effectively follow M.5. This may better set a context for 

the issues which are addressed in the following sections of the document. 

For the Uniting Church, ‘ministry’ is always the ministry of the whole people of 

God. 

IV. SUCCESSION IN THE APOSTOLIC TRADITION 

34. …Apostolic tradition in the Church means continuity in the permanent 

characteristics of the Church of the apostles: witness to the apostolic faith, 

proclamation and fresh interpretation of the Gospel, celebration of baptism and 

the eucharist, the transmission of ministerial responsibilities, communion in 

prayer, love, joy and suffering, service to the sick and the needy, unity among 

the local churches and sharing the gifts which the Lord has given to each. 
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35. The primary manifestation of apostolic succession is to be found in the 

apostolic tradition of the Church as a whole. The succession is an expression of 

the permanence and, therefore, of the continuity of Christ’s own mission in 

which the Church participates. Within the Church the ordained ministry has a 

particular task of preserving and actualizing the apostolic faith. The orderly 

transmission of the ordained ministry is therefore a powerful expression of the 

continuity of the Church throughout history; it also underlines the calling of the 

ordained minister as guardian of the faith. Where churches see little importance 

in orderly transmission, they should ask themselves whether they have not to 

change their conception of continuity in the apostolic tradition. On the other 

hand, where the ordained ministry does not adequately serve the proclamation 

of the apostolic faith, churches must ask themselves whether their ministerial 

structures are not in need of reform. 

Without citing BEM, Lathrop (1999, p. 21) makes a similar point: the weekly 

assembly of Christians is the primary ecclesial symbol, and ministry is 

subordinated to it. Therefore assemblies with differing practices of ordering 

their ministry may find riches in the heritage of other communities insofar as 

they have preserved the primacy of the assembly. 

The view of apostolic tradition here is one with which the Uniting Church 

should feel quite comfortable: it is in the apostolic, missional life of the Church 

that the apostolic tradition is primarily located. Further, ‘[t]he primary 

manifestation of apostolic succession is to be found in the apostolic tradition of 

the Church as a whole’. It is challenged to see in the apostolic succession as 

understood and practised in churches with an episcopal polity ‘a powerful 

expression of the continuity of the Church throughout history’. Yet it is at this 

point that the Response speaks of authority, which was raised earlier in 

paragraphs 15 and 16. It asks the question, ‘How is the Uniting Church to 
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empower its whole community so that there will be the mutual sharing of gifts 

and service to the world?’ and continues: 

Many authoritarian styles of ministry lead to a passive laity, even though the 

UCA believes in the ministry of the whole people of God. Where the majority 

of clergy are male, and the majority of laity are female, old patterns of 

authoritarian leadership and passive acceptance are continuing and 

encouraged. Further exploitation of the model of authority we have in 

Christ, outlined in M.16 is needed. As one aim of the BEM statements on 

ministry is to bring about a mutual recognition of ministries between 

denominations, the UCA has further work to do within its life so that there 

will be mutual recognition of ministries of all its members—the question 

should also be faced as the Reformed Church in France has done, as to 

whether ordination is a hindrance to the working of the Spirit with the 

people of God. 

There seems to be an implicit assumption that focussing on apostolic succession 

necessarily devalues the ministry of the whole people of God and undermines 

the model of authority in paragraph M.16, despite the ‘measure of uneasiness’ 

this paragraph had earlier provoked. One cannot but conclude that the Response 

has been wrestling with other issues. That being said, once BEM starts to speak 

of the historic episcopate in paragraphs 36-38, the Response is once again more 

sharply focussed: 

The fundamental reformed understanding of the continuity of the Church is 

acknowledged and lifted up for consideration, in BEM, alongside the historic 

episcopate (M.36-38). In conversations with other churches we are 

challenged to rediscover in an historic episcopate a helpful ‘sign’ not a 

‘guarantee’, of the continuity and unity of the Church. A reformed theology 

of apostolic succession cannot be overlooked or underestimated in such a 
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conversation or rediscovery of the episcopate but is essential for a right 

understanding of apostolicity in the oikumene of the one holy, catholic and 

apostolic Church. (Basis of Union, Para. 4) 

Section 5 of BEM is headed ORDINATION. The Response makes three comments. 

Firstly: ‘The Basis of Union of our church is broadly consistent with the more 

developed theology of ordination offered in M.39-40’. This theology includes 

• ‘ordination for the ministry in the name of Christ by the invocation of the Spirit 

and the laying on of hands’; 

• ordination as ‘an action by God and the community by which the ordained are 

strengthened by the Spirit for their task and are upheld by the acknowledgment 

and prayers of the congregation’; 

• ‘the act of ordination by those who are appointed for this ministry attests the 

bond of the Church with Jesus Christ and the apostolic witness, recalling that it 

is the risen Lord who is the true ordainer amid bestows the gift.’ 

The Response further notes: ‘In M.41-44 we are invited to assess our 

understanding of the sacramental nature of ordinations as an outcome of the 

sovereign activity of God and the confident invocation of the Holy Spirit by the 

Church. This is in need of clarification in respect of a reformed theology of 

sacrament.’ These paragraphs state that 

• ‘ordination {occurs] in the context of worship and especially of the eucharist. 

Such a place for the service of ordination preserves the understanding of 

ordination as an act of the whole community, and not of a certain order 

within it or of the individual ordained’;  

• ‘[t]he act of ordination by the laying on of hands of those appointed to do so 

is at one and the same time invocation of the Holy Spirit (epiklesis); 

sacramental sign; acknowledgment of gifts and commitment’; 
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• ‘Ordination is an invocation to God that the new minister be given the power 

of the Holy Spirit in the new relation which is established between this 

minister and the local Christian community and, by intention, the Church 

universal.’ 

• ‘Although the outcome of the Church’s epiklesis depends on the freedom of 

God, the Church ordains in confidence that God, being faithful to his 

promise in Christ, enters sacramentally into contingent, historical forms of 

human relationship and uses them for his purpose. Ordination is a sign 

performed in faith that the spiritual relationship signified is present in, with 

amid through the words spoken, the gestures made amid the forms 

employed.’ 

While a reformed theology of sacrament has not been formulated in the wake of 

the Response, these paragraphs are fully in keeping with the Uniting Church’s 

practice of ordination. The 1994 statement would take up the ‘new relation’ 

established by ordination, and the emphasis on the freedom of God is 

thoroughly Reformed. 

Paragraphs 45-50 deal with the sense of call to ministry,2 ordination as a lifelong 

calling,3 and, in paragraph 49, a sense of openness among churches to 

recognising the ministry of other churches: 

49. The discipline with regard to the conditions for ordination in one church need 

not be seen as universally applicable and used as grounds for not recognizing 

ministry in others. 

The third part of the Uniting Church Response is simply, 

M.45-50 beg the question of the ordination of women. The question could 

helpfully be included here in a positive context.4 
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The 1994 document, Ordination and Ministry in the Uniting Church, will be 

examined more fully in §3.4. At this point, it may be helpful to quote two 

paragraphs in the section on BEM (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 339): 

Ordination is an act of the church, but one in which the true agent is God. ‘It 

is the risen Lord who is the true ordainer’ (para. M.39). It is said in summary 

that ‘ordination denotes an action by God and the community by which the 

ordained are strengthened by the Spirit for their task and are upheld by the 

acknowledgement and prayers of the congregation’ (para. M.40). The church 

ordains in the name of the triune God, not merely on its own authority. 

As an act of the church, ordination begins with the invocation of the Holy 

Spirit for the new relation that will exist between this new minister and the 

church, both the local community and (in intention) the church universal 

(para. M.42). At the same time it is a sign that the church’s prayer is granted 

by the Lord who provides the church with this ministry (para. M.43). Finally, 

ordination is also an acknowledgement by the church that the one ordained 

has received appropriate gifts from the Holy Spirit, and allows both the 

church and the ordained person to commit themselves to the new 

relationship which ordination establishes (para. M.44). 

Ordination is primarily the action and gift of God; one can find parallels to 

Puglisi’s three elements of the process of ordination: 

• the Church’s acknowledgement that the ordinand has received appropriate 

gifts;  

• the invocation of the strengthening Spirit;  

• the ordained is in a ‘new relation’ to the local and universal Church, an 

expression which helpfully qualifies ‘set apart’. 
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The sixth and final section of BEM is headed TOWARDS THE MUTUAL RECOGNITION 

OF ORDAINED MINISTRIES. It asks both episcopal and non-episcopal churches to 

recognise in one another ‘the existence…of a ministry of episkopé in various 

forms’; and also challenges churches such as the Uniting Church to reconsider 

the sign of the apostolic succession.  

Paragraph 54 explicitly raises the question of the ordination of women, and 

invites churches to discuss this question openly rather than see it as 

‘substantive hindrance for further efforts towards mutual recognition’. The 

Response in its turn welcomes this way of putting things. 

In responding to BEM, the Uniting Church finds itself in agreement that the 

starting point of ministerial praxis is baptism, and that the ministry of the 

church is much wider than that provided by the ordained. It also agrees that it 

is in the apostolic, missional life of the Church that the apostolic tradition is 

primarily located. 

The Uniting Church could also hear more of the challenge of BEM to re-

examine ministry as constitutive of the Church in a derivative sense under 

Christ, and to perceive a sacramental dimension in ordination. It could also re-

examine the possibility of bishops-in-presbytery, while it manifests a certain 

dis-ease with the sign of apostolic succession. 

The Uniting Church continues to be challenged to give an account of its 

presbyteral ordination as a practice that is in continuity with and deserves to be 

recognised by the Church catholic. BEM remains a good starting point for its 

dialogue with other churches, and the Uniting Church continues to be 

challenged by other perspectives on apostolic succession and ordained ministry 

as a sacramental sign-act. 
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1 In the 1980 service, the Collect is 

Almighty God, our heavenly Father, 

we thank you that in every generation 

you give ministers to your Church, 

so that through them you may nourish 

and sustain its life and equip your people 

for your service. 

We pray that through the faithful work 

of those whom you have called into this Ministry, 

your Church may be continually strengthened 

to glorify your name and to do your will. 

We ask this through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen. 

2  In paragraph 45: 

There is a personal awareness of a call from the Lord to dedicate oneself 
to the ordained ministry. This call may be discerned through personal 
prayer and reflection, as well as through suggestion, example, 
encouragement, guidance coming from family, friends, the 
congregation, teachers, and other church authorities. This call must be 
authenticated by the Church’s recognition of the gifts amid graces of the 
particular person, both natural and spiritually given, needed for the 
ministry to be performed. 

3  In paragraph 48: 

Initial commitment to ordained ministry ought normally to be made 
without reserve or time limit. 

4  Only paragraph 50 can be said to beg this question: 

Churches which refuse to consider candidates for the ordained ministry 
on the ground of handicap or because they belong, for example, to one 
particular race or sociological group should re-evaluate their practices. 
This re-evaluation is particularly important today in view of the 
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multitude of experiments in new forms of ministry with which the 
churches are approaching the modern world. 
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Section 2.5 

 

Rites 4: 

Commentary: the Services of 1980, 1983 and 1985 

Between 1977 and 1983, the ordination rite of the Uniting Church changed 

considerably. This section tracks those changes, and shows the development of 

the liturgies prior to 1988. Most of the detailed observations necessary will be 

found in the commentary on the 1988 liturgy. 

The major revision in this period was that of 1983, which was produced in 

booklet form for the first time. The minutes of 11-12 April, 1980 of the 

Commission on Liturgy show that a draft service was ‘circulated and discussed 

briefly’ before being amended and sent to the Commission on Doctrine for 

comment; the 1980 form appears to be that draft.1 

The changes made in 1985 partly relate to growing sensitivities regarding the 

use of non-exclusive language. ‘Chairman’ becomes ‘Chairperson’; ‘he’, ‘him’, 

‘his’ become ‘he/she’, ‘him/her’, ‘his/her’; language for God is unchanged. 

These changes will not be noted individually. 
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The Shape of the 1983 Service 

The Preparation 

  1. Greeting 

  2. Call to Worship 

  3. Hymn of Praise 

  4. Prayers 

The Service of the Word 

The Service of Ordination 

12. The Presentation of The Ordinand 

13. The Charge 

14. The Vows 

15. The Ordination 

16. Declaration of Ordination 

17. Presentation of the Bible 

 The Charge (if not included at 13.) 

18. The Peace 

19. Prayers of Intercession 

The Service of the Eucharist 

The Dismissal 

1 Greeting 

In the 1980 version of the UCA service and the final draft of 1983, the liturgy 

was preceded by the formal Constitution of the Presbytery. In 1980, this was 

worded: 

THE CONSTITUTION OF THE PRESBYTERY 

*  The people stand as the Bible is brought into the Church. 

*  The Chairman may formally convene the Presbytery by saying: 
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This Presbytery of _ _ _ _ _ is assembled in this house of prayer for the purpose of 

ordaining (a candidate who has) fulfilled the prescribed requirements for the 

office of the Ministry of the Word;  

and we constitute it in the Name of God:  

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

Amen. 

This constitution sometimes occurred once the members of presbytery had 

entered the sanctuary, and sometimes earlier in the vestry. In the final draft for 

1983, it is: 

*  The people stand as the Bible is brought into the Church. 

*  If the Presbytery has not convened prior to the commencement of the service, the Chairman 

shall say: 

This Presbytery of ________  

is assembled to ordain N ________ 

to the ministry of the Word and sacraments;  

and we constitute this Presbytery in the Name of God: 

Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Amen. 

This commencement owed something to the liturgy of the Church of Scotland. 

It did not last; Gribben argued that this was a legalistic exercise detracting from 

the liturgy and in a letter dated 11 March 1983 to Grant Dunning, the Secretary 

of the Commission on Liturgy then based in Adelaide, he wrote concerning the 

final draft of the 1983 liturgy: 

I am very sorry about the intrusion of legalism into the Liturgy in the 

‘Constitution of the Presbytery’. I would have thought for legal purposes the 

decision of Presbytery to hold such a service was a sufficient mandate, and a 

legal declaration of Constitution was not needed at the service. It makes an 

unfortunate opening. 

A former Methodist, Gribben would have known—and presumably loved—the 
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1936 British Methodist liturgy, which commences very differently, and in fine 

Methodist fashion, with the hymn, ‘The Saviour, when to heaven He rose…’ 

The 1975 Methodist liturgy also began with this hymn, but as a suggestion only. 

When the 1983 UCA service was produced, the Greeting was quite different: 

The Presbytery of . . . 

has resolved to ordain NNN 

to the ministry of the Word and sacraments 

in the Church of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

I welcome you all 

to this joyful occasion of N’s ordination, 

and greet you in the name of God: 

The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ 

and the love of God 

and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit 

be with you all. 

And also with you. 

This Greeting also has the virtue of declaring that the ordinand will be ordained 

‘in the Church of our Lord Jesus Christ’. 

4 Prayers 

The 1980 service contains an early version of the collect which is found in 1983 

onwards; it was also contained in ‘The Ordination of Ministers also called 

Presbyters’, the 1975 service of the Methodist Church of Great Britain.2 In the 

1980 UCA service, it is curiously termed a Prayer of Adoration: 

Almighty God, our heavenly Father, 

we thank you that in every generation 

you give ministers to your Church, 

so that through them you may nourish 

and sustain its life and equip your people 
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for your service. 

We pray that through the faithful work 

of those whom you have called into this Ministry, 

your Church may be continually strengthened 

to glorify your name and to do your will. 

We ask this through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen. 

By 1983, this had changed to 

Almighty God, Lord of the world, 

we bless you for calling us 

into the community of your universal Church. 

We glorify you that in every generation 

you have given ordained ministers to your Church 

that your people may be nourished in faith 

and equipped for service.3 

We pray that through the faithful work 

of those whom you have called to this ministry 

your Church may be renewed 

and strengthened to do your holy will.4 

We ask this through Christ our Lord. 

Amen. 

The 1983 collect begins with thanks to God for ‘the community of your 

universal Church’ and then sets the ministry of the ordained within the context 

of the whole Church, while—in contrast to the 1980 version—making explicit 

that the reference is to ordained ministers.  

10 The Preaching of the Word 

In contrast to the 1977 form of the UCA ordination rite, the 1980 version 

explicitly mentions a sermon, in this rubric: 

*  A Sermon including a Charge to the Ordinand(s) and the Church shall be preached. 
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It is of great significance that the Charge is to the whole Church and not just to 

the ordinand(s) alone; in 1983, the two were separated and this unique 

emphasis was lost. 

11 Creed 

A Creed is included in the 1980 service and the draft of 1983; permission was 

given for the Apostles’ Creed to be said instead of the Nicene Creed. By 1983, 

the Nicene Creed alone was to be used. 

12 Presentation of the Ordinand 

The Presentation of the Ordinand is much expanded in the1980 service. It also 

occurs earlier in the liturgy, prior to the Service of the Word: 

*  The Secretary of the Presbytery introduces the ordinand with a brief ‘narration of 

steps’, and the Chairman welcomes (him) with the right hand of fellowship. 

*  The ordinand may address the congregation. 

*  The Secretary reads the appropriate Minute of Presbytery. 

*  The Ordinand facing the people, the Chairman says: 

Brothers and sisters in Christ, this is the person whom we intend in God’s name to 

ordain to the Ministry of his Church. Those whose duty it is to inquire about 

(him)5 and examine (him) have found (him) to be of sound learning and godly life, 

and believe (him) to be truly called to serve God in this Ministry.  

We therefore ask you to declare your assent to (his) ordination. Do you trust that 

(he) is, by God’s grace, worthy to be ordained? 

We trust that (he) is worthy. 

To God be the glory! 

*  The Assent may be carried by acclamation. 

*  A verse of a hymn, or a doxology may be sung. 
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Gribben had written a note for the Commission on Liturgy dated 26 January 

1979: 

The Commission needs to give thought to the declaration of assent by the 

people. This ancient symbol of the foundation of ministry should be accepted 

theologically amongst Reformed churchmen, even if it is a formal gesture at 

this stage.… Recent liturgies of many denominations have restored it, for 

example, Methodist Service Book, 1975 (UK) G.7, which form I would 

recommend. 

Despite Gribben’s argument, by the draft of the 1983 form the whole character 

of the Presentation of the Ordinand had changed. There was no place for the 

Assent, and its accompanying acclamation; those in the Commission on Liturgy 

who argued that people who did not know the ordinand personally could not 

properly give their assent won the day; since, however, the people were being 

asked to trust the judgement of ‘[t]hose whose duty it is to inquire about (him) 

and examine (him)’, when they may not know them either, this argument quite 

misses the point. The acclamation was replaced by a doxology: 

*  The Secretary of the Presbytery presents the ordinand to the people with a brief 

‘narration of steps’. 

*  The ordinand makes a brief statement concerning his faith and call to ministry. 

*  The chairman then leads in prayer: 

Let us pray: 

Almighty God, 

we praise you that by the Holy Spirit 

you have called N________ 

to be a minister of the Word in your Church. 

We rejoice in the gifts of the Holy Spirit to the Church 

and that he shares in these gifts. 

we thank you for all who have helped to prepare him 
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for the work of ministry. 

To you, O God, 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit, 

be the glory and praise, now and for ever. 

Amen. 

*  A doxology (e.g. AHB 573-577) may be sung. 

In the liturgy of 1983 itself, the Presentation of the Ordinand was placed at the 

commencement of the Service of Ordination proper. It had once again shrunk in 

size to a very brief rubrical section: 

*  The Secretary of the Presbytery presents the ordinand to the people with a brief  

    ‘narration of steps’. 

*  The ordinand may make a brief statement concerning his faith and call to ministry. 

15 The Ordination 

The prayer is: 

Almighty God, 

you have called your Church to be your people 

and promised to be our God. 

Continue in us, we pray, the gifts of the Holy Spirit, 

and grant power to this your servant N 

whom we ordain in your Name; 

that he may fulfil your commandments, 

preach the Word, 

administer the sacraments, 

and exercise pastoral care, 

in the name of Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord. 

Amen. 

The only change from the 1977 order is the substitution of ‘us’ for ‘her’ in line 4. 

The possible confusion when the ordinand was female (‘Continue in her, we 
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pray…that she may fulfil your commandments…’) led to the change. This was 

suggested by Gribben in his January 1979 letter: 

The Church is indeed consistently referred to in the Basis in the feminine; 

nevertheless, she is not so referred to in the service thus far, and the feminine 

pronoun in ‘Continue in her, we pray’ is highly misleading, especially when 

there is a female ordinand. Can we change it to ‘us’? I do not think this 

damages sense or syntax. 

Changes Requested by the Fourth Assembly 

The Fourth Assembly received a report—from the Commission on Doctrine, 

rather than Liturgy!—with proposed changes to the ordination liturgy. The 

Assembly approved the changes (Minute 85.53), and resolved: 

To amend the Ordination Vows (14) and Ordination (15) as proposed in the 

Report, and authorise the Commission on Liturgy to publish these in the 

revised Order of Service for ordination of Minister of the Word.6 

Apart from minor rubrical differences, the alterations appeared as requested in 

1988, except that the vows on adherence to the Basis of Union and the 

confessional documents swapped places, the vow on adherence being placed 

first in the 1988 liturgy. Otherwise, the ordinand is named in the initial part of 

section 15 (‘Beloved in Christ, / let us pray for this person…’ becomes ‘Beloved 

in Christ, / let us pray for N…’, a very appropriate change. 

 

 

                                                

1 Gribben, 2003, personal communication. The shape of UCA, 1980 is: 
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  The Constitution of the Presbytery 

A.  The Preparation 

B.  Presentation of the Ordinand(s) 

5. Introduction 

C.  The Service of the Word 

D.  The Service of Ordination 

14. The Examination 

15. Hymn 

16. The Ordination 

17. Presentation of the Bible 

18. Presentation of the Ministerial Stole/Scarf 

19. Declaration 

20. Induction 

21. The Peace 

E.  The Service of the Eucharist 

F.  The Dismissal 

2 The collect is on p. G2. The wording is  

Almighty God, our heavenly Father, we thank you that in every generation 

you give Ministers to your Church, so that through them you may nourish 

and sustain its life and equip your people for your service. We pray that 

through the faithful work of those whom you have called into this 

Ministry, your Church may be continually strengthened to glorify your 

name and to do your will. We ask this through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen. 

 The prayer of the 1936 service is 

O Lord our God, who by Thine own presence dost shed the abundance of 

Thy Holy Spirit on those who are set apart, by Thy inscrutable power, to 

be Ministers of Thy Word and Sacraments, keep Thy servants, whom Thou 

hast willed to be consecrated to this holy vocation, that they may hold the 

mystery of the faith in a pure conscience, with all virtue; vouchsafe them 

the grace given to Thy first Apostles with holy boldness to proclaim the 

Gospel of Thy Kingdom, to administer the word of Thy truth, and to offer 
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gifts and spiritual sacrifices unto Thee. Fill them by the presence of Thy 

holy and life-giving Spirit, with all faith and love, all power and 

sanctification. For Thou art our God, and to Thee we render glory, Father, 

Son and Holy Spirit, both now and for ever. Amen. 

3 Draft 1983 service: ‘and equipped to serve you in the world’. The 1983 
version does not specify the sphere of non-ordained ministries.  

4 Draft 1983 rite: ‘to magnify your Name/and to do your holy will’. 

5 The governing pronoun is the masculine one. It remained so in 1983, 
with a slight change in layout. 

6 The bracketed numbers refer to the appropriate sections in UCA 1983-
rev. 
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Section 2.6 

 

Rites 5:  

Commentary: the 1988 Service  

(Uniting in Worship)  

The publication of Uniting in Worship in 1988 gave rise to a definitive Uniting 

Church expression of liturgy with deep catholic, evangelical and reformed 

roots. The 1988 Service of Ordination was the culmination of the series of 

revisions prior to this point, and has exercised the major influence on the shape 

and wording of subsequent services. Thus, this paper treats the 1988 service as 

the major ordination service, and examines it in more detail than others. 

The Shape of the 1988 Service 

The Gathering of the People of God 

The Service of the Word 

The Service of Ordination 

12 Presentation of the Ordinand 

13 The Charge 

14 The Vows 
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15 The Ordination 

16 Declaration of Ordination 

17 Presentation of the Bible (a stole may also be presented at this point) 

 The Charge (if not given previously) 

18 The Peace (given by the newly-ordained minister) 

The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper 

The Sending Forth of the People of God 

 

 The Liturgy: The Gathering of the People of God  

The people stand as those who are leading the worship enter the church. 

1  Hymn 

2  Welcome and Greeting 

The chairperson of presbytery says: 

The Presbytery of ...  

has resolved to ordain NNN 

to the ministry of the Word and sacraments 

in the church of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

I welcome you all to this joyful occasion, 

and greet you in the name of God: 

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ 

and the love of God 

and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit 

be with you all. 

And also with you. 

2 Corinthians 13:141 
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3  Scripture Sentences 

The chairperson may say appropriate words of Scripture. 

This may be in responsive form with the people. 

4  Prayers 

These or other appropriate prayers are offered: 

Let us adore God: 

God our Father, 

we worship you in wonder and in love. 

Our minds cannot contain you, 

nor our words express you; 

yet in Christ we see your glory, 

hear your word of truth 

and know your forgiving love. 

Father, Son and Holy Spirit, gracious Trinity, 

we bless and adore you. 

Accept our offering of praise and thanksgiving 

which we bring in the name of Jesus Christ 

our Saviour and Lord, 

to whom be glory for ever and ever. Amen. 

Let us confess our sin: 

Loving God, Lord of the church, 

we confess that we have sinned against you 

in thought, word and deed. 

We have not loved you with all our heart 

or served you with all our strength. 

We have been blind to the vision of a renewed world 

and deaf to your call to discipleship. 

We have been indifferent to the suffering of others 

and unwilling to forgive one another. 

In your mercy, Lord, 

pardon and restore us, 

that together in the one ministry of Christ 

we may serve you with joy 

all the days of our life. Amen. 
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After the confession the following is said:  

The saying is sure and worthy of full acceptance, 

that Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners. 

 1 Timothy 1:15 

Hear then Christ’s word of grace to us: 

Your sins are forgiven. 

Thanks be to God. 

Almighty God, Lord of the world, 

we bless you for calling us 

into the community of your universal church. 

We praise you that in every generation 

you have given ordained ministers to your church 

that your people may be nourished in faith 

and equipped for service.2 

We pray that through the Word and sacraments 

your church may be renewed 

and strengthened to do your will. 

We ask this through Christ our Lord. 

Amen. 

Commentary 

2 Welcome and Greeting 

The Welcome and Greeting follows a processional hymn. In it, we see: 

i) The presbytery, which contains both ordained and lay members, ordains; 

therefore, the chairperson of presbytery welcomes the congregation not as an 

episcopal individual, but as representing the presbytery as a council of 

episcope. Cƒ. Note (i) of the order of service (UCA 1988, p. 498): 

Ordination of a minister of the Word is an act of the presbytery which has 
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pastoral responsibility for the ordinand, or, if the ordinand is to minister 

within another presbytery, the presbytery having pastoral responsibility may 

arrange for that other presbytery to ordain. (Regulation 2.3.1(c)). 

In the classic threefold form of the ordering of ministry, the bishop ordains; 

either alone in the case of the deacon, with the college of presbyters when 

presbyters are ordained, or as part of the episcopal college in the case of the 

ordination of a bishop. In the polity of the Uniting Church, it is given to the 

presbytery to ordain, as part of its episcope.  

Churches of the Reformation such as the Lutheran and Reformed Churches 

established the practice of presbyters ordaining without an episcopal officer. 

Countryman, himself an American Episcopalian, states their reasons 

sympathetically (1992, p. 74ƒ). By the time of the Reformation, the bishop’s role 

in ordination had become ‘painfully ambivalent’: 

While sacramentally the bishop continued to be a sign of the church’s unity 

in love, in practice the bishop became a focus for all that was false and 

antigospel in the life of the church. Indeed, the bishop might sometimes be 

precisely the person who had the most to lose in any effort to restore the 

primacy of the gospel and who would therefore resist it most strenuously. In 

such circumstances, the ancient rule that bishops are necessary for ordination 

might save the church from schism only at the cost of destroying the 

church’s own true identity under the gospel. 

By the commencement of the rite, the presbytery has already resolved to ordain 

the candidate. The candidate’s journey through the process of admission to this 

point will be briefly described by the secretary of the presbytery in the 

‘narration of steps’ at §12. In this manner, there is a public announcement of the 

candidate’s acceptability to the Church through its councils. 
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ii) The presbytery ordains the ordinand ‘into the church of Jesus Christ’. 

The Uniting Church makes the claim that it ordains ministers not as ministers of 

one church only, but of the one holy catholic and apostolic Church. This note 

will be sounded elsewhere in the service, in §§14-16 and 22. 

4 Prayers 

The prayers of adoration and confession are followed by a collect. (The order in 

UCA 1983 and the revised version of the 1985 revision is confession—

adoration—collect; by the advent of Uniting in Worship, it had been determined 

that adoration is a more fitting key in which to begin worship.) The prayer of 

adoration is Trinitarian in form, and not specific to the ordination rite. In the 

light of the Trinitarian basis of a relational theology of ministry, it is apt that 

this is so, although the prayer itself does not explore this theme. 

The prayer of confession differs from the general prayer of confession by the 

inclusion of eschatological and discipleship themes (lines 6 and 7), highlighting the 

importance of the ministry of the ordained: 

  6 We have been blind to the vision of a renewed world 

  7 and deaf to your call to discipleship. 

  8 We have been indifferent to the suffering of others 

  9 and unwilling to forgive one another. 

Zizioulas (1985, pp. 172-181) understands the Apostles as having 

‘eschatological’ as well as ‘historical’ functions. They have a mission, and 

‘represent a link between Christ and the Church and form part of a historical 

process with a decisive and perhaps normative role to play’; [emphasis original] 

Zizioulas names this ‘historical’ because it is worked out in the sphere of history 

(1985, p. 172ƒ). The Apostles’ eschatological function can be seen in ‘the 

convocation of the dispersed people of God from the ends of the earth to one 
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place’ (1985, p. 174). [emphasis original] The corresponding imagery is that of the 

‘college’ of the Twelve, surrounding Christ, and the Apostles as the foundations 

of the Church.3 Zizioulas names Clement as a post-apostolic representative of 

the historical approach, whilst Ignatius epitomises the eschatological stance.4 

The eschatological theme in the prayer of confession, however, is different; it is 

to confess the blindness of the Christian community to ‘the vision of a renewed 

world’, and its indifference to the will of Christ. Only by a tenuous inference 

could this ‘renewed world’ be primarily envisioned as one in which the 

dispersed people of God are gathered; it seems to have more in common with 

the historical (therefore missional) function of the apostles. Possibly, neither of 

Zizioulas’ categories was in the mind of the author of the prayer. 

The prayer continues: 

10 In your mercy, Lord, 

11 pardon and restore us, 

12 that together in the one ministry of Christ 

13 we may serve you with joy 

14 all the days of our life. Amen. 

In The Church, its Nature, Order and Functioning, the Joint Commission had 

referred to ‘this one ministry’ (cƒ. line 12) in describing the ministry of the 

whole Church (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 120ƒ). All Christians are ministers: 

The Biblical word presbyter is to be preferred to the more general word 

Minister, to emphasise that all participate in the ministry of the Church, but 

that within this one ministry there are differences of office. 

However, it complicated the picture by also speaking of ‘this one ministry of 

the Word and Sacraments’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 128): 

By our understanding of the New Testament, and by our recognition of the 
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fact that the ordained ministries of our churches have been true expressions 

of the ‘given’ ministry of the Church through which Christ has offered to His 

people the fullness of His grace—despite the sinfulness and weakness of 

those called to the office—we conclude that there is essentially only one ‘order’, 

of the ordained ministry, because the ministry serves the one Word of God. We also 

conclude that the Church is free to appoint men to express this one ministry of 

the Word and Sacraments at different levels of the Church’s life, and, in this 

functional sense, we speak of different ‘orders’ within the ‘one order’. The 

way this one ministry has found expression has varied from time to time in 

the Church, and those who express this one ministry at different levels can 

legitimately be given different names. [emphasis mine] 

In the prayer, the ‘one ministry of Christ’ reflects the first of these uses: the ‘we’ 

of the prayer is the whole company of the baptised, not those exercising an 

ordained ministry. This ‘one ministry of Christ’ is grounded in baptism, not in 

ordination; it is not the ministry of the ordained alone, but the ministry of the 

whole people of God, to which they are called and commissioned not through 

ordination, but in Christian initiation.5 The Church, its Nature, Function and 

Ordering had already located the primary ministry of the Church in the baptised 

(Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 90): 

To the Church is committed the trust of proclaiming Christ in word and 

deed. Her members are to be, each according to the gift he has received, 

good stewards of the manifold grace of God (I Peter 4:10)… The whole 

Church and every member in it, is called to participate in the worshipping, 

witnessing, serving life of the Church. 

The ‘ministry of the laity’—that is, of the whole people of God—has its initial 

expression in the sacrament of baptism, has its commission in the rite of 

confirmation, and is regularly sustained by the sacrament of Holy 



 

 
289 

Communion. 

And further (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 93): 

Baptism, as the sacrament of God’s initiation of His people into membership 

in the Body of Christ, stands over all Christians as the sign of their 

participation in the ministry of Christ. By baptism the whole laos—the whole 

community of God’s people—is appointed to the witnessing and serving 

priesthood. (I Peter 2:9-10.) 

A baptismal missiology reflects the conviction that there is no ministerial 

priesthood separate in essence from the common priesthood. The (contrary) 

Roman Catholic view is summarised in §1547 of the Catechism of the Catholic 

Church, citing Lumen gentium (1994, 1997, pp. 386ƒ): 

The ministerial or hierarchical priesthood of bishops and priests, and the 

common priesthood of all the faithful participate ‘each in its own proper 

way, in the one priesthood of Christ’. While being ‘ordered to one another’, 

they differ essentially. While the common priesthood of the faithful is 

exercised by the unfolding of baptismal grace…the ministerial priesthood is 

at the service of the common priesthood. It is directed at the unfolding of the 

baptismal grace of all Christians. The ministerial priesthood is a means by 

which Christ unceasingly builds up and leads his Church. For this reason it 

is transmitted by its own sacrament, the sacrament of Holy Orders. 

In the post-synodal Apostolic Exhortation Christifideles laici (para. 15, 1988), the 

Roman Catholic Church emphasises this essential difference in using ‘set apart’ 

as a descriptor of the lay state in relation to the ordained state: 

But among the lay faithful this one baptismal dignity takes on a manner of life 

which sets a person apart, without, however, bringing about a separation from the 

ministerial priesthood or from men and women religious. The Second 
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Vatican Council has described this manner of life as the ‘secular character’: 

‘The secular character is properly and particularly that of the lay faithful’. 

[emphasis mine]6  

In paragraph 55, the Exhortation speaks of both the lay and ordained states as 

set apart from each other: 

In Church Communion the states of life by being ordered one to the other are 

thus bound together among themselves. They all share in a deeply basic 

meaning: that of being the manner of living out the commonly shared Christian 

dignity and the universal call to holiness in the perfection of love. They are different 

yet complementary, in the sense that each of them has a basic and 

unmistakable character which sets each apart, while at the same time each of 

them is seen in relation to the other and placed at each other’s service. 

[emphasis mine] 

While both churches use the language of ‘the one priesthood of Christ’ (Roman 

Catholic) or ‘the one ministry of Christ’ (Uniting), they mean somewhat 

different things: the Uniting Church finds the basis of this one ministry in the 

sacrament of baptism, whereas the Catholic Church conceives of two modes of 

participation in the one priesthood of Christ, distinctly grounded in the two 

sacraments of baptism and holy orders. This understanding is also expressed in 

the 1973 Canterbury Statement, the agreed Anglican-Roman Catholic statement 

of ARCIC I (1973, para. 13, p. 8): 

Despite the fact that in the New Testament ministers are never called 

‘priests’ (hiereis) Christians came to see the priestly role of Christ reflected in 

these ministers and used priestly terms in describing them…our two 

traditions commonly used priestly terms in speaking about the ordained 

ministry… Christian ministers are members of this redeemed community. 

Not only do they share through baptism in the priesthood of the people of 
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God, but they are—particularly in presiding at the eucharist—representative 

of the whole Church in the fulfilment of its priestly vocation of self-offering 

to God as a living sacrifice (Rm 12:1). Nevertheless their ministry is not an 

extension of the common Christian priesthood but belongs to another realm of the 

gifts of the Spirit. It exists to help the Church to be ‘a royal priesthood, a holy 

nation, God’s own people, to declare the wonderful deeds of him who called 

them out of darkness into his marvelous light’ (1 Pt 2:9). [emphasis mine] 

Lines 2 and 3 of the collect (‘we bless you for calling us / into the community of 

your universal church’) contain the first incidence of the idea of a ‘call’; this is 

the call to membership in the Church conveyed in Christian baptism, rather 

than a further call to the ministry of the Word. ‘Calling’ is not an exclusive 

possession of those called to an ordained ministry. By extension, it is implied 

that the significance of the act of ordination extends beyond the borders of the 

Uniting Church; line 5 (quoted below) reinforces this by using ‘church’ in the 

sense of the one holy catholic and apostolic Church. 

Lines 6 and 7 express the liturgy’s understanding of the role of the ordained 

minister: 

  4 We praise you that in every generation 

  5 you have given ordained ministers to your church 

  6 that your people may be nourished in faith 

  7 and equipped for service. 

The minister of the Word has a pastoral-teaching role (line 6), and one of 

enabling the service of the people of God (line 7). 

The 1983/1985 collect is identical, except for the capitalisation of ‘Church’ in 

line 3, and the lines corresponding to lines 8 and 9 (‘We pray that through the 

Word and sacraments / your church may be renewed / and strengthened to do 

your will’). 1983 had: 
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We pray that through the faithful work 

of those whom you have called to this ministry 

your Church may be renewed… 

The focus of the prayer in the 1988 form shifts the focus in these lines from 

those who are engaged in the ministry (‘those whom you have called…’) to the 

ministry itself (‘the Word and sacraments’). The earlier part of the prayer (‘We 

praise you that in every generation / you have given ordained ministers to 

your church’) may have made it seem repetitious to speak of their ‘faithful 

work’. The purpose of the ministry of Word and sacraments is that ‘your church 

may be renewed and strengthened to do your will’; the Church is rooted in God 

and God’s self-revelation in Christ, not in any sociological self-understanding. 

The prayer uses the hybrid term ‘Word and sacraments’, as does the Greeting. 

Despite the capitalised ‘W’ and the lower-case ‘s’, this phrase—as in the 

Greeting—unhelpfully appears to carry the same meaning as most Reformed 

sources; cƒ. paragraphs 3 and 6 of the Basis of Union: ‘On the way Christ feeds 

the Church with Word and Sacraments’ (1992, p. 7); ‘The Uniting Church 

acknowledges that Christ has commanded his Church to proclaim the Gospel 

both in words and in the two visible acts of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper.’ 

(1992, p. 8) In this prayer, the use of an upper case ‘W’ and a lower case ‘s’ gives 

the unfortunate impression of two separate though related things: Christ the 

incarnate Lovgoß, and the dominical sacraments. Alternatively, it could be 

misinterpreted that in capitalising ‘Word’, the Uniting Church has privileged 

preaching and teaching over the sacramental dimensions of ministry. 
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 The Liturgy: The Service of the Word  

If only two bible readings are used, an Old Testament or epistle reading and a gospel 

reading shall be read. 

If a psalm is used, it may be printed in the order of service, to be said or sung by the 

people. 

5  First Reading 

6  Psalm 

7  Second Reading 

8  Gospel 

The following may be used after this final reading: 

This is the word of the Lord. 

Thanks be to God. 

9  Hymn or Anthem 

10 Preaching of the Word 

11 Nicene Creed 

 

Commentary 

Scripture readings are suggested in the Notes. Uniting in Worship has 43 

selections, categorised by their position in the scriptures.  There are 10 Old 

Testament passages, 4 Psalms, 13 New Testament and 16 Gospel passages. 

(UCA 1988, pp. 500-501).7 In the main, these selections ultimately derive from 

Anglican sources. The passages may be allocated themes and regrouped in the 

following way: 
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The Office and Work of a Minister of the Word 

Numbers 11:16, 17, 24, 25  Bearing the burden of the people 

Isaiah 6:1-8  Here am I! Send me 

Isaiah 61:1-3  The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me 

Ezekiel 33:1-9  The watchman’s duty 

Acts 20:28-35  Guardian of the flock 

Romans 10:9-17  Those who preach good news 

Romans 12:1-13  Use the gifts God has given 

1 Corinthians 1:18-31  We preach Christ crucified 

1 Corinthians 3:10-17  No other foundation but Christ 

2 Corinthians 4:1, 2, 5-7  We preach Jesus Christ as Lord 

Hebrews 12:1-6, 12-14  Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith 

1 Peter 4:7-11  Good stewards of God’s varied grace 

1 Peter 5:1-4  Tend the flock of God 

Matthew 28:16-20  Make disciples of all nations 

Mark 10:35-45  Whoever would be great among you 

Luke 12:32-40  Vigilant servants 

Luke 22:14-30  I am among you as one who serves 

John 10:11-18  The good shepherd 

John 12:20-26  Sir, we wish to see Jesus 

John 13:12-20  I have given you an example 

John 14:25-31  The Holy Spirit will teach you all things 

John 20:19-23 The commission to declare God’s forgiveness 

John 21:15-19 Feed my sheep 

God’s Election of the Ordinand 

Jeremiah 1:4-10  Before you were born I consecrated you 

Ephesians 4:1-6, 11-13  The calling to which you have been called 

Matthew 10:1-7  The call of the Twelve 

Matthew 10:24-33  Everyone who acknowledges me 

John 15:9-17  I have called you friends 
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The Mission of the Church 

Isaiah 43:8-13  You are my witnesses 

1 Corinthians 12:4-13 Varieties of gifts 

2 Corinthians 5:14-20 Ambassadors for Christ 

Ephesians 4:7-16  The gifts of the ascended Christ to his church 

Matthew 9:35-38  The Lord of the harvest 

Matthew 18:15-20  Where two or three are gathered in my name 

Luke 10:1-12  The Lord of the harvest 

The Faithfulness of God 

Exodus 33:12-17  My presence will go with you 

Isaiah 52:7-10  Your God reigns 

Isaiah 55:6-11  My word shall not return to me empty 

Jeremiah 31:31-34 A new covenant 

Psalm 23  The Lord is my shepherd 

Psalm 84:1-7  How dear to me is your dwelling 

Psalm 96  Worship the Lord in the beauty of holiness 

Psalm 100 We are his people and the sheep of his pasture 

Most non-Anglican Protestant churches invest their ministry of oversight in 

presbyters, whether individually or in council (which councils may also 

comprise lay members, as in the Uniting Church).8 Some of the scripture 

passages that Anglican orders have reserved for bishops are used by these 

churches for presbyters. Present in UCA 1988 are Acts 20:28-35; Matthew 28:16-

20; John 10:11-18; John 20:19-23. 1 Timothy 3:1-7 is absent, as it was in the 1936 

Methodist service; presumably, despite the inclusion of the passage from Acts 

20, it was read by those writing the liturgy either as referring to modern-day 

bishops, rather than to the incipient episcopal officers addressed by ‘Paul’; or 

they judged that the use of this passage would be misunderstood by others as 

referring to bishops rather than to ministers of the Word. 
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The Nicene Creed is used: the ecumenical Creed of the Church, east and west, 

the eucharistic Creed, and consequently the Creed suitable for ordaining a 

minister in the Church of God. The 1988 text uses the English Language 

Liturgical Consultation (ELLC) version of the Creed,9 but with two changes: 

(i) Lines 13-16 of the ELLC version read, 

For us and for our salvation 

he came down from heaven, 

was incarnate of the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, 

and became truly human. 

It had been decided prior to the publication of the liturgy of 1983 that line 15 

would diverge from the ELLC text after the then Commission on Doctrine 

expressed the opinion—at variance with that of members of the Commission on 

Liturgy—that the ELLC text’s line 15 gave too much prominence to the work of 

Mary (Wood, personal communication, 2002). The divergent reading was 

retained in 1988: 

For us and for our salvation 

he came down from heaven, 

was incarnate by the Holy Spirit of the Virgin Mary 

and became truly human. 

Evan Burge gives a cogent argument for the ELLC version in Praying Together 

(1988, p. 12ƒ). 

(ii) Lines 26-30 read, 

We believe in the Holy Spirit, the Lord, the giver of life, 

who proceeds from the Father, 

who with the Father and the Son 

is worshipped and glorified, 

who has spoken through the prophets. 
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Line 27 of the ELLC text of the Creed includes the words ‘and the Son’ (the 

filioque clause) in brackets: ‘who proceeds from the Father (and the Son)’. The 

normal practice of the Western Church is to include the filioque; the Roman 

Church officially adopted this clause as part of the Nicene Creed in the 

thirteenth century. Consequently, in the 1983 order the Nicene Creed contains 

the filioque. In 1985, the Fourth Assembly determined  

That the Uniting Church in Australia adopt as its normal liturgical usage the 

original form of the Nicene Creed confessing the Holy Spirit ‘who proceeds 

from the Father’ without adding the phrase ‘and the Son’ (in Latin, 

‘filioque’)’. (Minute 85.52.1, p. 71) 

The Assembly was careful to make clear that deleting the filioque clause ‘does 

not imply any change in this Church’s historic adherence to the doctrine of the 

Trinity.’ (Minute 85.52.2(a), p. 71). In Appendix ii of its report to this Assembly, 

the Commission on Doctrine wrote (Minutes of the Fourth Assembly, p. 85), 

This decision recommending deletion of ‘the filioque’ is made in view of the 

ecumenical character of the creed which was formed and revised and 

authorized by the ecumenical councils of Nicea, Constantinople and 

Chalcedon. 

It is ironic that whereas the deletion of the filioque aimed at restoring the 

original reading of the Creed as a mark of ecumenical sensitivity, the change to 

line 15 of the ELLC text had already moved the Uniting Church in an 

idiosyncratic direction. In a rite in which the Uniting Church ordains people as 

ministers of the Word ‘in the church of God’, the Nicene Creed is of crucial 

ecumenical significance. It could be argued that using the Creed with the 

change to line 15 in 1988 makes the task of the Uniting Church to argue 

persuasively that the ordination of its ministers should be ‘acceptable to all’ 
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more difficult. On the other hand, while the deletion of the filioque moves the 

Uniting Church away from the historic practice of the western Church, it is 

quite defensible on historical, theological and procedural lines.10 

 The Liturgy: The Service of Ordination 

12  Presentation of the Ordinand 

The secretary of presbytery brings the ordinand forward before the chairperson, and 

says: 

N, I present NNN 

for ordination as a minister of the Word. 

The secretary gives a brief narration of steps. 

The chairperson then asks the ordinand: 

N, are you willing to be ordained 

as a minister of the Word? 

I am. 

The ordinand may make a brief statement concerning his/her faith and call to ministry.  

13  The Charge 

See Note vii and the Appendix to this order. 

Another appropriate place for The Charge is before 18, The Peace. 

14  The Vows 

The ordinand stands. 

The chairperson says: 

NN, 

in the name of Jesus Christ, the only Head of the church, 

we are here to ordain you as a minister of the Word 

by prayer and the laying on of hands. 

In this ordination, 

the Uniting Church in Australia acts and speaks 

within the one holy catholic and apostolic Church. 
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We believe that God in Christ acts and speaks 

through all that the church does in obedience to his will. 

We declare that God gives you grace and authority 

for this ministry. 

Therefore, that we may know 

that you desire to receive this ministry of Christ 

through the gift of the Holy Spirit, 

we ask you these questions: 

Do you confess anew Jesus Christ as Lord? 

I do so confess. 

Do you believe that you are truly called 

by God and the church 

to the office and work of a minister of the Word? 

I do so believe. 

Do you receive the witness to Christ 

in the holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments; 

and do you undertake to preach from these, 

proclaiming Christ as Saviour of the world? 

I do. 

Do you receive baptism and the eucharist, 

instituted by our Lord as signs and seals of the gospel; 

and do you resolve to celebrate these sacraments 

with the people of God? 

I do. 

Do you accept the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds 

as safeguarding and witnessing to the faith 

of the holy catholic Church; 

and do you intend to use them in worship and instruction? 

I do. 

Do you adhere to the Basis of Union 

of the Uniting Church in Australia; 
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and do you submit yourself to the church’s discipline? 

I do. 

Do you commit yourself to the study 

of the confessional documents of the church 

as enjoined in the Basis of Union? 

I do. 

Relying on the power of the Holy Spirit, 

will you be diligent in the study of the Bible; 

will you seek to live a holy and disciplined life; 

will you be faithful in prayer? 

With God’s help, I will. 

Will you endeavour to be a faithful pastor of God’s people; 

will you equip them for their ministry, 

and work with them in building up the body of Christ? 

With God’s help, I will. 

Will you strive for peace and unity 

among all christian people, 

and especially among those whom you serve? 

With God’s help, I will. 

May the One 

who has given you the will to do these things, 

give you the grace to perform them; 

that the work which God has begun in you 

may be brought to fulfilment. 

The people say: 

Faithful is God, 

who has called you and who will not fail you. 
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15  The Ordination 

The chairperson addresses the people: 

Beloved in Christ, 

let us pray in silence for N, 

before we ordain and send him/her forth to the work 

for which we believe he/she has been called 

by the Holy Spirit. 

Let us pray. 

The ordinand kneels. 

After a time of silence the chairperson prays: 

Holy God, 

you have promised to hear the prayers 

of those who pray in the name of Christ. 

Grant that what we have asked in faith 

may be granted according to your will; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen. 

The hymn ‘Come, Holy Ghost, our souls inspire’ (Australian Hymn Book, 308), or 

another hymn to the Holy Spirit is sung. 

The people remain standing at the conclusion of the hymn. 

Those members of presbytery, both ministers of the Word and lay persons appointed 

to lay on hands, take their places. 

The chairperson, with both hands extended over the ordinand, offers this prayer. 

We praise you, eternal God, 

because in your infinite love and goodness 

you have given us your only Son Jesus Christ 

to be the Saviour of the world, 

the Shepherd of our souls and the Head of your church. 

We praise you because our risen and ascended Lord 

has poured forth his gifts abundantly; 

and has formed throughout the world 

a holy people for your possession, 

to participate in his ministry 
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and to fulfil your gracious purposes. 

Now we give you thanks that you have called N, 

whom we ordain in your name, 

to be a minister of the Word in your church. 

And we pray that the Holy Spirit will endow him/her 

with grace and power to fulfil this calling, 

so that your people may be strengthened 

and your holy name be glorified for ever; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen. 

Hands are laid on the ordinand’s head and the following words are said by the 

chairperson. 

If there is more than one ordinand, these words are said for each one, hands having 

been laid on that ordinand’s head. 

N, servant of Christ, receive the Holy Spirit 

for the office and work of a minister of the Word, 

now committed to you by the laying on of our hands; 

that you may faithfully preach the gospel, 

administer the sacraments, 

and exercise pastoral care; 

in the name of the Father, and of the Son, 

and of the Holy Spirit. 

The people respond: 

Amen. 

The Aaronic Blessing may be said or sung by the people (Australian Hymn Book, 572), or 

said by the chairperson. 

The Lord bless you and keep you; 

the Lord make his face to shine upon you, 

and be gracious unto you; 

the Lord lift up his countenance upon you, 

and give you peace. 

Numbers 6:24-26 
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Alternatively, the chairperson may offer this ascription of glory: 

Now to him who is able to keep you from falling 

and to present you without blemish 

before the presence of his glory with rejoicing, 

to the only God, 

our Saviour through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

be glory, majesty, dominion, and authority, 

before all time and now and for ever. Amen. 

 Jude 24, 25 

16  Declaration of Ordination 

The newly-ordained minister stands and faces the people. 

The chairperson declares: 

In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

the only King and Head of the church, 

and by the authority of the Presbytery of …, 

we declare that NNN 

is now a minister of the Word 

in the church of God. 

The people may applaud. 

This may be followed by the singing of a Doxology, e.g. Australian Hymn Book, 573-

577. 

The people sit. 

17  Presentation of the Bible 

N, receive this Bible 

as a sign of the authority given you 

to preach the Word of God 

and to administer the holy sacraments. 

Keep the trust committed to you 

as a minister of Christ. 

A ministerial stole may be presented. 
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 The Charge 

If not included at 13. 

18  The Peace 

The chairperson shall invite the members of the presbytery to come forward and give 

the newly-ordained minister the right hand of fellowship. 

The people stand. 

The newly-ordained minister gives the greeting of peace: 

The peace of the Lord be always with you. 

And also with you. 

A sign of peace is given by the minister and exchanged among the people. 

The people sit. 

19  Offering 

20  Prayers of the People 

Intercessions may include: 

The minister and his/her family 

The parish in which the minister will serve 

The life and mission of the Uniting Church in Australia 

and of the church universal. 

Commentary 

12 Presentation of the Ordinand 

The Presentation of the Ordinand is the first act in The Service of Ordination 

proper; it recognises that the rite is the latest in a series of events which began 

some time before, as Bradshaw reminds us (1997, p. 9): 

…it is vital to keep in mind that it is God’s call that makes someone a 

minister, and not the Church’s liturgy. As the Church of South India’s 
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Constitution and preface to its ordination rites affirm, in all ordinations the 

true ordainer and consecrator is God. All that the Church can do is discern 

and ratify the action that God has already taken. 

Bradshaw’s view is consistent with Article XXIII of the (Anglican) Articles of 

Religion, ‘Of Ministering to the Congregation’, which emphasises the Church’s 

call (APBA, 1995, p. 830): 

It is not lawful for any man to take upon him the office of publick preaching, 

or ministering the Sacraments in the Congregation, before he be lawfully 

called, and sent to execute the same. And those we ought to judge lawfully 

called and sent, which be chosen and called to this work by men who have 

publick authority given unto them in the Congregation, to call and send 

Ministers into the Lord’s vineyard. 

In the two preceding quotations, there may be a tension between the sensed call 

of the individual by God and the call of the Church, discerning that it is actually 

God’s call on a person’s life. This tension may at times be only partially 

resolved in an individualistic or ecclesial direction; the Church lives in the 

midst of the tension, and cannot escape it.  

The ‘narration of steps’ of 1988 describes the ordinand’s progress in the process 

of selection, through theological college and various committees or councils 

(i.e., congregation, presbytery, synod) of the Uniting Church, and contains a 

statement of the presbytery’s confidence in the candidate; mention is made of 

the call received by the minister to a congregation or other placement.11 One of 

the common elements in ‘all ancient rites for the three sacred orders’ is ‘the 

election of the candidates by the whole people, or at least opportunity to object 

to them’ (Bradshaw, 1971, p. 3). However, as the whole laovß became marginal 

to the process of election, the ecclesial dimension was diluted (Bradshaw, 1971, 
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p. 200ƒ). In this part of the rite, the laying on of hands with prayer is a high 

moment in a process of ordination; however, it is weakened in 1988 with the 

disappearance of the congregational affirmation of the ordination present in 

earlier versions. Perhaps the 1988 form avoids the tension between God’s call 

and the Church’s recognition of that call at this point. 

The Presentation of the Ordinand in 1988 is a largely rubrical section, which 

appears to derive its inspiration from the pen of Cranmer. The 1550 ordinal has: 

And then the Archedeacon shalt present unto the Bisshop, all them that shall receyve 

the order of Priesthode that daye, [every of them having upon hym a playne Albe –]12 

The Archedeacon sayinge. 

Reverende Father in God, I presente unto you, these persones presente, to bee 

admitted to the ordre of Priesthode, Cum interrogatione et responsione, ut in 

ordine Diaconatus (‘With questions and answers as in the order of Deacon’). 

By 1662, the politics of the English Church had removed the necessity of an alb, 

or other liturgical dress; all that was needed was for the ordinands to be 

‘decently habited’.13 

Ordinals of the Anglican Communion have continued and sometimes 

developed this kind of format; e.g., the Anglican Church of Australia gives this 

Presentation in a contemporary form of words (AAPB, 1978, p. 608), while the 

Book of Common Prayer of the Episcopal Church of the United States requires a 

priest and a layperson to present the ordinand to the bishop (1979, p. 526).  

A Baptismal Missiology 

Current reflection on ministry and mission increasingly espouses a baptismal 

missiology; the mission of the Church and the call to ministry are rooted and 

grounded in the sacrament of baptism. BEM was criticised for skipping over the 

ministry of the baptised, but it clearly roots the ministry of the ordained in the 
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context of the Church. Traditional Protestant reflection has emphasised the 

‘priesthood of all believers’ (cƒ. 1 Peter 2:9); a baptismal missiology provides a 

sacramental locus for this priesthood. The Basis of Union commits the Uniting 

Church to a baptismal missiology: ‘Baptism into Christ’s body initiates people 

into Christ’s life and mission in the world…’ (1992, para. 7, p. 9). And further: 

‘The Uniting Church affirms that every member of the Church is engaged to 

confess the faith of Christ crucified and to be his faithful servant…’ (1992, para. 

13, p. 12). 

In a paper originally given at the Collegeville Ministry Seminar in August 2001, 

Michael Downey—the Cardinal’s Theologian, Catholic Archdiocese of Los 

Angeles—outlines a rationale for a baptismal missiology (though he uses the 

term ‘common ecclesiological spirituality’) (2003, p. 5ƒ): 

…all ministry is rooted in baptism by which we are given a share in the 

mission of Word and Spirit, that all in the Church are called to one and the 

same holiness, and that each and every ministry, ordained and nonordained, 

is to be anchored in a common ecclesiological spirituality. The distinctiveness 

of this or that ministry is properly understood only in light of the common 

foundation of all ministry in baptism. All ministers, ordained and 

nonordained, are first and finally members of God’s Holy People, who are 

consecrated for mission and whose mission is consecration of the world 

through Christ in the gift of the Spirit to the glory of God the Father. 

Sprinkle, writing from within a North American perspective that he names ‘the 

Free church and Reformed traditions of Christianity’, says (2004, p. 13): 

Disciples of Christ, UCCs, Presbyterians, and Baptists all root their practice 

and understanding of ordination in the mutual ministry of the whole church. 

As sixteenth-century reformer Martin Luther wrote, ‘Therefore, we are all 
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priests, as many of us as are Christian’.14 All Christians are called to ministry 

when we take up the cross of Jesus Christ in discipleship. More is going on in 

baptism than the forgiveness of sins or initiation into the body of Christ, as 

important as each of these is. Christian baptism is also the commencement of 

a life saturated with God’s purpose, and because the initiative in baptism 

belongs to God and not to us, our initiation into the faith is simultaneously 

God’s choice of us as members of the community of ministry, the church. All 

Christians, individually and corporately, take up the mission given by God 

to the church and make it their own. 

The International Anglican Liturgical Consultation has reflected on the 

implications of a ‘baptismal ecclesiology’ for liturgies of ordination (Gibson, 

2002, pp. 4ƒ, 8, 11): 

…understanding baptism as the foundation of the life and ministry of the 

church (that is, having a baptismal ecclesiology) leads us to see ordained 

ministers as integral members of the body of Christ, called by God and 

discerned by the body to be signs and animators of Christ’s self-giving life 

and ministry to which all people are called by God and for which we are 

empowered by the Spirit… 

Consistent with a baptismal ecclesiology, the ordination rite should affirm 

the priesthood of the baptismal community and the sacramental, pastoral 

and teaching relationship of the presbyter to the entire community… 

Christian baptism implies a commitment to serve God through the church in 

and for the world. It is thus the foundation for Christian ministry, both of the 

church as a whole, and of each of its members,… Setting ordination rites in 

such a context is an expression of what is meant by a ‘baptismal 

ecclesiology’. 

The ‘grounding’ of rites of ordination in a baptismal ecclesiology is 
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important not only for context, ‘but also in demonstrating the principle…that 

‘in, through and with Christ, the assembly is the celebrant…’ 

The 2002 draft ordinal of the United Methodist Church (in the United States), 

prepared for submission to the 2004 Conference, has taken this seriously: 

Acts of ordination and commissioning, as well as consecrating and 

certifying, are anchored in the sacrament of baptism and the ministry of the 

baptized. These sign-acts are based on what is already implicit in baptism 

and rest upon the essential ministry given to all Christians in baptism. 

Consequently, the United Methodist Order for the Ordination of Deacons 

and Elders contains a ‘Recognition of Common Ministry and 

Reaffirmation of Baptism’. Standing near the font, the bishop says: 

Ministry is the work of God, 

done by the people of God. 

Through baptism 

all Christians are made part of the priesthood of all believers, 

the church, Christ’s body, made visible in the world. 

We all share in Christ’s ministry of love and service 

for the redemption of the human family and the whole of creation. 

Therefore, in celebration of our common ministry, 

I call upon all God’s people gathered here: 

The bishop scoops water from the font, and says, 

Remember your baptism and be thankful. 

The people respond, 

We remember our baptism 

and affirm our common ministry. 

The basis of Christian ministry in baptism is thus liturgically made abundantly 

plain. 
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A Representative Ministry 

For all ministry to have a basis in baptism, an ordained ministry must take a 

representative form. The notion of a representative ministry occurs only once in 

the Basis of Union in paragraph 14 (c) (1992, p. 12), where it refers to the 

proposed renewal of the diaconate: 

The Uniting Church recognises that at the time of union many seek a 

renewal of the diaconate in which women and men offer their time and 

talents, representatively and on behalf of God’s people, in the service of 

humanity in the face of changing needs. 

The most succinct statement of the representative nature of ministry in the 

Uniting Church is found in the 1994 Report (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 363ƒ): 

A ministry of leadership within the community will often need to be 

understood as a ‘representative’ leadership. The new status into which a 

minister has been placed by ordination means that the presbyter or deacon 

may stand on behalf of the community before others, or before the 

congregation itself as a representative of the wider church. The minister 

presiding at the eucharist represents not only the local congregation (both 

those present and those absent) who together celebrate the sacrament, but 

the universal church at all times and places which joins us ‘with choirs of 

angels and the whole creation in the eternal hymn’. In another liturgical 

sense, the minister may represent Christ, although all Christians share that 

responsibility. At other times, the presence of a presbyter or deacon 

anywhere may symbolise the presence of the church catholic in what God is 

doing in the world. 

A representative ministry, it must be remembered, acts on behalf of the 

church, not instead of it, just as an elected representative carries the will of 
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the whole electorate into a place of influence. What was said above about 

shared responsibility and mutual accountability applies here also. 

To be a representative leader within a shared ministry requires an ‘oversight’ 

of the range of activities and the ministries through which they occur… 

From a Church of Scotland standpoint, Wotherspoon and Kirkpatrick (1920, 

1960, p. 76ƒ) give the representative character of the ministry a clear 

Christological focus: 

The Ministry is representative. They who stand in it are Christ’s Ministers, and 

their ministerial acts are done in His Name, being acts which are proper to 

Christ only, as Apostle of God, and Mediator of a New Covenant and High 

Priest over the House of God. Inasmuch as Christ’s Mediation is twofold, 

being for God to man, and also for man to God, ministry in Christ’s Name 

appears sometimes as ministry on behalf of the flock before God…and 

sometimes as ministry on behalf of God to the flock… It belongs to Christ’s 

office as High Priest, and to Him alone, to stand in for us before God and 

plead His own Sacrifice, to make intercession, to present our prayers, to offer 

our alms and gifts. It belongs equally to Him alone to give forth the Gospel, 

to wash from sin, to feed with His Body and Blood, to absolve from offence; 

and to bless His people with peace. 

What therefore the Ministry does in this respect it does representatively, 

fulfilling a service rather than exercising a power. [emphasis original]  

The 1994 Report firmly places the representative nature of the ministry in a 

relational context; this helpfully enables the Uniting Church to conceptualise 

representative ministry as ministry with and alongside as well as for the baptised 

members of the Church, as well as (with all Christians) representing Christ. 

This relational concept of representation may be compared to interpretations of 
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the meaning of in persona Christi/Ecclesiae in Roman Catholic writings. Power 

gives a brief historical review of the use of the phrases in persona Christi and in 

persona Ecclesiae, terms used in Thomist theology and later magisterial teaching 

in the Roman Catholic Church in order to distinguish between the roles of the 

ministerial and baptismal priesthoods (Power, 1992, pp. 97-123). The 

sacramental use of in persona Christi (‘in the person of Christ’) arose in the 

exegesis of the Vulgate version 2 Corinthians 9:10, which literally reads, ‘What I 

have pardoned, if I have pardoned anything, I have pardoned in the person of 

Christ’. The original is ejn proswvpw/ Cristouæ, which the New Revised Standard 

Version translates as ‘in the presence of Christ’. Through the Vulgate’s 

influence, it came to be interpreted as Paul’s giving of a sacramental absolution 

of sins; Aquinas uses it especially in relation to the narrative of the institution in 

the sacrifice of the Mass (Power, 1992, p. 99): 

…for Thomas Aquinas, the phrase means to have power from Christ to act in 

such a way that one’s acts are the acts of Christ. 

Aquinas uses in persona Ecclesiae with respect to the actions of the priest in the 

liturgy which could be termed ‘upward’, as the priest ‘express[es] the devotion 

and worship of the Church as a body’; the in persona Christi action of the priest 

in the consecration of the eucharistic elements is then a ‘downward’ movement 

(Power, 1992, pp. 101, 102). Power understands the downward actions as 

occurring in the setting of the upward; the priest’s 

action in persona Ecclesiae is a cultic action wherein the Church’s devotion 

and spiritual sacrifice is expressed. This distinguishes the action of the 

Church giving homage from its action, through a minister, as instrument of 

Christ’s sanctifying power, though the latter properly occurs in the context of the 

former. [emphasis mine]  
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Aquinas sets the priest’s action apart from that of the body of believers in the 

liturgy. In earlier times (Power, 1992, p. 102ƒ),  

it is in the entire action of blessing and rite, performed in virtue of leadership 

in the community, that the representation of Christ and of Christ’s mysteries 

is located… The grace whereby Christ and members form one body, or, as it 

were, one person means that the prayer of Christ and the prayer of the 

Church are inseparable. 

Yet, in the end, ‘Aquinas subordinates this insight to a more hierarchical and 

instrumental view of the role of the ordained’ in the distinction he makes 

between the acts of the minister and the people. (Power, 1992, p. 105)  

Recent Roman Catholic statements have extended the scope of the meaning of 

in persona Christi, making it the condition of the priest’s action in persona 

Ecclesiae, thereby further separating priest and people. Power (1992, p. 109) 

mentions, for example, the encyclical Mediator Dei; here, Pius XII 

extended it…beyond the formal sacramental action to cover the entire 

liturgical presidency of the priest, so that he could say that it is in virtue of 

his action in the person of Christ that the priest also acts in the person of the 

Church, especially in offering the Eucharistic sacrifice. 

Presbyterorum ordinis employs the phrase in persona Christi Capitis: 

When in paragraph 12 the decree lays down the foundation for the spiritual 

life of the priest, it states that he has been configured through ordination to 

‘Christ the priest as servant of the head’, and that he is the instrument of 

Christ the priest in the service of the Church and the restoration of the 

human race to God’s grace. In the context, the sacrifice of Christ is presented 

as his loving service, and the image of the servant complements the image of 

the eternal priest. (Power, 1992, p, 110) 
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Furthermore, in the 1976 document Enchiridion Documentorum Instaurationis 

Liturgicae (Power, 1992, p. 111),  

it is said that the bishop and the presbyter take the place of Christ even as 

they offer the prayer of the Church, since even while praying the Office with 

others they are joined with Christ in his supplication for the people. This is to 

fortify the distinction between the ordained and the laity in all Church actions, even 

when together they offer the same prayer as a common action. [emphasis mine] 

Power’s position is that it is mistaken to separate the priest too much, to drive a 

wedge between the ‘upward’ and ‘downward’ movements in the liturgy.15  

12 Presentation of the Ordinand (continued) 

The next ‘moment’ of the 1988 service comes in the form of a question to the 

ordinand. Questions are not of ancient origin; none were asked of ordinands for 

the presbyterate prior to Cranmer, who borrowed the idea from Bucer 

(Buchanan, 1997, p. 19). The question is: 

N, are you willing to be ordained 

as a minister of the Word? 

I am. 

This question was absent from the 1983 text; it was inserted in 1988 to ensure 

that there was no perception of ‘coercion’ of the candidate (Wood, personal 

communication, 2002). At this point, a rubric indicates that the candidate ‘may 

make a brief statement concerning his/her faith and call to ministry’; yet this 

rubric is also present in 1983, and where the invitation had been taken up, it 

should surely have dispelled any reasonable doubt that the ministry of the 

Word was being freely embraced by the ordinand. 
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In the Uniting Church’s process of ordination, a process which involves 

assessments made by a number of its interrelated councils, the candidate’s 

character and gifts have been evaluated—by representative members of the 

Church, not specifically by the people among whom the minister will serve—

prior to reaching this point. In Puglisi’s terms, then, the Uniting Church’s 

process is less than communal and therefore less than fully relational, 

overemphasising the functional aspects of ordination. The Uniting Church 

consequently places a greater burden on the service of induction to initiate a 

relational bond between minister and people, especially where that is a newly-

ordained person’s first induction, the initial cementing of a pastoral bond. 

13 The Charge 

The wording of The Charge (UCA 1988, pp. 516-518) follows that of the 1936 

liturgy of the Methodist Church of Great Britain, which has come through the 

Anglican ordinal. The purpose of The Charge is ‘to remind the ordinand of the 

dignity and the importance of the office to which he/she is called, and to exhort 

him/her to holiness of life and faithful discipleship’. The Charge is in an 

Appendix to the liturgy, and is a model only; in contrast, the Exhortation, its 

parallel in ordination rites of the Anglican Communion, is an integral part of 

these rites. Very often, the Charge actually given diverges from this model, 

often exploring contemporary, even idiosyncratic, perceptions of ministry 

rather than this Reformed understanding. 

The Charge begins by speaking of ‘the dignity and importance / of the office to 

which you are called’. The final word evokes what may be the primary call 

story of the New Testament, the calling of the disciples beside the Sea of Galilee 

by Christ; fundamentally, this must be seen as the call given to each Christian in 

baptism (cƒ. ‘the call to discipleship’ of the Prayer of Confession). Frequently, 
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the call to the ministry of the Word has been interpreted as a call to a ‘higher’ 

ministry; Countryman (1992, p. 1) describes it in these words: 

It once seemed clear that the ordained are ministers and the unordained, ‘the 

laity’, are not. It seemed clear that ministers received a special call over and 

above their baptism… It seemed clear that the ordained were a special—

probably a superior—category of Christian. 

Countryman (1992, pp. 88-110) illustrates how ‘clergy’ and ‘laity’ may be set in 

opposing pairs, being defined—even defining themselves—one against the 

other. These pairs may be summarised as follows: 

‘Clergy’ ‘Laity’ 

A conduit for grace Passive receivers of grace 

Graduate Christians Uneducated, ignorant 

Parental roles (‘father knows best’) Permanently immature 

Professionals Clients 

Executives/branch managers of the corporate 

body 

Workers 

Salespersons, managers of retail outlets Customers, consumers, ‘church shoppers’ 

 

 

A calling to ministry that is separated from the baptismal calling runs a high 

risk of elevating an ordained person in comparison to the non-ordained, and is 

highly likely to end in oppositions such as those listed above. Indeed, 

‘ordination’ is most often named as being ‘set apart’, which is the most common 
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metaphor for the relationship between ordained and non-ordained members of 

the Church, and is easily associated with notions of separation.  

This metaphor is also used in several key Uniting Church texts: 

The Basis of Union (para. 14(a), 1992, p. 11): 

God…will, through Christ and in the power of the Holy Spirit, call and set 

apart members of the Church to be ministers of the Word…and their setting 

apart will be known as Ordination. 

The Church, its Nature, Ministry and Ordering speaks of the ordained as ‘those set 

apart’, the purpose being ‘to equip the saints for their work of ministry’ (cƒ. 

Ephesians 4:12). It further says (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 108): 

This ministry is exercised within the corporate priesthood of the whole 

Church, but is set apart by Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit to the 

increase and edification of the Church through the appointed means of 

grace. 

Ordination and Ministry clarifies the nature of being ‘set apart’ (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, p. 336): 

This is a ‘setting apart’ of certain persons for ministry, not in the sense of 

separating them from the rest of the people of God, but of dedicating them 

for the service of the Word in the midst of that people. Their first duty of 

obedience is to the Word, that is, Jesus Christ, and their task is, in various 

ways, to call others to that same obedience.  

Further, it states (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 356): 

There is no sense in which ordination can ever be set over against Baptism… 

This setting apart is not from other members of the community of faith but 
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from other responsibilities in the church, and usually in relation to other 

employment. 

Pickard, an Anglican member of the task group that produced Ordination and 

Ministry, has critiqued the metaphor of ‘setting apart’ (2003, pp. 95ƒ, 98): 

The language of ‘removal from’, ‘set apart’ and distance has never been far 

away from the traditional construals of those in orders. It generates a false 

dichotomy between those who inhabit orders and the people of God. To be 

in orders is to be in a particular place within the ecclesia; to be related to 

others in a particular and quite specific way… 

Perhaps we need a new language at this point, to speak of the particularity of 

the place in which those ordained are required to stand, and in what sense 

they are called to relate to others in ways specific and peculiar to their life in 

orders. 

The strength of the ‘setting apart’ metaphor is that ‘the particularity of the 

place’ in which a minister of the Word may be required at times to stand, as a 

servant of Christ, is against the Church—if it is being untrue to the Gospel. 

‘Setting apart’ may suit this place very well indeed. It is questionable though 

whether this should continue to be the primary, controlling metaphor in the 

light of contemporary reflection on missiology, in which the presbyter ministers 

in a representative way with, not for or over, the baptised. 

The Charge gives certain images to picture this new place in which those who 

are ordained may find themselves standing. These are the messenger of good 

tidings, a steward of sacred mysteries and a guardian of the Lord’s family; these 

images describe the ‘treasure’ which is the office of the minister of the Word. 

The ordinand is exhorted to ‘[t]ake up this office with humility of spirit and 

gratitude of heart’.  
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The minister is also pictured as a shepherd, in terms drawn from the tenth 

chapter of the Gospel of John: 

In all your associations with people who have not as yet come to faith, you will 

respect their opinions, honour all that is worthy in their lives, and love them as 

God’s children. But you will remember that they are Christ’s sheep who are 

scattered abroad, the sheep for whom he shed his blood, and by your faithful 

discipleship and christian grace you will seek to bring them safely home to the 

fold of God’s love. We exhort you to take good care of the people committed to 

your charge in the congregations which you will serve. 

Cranmer used similar terms; his exhortation in The Fourme of Ordering Priestes 

called ordinands 

to be the messengers, the watchemen , the Pastours, and the stewardes of the 

Lorde to teache, to premonisshe, to feede, and provyde for the Lordes famylye: to 

seeke for Christes shepe that be dispersed abrode, and for hys children whiche 

bee in the myddest of thys naughtye worlde, to be saved through Christe for ever. 

By 1662, presbyteral ordinands are reminded that they are ‘Messengers, 

Watchmen and Stewards of the Lord’. Parsons expands upon these images in 

his commentary on the service of 1662. He indicates the Old Testament roots of 

the image of ‘messenger’ (e.g., Haggai 1:13; Malachi 2:7) (Parsons, 1964, p. 45ƒ 

and passim). In the New Testament, the words ajggevloß (‘envoy’, ‘angel’), khærux 

(‘herald’) and ajpovstoloß (‘apostle’, ‘delegate’) convey the meaning of 

‘messenger’. Parsons (1964, p. 46) concludes: 

The basic idea then of a messenger is one who is sent by another, usually of 

greater importance than himself, to pass on some piece of news. 

In 1988, this ‘news’ is specified; the minister is ‘a messenger of good tidings’, 



 

 
320 

i.e., of the gospel of Jesus Christ. 

The ‘watchemen…premonisshe…the Lordes famylye’ (premonish: ‘warn of 

danger’—here, the danger of false doctrine and unholy living). It is an Old 

Testament image, found e.g., in Ezekiel 3:16-21 and 33:1-9; in the New 

Testament, it is found in Hebrews 13:17: ‘Obey your leaders and submit to 

them, for they are keeping watch over (ajgrupnouæsin) your souls and will give 

an account’. ‘The watchman is the guardian of the safety of those committed to 

his care’ (Parsons, 1964, p. 49); the 1988 liturgy’s ‘guardians of the Lord’s 

family’ is a directly corresponding image, which primarily concerns oversight: 

‘In the ancient Catholic Church, the Bishops were considered to be the 

guardians of Christian truth.’ (Parsons and Jones, 1937, 1955, scanned 1999) The 

image of the minister as ‘guardian’ is reminiscent of the words spoken at the 

presentation of the Bible in the service of Ordination of a Bishop in the US Book 

of Common Prayer of 1979: 

Receive the Holy Scriptures. Feed the flock of Christ committed to your charge, 

guard and defend them in his truth, and be a faithful steward of his holy Word 

and Sacraments.16 

This liturgy further speaks of the bishop as ‘called to guard the faith, unity, and 

discipline of the Church’ and ‘chosen to be a guardian of the Church’s faith’. 

The 1979 Australian Anglican liturgy of The Consecrating of a Bishop does not 

contain the word ‘guardian’ or any cognate word, but the 1995 Australian 

Anglican liturgy, The Ordination of a Bishop, states that a bishop is ‘to guard its 

[the Church’s] faith, unity and discipline’. The 2002 draft text of the Order for 

the Consecration of Bishops of the United Methodist Church also instructs the 

bishops-elect in the Exhortation, ‘You are called to guard the faith…’. 

‘Guard/guardian’ is an episcopal image in these rites, and functions as such in 
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the 1988 Charge; the episcopal ‘dimension’ of ministry is to the fore here, and is 

applied to the minister of the Word. 

According to Parsons (1964, p. 51): 

Stewardship in the context of the Christian life is just what the word suggests 

in its natural meaning… The steward has authority over people, but it is an 

authority delegated from above. Nothing that he has is his own. He must 

always be ready to give an account of his stewardship. And yet he has a real 

degree of independence and room for initiative. He has a dual relationship to 

maintain, with those over him, and those under him. The present-day shop 

steward is a good example. 

The presbyter’s task is delegated by Christ. In the 1988 liturgy, the delegated 

task is to be ‘a steward of God’s mysteries’—i.e., of the revelation of God in 

Christ; this is a reference to 1 Corinthians 4:1: ‘Think of us in this way, as 

servants of Christ and stewards of God’s mysteries.’ 

While the charge of the 1936 British Methodist liturgy uses different imagery it 

appears to be paralleling Cranmer, if not paraphrasing him, the parallelism 

being suggested by the use of the same verbs. The ordinands are 

chosen and elect to be evangelists of the grace of God in Christ Jesus, sent forth to 

make disciples of all the nations; to teach, and to premonish, to feed and provide 

for the household of God; to seek for Christ’s sheep that are dispersed abroad, for 

whom He laid down His life, and for the children of God who are in the midst of 

this world, that they may be saved through Christ for ever. 

Here, evangelism is the controlling image for the presbyter’s ministry, within 

and without the gathered congregation. Evangelism is addressed in a discrete 

paragraph in 1988: 
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We exhort you to be a faithful ambassador of Christ, and to remember that you 

have a duty to save souls by proclaiming that Jesus is Saviour and Lord. In all your 

associations with people who have not as yet come to faith, you will respect their 

opinions, honour all that is worthy in their lives, and love them as God’s children. 

But you will remember that they are Christ’s sheep who are scattered abroad, the 

sheep for whom he shed his blood, and by your faithful discipleship and christian 

grace you will seek to bring them safely home to the fold of God’s love. 

Pastoral care is then mentioned (‘We exhort you to take good care of the people 

committed to your charge in the congregations which you will serve’). The goal 

of pastoral care is to build up the body of Christ into greater maturity; this is a 

serious task, and ministerial negligence brings grave consequences:  

The holy catholic Church which you love is the body of Christ. And if it should 

come about that any member of his body is hurt as a result of your negligence, 

you know how much it will grieve the Lord Jesus. Accordingly, you will recall 

constantly the holy purpose of your ministry to the people of God, and you will 

continue your work, your care and diligence, until you bring them to the fullness 

of the knowledge of God and to maturity of faith in Christ. 

The Charge expresses confidence ‘that you have considered these things 

already, and that you have decided, by God’s grace, to devote yourself 

completely to this ministry for the rest of your life’, and further reminds the 

ordinand that ‘Because your office is of such excellence and such difficulty, you 

will need to call upon all the gifts and graces that God offers you’. 

Further exhortations follow: the ordinand must ‘be a faithful student of the holy 

Scriptures;… be constant in prayer to God our Father, by the mediation of our 

Saviour Jesus Christ, asking for the daily assistance of the Holy Spirit’. He or 

she should also pray ‘for God’s world and its peoples…the holy catholic 



 

 
323 

Church…for your family and loved ones’, and finally, ‘pray for yourself that 

you may be saved from being preoccupied by the shallow opinions and false 

values of this world’. 

While this ministry will be arduous at times, the ordinand receives 

encouragement: 

This ministry will make great demands on you; but you will not be alone, nor will 

you fulfil it in your strength alone. God will give you chosen people to share your 

life and ministry; you will be surrounded with the love and encouragement of 

God’s faithful people; most of all, God gives you the Holy Spirit to be with you for 

ever. 

The conclusion of The Charge is Trinitarian and eschatological: 

And so we charge you: love God with all your heart and soul and mind and 

strength; proclaim that Jesus Christ is Saviour and Lord; rely on the Holy Spirit to 

stir up the gifts and graces within you. May you faithfully fulfil your ministry, and 

at the last may you receive the unfading crown of glory, and come, with all God’s 

people, to the joy of our promised inheritance. 

The Charge has laid out a vision of ministry consistent with the relational vision 

to be laid out later by Ordination and Ministry (1994) and Affirmations on 

Ordination (1997). A minister of the Word is no mere functionary; he or she 

needs to be formed for this ministry, and to be further formed and re-formed by 

it. 
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14 The Vows 

The Vows number ten in 1988; this section immediately precedes the laying on 

of hands with prayer. It begins, 

1 NN, 

 in the name of Jesus Christ, the only Head17 of the church, 

 we are here to ordain you as a minister of the Word 

 by prayer and the laying on of hands. 

The candidate is addressed ‘in the name of Jesus Christ, the only Head of the 

church’; cƒ. the liturgy of the Church of South India, which has ‘the King and 

Head of the Church’ (1963, p. 168). The 1550 liturgy of Thomas Cranmer enjoins 

the bishop to ask the candidate ‘in the name of the congregacyon’; by 1662, the 

candidate is addressed ‘in the Name of God, and of his Church’, although the 

purpose of the question is ‘that this present Congregation of Christ here 

assembled may also understand your minds and wills in these things’. This 

wording is retained in the 1936 Methodist service. 

At this point, the 1988 service continues: 

  5 In this ordination, 

the Uniting Church in Australia acts and speaks 

within the one holy catholic and apostolic Church. 

We believe that God in Christ acts and speaks 

through all that the church does in obedience to his will. 

10 We declare that God gives you grace and authority 

for this ministry. 

There are some important changes from the 1977 and 1983 texts, which read 

(UCA 1983, p. 12):18 

We believe that it is God who gives you grace and authority for this ministry, and 

that he does so in answer to the prayers of his Church. In this act of ordination, 
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the Uniting Church in Australia acts and speaks within the one holy catholic and 

apostolic Church, and in the faith which we have declared in the words of the 

Creed. 

The Uniting Church rite had followed the lead of the 1958 and 1963 liturgies of 

the Church of South India (1963, p. 168): 

In this act of ordination we believe that it is God who gives you grace and 

authority for the office and work to which you are called, and that he does so in 

answer to the prayers of his Church and through the actions and words of his 

appointed ministers. We act and speak as part of the One, Holy, Catholic, and 

Apostolic Church, and in the faith which we have now with united voice declared 

in the words of the Creed. 

Both versions remove the reference to ‘appointed ministers’ of the Church of 

South India, but the 1988 text paraphrases (whether intentionally or not) 

‘through the actions and words’ in line 9. The reference to the Creed has been 

omitted in 1988. The Uniting Church Commission on Liturgy felt that this was 

‘superfluous’ (D’Arcy Wood, personal communication, 2002). 

The 1983 and 1988 versions make three crucial statements. Firstly, the Uniting 

Church ‘acts and speaks’ as part of the whole Church Catholic, and asserts that 

its ministers are ministers of the Church of God.19 Here, the ordination rite is 

situated firmly within the self-understanding expressed in the Basis of Union 

and The Faith of the Church. Secondly, the 1988 text declares the Church’s belief 

‘that God in Christ acts and speaks / through all that the church does in 

obedience to his will’. Here, God in Christ is the primary ordaining agent, not 

the presbytery; obedience is the Church’s due, freely given, and not the means 

by which it has a hold on God. This is a clarification and expansion of the 1983 

wording, which refers only to ‘this act of ordination’. Without declaring 

ordination to be a sacrament, paragraph 6 of the Basis of Union is here being 

echoed (1992, p. 8): 
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The Uniting Church acknowledges that Christ has commanded his Church to 

proclaim the Gospel both in words and in the two visible acts of Baptism and 

the Lord’s Supper. Christ himself acts in and through everything that the Church 

does in obedience to his commandment: it is Christ who by the gift of the Spirit 

confers the forgiveness, the fellowship, the new life and the freedom which 

the proclamation and actions promise; and it is Christ who awakens, purifies 

and advances in people the faith and hope in which alone such benefits can 

be accepted. [emphasis mine]  

Lastly, 1988 ‘declare[s]’ and 1983 (with the Church of South India) ‘believe[s]’ 

that God ‘gives you grace and authority for this ministry’. Divine empowering 

is necessary; human resources alone are insufficient for the office and work of a 

minister of the Word. 

The Vows follow. These vows have a high status in the Uniting Church, as they 

did in the Churches which formed it. The vows are seen by some as a test of 

doctrinal orthodoxy; for example, Beswick (Doctrinal Standards of the Uniting 

Church in Australia, <http://www.beswick.info/ucissues/ucdoct.htm>) writes: 

‘One way to identify the doctrinal standards of any church tradition is to study 

the vows ministers are required to make at their ordination’. 

The Methodists inherited their emphasis on the vows from the Anglican 

Church, but there developed a ‘confusion in Methodist folklore as to the 

association of “vows” with progression into ministry’ (Tripp, 1999, p. 106). The 

British Wesleyan Methodist Church reintroduced the laying on of hands in 

1836, but there was an accent on ordination vows prior to this. There was an 

‘unauthorized but certainly deliberate introduction’ of the vows of the Book of 

Common Prayer into the examination of candidates for full connexion in 1824. In 

the practice that had held previously, the candidates declared that ‘“the vows of 
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God” were upon them’. The induction service of the 1970s reminded the 

minister: ‘At your ordination you answered to those things that were 

demanded of you’, and then summarised the vows. The promises made by the 

ordinand effectively displace prayer with the laying on of hands as the de facto 

core of the rite (Tripp, 1999, p. 107): 

A ministerial spirituality of the personal renewal or reaffirmation of 

ordination vows, at the time of conference or other significant moments, 

emerged in the 1970s and 1980s. 

In American Methodist churches in the nineteenth century, ministers coming 

from other Churches were not required to again receive the imposition of 

hands, but were required to profess the Methodist vows. The depth of this 

‘vow-centred’ spirituality is evident (Tripp, 1999, p. 107): 

I look back through thirty-two years to the day, so full of emotional interest 

to me, when [Bishop Joshua Soule’s] hands were laid upon my head in my 

Deacon’s ordination. I bless God, no lapse of time, no change of 

circumstances, has affected the irrevocable vow I made that day. What I 

committed into the hands of the blessed Christ—strength, talent, working 

faulty, life—is still in his hands. 

This spirituality was well-placed to influence the Uniting Church in the 

production of its ordinal. Regulation 2.3.1(a)(ii) reads, ‘A candidate for 

ordination shall express adherence to the polity and discipline of the Church, 

and be prepared to make the required ordination vows’; the candidate’s 

preparedness to accept prayer for the Holy Spirit and the imposition of hands is 

not mentioned. Commenting on The Vows, Gribben (1990, p. 125) states: 

This section is mandatory, by Assembly decision, and may not be varied. It is 

a public declaration of the faith and order of the Uniting Church in Australia 
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in regard to its understanding of ministry. It contains the central disciplines 

of ordained ministry. 

While the Methodists took their vows from the Anglicans, it was Bucer and not 

Cranmer who introduced this searching examination in his De ordinatione 

legitima, which asked a series of nine questions concerning the ordinand’s sense 

of call, reliance solely on scripture, administration of right doctrine, sacraments 

and discipline, to care for ‘the flock’, to pray and study, to live in accordance 

with the calling to ministry, to accept ecclesial discipline and remain faithful to 

the place in which he was called. (Whitaker, 1974, p. 180ƒ)20 

Bucer’s examination had an indirect medieval precedent, firstly in the form of 

the examination of the bishop in the rite of William Durandus. This had 

seventeen questions: the first eight focussed on the candidate’s fidelity to 

Scripture and the traditions of the Church, his obedience to the pope and the 

required virtues; the next nine were doctrinal in nature (Puglisi, 2001, p. 18). 

The second precedent was in the form of the promise of obedience in the 

ordination of a presbyter. The tenth-century Romano-Germanic Pontifical 

compiled in Mainz contains a promise of obedience in these words (Strieder, 

2001, p. 20): 

Will you be obedient and consenting to your bishop for whose diocese you are 

about to be ordained according to justice and your ministry? 

I will. 

May your good and upright will be worthy to bring about a perfection pleasing to 

God. 

And this to God and his holy ones who are here present I promise as I am able 

to know and strong enough to fulfil. May God and his holy ones help me. 
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Three centuries later, Durandus’ pontifical has the presbyter placing his hands 

between those of the bishop; the rite continues (Strieder, 2001, p. 35ƒ), 

Do you promise me and my successors obedience and respect? 

I promise. 

The peace of the Lord be with you always. 

Amen. 

The 1968 Roman Catholic liturgy combines the Examination and Promise of 

Obedience (The Rites of the Catholic Church, Volume II, 1991, p. 42ƒ). 

Bucer’s questions shifted the promise of obedience into a higher gear; this 

greater prominence assured the importance of the promises made by presbyters 

in the rites which followed Bucer, and consequently of the significance of 

ordination. 

Anecdotal evidence strongly suggests that members of the Uniting Church—

including its ministers—accept the vow-centred ministerial spirituality outlined 

above, and commonly view the recital of vows as the central act of the rite, 

rather than the laying on of hands with prayer. In the Uniting Church, 

candidates are commonly asked about their knowledge of and acceptance of 

The Vows as if it were the most important part of the rite by their presbytery or 

pastoral relations committee as part of the process of admission to ordained 

ministry. In the 1988 Service of Induction, the minister to be inducted is 

addressed in terms reminiscent of the words prior to The Vows in the Service of 

Ordination, just as in the British Methodist service (UCA 1988, p. 529): 

…we ask you to reaffirm 

the declaration of faith and obedience 

that you made at your ordination, 

and to show that you desire, by God’s grace, 



 

 
330 

to continue your ministry in this parish. 

Questions summarising The Vows made at ordination follow.  

Yet, despite all this, in the Uniting Church 1988 liturgy of ordination, the reason 

for asking ‘these questions’ clearly positions The Vows in a secondary place (p. 

508): 

Therefore, that we may know 

that you desire to receive this ministry of Christ 

through the gift of the Holy Spirit, 

we ask you these questions:… 

Therefore, according to the liturgy and consistent with the Basis of Union, the 

making of vows is clearly a secondary and preliminary act, preparatory to 

receiving ‘this ministry of Christ through the gift of the Holy Spirit’; that is, to 

the imposition of hands with prayer invoking the Holy Spirit. It has been asked 

whether ministers ordained with different vows (e.g., in the various versions of 

the rite of the Uniting Church) can only be held accountable for their obedience 

to what The Vows in their particular service have demanded; yet ‘this ministry’ 

is one which does not depend in the vicissitudes of the wording of varying 

texts, but upon the gracious call of God through the Church. 

A ‘vow-centred’ position may have an immediate appeal to those with an 

activist outlook on ministry, but it need not be so. Where the responses are in 

the form of ‘With God’s help, I will’, they firmly locate the Vows ‘between the 

two poles of the spiritual life, submission and initiative’. Tripp believes that the 

‘weakening’ of the responses in the 1975 British Methodist liturgy to ‘I am’ and 

‘I will’ is a ‘dire symptom’; Tripp quotes Stacey to this effect (1999, p. 113). Most 

of the responses in the 1988 Uniting Church service are in this ‘weakened’ 

form,21 and thus may be susceptible to Tripp’s criticism, and even to an activist, 
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self-confident (mis)interpretation. 

The importance that the Uniting Church attaches to the Vows has resulted in 

what could be called a comprehensive model of the Vows, which in effect contain 

everything needed to cover all eventualities; in Gribben’s words quoted 

previously (1990, p. 138), they constitute ‘a public declaration of the faith and 

order of the Uniting Church in Australia in regard to its understanding of 

ministry’. Less kindly, it could be suggested that they offer a job description.  

A basic model might be considered, in which the vows would elicit core 

affirmations only from the ordinand: faith in Christ, submission to the 

Scriptures and the Basis of Union, and a willingness to live under the discipline 

of the Church. This model might contain vows corresponding to 1, 3(a) and 6 

from 1988. Other parts of the service of ordination could refer to areas covered 

by at least some of the existing vows. Two outcomes would be the shortening of 

this rather lengthy section, and the avoidance of redundancies. Not all 

‘questions’ need be ‘vows’; not everything the liturgy says about ministry need 

be said (or repeated) in the vows. If a ‘basic’ model were used, it would have 

the advantage of enabling the rite to properly emphasise prayer and the laying 

on of hands.22 

The 1988 vows differ from those of 1983 and previous services in a number of 

respects. The 1983 vows are those listed in Appendix 2 of the Basis of Union 

(found in Wood, 1986, p. 64), and number seven. By 1988, the Commission on 

Liturgy felt that the Uniting Church had had enough experience to revise its 

ordination vows (Wood, personal communication, 2002). They expanded in 

number to ten, although they are not much longer; the 1983 questions contain 

230 words, the 1988 contain 251. The Vows here are numbered for ease of 

reference. 
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1983 (1977, 1980) 1988 (1985) 

1  

Do you, depending on the gift and power of 

the Holy Spirit, confess anew Jesus Christ as 

Lord; and, acknowledging him as the Word 

of God, do you undertake to set him forth for 

the salvation of mankind? 

I do. 

1  

Do you confess anew Jesus Christ as Lord? 

I do so confess. 

 
2  

Do you believe that you are truly called / by 

God and the church / to the office and work 

of a minister of the Word? 

I do so believe. 

 

2  

Do you receive the witness to Christ in the 

holy Scriptures of the Old and New 

Testaments; and do you undertake to preach 

from these? 

 

I do. 

3  

Do you receive the witness to Christ / in the 

holy Scriptures of the Old and New 

Testaments; / and do you undertake to 

preach from these, / proclaiming Christ as 

Saviour of the world? 

I do. 



 

 
333 

3  

Do you undertake to administer the 

sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s 

Supper, so that the gospel of Jesus Christ 

may be clearly proclaimed and made 

effective in the lives of believers? 

I do. 

4  

Do you receive baptism and the eucharist, / 

instituted by our Lord as signs and seals of 

the gospel; / and do you resolve to celebrate 

these sacraments / with the people of God? 

I do. 

4  

Do you intend to live in fellowship with all 

God’s people, confessing the name of the 

one Lord Jesus Christ, in the power of the 

one Spirit; and do you receive for use in 

worship and instruction the Apostles’ and 

Nicene Creeds? 

I do. 

5  

Do you accept the Apostles’ and Nicene 

Creeds / as safeguarding and witnessing to 

the faith / of the holy catholic Church; / and 

do you intend to use them in worship and 

instruction? 

I do. 

5  

Do you adhere to the Basis of Union of this 

Church? 

I do. 

6  

Do you adhere to the Basis of Union / of the 

Uniting Church in Australia; and do you 

submit yourself to the church’s discipline? 

I do. 

 

6  

Will you continue to allow your mind to be 

illuminated, your conscience quickened and 

your prayers deepened by study of the 

confessional documents specified in the 

Basis of Union? 

I will. 

7  

Do you commit yourself to the study / of the 

confessional documents of the church / as 

enjoined in the Basis of Union? 

I do. 
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 8  

Relying on the power of the Holy Spirit, / 

will you be diligent in the study of the Bible; 

/ will you seek to live a holy and disciplined 

life; / will you be faithful in prayer? 

With God’s help, I will. 

 9  

Will you endeavour to be a faithful pastor of 

God’s people; / will you equip them for 

their ministry, / and work with them in 

building up the body of Christ? 

With God’s help, I will. 

 

7  

Will you seek the peace of this and all the 

churches of God, speaking the truth in love, 

watching over those people and things 

entrusted to your charge, obeying lawful 

authority with a good conscience, 

committing your ministry to God who is able 

to do immeasurably more than we can ask 

or conceive? 

I will. 

 

10  

Will you strive for peace and unity / among 

all christian people, / and especially among 

those whom you serve? 

With God’s help, I will. 
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May God give you strength to fulfil these 

vows, / and to him be glory in the Church / 

and in Christ Jesus, / to all generations, for 

ever and ever. 

 

The people respond: 

Amen. 

May the One / who has given you the will 

to do these things, / give you the grace to 

perform them; / that the work which God 

has begun in you / may be brought to 

fulfilment. 

The people say: 

Faithful is God, / who has called you and 

who will not fail you. 

 

 

The 1983 vows begin with more ‘global’ questions (1-4), which then focus upon 

the ordinand’s willingness to accept the Uniting Church’s particular witness to 

the catholic faith (5) and then examine the ordinand’s willingness to engage in 

the ministry to which he or she is called (6-7). The same movement is seen in 

the 1988 vows (apart from vow 2, which again establishes the ordinand’s sense 

of calling): from global questions in vows 1, 3-5, to particular questions in 6-7 

and the ordinand’s willingness to engage in ministry in 8-10. 

The vows also illustrate the question asked in The Faith of the Church (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, p. 14): ‘What is the Church’s faith? Where is it to be found?’ 

The 1988 vows contain an answer: it is in receiving the witness to Christ in the 

holy Scriptures; in receiving the sacraments of baptism and the eucharist; and in 

accepting the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds. Further, it is found in doing this in 

adherence to the Basis of Union. The confessional documents are to be ‘studied’, 

rather than ‘received’ or ‘accepted’. 

 



 

 
336 

Comparison of the 1988(1985) Vows with those of 1983 (1977, 1980) 

(The numbering of vows in the subheadings below corresponds to 1988.)  

Vow 1: This is a more succinct vow in 1988; the second half of vow 1 (1983) is 

now in vow 3, and the reference to the Holy Spirit is dropped. 

Vow 2: This vow deals with the ordinand’s sense of call. The word ‘call’ is used 

in two ways: the calling of God through the Church, and a specific (inner) call 

to the ministry of the Word. This second sense is meant several times in the 

service: in §12 the ordinand has had an opportunity to give a brief account of 

his/her ‘call to ministry’; but once The Vows are completed, the first sense is 

used: the people declare, ‘Faithful is God, who has called you and who will not 

fail you’. In §15, the ordinand is called by the ‘eternal God’ and by the Spirit. 

For this calling, the Holy Spirit’s strengthening is needed: ‘And we pray that the 

Holy Spirit will endow him/her / with grace and power to fulfil this calling, / 

so that your people may be strengthened / and your holy name be glorified for 

ever’. 

There is no counterpart to this vow in 1983. Since a similar question ‘N, are you 

willing to be ordained / as a minister of the Word?’ has been asked in §12, it 

seems somewhat superfluous. Vow 2 would be unnecessary—even in the 

‘comprehensive’ model—if this question were redrafted, ‘N, do you believe that 

you are truly called by God and the church to the office and work of a minister 

of the Word?’. 

However, it is highly significant that this vow introduces the term ‘office’ for 

the first time in a Uniting Church ordination service. It is the liturgy of the 

Uniting Church, rather than its doctrinal statements, which have kept the usage 

of this word, and therefore made it part of the Uniting Church’s language to 
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describe what ordination is. Here, the more common direction of lex orandi, lex 

credendi in the Uniting Church—from doctrine to worship—has been reversed.23 

Vow 3: The first three lines are in vow 2 (1983). In both texts, it is ‘the witness to 

Christ’ which is received ‘in the holy Scriptures of the Old and New 

Testaments’, rather than the Scriptures per se. In this, the vow follows paragraph 

5 of the Basis of Union: ‘The Uniting Church acknowledges that the Church has 

received the books of the Old and New Testaments as unique prophetic and 

apostolic testimony, in which it hears the Word of God and by which its faith 

and obedience are nourished and regulated’ (1992, p. 8). 

Vow 4: The ordinand is asked to ‘receive’ the sacraments, the same verb used 

with reference to the Scriptures in vow 3, rather than the rather pedestrian 

promise in 1983 to ‘undertake to administer the sacraments’. The minister-as-

presider will now ‘celebrate these sacraments / with the people of God’, rather 

than ‘administer’ them. This vow connotes a relational ministry, rather than the 

functional, organisational model of ministry implied in the 1983 vow. It also 

describes ministry with, rather than for, the people of God. 

The dominical sacraments are ‘signs and seals of the gospel’; this is Reformed 

terminology.24 Owen calls the Westminster Confession of Faith ‘the chief 

doctrinal standard of English-speaking Presbyterian Churches throughout the 

world, including the Presbyterian Church of Australia’ (1984, p. 115). In 

Chapter 27 it says (Owen, 1984, p. 160), 

Sacraments are holy signs and seals of the covenant of grace, immediately 

instituted by God, to represent Christ and his benefits, and to confirm our 

interest in him; [as also to put a visible difference between those that belong 

unto the Church, and the rest of the world;] and solemnly to engage them to 

the service of God in Christ, according to his Word.25 
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The language of ‘seal’ had also denoted a sacrament in Medieval theology; 

Peter Lombard argued for seven sacraments, and defined ordination as ‘a seal 

of the Church by means of which spiritual power is conferred upon the person 

ordained’ (Bradshaw, 1992(b), p. 377). 

Vow 5: This vow concerns the ‘acceptance’ (not ‘reception’) of the Apostles’ and 

Nicene Creeds. This reflects the status of the Creeds; they ‘safeguard and 

witness to the faith of the holy catholic Church’, while occupying a lesser place 

than the Scriptures and the sacraments. The Creeds are to be used ‘in worship 

and instruction’. 

The 1983 vow is somewhat diffuse in focus; it may be trying to paraphrase the 

unity of the Church safeguarded by the Creeds, but if so, it reads quite clumsily. 

Vow 6: To the question about adherence to the Basis of Union, the 1988 vow adds 

submission to the church’s discipline; in Uniting Church polity, this is exercised 

through the presbytery. Vow 7 of 1983 implies the submission of the minister to 

the Church’s discipline, as it requires his or her ‘obeying lawful authority with a 

good conscience’. 

In the Basis of Union (para. 14, p. 13), ‘adherence’ 

is understood as willingness to live and work within the faith and unity of 

the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church as that way is described in this 

Basis. Such adherence allows for difference of opinion in matters which do 

not enter into the substance of the faith. 

Dutney (1985, p. 288) comments: 

…‘adherence’ had already been described in terms of ‘living’ and ‘working’. 

In being asked to ‘adhere’ to the Basis, a minister was not being questioned 
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concerning his grasp of the faith as much as he was being questioned 

concerning the faith by which he was grasped and his willingness to be 

continually renewed in that faith and in mission—in fellowship with that 

company of God’s people to be called the Uniting Church in Australia … 

Vow 7: The ‘confessional documents’ referred to are the Scots Confession of Faith 

(1560), the Heidelberg Catechism (1563), the Westminster Confession of Faith (1647), 

the Savoy Declaration (1658) and John Wesley’s Forty-Four Sermons (1793). They 

are to be ‘studied’, rather than ‘received’ or ‘accepted’. 

Vow 8: There is no parallel in 1983 to this vow, which addresses the need for 

personal disciplines of prayer, study and holiness of life. This vow is an implicit 

recognition that ordination is more than a functional reality.26 

Vow 9: This addresses the work of the minister; while the pastoral image is 

used, it refers to equipping God’s people, not working for them; ministry with, 

not for, the people of God (cƒ. vow 4). Vow 7 of 1983 speaks of ‘watching over 

those people and things entrusted to your charge’, which connotes ministry for, 

more than with, the people. 

Vow 10: This requires the minister to seek peace and unity in the Church, and 

tacitly acknowledges that the minister is a sign of the unity of the Church. There 

are echoes of the first clause of 1983’s vow 7, which finishes by exhorting the 

minister to commit his or her ministry to God. 

The Vows are brought to a close in words which call the ‘grace’ (1983: 

‘strength’) of God upon the ordinand. In 1983, the people offer a simple ‘Amen’; 

in 1988, they respond, ‘Faithful is God, / who has called you and who will not 

fail you’; this response underscores the significance given to The Vows, and it is 

the first direct indication of support from the people requested by the text.  
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The British Methodist ordination service of 1936 has eleven vows. The first has 

echoes in vow 2: 

Do you trust that you are inwardly moved by the Holy Spirit to take upon you this 

office and ministration, to serve God for the promoting of His glory, for the 

preaching of His Gospel, and for the edifying of His people? 

I do so trust. 

Its placement gives emphasis to a subjective view of calling (‘Do you trust that 

you are inwardly moved by the Holy Spirit…’). Puglisi disagrees with this 

seeing it as a departure from the theology of vocation held by the early Church. 

Writing of the 1962 Church of Scotland service, he states (2001, p. 114ƒ): 

It is noteworthy that there is no question on the double vocation: according 

to Calvinist theology, in fact, the exterior vocation corresponds to an inner 

vocation; this is why, in this tradition, a question such as follows is often put 

to the candidate: ‘Do you believe, in your heart, to be truly called by God to 

this ministry?’… The absence of any such question in the present-day ritual 

of the Church of Scotland is evidence that this Church understands vocation 

in the traditional sense of the early Church, which saw the calling to the 

ministry as a gift of God transmitted through the call of the Church. 

Vow 2 is parallel to the Methodist service’s question, but it does not really 

correspond. The ordinand is asked, ‘Do you believe that you are truly called / 

by God and the church to the office and work of a minister of the Word?’ While 

this ‘call’ is not specified as an ‘inner vocation’, it connotes the interior call 

specifically denoted by the Methodist vow (‘inwardly moved by the Holy 

Spirit’). The 1988 service has other referents to an inner call: opportunity for a 

‘brief statement of his/her faith and call to ministry’ has already been offered, 

clearly an occasion for a description of the ‘inner vocation’ after the ‘narration 

of steps’ of the ‘exterior vocation’. 
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The second and third Methodist vows concern the holy Scriptures (cƒ. vow 3): 

Are you persuaded that the Holy Scriptures contain sufficiently all doctrine 

necessary for eternal salvation through faith in Jesus Christ? And are you 

determined, out of the said Scriptures, to instruct the people committed to your 

charge; and to teach nothing, as required of necessity for eternal salvation, but 

that which you shall be persuaded may be concluded and proved by the 

Scriptures? 

I am so persuaded, and have so determined, by God’s grace. 

Will you be ready, with all faithful diligence, to drive away all erroneous and 

strange doctrines contrary to God’s Word; and to use both public and private 

admonitions and exhortations, as well to the sick as to the whole, as need shall 

require, and occasion shall be given? 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

The next two vows encompass vows 4, 5 and 7, in terms of ministry and 

obedience: 

Will you then give your faithful diligence always so to minister the Doctrine and 

Sacraments, and the Discipline of Christ, as the Lord hath commanded? 

I will do so, by the help of the Lord. 

As you believe that you are called to be Ministers of Christ in the Methodist 

Church, I now ask whether you believe its doctrines, and whether you are 

determined to preach the same? 

I do so believe, and I will so preach, the Lord being my helper. 

The sixth vow in this Methodist service concerns submission to the Church’s 

discipline, finding a parallel in vow 6 of 1988: 

Will you submit yourselves as sons in the Gospel, to those whom the Methodist 

Church shall appoint to have the rule over you? 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

The seventh vow calls upon the minister to pray and study. It has echoes in 
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vow 7: 

Will you be diligent in prayers and in reading of the holy Scriptures, and in such 

studies as help to the knowledge of the same? 

I will endeavour so to be, the Lord being my helper. 

The eighth vow addresses the consistency of the minister’s life with his calling, 

and that of his family. This first aspect is similar to vow 8, but there is no 

parallel for the second in the 1988 or any other Uniting Church version: 

Will you be diligent to frame and fashion your own selves, and your families, 

according to the doctrine of Christ; and to make both yourselves and them, as 

much as in you lieth, wholesome examples and patterns to the flock of Christ? 

I will apply myself thereto, the Lord being my helper. 

It would appear that the Uniting Church does not wish to link the conduct of a 

minister’s family to the calling to ministry. 

Next comes a vow that speaks of the need for the minister to promote harmony, 

which is also found in vow 10: 

Will you maintain and set forward, as much as lieth in you, quietness, peace and 

love among all Christian people, and especially among them that are or shall be 

committed to your charge? 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

The tenth vow asks the minister to encourage the spiritual gifts of the 

congregation, as does vow 9: 

As you are called to be Ministers in the Church of God, and seeing that to each of 

its members the ministration of the Spirit is given to profit withal, will you do all 

that in you lies to build up the Body of Christ, to persuade and encourage every 

member to exercise the gift of grace that is in him, and to present every man 

before God perfect in Christ Jesus? 

I will endeavour so to do, the Lord being my helper. 
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As you are called to be ambassadors on behalf of Christ, beseeching men to be 

reconciled to God, as though God were intreating by you, will you continually 

stir up the gift of God that is in you, by the help of the Holy Spirit, to testify the 

Gospel of the grace of God to all men? 

I will, the Lord being my helper. 

15 The Ordination 

The imposition of hands with prayer is the central act of ordination. Paragraph 

14(a) of the Basis of Union states, ‘The Presbytery will ordain by prayer and the 

laying on of hands in the presence of a worshipping congregation’. Similarly, 

clause 14 of the Constitution states, ‘Ordination (being the setting apart of 

persons for ministry as Ministers of the Word or Deacons) shall be conducted 

by the Presbytery by prayer and laying on of hands, and in accordance with 

requirements and procedures determined by the Assembly’. This was the case 

in the Apostolic Tradition; as Smith (1996, 2000, p. 18) writes, 

Hippolytus also offered a hint at the theological significance of the laying on 

of hands when in describing the deacon’s ordination he explained, ‘let the 

bishop alone make him a deacon; on a presbyter, however, the presbyters as 

well should also lay on their hands because of the common and like spirit of 

the clergy’. From a ritual point of view it was clearly the focus of this austere rite. 

[emphasis mine] 

Whitaker (1974, p. 176ƒ) explains Bucer’s position on the laying on of hands: 

For the imposition of hands signifies and represents the guidance, the 

strength, and the protection of the hand of Almighty God, enabling the man 

who is ordained to effect and perform his ministry to the glory of God’s 

name and the welfare of his Church. It signifies that power is delivered to 

him to teach and govern the Church in the place of Christ, and if need be 

gladly and sacrificially to expend himself for the faith and welfare of the 
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Church, as becomes a good shepherd. For we read that the Lord and the 

Apostles laid hands on those to whom they wished the blessing and 

goodness of God to be imparted. We read also that they laid hands on those 

to whom by this sign some kind of standing was delivered… 

The chairperson calls for silent prayer— 

Beloved in Christ, 

let us pray in silence for N, 

before we ordain and send him/her forth to the work 

for which we believe he/she has been called 

by the Holy Spirit. 

Let us pray. 

The rubrics call for the ordinand to kneel; when the period of silence is 

completed, the chairperson prays this collect: 

Holy God, 

you have promised to hear the prayers 

of those who pray in the name of Christ. 

Grant that what we have asked in faith 

may be granted according to your will; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Amen. 

Prayer continues with the singing of a hymn to the Holy Spirit; ‘Come, Holy 

Ghost, our souls inspire’ (AHB 308) is suggested. 

The rubrics continue, 

Those members of presbytery, both ministers of the Word and lay persons appointed to lay on 

hands, take their places. 

This is consistent with paragraph 14(a) of the Basis of Union: 

By the participation in the act of ordination of those already ordained, the 
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Church bears witness to God’s faithfulness and declares the hope by which it 

lives. In company with other Christians the Uniting Church will seek for a 

renewed understanding of the way in which the congregation participates in 

ordination and of the significance of ordination in the life of the Church. 

In most churches, only members of the college of those already ordained may 

participate in the imposition of hands. In the Uniting Church, ‘lay persons 

appointed’ join in this act. Regulation 2.3.4 mandates this: ‘The ordination shall 

be presided over by the chairperson of the Presbytery or the chairperson’s 

appointee and at least two Ministers and two lay persons shall take part in the 

ordination’. The ordaining ‘college’ is the presbytery, which consists of lay and 

ordained members; normally, those who lay hands upon the ordinand are 

members of the ordaining presbytery. 

This practice relates to the Uniting Church’s understanding of apostolic 

succession. The New Testament can say that the new humanity, made up of Jew 

and Gentile, is ‘built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets, with 

Christ Jesus himself as the cornerstone’ (Ephesians 2:20). Attempts to write 

detailed accounts of how ‘succession’ applied in the New Testament founder 

upon the twin rocks of an inconsistent practice within its pages, and a frank 

anachronism. There is a transmission of ministry (e.g., in the appointment of the 

Seven in Acts 6, and of Timothy and Titus), but this does not yet constitute a 

developed theology or practice of succession. It does point to the gifting of the 

Spirit, a practice (but not necessarily regular and mandated) of prayer with the 

laying on of hands, and to the gifts of the ascended and exalted Lord (Ephesians 

4:10-12); Kasper (2003, p. 120) sees it as ‘based on a universal christology with 

eschatological claims’ (cƒ. Matthew 28:20). 

Kasper (2003, p. 121) comments on the New Testament data: 
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This is not a succession in a linear sense, where one office-bearer follows 

another; rather, new members are coopted and integrated into the apostolic college 

with its mission that is carried on from age to age…it does not exist for its own 

sake, but is completely at the service of the Gospel of Jesus Christ…the 

apostolic succession is never a mere institutional matter; it must also be 

understood in existential terms, as a following of the apostles’ teaching and 

life. [emphasis mine] 

The Uniting Church had inherited varying views; while John Wesley had 

rejected the traditional view of episcopal succession (Bowmer, op. cit., p. 159),  

[t]he fact is that Wesley’s idea of succession was, in effect, episcopal; not, it is 

true, but the traditional and usually accepted view of episcopal succession, 

but in accordance with his belief that presbyters, discharging their function 

as ejpivskopoi, have the right to ordain. When Wesley ordained, it was as a 

presbyter exercising the inherent right of a New Testament ejpivskopoß. 

After Wesley’s death, elders ordained by him ordained others; Bowmer notes 

that at this time, 

the Conference abandoned formal ordination by laying-on of hands, thinking 

it might tend to create a division between those who had been ordained by 

Wesley and those who had not. In 1836, however, when the Conference 

decided to return to the traditional method of ordination, Henry Moore, 

believing himself to be the only survivor of those who had been ordained by 

Wesley, deeply regretted that he had not been called upon to maintain the 

succession. 

Moore wrote a letter expressing his distress; it is possible that he was then 

allowed to join in the laying on of hands. (Bowmer, op. cit., p. 160ƒ) 

Calvin believed that ‘fitting and upright teachers’ had been raised up by God as 



 

 
347 

an expedient because of the perceived loss of succession. In 1554, he wrote to the 

king of Poland (Wotherspoon and Kirkpatrick, 1920, 1960, n. 5, p. 79):  

Because, by the tyranny of the Pope, the continuous line of ordination has 

been broken, a new expedient for the restoration is required… But God 

Himself brings the remedy in raising up fitting and upright teachers to build 

up the Church, now lying deformed among the ruins of popery. And this 

office which the Lord laid upon us, when He made use of our services in 

collecting Churches, is one that is altogether anomalous. 

For the Lima Document (BEM, p. 28ƒ), 

[t]he primary manifestation of apostolic succession is to be found in the 

apostolic tradition of the Church as a whole. The succession is an expression 

of the permanence and, therefore, of the continuity of Christ’s own mission 

in which the Church participates. Within the Church the ordained ministry 

has a particular task of preserving and actualizing the apostolic faith. The 

orderly transmission of the ordained ministry is therefore a powerful 

expression of the continuity of the Church throughout history; it also 

underlines the calling of the ordained minister as guardian of the faith. 

Where churches see little importance in orderly transmission, they should 

ask themselves whether they have not to change their conception of 

continuity in the apostolic tradition. On the other hand, where the ordained 

ministry does not adequately serve the proclamation of the apostolic faith, 

churches must ask themselves whether their ministerial structures are not in 

need of reform. 

Under the particular historical circumstances of the growing Church in the 

early centuries, the succession of bishops became one of the ways, together 

with the transmission of the Gospel and the life of the community, in which 

the apostolic tradition of the Church was expressed. This succession was 

understood as serving, symbolizing amid guarding the continuity of the 
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apostolic faith and communion. 

The Response of the Uniting Church to BEM notes that here the Reformed as 

well as the Catholic understanding of succession is included, and that this must 

be the case.27 The proposal of the Joint Commission for bishops-in-presbytery is 

not included in either alternative; it seems to have been lost in the mists of time. 

The chairperson prays: 

  1 We praise you, eternal God, 

   because in your infinite love and goodness 

   you have given us your only Son Jesus Christ 

   to be the Saviour of the world, 

  5 the Shepherd of our souls and the Head of your church. 

   We praise you because our risen and ascended Lord 

   has poured forth his gifts abundantly; 

   and has formed throughout the world 

   a holy people for your possession, 

10 to participate in his ministry 

 and to fulfil your gracious purposes. 

 Now we give you thanks that you have called N, 

 whom we ordain in your name, 

 to be a minister of the Word in your church. 

15 And we pray that the Holy Spirit will endow him/her 

 with grace and power to fulfil this calling, 

 so that your people may be strengthened 

 and your holy name be glorified for ever; 

 through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

 Amen. 

This prayer recalls several New Testament passages: 

• John 4:42, 1 John 4:14 (line 4, ‘the Saviour of the world’); 

• 1 Peter 2:25 (line 5, ‘the shepherd and guardian28 of your souls’); 
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• Ephesians 5:23 (line 5, ‘the head of the church’); 

• Ephesians 4:8 (lines 6-7); 

• 1 Peter 2:9 (line 9, ‘a people for his possession’, NRSV margin); 

• 2 Corinthians 8:4 (‘the privilege of sharing in this ministry to the saints’; cƒ. 

line 10). 

The ancient prayers contained far more biblical language and allusions. Porter 

comments (1967, p. xiii-xiv): 

One will notice at once that most of the prayers consist of a medley of 

material quoted or paraphrased from Holy Scripture. The modern reader 

may initially suppose that this Scriptural material was simply inserted for 

reasons of piety or the desire to provide literary embellishment. On further 

inquiry, however, one will discern that these Biblical references are a 

primary means for the communication of ideas in these prayers. This 

typological style of expression is in fact related to the very essence of these prayers. 

[emphasis mine] 

Porter (p. xiv) suggests that this is because of ‘the need to identify the ministry 

conferred by the Church with the ministry of the prophets, priests, apostles, 

and other spiritual leaders raised up by God in ages past’. He further suggests, 

perhaps anachronistically (pp. xiv-xv): 

A typological and allusive manner of expression provides that degree of 

ambiguity which liturgical language must have… we cannot enlighten 

[God’s] understanding or define the exact ways in which he should assist us. 

The very essence of prayer is the recognition of God’s sovereignty and the 

carrying out of his will. Ideally, therefore, Christian prayer designates what is 

being prayed for without precisely defining it. [emphasis original] 

This allusive form is of great significance, in that these ancient prayers 
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scrupulously avoid any suggestion that we, in the course of our pilgrimage, 

can comprehend exactly what the episcopate, presbyterate, or diaconate is. 

These orders are gifts from God, and like his other supernatural gifts they 

transcend earthly understanding. Yet the Church is also certain that its Lord 

has bequeathed a ministry to it. With solemn prayer and the laying on of 

consecrated hands, the Church entreats in unhesitant faith that the Holy 

Spirit would bestow whatever graces are necessary for the ministers of 

Christ to carry out whatever may be God’s will. (p. xv) 

The situation was different in Gaul; in the Gallican rites,  

little appeal is made to the mystic interpretation of the Old Testament. In a 

far more direct manner, the three sacred orders are related to the ministry 

described in the New Testament. (p. 36) 

The 1988 prayer requests ‘that the Holy Spirit will endow him/her with grace 

and power’ for the ministry. ‘Grace and power’ are requested in a number of 

recent ordinals: e.g., in the 1992 Uniting Church text, and in the 1979 (USA) Book 

of Common Prayer, the Alternative Service Book (Church of England, 1980), 

Common Worship (Church of England, 2000), A Prayer Book for Australia (1995), 

the (British) Methodist liturgy of 1999 and the (USA) United Methodist draft 

rite of 2002. This phrase communicates something of the way in which power is 

to be exercised by those who are ordained. 

The laying on of hands takes place. The chairperson speaks these words as 

hands are laid on the head of each ordinand: 

N, servant of Christ, receive the Holy Spirit 

for the office and work of a minister of the Word, 

now committed to you by the laying on of our hands; 

that you may faithfully preach the gospel, 

administer the sacraments, 
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and exercise pastoral care; 

in the name of the Father, and of the Son, 

and of the Holy Spirit. 

The ‘office and work of a minister of the Word’ is here summarised as 

preaching the Gospel, administering the sacraments and exercising pastoral 

care. 

The words at the laying on of hands are not a prayer, but in the mode of an 

‘imperative formula’ (‘N,…receive the Holy Spirit’). 

Prior to 1988, the words at the point of the laying on of hands were in the form 

of a prayer, which was based on the faux-Tudor prayer in Appendix 2 of the 

1977 edition of the Basis of Union:29 

Almighty God, you have called your Church  

to be your people and promised to be our God.  

Continue in us, we pray, the gifts of the Holy Spirit,  

and grant power to this your servant,  

-------------  

whom we ordain in your Name,  

that (he) may fulfil your commandments,  

preach the Word,  

administer the sacraments,  

and exercise pastoral care,  

in the name of Jesus Christ, your Son, our Lord.  

Amen! 

The Fifth Assembly determined (Minute 88.24.5; Minutes of the Fifth Assembly, p. 

23): 

That the ordination formula in the Service of Ordination of a Minister of the 

Word be amended to read: 
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N (christian name), servant of Christ, receive the Holy Spirit for the office and 

work of a Minister of the Word… 

The ‘ordination formula’ varies from Church to Church. The liturgies of 1550 

and 1552 use the ‘imperative’ form, as have Anglican ordinals since that time: 

Receive the holy goste, whose synnes thou doest forgeve, they are forgeven: and 

whose sinnes thou doest retaine, thei are retained: and be thou a faithful 

despensor of the word of god, and of his holy Sacramentes. In the name of the 

father, and of the sonne, and of the holy gost. Amen. 

The 1662 Book of Common Prayer uses the same words, with the significant 

addition of the name of the ministry for which hands are being laid and prayer 

made. The first sentence of this liturgy appears in 1988: 

Receive the Holy Ghost for the Office and Work of a Priest in the Church of God, 

now committed unto thee by the Imposition of our hands. Whose sins thou dost 

forgive, they are forgiven; and whose sins thou dost retain, they are retained. And 

be thou a faithful Dispenser of the Word of God, and of his holy Sacraments; In 

the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. Amen. 

Similar examples may be found, particularly in other churches of the Anglican 

Communion, and in the Methodist Church: 

The Episcopal Church of the USA (1928) and the Scottish Episcopal Church 
(1929): 

Receive the Holy Ghost for the Office and work of a Priest in the Church of God, 

now committed unto thee by the imposition of our hands. Whose sins thou dost 

forgive, they are forgiven; and whose sins thou dost retain, they are retained. And 

be thou a faithful dispenser of the Word30 of God, and of his holy Sacraments; In 

the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost. 

The Anglican Church of Australia (1978): 

[N,] Receive the Holy Spirit for the office and work of a Priest in the church of 

God, now committed to you by the laying on of our hands. Whose sins you 
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forgive they are forgiven: whose sins you retain they are retained; and be a faithful 

dispenser of the word of God and of his holy sacraments; in the name of the 

Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. 

As in 1985, the imperative formula is sometimes softened by the use of ‘may’: 

The British Methodist Church (1936): 

Mayest thou receive the Holy Spirit for the office and work of a Christian Minister 

and Pastor now committed unto thee by the imposition of our hands. And be thou 

a faithful Dispenser of the Word of God, and of His holy Sacraments, in the Name 

of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. 

One variant of this formula, used by the Presbyterian Church (USA), could be 

termed ‘declaratory’: 

(Name), you are now ordained a minister of the Word and Sacrament in the 

Church of Jesus Christ. Whatever you do, in word or deed, do everything in the 

name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through him. 

A prayer formula, usually in the form of an invocation of the Holy Spirit, is 

characteristic of the usage of the Eastern Church (Bradshaw, 1971, p. 76). For 

example, in the Antiochian Orthodox liturgy ‘The Form and Manner of 

Ordaining a Priest’, after calling the people to prayer with the words, 

‘Wherefore, let us pray for him, that the grace of the all-holy Spirit may come 

upon him’, the bishop prays secretly (Hapgood, 1996, p. 316ƒ): 

O God, who hast no beginning and no ending; who art older than every created 

thing; who crownest with the name of Presbyter those whom thou deemest 

worthy to serve the word of thy truth in the divine ministry of this degree: Do 

thou, the same Lord of all men, deign to preserve in pureness of life and in 

unswerving faith this man also, upon whom, through me, thou hast graciously 

been pleased to lay hands. Be favourably pleased to grant unto him the great 

grace of thy Holy Spirit, and make him wholly thy servant, in all things acceptable 

unto thee, and worthily exercising the great honours of the priesthood which thou 

hast conferred upon him by thy prescient power. 
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A prayer formula is also seen in:31 

The Church of South India (1958/1962): 

Send down Thy Holy Spirit upon Thy servant…, whom we, in Thy Name, and in 

obedience to Thy most blessed will, do now ordain Presbyter in Thy Church, 

committing unto him Authority to minister Thy Word and Sacraments, to declare 

Thy forgiveness to penitent sinners, and to shepherd thy flock. 

The New Zealand Presbyterian Church (1966): 

The whole occasion reaches its climax in the prayer of ordination in which the 

grace of the Holy Spirit is sought in these or other suitable words of like meaning:  

Send down the Holy Spirit upon this Thy servant whom we, in Thy name, and in 

obedience to Thy most blessed will, do now, by the laying on of our hands, 

ordain and appoint to the office of the Holy Ministry in Thy Church, committing 

unto him (or her) authority to dispense Thy Word and Sacraments, and to bear 

rule in Thy flock. 

The Episcopal Church of the USA (1979): 

Therefore, Father, through Jesus Christ your Son, give your Holy Spirit to N.; fill 

him with grace and power, and make him a priest in your Church. May he exalt 

you, O Lord, in the midst of your people; offer spiritual sacrifices acceptable to 

you; boldly proclaim the gospel of salvation; and rightly administer the 

sacraments of the New Covenant. Make him a faithful pastor, a patient teacher, 

and a wise councilor. Grant that in all things he may serve without reproach, so 

that your people may be strengthened and your Name glorified in all the world. 

All this we ask through Jesus Christ our Lord, who with you and the Holy Spirit 

lives and reigns, one God, for ever and ever. 

This was not the end of the matter for the Uniting Church. The 1992 service 

would have a ‘subjunctive formula’ (‘may you receive…’), while the 1995 

service reverted to a prayer formula, albeit a different prayer from the one used 

in earlier versions of the Uniting Church rite. Bradshaw (1997, p.9) has written 

that election and prayer essentially go together, but that this insight has not 

found clear expression in rites of ordination. It certainly had a confused path to 
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walk in the successive liturgies of the Uniting Church! Finally, however, a 

prayer formula won the day. 

Members of presbytery, both lay people and ministers of the Word, lay hands 

on the ordinand. (See Note xi, p. 499).  

The Basis of Union (paragraph 14(a)) commits the Uniting Church, ‘[i]n company 

with other Christians’, to ‘seek for a renewed understanding of the way in 

which the congregation participates in ordination and of the significance of 

ordination in the life of the Church’. In an unpublished 2002 paper ‘prepared 

for the assistance of the Anglican members of the Anglican-Uniting Church 

ecumenical conversations’, Peter Carnley (then Primate of the Anglican Church 

of Australia) criticised the Uniting Church’s practice of allowing non-ordained 

people to join in the imposition of hands: 

The participation of lay people in ordinations in the matter of the ceremony 

(the laying on of hands) has not been part of Anglican practice…it may be 

noted that Article XXIII [of the Articles of Religion] clearly speaks of those 

lawfully called and sent as those who have been ‘chosen and sent to this 

work by men who have publick authority given unto them in the 

Congregation, to call and send Ministers into the Lord’s vineyard’. They are 

not sent and commissioned by the congregation itself as a whole but by a 

sub-set of authorised ministers. 

From the Uniting Church side, it may be countered that there is a 

misunderstanding on the part of Carnley: the congregation ‘as a whole’ is not 

authorised to lay hands upon the ordinand. Rather, the presbytery as a council 

of episcope selects those who will participate from among its members. The 

Uniting Church made a clear statement as to the meaning of the presbytery’s 

action here in the 2004 statement, The Church and its Ministry; yet it must be 
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conceded that it would be difficult to satisfy Carnley’s criticism in any case, 

since the hands imposed are not those of the bishop with the college of 

presbyters but of the council of the presbytery. 

Following the imposition of hands, the people respond, ‘Amen’; they continue 

their response by blessing the newly-ordained person in the words of the 

Aaronic Blessing, Numbers 6:24-26. This Blessing has a long-established place 

in Uniting Church liturgies, especially its baptismal liturgies; the newly-

baptised are blessed in the same way. Blessing a newly-ordained person in 

these words may fruitfully be seen as a reminder to him/her—indeed, to the 

whole Church—of the central place of the baptismal covenant in the life of the 

Christian. 

16 Declaration of Ordination 

The chairperson prays, 

In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

the only King and Head of the church, 

and by the authority of the Presbytery of …, 

we declare that NNN 

is now a minister of the Word 

in the church of God. 

The people may show their assent to the ordination by applause; a doxology 

may be sung. This is where the people can exercise their direct will regarding 

the ordination, in contrast with the ancient and Reformation rites, which place 

the assent of the people much earlier. 

In a similar vein to the introductory words of §14, the Uniting Church here 

declares that Jesus Christ, rather than any episcopal figure, is ‘Head’ (as well as 

‘King’) of the Church,32 as it further declares that it ordains men and women as 
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ministers in the whole ‘church of God’. In declaring Jesus Christ to be Head of 

the Church, the Uniting Church reinforces its claim that it does not understand 

its ministers of the Word to be merely ‘Uniting Church ministers’. 

17 Presentation of the Bible 

In the Uniting Church liturgy, the chairperson presents the Bible to the newly-

ordained minister with these words: 

N, receive this Bible 

as a sign of the authority given you 

to preach the Word of God 

and to administer the holy sacraments. 

Keep the trust committed to you 

as a minister of Christ. 

The Bible is not only the primary sign of the minister’s authority—it is the only 

sign. A rubric indicates that a ‘ministerial stole may be presented’; this is very 

much a secondary act. Liturgical dress is not mandatory for Uniting Church 

ministers of the Word. The 1985 revision had offered the words, 

N, receive this stole 

as a sign of your ministry. 

These words are omitted in 1988, in order to lessen the significance of the stole 

in relation to the Bible. Note xii reads, in part, 

[i]f liturgical colours are used, the colour for a Service of Ordination is red. If 

a minister’s stole is presented to the ordinand, it should be red. However, if 

the ordinand does not intend to use a set of liturgical stoles, it may be 

appropriate to make the presentation of a Uniting Church blue scarf.  

Red ‘is the colour of fire, symbolising the presence and power of the Holy 

Spirit’33 in ordination. Any leader of worship, not only those who are ordained, 
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may wear a scarf; it is not a sign of office, but of the authority given by the 

community to participate in the leadership of its worship. 

Cranmer’s 1550 service states, 

The Bisshop shall deliver to every one of them, the Bible in the one hande, and the Chalice or 

cuppe with the breade, in the other hande, and saying. 

Take thou aucthoritie to preache the word of god [sic], and to minister the holy 

Sacramentes in thys congregacion, where thou shalt be so appointed.  

In 1552, Cranmer omitted the words concerning the Eucharistic signs so that the 

rubric read, 

The Bisshop shall deliver to every one of them, the Bible in his hande, saying. 

The words spoken remained the same; the Bible alone (sola scriptura) is the 

authority for both the preaching of the word of God and the administration of 

the sacraments. 

18 The Peace 

‘The right hand of fellowship’ is offered to the newly-ordained minister by 

members of the presbytery; the minister’s first public act is then to give the 

greeting of peace.  

The ordinal of the Church of South India included this element of the rite, with 

the following caveat: 

To these [the presentation of the candidates; prayer and the imposition of 

hands] have been added an examination of the candidates concerning their 

beliefs and duties, the delivery to them of the instruments of their office 

(Bible, pastoral staff), and the giving of the right hand of fellowship. These 

ceremonies, however valuable for their symbolism, are not essential elements 
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in the rites of ordination. 

In the Church of South India rite and others, the right hand of fellowship is an 

episcopal welcome (by the bishop or the presbytery), and not linked to the 

Peace; it appears that the Uniting Church alone makes this linkage. 

The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper 

21  Hymn 

22  Great Prayer of Thanksgiving 

The following seasonal addition shall be included in the Great Prayer of Thanksgiving: 

We praise you, O God, 

for the gift of the Holy Spirit, 

for the church he brought to birth, 

for the power of Word and sacrament, 

and for those whom you have called 

to minister within your church. 

23  Breaking of the Bread 

24  Holy Communion 

25  Prayer after Communion 

 The Liturgy: The Sending Forth of the People of God  

26  Hymn 

27  Dismissal and Blessing 

The chairperson says: 

Go forth into the world in peace; 

be of good courage; 

hold fast that which is good; 

render to no one evil for evil; 
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strengthen the faint-hearted; 

support the weak; 

help the afflicted; 

honour all people; 

love and serve the Lord, 

rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit. 

And the blessing of God almighty, 

the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, 

be upon you and remain with you always. Amen. 

 

Commentary 

Ordination is a service of the presbytery; the question has been raised of who 

should preside at the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. Gribben (1990, p. 128) 

writes: 

Concern has been expressed about the appropriateness of a newly-ordained 

minister presiding at the sacrament at his/her ‘own’ ordination service … It 

is the chairperson who has the responsibility of presiding… The main point 

is to insist that ministry be seen as gift and service, not as right, and not as 

graduation prize. Ordination is a gift from God at the presbytery’s hands.  

This point is well made in a situation in which many ministers are not ordained 

by the presbytery that will receive them, in the presence of the congregation 

with whom he or she will minister, but rather by the presbytery that has had 

pastoral care of them while in theological college, at a place more convenient to 

family and friends.  

A minister is also likely to be inducted on a number of occasions; induction is 

the occasion of the formation of the pastoral bond, but also the reaffirmation of 

faith and obedience made at ordination by the minister. This being so, and in 
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the light of Puglisi’s work on the ‘juridical’ aspect of the process of ordination, 

i.e., the taking of office, it is appropriate for the newly-inducted minister to 

preside at a eucharist within the service of induction; however, the 1988 service 

of induction does not have this provision in the text itself. Rather, Note xiii 

reads: 

The sacrament of the Lord’s supper may be included in an induction service. 

However, see notes on this in A Leaders’ [sic] Guide to Uniting in Worship. 

A Guide to Uniting in Worship urges caution here; the eucharist is ‘appropriate’, 

but ‘not necessary’. An induction service is ‘derivative of ordination’, and 

‘primarily the welcome of a parish to its new minister’. Guests from other 

Churches may not feel free to participate in the sacrament; it would be better to 

celebrate the eucharist in the congregation’s ‘ordinary life’. The final comment 

is (Gribben, 1990, p. 130): 

It may be argued that, as the church’s characteristic way of making its joyful 

thanksgiving, the eucharist is the proper context for the beginning of a new 

ministry. However, there is the opposite danger of using the sacrament to 

mark every occasion in the church’s life. 

This is a curious argument in the context of the Uniting Church, which is far 

from using the sacrament in a profligate way. It would appear that the Uniting 

Church would benefit from more frequent communion, rather than fencing in 

its use. 

22 Great Prayer of Thanksgiving 

Two proper prefaces are found in Uniting in Worship, one in the Service of 

Ordination as a proper for any eucharistic prayer, the other a proper for the 

‘standard’ Great Prayer of Thanksgiving in the Service of the Lord’s Day. The 
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proper in the ordinal reads: 

  1 We praise you, O God, 

   for the gift of the Holy Spirit, 

   for the church he brought to birth, 

   for the power of Word and sacrament, 

  5 and for those whom you have called 

   to minister within your church. 

One may trace a subtle Trinitarian structure in this proper, which mentions 

God, the Holy Spirit, and the Word. God is praised ‘for the church he (the 

Spirit) brought to birth’; the framer of this proper may have deliberately 

juxtaposed the image of Spirit as mother of the Church, bringing it to birth, 

alongside the masculine pronoun. The hybrid formula ‘Word and sacrament’ is 

again employed here. 

The proper for ordination in the Service of the Lord’s Day is (UCA 1988, p. 101): 

  1 In every age Christ the Good Shepherd 

   calls his faithful servants to preach the gospel, 

   celebrate the sacraments of the new covenant 

   and build up his people in faith and love. 

  5 For he came not to be served, but to serve, 

   and to give his life a ransom for many. 

Lines 2-4 summarise the roles of a minister of the Word, in the work of 

preaching, celebrating the sacraments and strengthening the Church. The 

shepherd-servant ministry of Christ is the fount and goal of this ministry. There 

are scriptural allusions to several passages, including John 10:11-18 (‘the Good 

Shepherd’); 1 Corinthians 11:25 (‘the new covenant’); Ephesians 4:12 (‘build up 

his people’); and Mark 10:45 (lines 5-6). 

With UCA 1988, the Uniting Church had a mature service of ordination, which 
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was in the mainstream of the non-episcopal western family of ordination rites. 

It was to be three short years before the Sixth Assembly renewed the diaconate 

in a way that meant the presbyteral ordination service had to change in ways 

that made it an idiosyncratic and eccentric rite that had the potential to make a 

nonsense of the Uniting Church’s claim to be ordaining ministers in the Church 

of God. 

 

                                                

1  The numbering of the verse follows the RSV. In future services, it would 
follow the NRSV as 2 Corinthians 13:13. 

2 Cƒ. John Calvin, Institutes, 2.15.1, p. 494ƒ: ‘…God, by providing his 
people with an unbroken line of prophets, never left them without useful 
doctrine sufficient for salvation…’ 

3 Zizioulas cautions (p. 175):  

These two approaches to the idea of apostolic continuity should not, of 
course, be oversimplified, for…the New Testament picture of the 
concept of apostolate is a complex one… But the fact that Paul himself—
and Luke on his behalf—had to find a way of relating his apostleship to 
that of the Twelve and the Jerusalem Church, indicates that the two 
approaches I have mentioned here were clearly reflected in the 
consciousness of the primitive Church. 

4 See pp. 175ƒƒ. Similarly, BEM states (p. 29): 

In the early Church the bond between the episcopate and the apostolic 
community was understood in two ways. Clement of Rome linked the 
mission of the bishop with the sending of Christ by the Father and the 
sending of the apostles by Christ (Cor. 42:44). This made the bishop a 
successor of the apostles, ensuring the permanence of the apostolic 
mission in the Church. Clement is primarily interested in the means 
whereby the historical continuity of Christ's presence is ensured in the 
Church thanks to the apostolic succession. For Ignatius of Antioch 
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(Magn. 6:1, 3:1-2; Trall. 3:1), it is Christ surrounded by the Twelve who is 
permanently in the Church in the person of the bishop surrounded by 
the presbyters. Ignatius regards the Christian community assembled 
around the bishop in the midst of presbyters and deacons as the actual 
manifestation in the Spirit of the apostolic community. The sign of 
apostolic succession thus not only points to historical continuity; it also 
manifests an actual spiritual reality. 

5 Cƒ. the Uniting Church’s baptism services: ‘The Sacrament of Baptism 
and the Reaffirmation of Baptism called Confirmation’, in  Uniting in 
Worship 2 (1995), p. 74: 

Thus, claimed by God  

we are given the gift of the Holy Spirit  

that we may live as witnesses to Jesus Christ,  

share his ministry in the world and grow to maturity,  

awaiting with hope the day of our Lord Jesus. 

 ‘Baptism and the Reaffirmation of Baptism called Confirmation’, in Uniting in 
Worship (1988), p. 20: 

In baptism we are sealed with the Holy Spirit, 

made members of the body of Christ, 

and called to his [Christ’s] ministry in the world. 

In confirmation we acknowledge what God is doing for us; 

we renew in faith the covenant declared in our baptism; 

and we are commissioned for our ministry in the world.  

6 The last sentence cites Lumen gentium para. 31: ‘Their secular character is 
proper and peculiar to the laity’ (Flannery, 1988, p. 388). 

7 The same selections are in UCA 1983, p. 4ƒ. 

8 There are exceptions, such as the episcopally-ordered (US) United 
Methodist Church and the (Lutheran) Church of Sweden. 

9 See Burge, 1988, p. 9. 

10  It should be noted that Uniting in Worship 2 (1995) uses line 15 of the 
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ELLC text of the Nicene Creed; any future revisions of the ordinal will 
therefore also use this version. 

11 Cƒ. UCA 1988, Note viii: 

The ‘narration of steps’ presented by the secretary of presbytery is a 
brief account of the steps that have led to the ordination, i.e. the 
ordinand’s reception as a candidate and completion of educational and 
other requirements of the Ministerial Education Council, the 
presbytery’s belief in the suitability of the character and abilities of the 
ordinand for the ministry of the Word, and the presbytery’s decision to 
ordain. The minute of presbytery recording this decision should be 
quoted. 

12 The words in square brackets are omitted in BCP 1552 and BCP 1559. 

13 BCP 1662 reads: 

First, the Archdeacon, or, in his absence, one appointed in his stead, or 

such other person as by ancient custom have the right so to do, shall 

present unto the Bishop (sitting in his chair near to the holy Table) all them 

that shall receive the Order of Priesthood that day (each of them being 

decently habited) and say. 

Reverend Father in God, I present unto you these persons present, to be 

admitted to the Order of Priesthood. 

14 The quotation from Martin Luther is from The Babylonian Captivity of the 
Church, in Luther’s Works, vol. 36, p. 113. 

15 Protestant liturgical theologians also speak of two movements in liturgy, 
though not in association with the action of the presbyter in the person of 
Christ. Cƒ. Senn, 1997, pp. 32-35; White, 1980, 1990, p. 26. 

16  BCP 1662 has implicit ‘guardian’ imagery at this point: 

Take heed unto thyself, and to doctrine, and be diligent in doing them: for 

by so doing thou shalt both save thyself and them that hear thee. Be to the 

flock of Christ a shepherd, not a wolf; feed them, devour them not. Hold 
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up the weak, heal the sick, bind up the broken, bring again the outcasts, 

seek the lost… 

17  A possible allusion to Ephesians 4:16; UCA 1977 and UCA 1983 have 
‘Lord’. 

18  The Creed referred to is the Nicene Creed. 

19  Cƒ. The beginning of the Welcome and Greeting is: 

The Presbytery of ...  

has resolved to ordain NNN 

to the ministry of the Word and sacraments 

in the church of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

20  Here are the questions and answers in full: 

1.  Do you trust that you are called by our Lord Jesus Christ, the chief 

shepherd of his flock and supreme bishop of souls, to the ministry of his 

church?  

We believe. 

2.  Are you persuaded that the divine scriptures contain the whole 

teaching of eternal salvation, and have you resolved that from these alone, 

in conformity with the confession of our church (which is a summary of 

the doctrine delivered in the divine scriptures and the catholic consensus 

of the church of Christ) you will take all the things which you teach to the 

people committed to you, and to import nothing into them which cannot 

be concluded and demonstrated from them?  

We are so persuaded and resolved. May the Lord assist your purpose. 

3.  Will you give your faithful diligence to administer the doctrine and 

sacraments and discipline of Christ altogether as the Lord commanded and 

as our church has determined their administration in accordance with the 

Lord’s commands, so that you teach the people committed to your faith 

and care to observe all things whatsoever the Lord has delivered and 
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commanded to be taught?  

We will, the Lord being our helper. 

4.  Are you ready unceasingly and with perfect faith to feed the flock 

committed to you with the teaching of Christ and to establish them in all 

these four things which the divine scripture delivers to us: the instruction 

of the ignorant in the Christian way: the reading and exposition of the 

scriptures in accordance with the teaching and exhortation of the universal 

church: godly gatherings for discussion to establish a fuller knowledge of 

the doctrines of Christ for those more studious in the Christian way, and 

for all the people, and to banish and drive away from the faithful every 

strange doctrine: and private admonitions and exhortations, to the sick as 

to the whole, wherever there is need for them, and occasion shall be 

given?  

We are ready the Lord being our helper. 

5.  After your performance of the sacred ministries both public and private, 

and temperate care for the needs of the body, will you devote all the time 

that is left to you to prayers and the reading of the divine scriptures, and 

all the studies which assist and adorn the knowledge of scriptures and the 

ability to teach them, putting away from you all the study and business, 

the leisure occupations and diversions of the world and the flesh?  

We will, the Lord being our helper. 

6.  Will you study with the greatest care to bring your life and manners 

and those of your household into conformity with the teaching of Christ, 

and as far as the Lord has enabled you to present yourselves and your 

households as wholesome examples of the flock of Christ?  

We will so study, the Lord being our helper. 

7.  Will you steadfastly use your best endeavours to pursue the 

communion of Christ, with all his members and especially with the people 

and ministers of our church?  
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We will, the Lord being our helper. 

8.  Will you reverently obey the chief ministers of our church and those to 

whom the charge and government is committed over you, and will you 

follow their holy monitions with ready minds and submit yourselves to 

their judgment?  

We will endeavour to do so, the Lord being our helper. 

9.  Will you never forsake your church, unless the Lord through his church 

and through those who have the care of it calls you elsewhere?  

We will never forsake it, the Lord being our helper. 

May God our Saviour, who has given you the will to do all these things 

give you also the power and may he accomplish the work which he has 

begun in you until the day when he shall come to judge the living and the 

dead. Amen. 

21  ‘I do so confess/believe’ (1 each); ‘I do’ (5); ‘With God’s help, I will’ (3). 

22  The 2009 Service of Ordination with Induction eventually achieved this 
aim by putting the bulk of the material from The Vows into The Charge. 

23  It was not until 2004 that a doctrinal statement (The Church and its 
Ministry) would speak of ordained ministry as ‘office’. 

24  See, e.g., The Church, its Nature, Function and Ordering, in Bos and 
Thompson, 2008, p. 93: 

Because the meaning of baptism is not exhausted by the performance of 
the rite of baptism at a point of time, but stands over the entire life of the 
believer as the sign and seal of his participation in the whole drama of 
saving history, faith too must be seen as dynamic and growing. 

See also the Presbyterian Church of New Zealand, appendix c-6: the faith 
we affirm together, 1968 (§6 sacraments of the gospel), Book of Order: 
Rules and Forms of Procedure of The Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New 
Zealand, Wellington: Office of the Assembly Executive Secretary, August 
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2001, p. 131: 

The Sacrament of Holy Baptism is a sign and seal of the covenant of 
grace, of union with Christ, of forgiveness of sins, of death to sin and of 
rebirth to eternal life through Him. By this Sacrament we are admitted 
into the household of faith for the life-long service of Jesus Christ.  

The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper or of Holy Communion is a sign 
and seal of the covenant of redemption. It is the Thanksgiving or 
Eucharist in which the Church remembers with joy the Incarnation, 
Christ’s perfect life on earth, His sufferings, death, resurrection, reign 
and presence… 

25  The words enclosed in square brackets are not found in the Savoy 
Declaration of 1658. See also the 1560 Scots Confession of Faith (Chapter 
21; Owen 1984, p. 73ƒ) and the 1563 Heidelberg Catechism (Question 66, 
Owen, 1984, p. 96). 

26  This is also shown by the popularity of books published in recent years 
addressing the personal spiritual life of the presbyter, by authors such as 
Henri Nouwen and Eugene Petersen, including: 

 Nouwen, H 1971, 1978, Creative Ministry, Doubleday, New York; The 
Wounded Healer: Ministry in Contemporary Society, 1972, 1990, Doubleday, 
New York; The Living Reminder: Service and Prayer in Memory of Jesus 
Christ, 1977, 1982, Gill and Macmillan, Dublin; In the Name of Jesus: 
Reflections on Christian Leadership, 1989, DLT, London. 

 Petersen, E 1980, 1992, Five Smooth Stones for Pastoral Work; Working the 
Angles: The Shape of Pastoral Integrity, 1987, 1993; The Contemplative Pastor: 
Returning to the Art of Spiritual Direction, 1989, 1993; Under the 
Unpredictable Plant: An Exploration into Vocational Holiness, 1992; all 
Eerdmans, Grand Rapids. 

Other books explore what could be called a spiritual praxis of ministry; 
these include Lathrop (2006), Lewis-Anthony (2009), Pritchard (2007) and 
Willimon (2002). 

27  Cƒ. Bos and Thompson, p. 227ƒ: 
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The fundamental reformed understanding of the continuity of the 
Church is acknowledged and lifted up for consideration, in BEM, 
alongside the historic episcopate (M.36-38). In conversations with other 
churches we are challenged to rediscover in an historic episcopate a 
helpful ‘sign’ not a ‘guarantee’, of the continuity and unity of the 
Church. A reformed theology of apostolic succession cannot be 
overlooked or underestimated in such a conversation or rediscovery of 
the episcopate but is essential for a right understanding of apostolicity in 
the oikumene of the one holy, catholic and apostolic Church. (Basis of 
Union, Para. 4) 

28 The KJV has ‘bishop’.  

29  This prayer is 

Almighty God, who hast called thy Church to be thy people and promised 

to be their God, continue in her, we pray thee, the gifts of the Holy Spirit, 

and grant power to this thy servant whom we ordain in thy name that he 

may fulfil thy commandments, preach the Word, administer the 

sacraments, and exercise pastoral care, in the name of Jesus Christ thy Son 

our Lord, Amen. 

30  The Scottish Episcopal Church’s text has ‘word’. 

31  See also: 

 The Church of England (1980; 2000): 

Send down the Holy Spirit upon your servant N for the office and work of 

a priest in your Church. 

 The British Methodist Church (1999): 

Father, send the Holy Spirit upon N for the office and work 

of a Presbyter in your Church. 

 The United Methodist Church (2002): 

Almighty God, pour upon [Name] the Holy Spirit,  
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for the office and work of an elder. 

The New Zealand Presbyterian Church (2001): 

Send down your Holy Spirit 

upon your servant N, 

whom we, in your name, 

and in obedience to your will, 

by the laying on of our hands, 

ordain and appoint to the office of the holy ministry 

in your holy, catholic, and apostolic Church, 

committing to him/her authority 

to minister your word and sacraments, 

to declare your forgiveness to all who repent, 

and to be a shepherd of your people. 

Give him/her wisdom, understanding, and inner conviction, 

that with courage he/she may proclaim your saying word. 

Make him/her a loving and dedicated pastor of your people, and 

an example of holiness to all. 

Enable him/her to fulfil his/her ministry in every way, 

and to live his/her life according to your will; 

so that persevering to the end, 

he/she may be received with all your faithful servants 

into the joy of your eternal kingdom. 

Through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

to whom with you, 

and the Holy Spirit, 

be all glory, majesty and power, 

world without end. 

 The Lutheran Church of Australia (1994): 

Eternal God, through your Son, Jesus Christ, pour out your Holy Spirit on 

N and fill him with the gifts of grace for his ministry to your people. 
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 The Anglican Church of Australia (1995): 

Send down the Holy Spirit upon your servant N, 

whom we set apart by the laying on of our hands, 

for the office and work of a priest in your Church. 

 The Church of Scotland: 

Pour out your Holy Spirit upon this your servant, N, 

whom we now, in your name and in obedience to your will, 

by the laying on of hands, 

ordain and appoint to the office of the holy ministry 

within the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church, 

committing to him authority  

to minister your Word and Sacraments, 

and to share in the government of your Church. 

32  Cƒ. Basis of Union, 1992, para. 1, in which Christ is ‘the living Head of the 
Church’. 

33  UIW-1, p. 142. 
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Section 3.1 

 

Documents 4: 

Report on Ministry in the Uniting Church in Australia 

(1991) 

The 1992 liturgy cannot be discussed without reference to the Report on 

Ministry, and subsequent decisions made by the Sixth Assembly the previous 

year. The hallmark of this text is the ‘one ordination—two accreditations’ 

model, adopted by the Sixth Assembly. 

The liturgy of 1992, plus separate Services of Induction for a minister of the 

Word or a deacon, resulted. A Service of Accreditation was also included, 

‘designed primarily for use where a change in accreditation is required for 

someone ordained as a minister in Christ’s church and accredited previously as 

a minister of the Word or deacon’. An alternative form of words was provided 

where the minister had been ordained prior to 1991; no re-ordination was 

necessary. 

The Task Group on the Ministry of the Church was established by the 

Assembly Standing Committee following the decision of the Fifth Assembly 

(Minute 88.27.5) as ‘a study of the changing patterns of ministry and what is 



 

 
376 

and will be required to equip the whole people of God for their ministry and 

mission in a changing world, in the light of the gospel’.1 

A number of themes inform the Report on Ministry— 

• The primacy of faith over order: while not being divorced from each 

other, restructuring the Church’s forms of order is not the primary issue. 

This is the work of the Spirit bringing life to these forms, which are 

grounded in the ministry of Christ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 240; 

§1.3, p. 246). 

• The mission of God, which is to reconcile creation so that all may live in 

peace, mirroring the relationships in the life of the triune God (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, §1.1, p. 243). 

• The mission of the Church, which is to share in the mission of God (Bos 

and Thompson, 2008, §1.2, p. 245). 

• The ministry of Christ: ‘that the universe, all in heaven and on earth, 

might be brought into a unity in Christ’ (Ephesians 1:10, cƒ. Colossians 

2:9-15): 

As risen One, Jesus equips all his disciples to share his ministry through the 

gifts of the Spirit conferred in baptism. Growing into that ministry is a 

lifelong task. Its fullness is seen in the ministry of the whole people of God, 

expressed in worship and service, nourished by Word and sacraments. (Bos 

and Thompson, 2008, §1.3, p. 246) 

• The ministry of the Church, which is a sharing in the ministry of Christ 

(Bos and Thompson, 2008, §1.4, p. 247). 

• The influence of culture: 

…every Church reflects something of the assumptions about organisation 



 

 
377 

and authority which are dominant in the culture of that place. 

The Church has a constant struggle to find its identity in Jesus Christ in such 

a way that disciples are freed from those parts of their culture which work 

against the gospel. This has implications for the Uniting Church in 

multicultural Australia and for ecumenical relationships. (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, §1.4, p. 248) 

• The ecumenical context of the Uniting Church (Bos and Thompson, 2008, 

§2.1, p. 251). 

• The Australian context in issues such as ‘urbanisation, migration, 

economic reform, mobility of people, Indigenous issues and the ageing 

society’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, pp. 254-258). 

In concluding the first two sections of the Report (Mission and ministry… and 

The context of ministry…), the Task Group declares the overriding importance 

of mission, and names ‘styles of ministry’ as a major problem (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, §2.3, p. 259). 

More than anything else, it is social context of mission in the contemporary 

world that informs the Report on Ministry’s recommendations. It is a far cry 

from the Joint Commission on Church Union’s question: ‘What is the Church’s 

Faith?’ It is also a long way from the four critical decisions of McCaughey 

referred to above,2 which privilege mission but as a theological reality rather 

than a social one. From a different perspective, Croft (1999, pp. 3, 4) has also 

laid great emphasis on the way that mission shapes ministry: 

As the call to mission throughout the centuries has transformed the Church, 

so the need to fulfil that mission has continually formed and reshaped the 

Church’s understanding of Christian ministry… All through history, the 

Church has reacted to the culture in which it has found itself. 
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The demise of Christendom and increasing ineffectiveness of ‘maintenance 

ministry’ (ministry aimed at the maintenance of the status quo) have 

accelerated the changes needed (Croft, 1999, p. 5): 

The forces for change that have been affecting our culture and society have 

to affect the whole way we are church; the way we engage as churches in the 

mission of God in our generation; and therefore on the nature and task of 

those who are ordained ministers.3 

Apart from its emphasis on mission, the theological emphases of the Report on 

Ministry are the one ministry of Christ and the ministry of all believers. It is this 

ministry to which the Report is directed (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 262ƒ): 

The vision of ministry contained in this report is centred on equipping the 

whole people of God for God’s mission and ministry in the world. The 

specific recommendations are given as ways to release, equip and encourage 

the whole people of God for their respective ministries. In doing so, it is our 

conviction that the freedom, faithfulness and effectiveness of the ministry of 

the whole people of God can be enhanced and renewed. 

The Report endorses paragraph 7 of the Basis of Union (1992, p. 8), which points 

to baptism as initiation ‘into Christ’s life and mission in the world’. However, it 

goes beyond this to say (Bos and Thompson, 2008, §3.2, p. 263), 

[t]ogether with unbaptised people who love the Lord, all baptised people are 

called to witness to the reconciling love of God in Jesus in worship, in love 

shown and service given, and in their faith in the grace of God in Jesus Christ 

and his invitation to discipleship articulated as best they can. 

It is hard to see this statement as being in harmony with the Basis of Union; 

while unbaptised people can certainly ‘love the Lord’, consistency with the 
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Basis would require that they be encouraged to seek baptism as the sacrament 

of incorporation into Christ’s body (paragraph 7). It may be that the unbaptised 

are mentioned as an overzealous gesture of inclusiveness; the wording also 

gives a certain priority to ‘unbaptised people’ (‘Together with unbaptised 

people…’). 

Key to understanding the Report on Ministry is the concept of the four streams of 

ministry. The Task Group writes (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 261): 

These streams are not arranged in a hierarchy. They describe people and 

structures which already exist somewhere in the Uniting Church. All are 

necessary and each one needs the others. These categories, or ‘streams’ of 

ministry are Commissioned, Employed, Specified and Ordained ministries. 

There are other ways in which this ordering task could be done. This schema 

seems to offer some advantages in understanding the way people are gifted 

and called in the Uniting Church in this time, and allows some clarity in 

speaking about them. 

‘There are other ways in which this ordering task could be done.’ The way 

chosen was to look at what exists, and find a way of categorising it. No priority 

was given to ordained ministry, to word and sacrament; in fact, it came last in 

the Report. It is hard to see an absence of an anti-hierarchical bias. 

Commissioned ministries 

Commissioned ministries ‘belong to all believers and arise out of the life of 

congregations’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 263). Presumably this context 

includes ‘unbaptised people who love the Lord’; it is difficult to understand 

how they could be ‘commissioned’ in any outward sense, lacking the primary 

commissioning of baptism.  
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This section has a vision of commissioned ministry as encompassing both the 

stuff of daily life and work, and also tasks within congregational life which may 

involve ‘services of commissioning or recognition’, which could involve ‘an 

acknowledgement of the ministry during a service of worship, by prayer or 

laying on of hands or other suitable word and actions’ (Bos and Thompson, 

2008, p. 266ƒ). That this was already a regular part of the life of many 

congregations as far as tasks within the life of the congregation seems to have 

been unrecognised; and that unbaptised people could receive a commissioning 

involving prayer with the laying on of hands seemed not to trouble the Task 

Group at all. 

Employed ministries 

The Task Group included this category ‘so the contributions, needs and 

interests of this large group of people can be recognised’ (Bos and Thompson, 

2008, p. 271). This does not depend upon any sense of call. The Task Group 

comments (p. 271ƒ), 

[w]hile some church people may regret this state of affairs … The Spirit is 

much freer than we sometimes find comfortable, working through people 

who do not fit our neat categories. 

One wonders if all persons employed by the Uniting Church in its vast array of 

nursing homes, hospitals, schools etc., would be prepared to agree that their job 

constituted a ‘ministry’ of the Uniting Church—after all, not all would consider 

themselves to be Christian believers. 
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Specified ministries 

§2.11 of the Interim Constitution allows the Uniting Church to recognise certain 

ministries as ‘specified ministries’, and to have oversight over those engaging in 

these ministries. At the writing of the Report, these ministries comprised 

‘ministers of the Word, deaconesses and with some ambiguity, lay pastors’ (Bos 

and Thompson, 2008, p. 273). The Task Group proposed that they be extended 

to include lay preachers, youth workers, lay chaplains, children’s workers, 

missionaries, administrators, educators, pastoral assistants, partners in mission 

(‘who live and work in an area where resources for mission are few’) and 

specialised ministries such as sociologist or mission strategist. 

The Task Group suggested that this group consists of those who have a sense of 

call; are members of the Uniting Church or committed to its ethos; exercise a 

ministry toward a particular group or need, or using a particular gift; undergo a 

time of formation; receive accreditation; own ‘a sense of collegiality’; are in 

placements determined by a council of the Church, under appropriate pastoral 

care and oversight. 

Ordained ministries 

Prior to the Sixth Assembly, ministers of the Word and deaconesses belonged to 

the two ordained ministries recognised by the Uniting Church. The Report (Bos 

and Thompson, 2008, p. 282) notes that 

[t]he Uniting Church ordains to ministry in Christ’s church those whose call 

to the ordained ministry it has tested and validated. 

This is not really true. The Uniting Church certainly tested and validated a call 

to ministry, but when this was written before the convening of the Sixth 

Assembly it did not ordain to ‘ministry in Christ’s church’, but to the particular 
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office of ministry of the Word or to the order of deaconess. An applicant’s call 

was understood to be to a particular ministry rather than ‘to the ordained 

ministry’. (In fact, between 1991 and 1994, applicants for the ministry of the 

Word or diaconate would still have been interviewed regarding their sense of 

call to a particular ministry, not to a generic ‘ordained ministry’). 

The Report continues: 

The service of ordination includes elements of praise, recognition of call, 

prayer for the Spirit and continuity with the ministry of previous 

generations. 

It had just quoted paragraph 14 of the Constitution, which mentions the laying 

on of hands, but strangely, this outward—though necessary—sign is not 

mentioned here. The phrase ‘continuity with the ministry of previous 

generations’ could be read as an allusion to the laying on of hands, but this 

Report is much more likely to be referring to continuity of ministry—all forms of 

ministry—rather than a version of tactile succession. 

Significantly, the Report states that the Uniting Church ‘rejects any idea that 

status and hierarchy are conferred by its ordination services’. It continues: 

Ordination must be understood within the ministry of the whole people of 

God and the Spirit’s gifts to all.4 Ministry is a sharing in the ministry of 

Christ. Its authority rests on how those called point others to the life of the 

triune God, revealed by Christ and shared with God’s people by the Spirit. 

This ‘how’ implies more than the technical skills that a minister brings to bear; 

it speaks of the consistency of a minister’s life and work. This view of the 

authority of the ministry of the ordained has a novel emphasis, setting to one 

side the authority that has classically rested upon the election of the minister by 
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the Church, shown by the imposition of hands with prayer, rather than on the 

quality of their life or ministry. How could anyone be virtuous enough? A 

minister always remains a sinner saved by grace. 

Regarding the leadership given by the ordained, the Report helpfully says: 

Leadership in the church is a gracious divine gift that embodies, in worship 

and witness, the justice, mercy and wholeness that come from God alone. 

The Church ‘understand[s] this ordination to be normally for life’ (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, p. 283). (In this context, ‘normally’ presumably refers to the 

possibility that a minister’s recognition may be withdrawn if the presbytery in 

which the minister is enrolled accepts his/her resignation, or if the synod’s 

Committee for Discipline so determines.)5 

As a framework of relating ordained and other ministries the four-ministry 

structure is (a) overly complicated; (b) obscuring and even distorting the 

relationship of ordination and baptism; (c) institutionalising, tending to fossilise 

the complexities of the 1991 proposal for the future; and (d) tendentious, citing 

as established fact what the Task Group was merely proposing (‘The Uniting 

Church ordains to ministry in Christ’s church those whose call to the ordained 

ministry it has tested and validated’) and steering the Church towards ‘one 

ordination, two accreditations’. This four-ministry framework has largely been 

ignored. 

The Task Group mentions that the Commission on Doctrine provided a 

description of ordination in its report on the diaconate to the Fifth Assembly 

(1985), before it enumerates five alternatives. Pointedly, its Report does not 

actually quote the Doctrine Commission, which had written (Minutes of the 

Fourth Assembly, 1985, p. 77): 
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Ordination thus means that the church conveys its Spirit-inspired 

recognition and testing of call in the official authorisation of such ministry. 

All so authorised, participate in a publicly accountable way for the building 

up of the whole body for the work of ministry. 

Certain functions focus this participation in the headship of Christ, which 

means not status, but extra responsibility—preaching of the Word and the 

administration of the Sacraments; calling to worship; giving of absolution 

and blessing; some solemn aspects of pastoral care essential for the unity of 

the community; service which by its cost and depth reflects the Servant 

Christ’s presence. These are samples of the ministry of those set apart by 

ordination, who by their role ensure the ordering of the church according to 

the life of Christ, rather than the norms of the community in which the 

church ministers. 

Those who are ordained to such ministries are called representatively to 

exemplify and focus particular aspects of the ministry of Jesus Christ 

through and with his people. 

The Report introduces the five alternatives as representing the ‘varied 

understandings of ordination’ in the Uniting Church. The Report thus gives the 

Doctrine Commission no more weight in determining the Uniting Church’s 

doctrine of ordination than those who sent in replies— in effect, it sets up a 

kind of poll-driven dogmatic formulation done on the run! The five alternatives 

listed are 

a) some want the abolition of ordination and the recognition of 

baptism/confirmation as the commitment of all to share 

appropriately in Christ’s ministry; 

b) some seek one ordination for the ministry of the Word only, with a 

variety of settlements, including some that are specifically diaconal in 
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nature; 

c) some prefer two ordinations: ordination for ministers of the Word 

and ordination for deacons/deaconesses. This is the present situation 

with ministers of the Word and deaconesses; 

d) some seek many ordinations; 

e) others favour one ordination with two accreditations. This is the 

option preferred by the Task Group. 

The Report continued, ‘Each of these positions is strongly defended, but as yet 

there is no sign of a consensus emerging’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 284). Not 

surprisingly, the Assembly went on to choose the ‘one ordination, two 

accreditations’ position favoured by the Task Group. 

One ordination, Two accreditations 

The Sixth Assembly resolved (Minute 91.13.5, p. 12): 

(a) That one ordination to the ordained ministry in Christ’s church be 

recognised, and that ministers so ordained be accredited to the 

ministry of deacon or ministry of the Word; 

(b) that the Commission on Liturgy be requested to prepare orders of 

service which implement these decisions. 

The Report on Ministry (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 274) defines ‘accreditation’ 

as 

affirmation of a person’s call to ministry in a service of worship and 

recognition that a person has met the requirements to be qualified as part of 

the particular specified ministry. Such accreditation will be recognised 

throughout the Uniting Church. 
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This puts ‘meeting the requirements’ squarely at the centre of the rite of 

ordination, whereas previously and in ecumenical understanding it had been 

part of the presentation of the candidate for ordination. The qualifications of the 

ordinand are put on a par with the call of God through the Church. Few other 

churches use ‘accreditation’ in connection with the process of admission to 

ordained ministry; one is the Baptist Convention of Ontario and Quebec, which 

states (<http://www.baptist.ca/acrobat/bluebook_1to4.pdf>): 

Accreditation begins with an individual’s recognition by the Denomination/ 

Convention, through various stages of preparation for ministry and 

culminates in recognition of the ordination of a candidate beyond the limited 

context of the ordaining church. [emphasis original] 

However, accreditation is used here in quite a different way to that determined 

by the Sixth Assembly. It occurs prior to ordination, and is a licensing for a 

year’s supervised ministry. Upon successful completion, the accredited 

candidate is ordained—to a particular ministry. Brian Haymes, a Baptist from 

Great Britain, also uses the word, in a way that parallels the Uniting Church’s 

usage of a ‘minister in good standing’ (2002, p. 349): 

…ordination is traditionally understood to be to the ministry of word and 

sacraments. The candidate’s name would be placed on the list of ministers 

accredited by that Union of Churches. Thus, although ordination is related to 

the call to a particular pastorate it is not confined there and the new minister 

is a minister of the whole church of Christ. 

The Task Group’s rationale for its position is found in the Report on Ministry 

(Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 284): 

• One ordination bears witness to the one ministry of Christ and its normative 

character for all other derived ministries. 
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• The two accreditations integrate the special ministries of ministry of the 

Word and deacon, and emphasise our conviction that the only practical way 

to prevent ideas of the superiority of the former creeping back is to underline 

the equality of both ministries under Christ. 

• Neither ministry is complete without the other, or the other ministries which 

Christ has given to the body of Christ, but both bear indispensible witness to 

the fullness of ministry to which we are called. Without a diaconal ministry, 

the church can overlook the poor and neglect the massive human needs of a 

broken world. Without a ministry of the Word, the body of Christ is not 

nurtured and sustained in its nature as gathered community. 

This rationale is quite wide of the mark. The opening chapter of the Report on 

Ministry seeks the basis of the Church’s mission in ‘the mission of the triune 

God’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 244), and confesses that ‘As risen One, Jesus 

equips all his disciples to share his ministry through the gifts of the Spirit 

conferred in baptism’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 246). In summary: 

Ministry is derived from God—Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Baptised people 

are called and commissioned by God to share in the ministry of Christ, 

which is to the whole creation. 

The ministry of the church is a sharing in the ministry of the One who 

constitutes the church as his body, receives its worship, nourishes it with the 

sacraments and gives it life and energy through the Spirit. (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, p. 247) 

With this foundation, it is curious that ‘one ordination’ is seen to bear ‘witness 

to the one ministry of Christ, and its normative character for all other derived 

ministries’. If any rite may be said to bear the weight of this witness, it is the 

sacrament of baptism. One might have expected that the Report on Ministry 

would recognise this, with its starting-point in the ministry of the baptised. 
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When it discusses ordination, it appears to lose sight of the foundational place 

of baptism in the life of the Church and in each believer, and in fact departs 

from a baptismal missiology. 

The second element of the rationale makes a great leap of logic (and faith!) in 

tying the equality desired between deacon and minister of the Word to an 

idiosyncratic style of ordination. This equality could be ‘underlined’ in other 

ways—in the similar shape of the liturgies, for example. 

The third element is a non sequitur. Its content may be applauded, but it does 

not lead to the conclusion that only one ordination is desirable. The more likely 

result would be confusion between the two ministries. 

One is left feeling that the judgement of Davis McCaughey in a letter to Gregor 

Henderson dated 22 October 1990 is quite accurate. He writes: 

I was tempted to write at length, with detailed comments; but my heart 

failed. 

He numbers his ‘main objections’: 

1. There is almost a complete lack of biblical and theological points of reference 

in this document. The Old Testament and the New have a great deal more, 

and different, to say about God’s call to His people and about His Servant 

Israel than you would ever guess from this document. What the biblical 

writers have to say is also a great deal more precise. 

2. You would never guess from this document that we stand in a great tradition 

of reformed Catholicism (Presbyterian and Congregationalist) and reformed 

Anglicanism (Methodism) with deep convictions about the basic character of 

the Ministry of Word and Sacrament. 
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3. Perhaps to put it in a slightly different way, this is a thoroughly sectarian 

document. It is not concerned with what belongs to the true and full life of 

the Church of God (the concern which led to the formation of the Uniting 

Church) but with what a little group of people calling themselves the Uniting 

Church in Australia choose to think of themselves and talk about amongst 

themselves. This is extraordinarily unhealthy and pretentious. 

4. As a consequence of all this the document is written in remarkably fuzzy 

English. By the end of the document I do not know what the word ‘mission’ 

let alone the phrase ‘doing mission’ means. 

5. I suppose the most comforting thing about the document is that any Report 

with as many as 31 recommendations is likely to fail! 

One surmises he was disappointed following the Sixth Assembly. 

An Essential Ministry? 

The Report also includes a section (§3.6.3) on the ministry of the Word. It quotes 

paragraph 14(a) of the Basis of Union in terms of the call ‘to preach the Gospel, 

lead the people in worship and to exercise pastoral care so that all members of 

the church may be equipped for their particular ministries, thus maintaining the 

apostolic witness to Christ in his church’. It continues (Bos and Thompson, 

2008, p. 300ƒ): 

Ministers of the Word are bearers of the tradition which derives from Christ 

and the apostles. As such they are required to commit themselves to study 

the scriptures so as to be able to bear faithful witness to Christ who sustains 

and nourishes the Christian community through the preaching of the Word 

and the celebration of the sacraments. This ministry of preaching, leading in 

worship and pastoral care is essential for the building up of the whole Body 

of Christ so that they may exercise their varied ministries in the world. 
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The Task Group uses the word ‘essential’ of ‘this ministry of preaching, leading 

in worship and pastoral care’; yet it seems to go against the tenor of the Report 

to suggest that the ministry of the Word is of the esse of the Church. It is likely 

that if pressed, the Task Group would have maintained that ministry-as-

function is essential (in that it has to be ‘done’), while ministry-as-office is of the 

Church’s bene esse—helpful, but not indispensable. 

From their (Presbyterian) viewpoint, Wotherspoon and Kirkpatrick (1920, 1960, 

p. 76) firmly hold ministry to be of the esse of the Church. The ministry 

is further an essential ordinance, requisite to the being of the Christian 

Church. In the persons of the Apostles the Ministry historically preceded the 

Society, and was itself the germ and nucleus of the Church… In planting the 

Church where it has not yet existed, the presence of the Ministry is by itself 

sufficient; it carries with it, not only the Word to convert, but also Baptism to 

engraft, the Eucharist to nourish, government to set in order, discipline to 

guard, and the apostolic succession to provide a future Ministry. [emphasis 

original] 

Van der Borght agrees, and invokes the great voices of the Reformation. 

Speaking of the ordained ministry, he writes (2007, p. 425): 

This task is essential for the continued life and mission of the faith 

community. Without people who proclaim the Word and celebrate the 

sacraments to bind the faith community together, and to lead its members as 

people who are called by God, sent by Christ, empowered by the Holy Spirit 

and recognized by the faith community, the future of the faith community is 

very uncertain. Luther, Zwingli and Calvin regarded ministry as part of the 

esse of the church, as a necessity for the life of the church of Christ. 

 



 

 
391 

In an exploration of the relationship between persons and community, Volf 

addresses this ecclesiological question: does the Church receive its identity as 

the local congregation, or in a common, ordained, ministry? Though he does 

not use terms such as ‘baptismal missiology’ or ‘baptismal ecclesiology’, Volf 

finds that since baptism is into the name of the Trinity, the Trinity is ‘the 

determining reality’ of the Church. He continues (1998, p. 195): 

The correspondence between the trinitarian and ecclesial relationships is not 

simply formal. Rather, it is ‘ontological’ because it is soteriologically 

grounded… The relationships between the many in the church must reflect 

the mutual love of the divine persons. [emphasis original] 

This mutual love necessitates a ‘nonhierarchical’ doctrine of the Trinity (Volf, 

1998, pp. 4, 217, 236); one ecclesiological consequence is that both the 

individualism of many evangelical Churches and the imposition of the will of 

one person (e.g., pope or bishop) are negated.  

Volf states (1998, p. 228): ‘Since all Christians…have charismata, Christ is acting 

through all members of the church, and not merely through its officeholders’. 

This being the case, every Christian has some responsibility for the life and 

witness of the Church. This may be seen to undermine the essential nature of 

ordained ministry: for example, Volf (n. 109, p. 246) mentions Carl Heinz 

Ritschow, who believes that the equality of the Church’s members undermines 

ministerial office at its foundations, since it undermines hierarchical authority.6 

Yet despite all members of the Church being ‘fundamentally equal’ (Volf, 1998, 

p. 246), ‘ordained office’ is still necessary, and not because it is needful for a 

hierarchical authority structure:  

If one’s premise is the equality of all ministries in the church, then the 

necessity of (ordained) office is not apparent. Since all ministries in the 
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church are charismatic, office cannot simply be derived by way of charisma; 

it must be grounded by way of the particular features of those ministries 

performed by officeholders and of the charismata bestowed upon them for 

those ministries. The specific element attaching to the charismata of office is 

their reference to the entirety of the local church. As Wolfhart Pannenberg has 

suggested following the Confessio Augustana XIV, the particular task of 

officeholders consists in being ‘publicly responsible for the concerns 

common to all Christians’. This involves not only acting in the name of the 

congregation before God, individual members of the congregation, or the 

world, but also acting in the name of Christ before the congregation as a 

whole. (Volf, 1998, p. 246ƒ)7 

If (following Volf) baptism into the triune Name is the basis for ecclesiology, the 

notion that ‘the primary identity of the church [is] not in the ordained ministry 

but in the believers’ may be contested. It may be better to see both lay and 

ordained members of the Church standing before the Holy Trinity—the 

‘determining reality’ of the Church—on level ground through baptism, both 

groups ‘essential’ in their own proper manner. The ordained are baptised, not 

somehow ‘de-baptised’ or ‘para-baptised’; there is no need to oppose lay and 

ordained in speaking of the Church’s ‘primary identity’. The essentiality of the 

ministry of the Word in terms of the ‘proper exercise’ of the Church’s gifts is 

consistent with the position taken by the Report. 

The Ministry of the Word 

The Report emphasises the mission context of Australia and the consequent 

apostolic imperative, which means that ‘more ministers of the Word must be set 

free in more flexible structures to pioneer new forms of ministry and 

congregational life’. This is fairly strident language, but was foreshadowed by 
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the Basis of Union (paragraph 14). Ministers are called to move into three areas 

(Bos and Thompson, 2008, pp. 302-304): the minister of the Word as evangelist, 

equipper and pioneer. Much of this can be affirmed, but it is using other 

language to expand upon the minister of the word as preacher, presider and 

pastor. If these tasks are done faithfully, with the full apostolicity and 

catholicity of the Gospel at their heart, the minister will also be evangelist, 

equipper and pioneer. 

The section on the ministry of the Word concludes with these helpful words 

(Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 304): 

Ministers of the Word must have qualities of discernment, wisdom and 

humility if they are to model Christ’s presence without using their authority 

from God in an authoritarian and self-centred way. In such a spirit, they 

ensure that the gifts of the baptised are respected, affirmed and developed 

through appropriate forms of service, both within the church as institution 

and in the wider community as a sign for the whole creation. 

Such leadership in no way diminishes the responsibilities of every member 

to embody Christ’s pattern of leadership through service. The Uniting 

Church is committed to remaining open to recognise new forms of this 

leadership and to order them appropriately in the Spirit. 

All are needed for the fullness of Christ’s ministry to be visible in the various 

parts of the Uniting Church. They must be both distinctive and 

complementary if Christ is to have proper place in our common life and 

mission. 

Little of this could be carried over into the ordination liturgies produced after 

the Sixth Assembly. No recommendations were put to the Assembly concerning 

the ministry of the Word, and in preparing the new services, the Commission 
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had insufficient time to process the positive aspects of this Report. 

 

                                                

1  The full minute is 

To direct the Standing Committee to arrange for a study of the changing 
patterns of ministry and what is and will be required to equip the whole 
people of God for their ministry and mission in a changing world, in the 
light of the gospel, taking account of— 

the work in progress in some synods, 

the possibility of ordination to the Ministry of the Word with diverse 
commissionings,  

the role of the local congregation in mission, 

the Commission on Doctrine’s study on ordination, 

and 

the Commission for Mission’s study on non-stipendiary ministries 

and in the light of that study to bring a proposal on the diaconate to the 
1991 Assembly 

The ASC gave the Task Group the following terms of reference (minute 88.63.v): 

a. establish a research study on changing patterns of ministry, 
including the ordained ministry, from the basis of the one ministry of 
Christ; 

b. study past Assembly reports and decisions; 

c. consult widely with groups involved in aspects of ministry, 
including: deaconesses, non-stipendiary ministers, youth workers, lay 
missionaries, lay preachers, lay pastors, frontier ministries, theologians, 
ministers of the Word, lay administrators, partners in mission; 

d. investigate ecumenical, international and Third World forms of 
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ministry, including diaconal and non-stipendiary ministry; 

e. investigate distinctive patterns of ministry in Australia; 

f. envision elements in the emerging shape of ministry for the 
church in the next ten years; 

Non-stipendiary ministry 

g. take into consideration in the study the Third Report on Non-
stipendiary Ministries prepared by the Rev Dr John Brown; 

h. advise the Standing Committee by March 1989 on processes 
whereby recommendations 2(b) and (d) attached to the Third Report on 
Non-stipendiary Ministries can be addressed; 

Episcopacy 

i. consult with the committee which is to receive responses on the 
episcopacy proposal; 

Youth Worker 

j. include in the study the requirements of Assembly Resolution 
88.31.3(c) relating to the ministry of Youth Worker, and offer advice to 
the committee which will be appointed to receive comments arising 
from Resolutions 88.31.3(b) and (c); 

Diaconate 

k. reconsider the possibility that the Diaconate may be open both to 
lay and ordained members; 

l. present to the Standing Committee a fresh proposal on the 
Diaconate, with a view to recommendations for the attention of the 1991 
Assembly. 

2  See above, p. 124. 

3 Ibid., p. 5. (While the analysis of Croft (a presbyter of the Church of 
England) is far-reaching in its implications for the shaping of ministry, it 
nowhere advocates setting aside the received threefold ordering of 
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ministry.) 

4 Presumably, including unbaptised people. 

5 Cƒ. Regulation 2.4.23. Since 1991, the minister’s recognition may also be 
withdrawn if the minister is ‘continuing in the designation of awaiting 
placement for more than two years or three years in the event of an 
approved extension pursuant to Regulation 2.4.9’. 

6 Volf cites Ritschow, ‘Amt vii’, pp. 595, 50ƒƒ.  

7 Volf cites Pannenberg, ‘Ökumenisches Amtsverständnis’, p. 278. 
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Section 3.2 

 

Rites 6: 

Other changes in the rite of ordination requested by 

the Sixth Assembly (1991) 

Minute 91.24 

This minute of the Sixth Assembly (1991, p. 24ƒ) records several decisions 

regarding the rite of ordination: 

91.24.2 

To approve for inclusion in the services of Ordination of a Minister of the 

Word and Deaconess respectively an additional vow as follows: 

‘Will you, by word and deed, proclaim the good news of God in Christ 

outside the community of faith; and will you work for justice and peace in 

the world?’ 

Response: ‘With God’s help, I will’. 

A notice of motion (#42) had been put to the previous Assembly in 1988 that led 

to this change.1 It read: 
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That the Assembly resolve: 

a) To request the Commission on Liturgy to prepare for consideration 

by the Sixth Assembly a further vow for the Service of Ordination 

which commits the Ordinand to an evangelical and prophetic 

ministry in the world. 

b) That, in the meantime, Presbyteries be given permission to add the 

following vow or appropriate adaptation of this vow to the 

Ordination vows: 

‘Do you commit yourself to serve all people, especially the 

defenceless and oppressed and to offer the Gospel of Jesus Christ to 

the world?’ 

Response: ‘I do’. 

The rationale for this notice of motion was a clear statement of advocacy for the 

‘comprehensive model’ of The Vows: 

The Uniting Church in Australia stands firmly in the evangelical and 

prophetic tradition and its ministers are called to accept the great 

commission of Christ ‘to go out into all the world…’. 

The Word only truly arises from a ministry which is exercised in relationship 

with the world, which God so loved, and which God sent the Son to save. 

The present Ordination Vows could ‘domesticate’ the Ministry of the Word 

and encourage ‘maintenance’ rather than missional and evangelical ministry 

by the church. 

While the call to serve and communicate the Gospel to the world can be 

included in other parts of the service, clearly the vows are the ‘canon’ of the 

Ordination Service, as evidenced by the need to come to the Assembly for 
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changes, and therefore should include all the major aspects of ministry. 

This is an unconvincing argument at best: since changes to the vows are 

brought to the Assembly, they are the core (‘the “canon”’) of the rite; therefore, 

since they are the core, everything must be contained within. None of this is 

self-evident (changes to the vows are not the only changes that must be brought 

to the Assembly), and certainly it is not based on any documents produced by 

the Assembly; rather, it reflects the folk status the vows have in the Uniting 

Church. It also speaks as though ordination is the basis for ministry, and not 

baptism. Despite this, it resulted in the vow mentioned above. Part (b) was not 

carried, because the vows in any service of ordination and in each presbytery 

are to be identical. 

The rationale ignores the ecumenical core of the rite, the imposition of hands 

with prayer, and bases the Uniting Church’s practice on its evangelical and 

prophetic heritage to the neglect of its reformed and catholic traditions. 

The words spoken at the imposition of hands were amended ‘as an interim 

measure’ (Motion 91.24.3, p. 24ƒ): 

(a) the form of words used in the act of Ordination of a Minister of the 

Word at the time of the laying-on of hands be amended to read: 

‘N., Servant of Christ, may you receive the Holy Spirit for the office and 

work of a Minister of the Word…’ 

91.24 had two further clauses. 91.24.4 dealt with lay ministries; in 91.24.5, the 

Assembly determined 

That the words used with the laying on of hands in the Ordination Service 

no longer be designated ‘the ordination formula’. 
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The additional vow, with some changes, and the changed wording at the laying 

on of hands appeared in the 1992 services for minister of the Word and for 

deacon. 

 

 

                                                

1 Dorothy McMahon (mover) and Clyde Dominish (seconder), 1988, 
Notice of Motion #42, unpublished. 
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Section 3.3 

 

Rites 7: 

Commentary: the 1992 Service  

(Services of Ordination, Induction and Accreditation) 

The Shape of the 1992 Service 

The Gathering of the People of God 

The Service of the Word 

The Service of Ordination and Accreditation 

12 Presentation of the Ordinand 

13 Vows 

14 The Ordination 

15 Declaration of Ordination and Accreditation 

16 Presentation of the Bible (a stole may also be presented at this point) 

17 The Charge 

18 The Peace (given by the newly-ordained minister) 

19 Offering 

20 Prayers of the People 

The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper 
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The Sending Forth of the People of God 

 

2 Welcome and Greeting 

The Welcome and Greeting is similar to that of 1988, with a decisive difference: 

this is a rite of ordination and accreditation. The Assembly Committee on 

Ministries believed that the service should minimise the use of the word 

‘accreditation’ (Henderson, 1992): 

there may be merit in minimising the use of the term ‘accreditation’ in the 

service of ordination, and thus suggests that reference to accreditation only 

needs to be made in the presbytery resolution authorising the ordination, 

which is read as part of the welcome, in the declaration of ordination, and in 

the prayers of intercession. 

To this end, it suggested a form of words that became the basis for the final 

wording for this section. The Commission thought that the Committee’s 

wording ignored the commissioning of baptism for ministry as well as 

reflecting a wrongheaded theology of ordination, and so deleted the offending 

words in strikethrough format: 

The Presbytery of.... 

has resolved to ordain NNN  

to ministry in Christ’s church 

and to accredit him/her 

as a minister of the Word/deacon 

in the church of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

This wording carefully avoids the notion that the Church tautologically ordains 

people into the ordained ministry, but it cannot escape ‘accreditation as a 

minister of the Word’; it also maintains that the ordination the presbytery has 
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resolved to perform is into the ministry of ‘the church of our Lord Jesus Christ’. 

4 Prayers 

The Prayer of Adoration is unaltered, and the Prayer of Confession is identical 

except that ‘Lord’ is omitted in the following line: 

In your mercy, Lord, 

pardon and restore us, 

that together in the one ministry of Christ 

we may serve you with joy 

all the days of our life. Amen. 

This omission reflects the sensitivities that many in the Uniting Church have 

towards images of God that reflect masculine images, particularly those that are 

perceived to rely on the language of power. The Assembly Standing Committee 

in 1985 had expressed its concern in Resolution 85.157: 

To request Assembly agencies to ensure that in continuing to use traditional 

trinitarian language of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit in their 

publications, they do not exclude other rich biblical imagery and names for 

God, as they seek to incorporate inclusive language in accordance with the 

policy adopted by the Assembly Standing Committee in 1982. 

While it wanted to preserve this valuable prayer, the Commission on Liturgy 

was concerned to follow this policy, and did so by omitting the title ‘Lord’—

despite having introduced it in the Welcome and Greeting!  

The Collect was reworded towards the end. In 1988, it read: 

We pray that through the Word and sacraments, 

your church may be renewed  

and strengthened to do your will.  
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In 1992, this became a generic reference to ordained ministries, because of its 

use for candidates who were being ‘accredited’ as either deacons or ministers of 

the Word: 

We pray that 

through their ministries 

your church may be renewed and strengthened 

to do your will. 

Since the Uniting Church’s diaconate is also a ministry of word and sacrament, 

this change was not strictly necessary. The Commission wanted to differentiate 

between the two ministries as far as possible, within the remit that it had been 

given, and the reference to ‘their ministries’ indicates a difference; the change 

did have the happy effect of deleting the reference to ‘Word and sacraments’, 

which had caused confusion in the past since it had referred to the ministry of 

the Word, not of ‘word’ and ‘sacraments’. 

12 Presentation of the Ordinand  

The Presentation needed reworking to accommodate ‘accreditation’: 

The secretary of presbytery brings the ordinand forward to stand before the 

chairperson, and says: 

N, I present NNN 

for ordination and accreditation as a minister of the Word/deacon. 

The secretary gives a brief ‘narration of steps’. 

The chairperson then asks the ordinand: 

N, are you willing to be ordained 

for ministry in Christ’s church 

and accredited as a minister of the Word/deacon? 

I am. 
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The secretary of presbytery presents the ordinand ‘for ordination and 

accreditation as a minister of the Word’. Significantly, and deliberately, it is 

not—as it could easily have been—‘for ordination as a minister in Christ’s church 

/ and accreditation as a minister of the Word’. However, the unsatisfactory and 

self-contradictory nature of this service is seen in the chairperson’s question: ‘N, 

are you willing to be ordained / for ministry in Christ’s church / and 

accredited as a minister of the Word?’ 

In 1988 and in previous orders, The Charge could follow here or be placed after 

the laying on of hands with prayer. In the 1992 version, the latter position alone 

was offered. This was to emphasise the grace of God acting in ordination, 

analogously with the Uniting Church’s baptismal rite, in which the Responses 

of the candidate or parents come after the baptism itself; in the majority of 

baptismal rites, they make promises before the baptism. Regarding the 

baptismal service, Gribben (1990, p. 28; cƒ. p. 33ƒ) writes, ‘What is provided is a 

response in faith and life which flows from the gracious act of God confirmed in 

baptism’. In 1992, we may say the same thing about ordination. 

13 Vows 

The introductory words to the Vows also required alteration to accommodate 

the Sixth Assembly’s decision. The text of 1988 reads, 

NN, 

in the name of Jesus Christ, the only Head of the church, 

we are here to ordain you as a minister of the Word 

by prayer and the laying on of hands. 

In 1992, it became, 

N, 

in the name of Jesus Christ,  
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the only Head of the church, 

we are here to ordain you by prayer and the laying on of hands 

and accredit you as a minister of the Word/deacon. 

The Committee on Ministries had suggested wording that avoided the word 

‘accredit’; the Commission may have been wiser to pay more attention to it: 

NN, in the name of Jesus Christ, the only Head of the church, we are here to 

ordain you by prayer and the laying on of hands to ministry in Christ’s church for 

service as a Minister of the Word.  

The Commission again wanted to avoid the phrase ‘to ministry in Christ’s 

church’; perhaps its simple omission may have served the purpose better? The 

most satisfactory wording may then have been: 

N, in the name of Jesus Christ,  

the only Head of the church,  

we are here to ordain you by prayer and the laying on of hands  

for service as a Minister of the Word.  

In the 1988 service, it is clear that the ordinand is being ordained to a particular 

ministry, ‘as a minister of the Word’, but in the suggested wording for 1992, an 

ordinand is not ordained to a particular ministry, but ‘for ministry in Christ’s 

church’. The virtue in the 1992 wording—attempted, but far too subtle—is that 

the Church says 

…we are here to ordain you by prayer and the laying on of hands 

(and accredit you)  

as a minister of the Word/deacon. 

Further, there was a danger of diminishing the baptismal dignity of Christians, 

who are called to ministry in the Church of Jesus Christ in the sacrament of 

baptism; ordination is a subset of this baptismal calling (Bower, 1994, p. 2). One 

is not ‘ordained to ministry in Christ’s Church’; the insight of Zizioulas—that 
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all the baptised are ‘ordained’, members of an ‘order’—needs to be kept in 

mind. 

The 1992 text continues to assert, with that of 1988, that 

In this ordination, 

the Uniting Church in Australia acts and speaks 

within the one holy catholic and apostolic Church. 

There is anecdotal evidence that a number of other Churches in Australia were 

questioning the truth of this kind of statement,1 and beginning to ask whether 

the practice of the Uniting Church was putting up insurmountable ecumenical 

barriers—in effect, whether in this period the Uniting Church did in fact ‘act 

and speak within the one holy catholic and apostolic Church’ in its practice of 

ordination. 

In the Report on Ministry, the Task Group expressed its view that it had ‘taken 

adequate account of the best ecumenical writing on the ministry of Christ’ (Bos 

and Thompson, 2008, p. 252). ‘Adequate’ is a strange, and perhaps telling, word 

for a task group of the Uniting Church Assembly to use; after all, ‘[t]he roots of 

the Uniting Church are in the ecumenical movement’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, 

p. 251). Further, the Report may say it has ‘taken for granted the commitment of 

the Basis of Union to seek a wider unity in the power of the Holy Spirit, and to 

work within the faith of the catholic church’. This does not mean the Uniting 

Church  cannot go beyond the practice of other churches, as it did in the 

ordination of women; in fact, 

Ecumenical commitment certainly means listening to and dialogue with 

other churches, but it does not mean being a prisoner to their cultural and 

theological perspectives, any more than we expect them to be limited by our 

perceptions of the gospel where they are constrained to walk a different way. 
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Commitment to unity does not mean absence of disagreement and conflict. It 

means that we continue to explore such issues under the lordship of Christ, 

recognising that even in our own church, the boundaries of faith and order 

are not agreed: the responses to the discussion paper made that plain. 

One may detect a mixed attitude in this passage to the Uniting Church’s 

ecumenical partners. On the one hand, the ecumenical movement is a primary 

element of the Uniting Church’s identity, and the Task Group consulted ‘the 

best ecumenical writing’. It bases its conclusions on the theologies of Church 

and ministry found in the New Testament, and accepts the Uniting Church’s 

life within and commitment to the one, holy, catholic and apostolic Church.  

On the other hand, it takes this ‘for granted’, and is satisfied with taking 

‘adequate account of the best ecumenical writing’. [emphasis mine] It instances the 

ordination of women as evidence of the Uniting Church’s willingness ‘to 

embody God’s purpose for our common life in new forms of order’. It seems to 

be saying that not to embody new forms2 may be to be ‘a prisoner to their 

cultural and theological perspectives’—as if the Uniting Church alone is able to 

stand outside its own perspectives. The Uniting Church’s ordination of women 

is far more than a willingness to embrace new forms of order. It stems from its 

conviction that the Gospel of Jesus Christ demands that ordination not be 

restricted on any external grounds such as gender. It is a major flaw in the 

Report on Ministry that the Task Group did not attempt to justify on the grounds 

of the Gospel any new forms of ministry that disconcert the Uniting Church’s 

ecumenical partners—in particular, the proposal that deacons may preside at 

the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper.3 The Report used the word ‘mission’ freely, 

but unfortunately it was in such a diffuse way that it is hard to equate missional 

grounds with the Gospel. 
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The decision of the Sixth Assembly (91.24.2) to add a vow committing the 

ordinand to an evangelical and prophetic ministry outside the congregation 

found its way into the 1992 text. The Assembly agreed to the words, ‘Will you, 

by word and deed, proclaim the good news of God in Christ outside the 

community of faith; and will you work for justice and peace in the world?’. The 

final vow was modified slightly: 

Will you, by word and deed, 

proclaim the good news of God in Christ 

to those outside the community of faith, 

stand alongside those who suffer, 

and work for justice and peace in the world? 

With God’s help, I will. 

The Vows by now numbered eleven. 

14 The Ordination 

The Ordination Prayer in 1992 is identical to 1988 except for the following lines. 

1988 has: 

Now we give you thanks that you have called N, 

whom we ordain in your name, 

to be a minister of the Word in your church. 

It was necessary to alter this for the 1992 liturgy, because of ‘ordination for 

ministry’: 

Now we give you thanks that you have called N 

whom we ordain in your name for 

ministry in your church 

as a minister of the Word/deacon. 

The word ‘accreditation’ does not appear. Even though the Commission had the 

encouragement of the Committee for Ministries to minimise its use, the 
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Commission was relieved when the Assembly Standing Committee authorised 

this wording. The Commission was of the opinion that there was a strong 

possibility of ecumenical questions regarding the propriety of Uniting Church 

ordinations being raised. Therefore, while the prayer speaks of being ordained 

‘for ministry in Christ’s church’ in order to keep faith with the Assembly’s 

decision, it qualifies this immediately by adding ‘as a minister of the Word’. 

A similar circumlocution is used at the imposition of hands: 

N, servant of Christ, may you receive the Holy Spirit 

for the office and work of an ordained minister in Christ’s church 

as a minister of the Word, 

now committed to you by the laying on of our hands; 

in the name of the Father, and of the Son, 

and of the Holy Spirit. 

The Committee on Ministries had suggested 

N, servant of Christ, may you receive the Holy Spirit for the office and work of an 

ordained minister in the church of Jesus Christ, now committed to you by the 

laying on of our hands that you may be a sign of the presence of God in the 

world, proclaiming the gospel in word and deed, administering the sacraments, 

exercising pastoral care, praying and acting for justice, and equipping God’s 

people for their ministry, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the 

Holy Spirit. 

This wording would not have stated clearly that ordination to an office means 

the office of a particular ministry, e.g. of presbyter, rather than the ‘office’ of a 

generic ordained minister. 

If the Commission could not avoid the language of ‘ordination for ministry’ at 

this point, it aimed to connect the Ordination Prayer as closely as possible to the 

wider tradition of the one holy catholic and apostolic Church. 
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A further problem could not be avoided. In 1988, the words at the laying on of 

hands are 

1 N, servant of Christ, receive the Holy Spirit 

2 for the office and work of a minister of the Word, 

3 now committed to you by the laying on of our hands; 

4 that you may faithfully preach the gospel, 

5 administer the sacraments, 

6 and exercise pastoral care; 

7 in the name of the Father, and of the Son, 

8 and of the Holy Spirit. 

The 1992 text says nothing at this point about what a minister of the Word or a 

deacon does. The Commission considered producing two sets of words, 

retaining lines 4-6 for a minister of the Word and writing other lines for the 

diaconate. However, it was under instruction to make one service for both 

ministries, to emphasise the ‘equality’ of ministry of the Word and diaconate. In 

addition, the Commission believed that the Assembly Standing Committee 

would not approve two sets of wording at this point. Furthermore, the 

diaconate had been established as a ministry that could do everything that lines 

4-6 mention!—so what words could be used to differentiate between the two 

ministries? What could be said about one that could not be said about the 

other?—after all, both were ‘ordained for ministry in Christ’s church’ in the 

same way. 

There is a more significant change yet to these words, in accord with Motion 

91.24.3 of the previous Assembly. The 1988 wording began, ‘N, servant of 

Christ, receive the Holy Spirit…’ That of 1992 has ‘N, servant of Christ, may 

you receive the Holy Spirit…’ Here, there is a shift from an imperative to a 

‘subjunctive’ formula, as in the British Methodist liturgy of 1936: 
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Mayest thou receive the Holy Spirit for the office and work of a Christian Minister 

and Pastor now committed unto thee by the imposition of our hands. And be thou 

a faithful Dispenser of the Word of God, and of His holy Sacraments, in the Name 

of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost. 

15 Declaration of Ordination and Accreditation 

The Declaration was adjusted in a similar way. The word ‘accredited’ was used 

here. The Commission judged that it could not be avoided: 

In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ 

the only King and Head of the church, 

and by the authority of the Presbytery of …, 

we declare that NNN 

is ordained for ministry in Christ’s church 

and is accredited as a minister of the Word/deacon. 

The Committee for Ministries’ suggestion was the same, except for the last two 

lines: 

…we declare that NNN is now an ordained minister in the church of God 

accredited to serve as a Minister of the Word/Deacon. 

16 Presentation of the Bible 

The wording of the Presentation became generic: 

N, receive this Bible 

as a sign of the authority given you. 

In all that you do 

keep the trust committed to you. 

A stole could be presented at this point; Note xiii ‘recommended’ the wearing 

of the stole in the manner generally used by presbyters and deacons in the 

Church Catholic (UCA 1992, p. 5): 
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If a minister’s stole is presented to the ordinand, it should be red, and it is 

recommended that a minister of the Word wear the stole around the neck 

and hanging free in front, in the manner of a scarf. Where a deacon receives a 

stole it is recommended that the stole be worn diagonally over the left 

shoulder and fastened at the right hip. The stole is a symbol of ordination, 

and the mode of wearing it a symbol of accreditation. 

There was some discussion in the Commission on Liturgy about this Note; one 

member argued that since the 1988 liturgy had been silent on the manner of the 

wearing of a stole, we should not give any direction regarding the manner in 

which deacons should wear the stole. The rationale was that it could be 

interpreted as a means of control. This argument lost for two reasons: one, that 

the Commission was ‘recommending’ the manner of wearing the stole to both 

ministries, not just to deacons; and two, that Diakonia UCA had informed the 

Commission that deacons themselves preferred wearing the stole over the left 

shoulder in the manner of deacons through the ages. 

The Commission unfortunately used the concept of ‘accreditation’ to propose a 

novel interpretation of the symbolism of the stole. The stole becomes ‘a symbol 

of ordination’, presumably into ministry in Christ’s Church, rather than its 

manner of being worn differentiating a minister of the Word or deacon. That is, 

it becomes a symbol of a ‘generic’ kind of ‘ordination’. The mode of wearing it 

was now a symbol of ‘accreditation’, something which never existed prior to 

1991. The Commission did not ponder just how ‘accreditation’ had had enough 

time to be ‘symbolised’ by anything. The argument really was that presbyters 

and deacons wore the stole differently, so wearing it differently was a ‘symbol’. 

The Commission did not think to ponder whether it was possible to change 

unilaterally the thing symbolised from the particular ministry to the 

accreditation of the minister. 
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17 The Charge 

The Charge follows; it is included as an Appendix, and is identical to that of 

1988. A separate Charge, based on this Reformed model, is included for a 

deacon. It is instructive to read these Charges together, as the changes indicate 

the Uniting Church’s thinking about the ministry of the Word and its 

relationship to the diaconate, as well as the diaconate itself. 

22 The Great Prayer of Thanksgiving 

The 1988 ordination service had a proper preface for the Great Prayer of 

Thanksgiving: 

We praise you, O God, 

for the gift of the Holy Spirit, 

for the church he brought to birth, 

for the power of Word and sacrament, 

and for those whom you have called 

to minister within your church. 

It was omitted in favour of this proper, found in the Service of the Lord’s Day in 

UCA 1988, p. 101: 

In every age Christ the Good Shepherd 

calls his faithful servants to preach the gospel, 

celebrate the sacraments of the new covenant 

and build up his people in faith and love. 

For he came not to be served, but to serve, 

and to give his life a ransom for many. 

The reason for the omission of the first proper is that the Commission judged it 

suitable for a minister of the Word, but far less appropriate for a deacon. Since it 

believed its instructions strongly implied that it should only offer one proper, 

the second was chosen. 
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The 1992 service was a difficult compromise, which the Commission drafted in an 

unhappy frame of mind. The service was not to continue for long. 

 

 

                                                

1  Robert Gribben, Personal communication, 2005. 

2 The new forms the Task Group had in mind were the renewed diaconate 
and the non-stipendiary office of community minister. 

3 Cƒ. ibid., p. 42: 

 Deacons will have authority to preside at the sacraments. They will 
usually do so in the context of their ministry with broken and 
marginalised people. They will preside at the celebration of the 
sacraments within the gathered congregation only in collaboration with 
the ministerial team and the council of elders. 



 

 416 



 

 
417 

 

 

 

Section 3.4 

 

Documents 5: 

Ordination and Ministry in the Uniting Church (1994) 

Just as the 1992 liturgy was closely associated with the 1991 Report on Ministry, 

so the form of 1995 followed the 1994 document Ordination and Ministry in the 

Uniting Church, produced by the Commission on Doctrine. This document was 

received by the Seventh Assembly in 1994, with the addition of a critical 

Appendix from Diakonia UCA (in Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 400-408). The 

Appendix contained a supporting position on the continuation of deacons’ 

presiding at the sacraments, which is opposed in Ordination and Ministry. 

Ordination and Ministry begins by mentioning some documents that have served 

to instruct the Uniting Church in its thinking and practice of ordination and 

ministry (Bos and Thompson, 2008, I.8, p. 334ƒ). In particular, it mentions The 

Church: Its nature, function and ordering, the Basis of Union, the 1982 statement 

Ordination: A statement for study and comment, Ordained to the Ministry of the Word 

and Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry (BEM). Interestingly, the 1991 Report on 

Ministry is mentioned as a ‘principal document’, but not referred to again in this 

section. 
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Ordination and Ministry is very clear about its ecumenical context, and mindful 

of the Uniting Church’s ‘general support for the process and direction’ of BEM 

(I.22). It is clear that 

[t]he Uniting Church in Australia has always sought to understand itself 

within the broader ecumenical fellowship of the church. Therefore we take 

our place within a worldwide, contemporary reconsideration of the theology 

of ministry. Given the Uniting Church’s commitment to dialogue and unity 

with our ecumenical partners, we must take into account some of the major 

trends of that movement. (Bos and Thompson, 2008, I.16, p. 337ƒ) 

It follows that (Bos and Thompson, 2008, I.25, p. 340) 

[s]ince our theology and practice of ordination is placed so firmly within the 

ecumenical tradition, we must carefully consider such symbols of ecumenical 

agreement as the Lima statement on ministry. Indeed, there is much in it 

(and in what it says about ordination) with which the Uniting Church has 

already indicated its agreement. Therefore the Commission on Doctrine, in 

responding to the Assembly’s request to investigate the issues surrounding 

ordination, acknowledges the significance of the agreement reached among 

the churches which is expressed in the Lima statement. 

The first sentence of paragraph I.26 begins (Bos and Thompson, 2008, I.26, p. 

340ƒ): 

Therefore, as the Uniting Church seeks to discern the gospel challenge to 

reform its ministry, it is not at liberty to create its own forms of ministry 

without reference to other churches… 

This may be a (none too subtle?) reference to the 1991 Report on Ministry, and 

the emerging tendency within the Uniting Church to look at ministry from a 

missional viewpoint that seemed to the Commission on Doctrine to be 
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primarily sociologically and contextually driven rather than being informed 

theologically and ecumenically. 

Part two of the document establishes that 

[t]he Bible does not prescribe one particular form of ministry as the ‘correct’, 

most godly form, but rather from time to time describes various forms of the 

ministry which existed in the communities of the church. (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, II.4, p. 345) 

‘Therefore’, it continues, ‘it is not a simplified version of biblical history which 

must guide our thinking on matters of ministry, but the Bible’s theology’ (Bos 

and Thompson, 2008, II.5, p. 345). It carries on: 

The Bible, when read theologically, ‘with the eyes of faith’, tells a story of 

divine ministry which begins within the very heart of the trinitarian 

community of love… 

…the proper foundation for a discussion of the church’s ministry does not lie 

in biblical-historical descriptions of various ministries, nor in analysis of the 

missional needs of a particular society, but in the very being and work of 

God. Both the former considerations become important in the context of the 

latter. (Bos and Thompson, 2008, II.6-7, p. 345ƒ) 

Three approaches are identified: the first is Christological, and typifies the 

thought that has shaped the Uniting Church. It sees ‘the ministry as established 

by Christ’s express command, and based in form on Christ’s own person and 

nature’. It often interprets ministry by analogy with Christ as prophet, priest 

and king (II.8). 

The second approach is Pneumatological; it takes as its starting point the gifts of 

the Spirit to the Church and to individuals within it (II.9).  
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The third approach—favoured by the Commission on Doctrine—is Trinitarian. 

Theological reflection on Christ and on the Spirit can only be done with 

reference to the Holy Trinity (Bos and Thompson, 2008, II.10, p. 347). Trinitarian 

reflection on ministry enables a ‘new insight’:  

…it allows us to develop an understanding of the form and practice of 

Christian ministry in relation to the divine love, service and justice embodied 

in the life of Jesus in the power of the Spirit… 

 It also generates a proposal: ‘The purpose of an ordained ministry is to energise 

and direct the church’s praise of the triune God in the world’, which ‘identifies 

in concentrated form the purpose of presbyteral and diaconal ministry in 

relation to God, church and world’ (p. 348). The document continues: 

The term ‘praise’ is meant to draw attention to the fundamental calling of the 

Christian disciple to ‘glorify God’… Accordingly a life of praise is 

multifaceted, embracing the practical, emotional, moral, intellectual and 

religious elements of personal and social life… Praise is thus inherently 

missional in character, seeking to respond to God’s own praise of life poured 

out in creation and redemption through Jesus Christ and the Spirit. (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, II.11-12, p. 348ƒ) 

Importantly, the document espouses the ‘relational’ view of ordination (already 

spoken of in BEM para M.44) rather than an ‘ontological’ or ‘functional’ view 

(Bos and Thompson, 2008, II.5-8, p. 360ƒ): 

Recent discussion has recognised the artificiality of neatly differentiating 

between ontology and function. It is recognised that being and doing are 

intimately related: that what we do affects who we are, that one’s personal 

identity is embodied in one’s life practices. Neither the Protestant focus on 

‘mere functionality’ nor the Catholic preoccupation with the ontological 
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status of the ordained is satisfactory. In both cases a persistent weakness is 

the focus on either what the individual has now become (Catholic) or has 

now been authorised to do (Protestant). 

Ordination can be more fruitfully understood in relational terms. Ordination 

places the minister in a new relation to others in the community, as a 

designated leader who is authorised to be such. The person is given a new 

status in the community, not in terms of hierarchical advantage, but in its 

proper sense of a new ‘standing place’, in the same way in which marriage 

places two people into a new relationship with each other which will never 

be the same again…ordination does not place a minister ‘over’ the rest of the 

community, but in a new status within it… It is inadequate to refer to this 

new placement or ‘status’ within the community as merely a change in 

function… It is also clearly mistaken to interpret this in solely individualistic 

categories, as if the whole community were not integrally involved. 

Ordination signifies the formal establishment of a new set of relations and 

responsibilities in the community. 

The analogy of marriage is fruitful: it is a public change in status, and involves 

the relationships of husband and wife with the whole of society. In no way does 

it does not set them ‘above’ others. A marriage covenant is made for life (which 

does not imply that it necessarily must be a sacrament); it is much more than 

what husband and wife ‘do’. Finally, this change in relationships, 

responsibilities and privileges might be expected to effect a kind of change in a 

person, a change best expressed in ‘relational’ rather than ‘ontological’ terms—

’that what we do affects who we are, that one’s personal identity is embodied in 

one’s life practices’.  

It is also important to see this change in relationship as a communal reality, a 

real change in the way presbyter and people relate to one another; the 
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document continues by elaborating on the gains in a relational view of ministry, 

which include attention to context; a counter-tendency to ‘an incipient 

individualistic clericalism’; the fostering of unity, mutual accountability and 

interdependence among all ministries, lay and ordained. 

The exploration of how a relational view of ministry safeguards the ‘essential 

interdependence’ of the diverse ministries of the Church may have been more 

fruitfully developed by further reflection on the mutual indwelling of the three 

Persons of the Trinity (the doctrine of perichoresis (pericwvrhsiß) or 

circumincession). This doctrine 

stresses that each of the hypostases is a complete manifestation of the divine 

essence. That is to say, every divine attribute applies equally to all three 

hypostases: all are omnipotent, omniscient, eternal and so on. This doctrine 

avoids the problem of subordinationism’. (Weng, 2006)1  

This application of the doctrine of perichoresis would serve to remove the 

implication of a subordination of any one ministry of the Uniting Church to 

another. 

The Document describes that the oversight this requires, an oversight which 

‘seek[s] the full expression of all ministries in the body of Christ’, has at its heart 

the calling ‘to recall the community to its dependence on Christ and the Spirit, 

the primary source of its unity’. The Document cites 1 Corinthians 12, but it is 

also reminiscent of BEM paragraphs M.8 and M.12.  

The Document does not mention Ephesians 4:7-16, a passage often cited in 

ordination rites under headings such as ‘The gifts of the ascended Lord’ (BCP, 

1662) or ‘The gifts of the ascended Christ to his church’ (UCA 1988). Ephesians 

4:11 gives strong encouragement to a relational view of ministry: 
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The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some 

evangelists, some pastors and teachers… 

The relational aspect is seen in that the gifts of the ascended Lord to the Church 

are people, not functions. This passage has long been applied to those who 

exercise the ministries of oversight, pastoral care and service in the life of the 

Church. The purpose of these gift-people is focussed on unity and maturity in 

Christ: in verses 12ƒ, it is 

to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of 

Christ, until all of us come to the unity of the faith and of the knowledge of 

the Son of God, to maturity, to the measure of the full stature of Christ… 

There is a ‘representative’ dimension to leadership exercised within a 

community:2 ‘The new status into which a minister has been placed by 

ordination will often need to be understood as a ‘representative’ leadership’ 

(Ordination and Ministry, III.10, in Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 363). The 

document gives five senses in which this representative ministry of the 

presbyter or deacon may be understood: 

• on behalf of the congregation; 

• before the congregation on behalf of the wider Church; 

• while presiding at the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, representing the local 

congregation and the universal Church of all times and places (cƒ. the words 

introducing the Sanctus); 

• while presiding at the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper, representing Christ—

‘although all Christians share that responsibility’; 

• as ‘symbolising the presence of the church catholic in what God is doing in 

the world’. 
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A representative ministry acts ‘on behalf of the church, not instead of it’—the 

principles of ‘shared responsibility and mutual accountability’ apply (III.11). 

Further, it entails  

’oversight‘ of the range of [the Church’s] activities and the ministries through 

which they occur…such oversight provides direction within diversity… 

Within the UCA the ministry of oversight is also a responsibility shared, at 

different levels, by different councils… (III.12).  

Oversight involves guardianship of the apostolic faith, also a shared ministry. 

This apostolic faith is wider than apostolic teaching, and extends to ‘the 

guardianship of the evangelical form of Christian life, in which genuine 

spirituality, costly discipleship, and prophetic word and action’ (III.13). 

The form of guardianship taken by a representative ministry requires the 

presbyter or deacon to represent ‘the demands of the wider church, or God’s 

risky and challenging ways in the world to the Christian community…’ It thus 

involves orthopraxy as well as orthodoxy (III.13), and at times may mean taking 

a stance ‘over against’ the Christian community as well as ‘on behalf of’ (III.15).3  

In the Uniting Church,  

[o]rdained ministers have no monopoly on leadership in proclamation, 

worship, pastoral care and diaconal ministry; but it is to them that the church 

solemnly entrusts the responsibility of ensuring the faithful exercise of these 

ministries… The ministries of the presbyter and the deacon are integral to 

the church because they encourage, energise and give shape to the ministries 

of all members of the church. They do not displace them. (Bos and 

Thompson, 2008, III.14, p. 365)4 

Since the Uniting Church now had two ministerial offices, Ordination and 
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Ministry had to spell out the relationship between presbyteral and diaconal 

ministries. Consequently, the balance of Part 3 is taken with a discussion of the 

‘different, but closely related leadership tasks’ of the presbyterate and diaconate 

(III.16), based on the discernment of ‘two basic movements in the economy of 

salvation, God’s way in the world: (i) reconciling and gathering and (ii) 

dispersing and re-forming’ (III.17). ‘As the church follows the dynamic of God’s 

own life, an expectation is raised that its own life ought to be marked by a 

reconciling and gathering, as well as a dispersing and re-forming’ (III.18). 

Ordination and Ministry sees the ministries of presbyter and deacon as being in 

the complementary and fundamental—but not exclusive—modes of ‘gathering’ 

and ‘dispersing’ (III.19). Presbyters and deacons thus aid the Church ‘to become 

an echo of the life of the Trinity’ (II.17; III.18). 

With regard to ordination: ‘Ordination to the ministry of presbyter signifies a 

community’s desire to be gathered so that it may be reconciled; i.e. to realise its 

oneness and fundamental dependence upon Christ… For the presbyter, 

ordination signifies the fundamental responsibility of this ministry for 

assembling all together with Christ in God’ (III.20). Further, the connection 

between gathering and reconciliation entails an ethical demand upon the 

presbyter: 

There is an important reciprocal relation between gathering and reconciling 

in Christ such that genuine gathering leads to reconciliation and genuine 

reconciliation generates fresh gathering. The ministry of presbyter is a 

ministry that guides and encourages this ongoing process. In this sense 

ordination is a rite of consciousness-raising for the community which 

recognises the ongoing importance of living a reconciled life together under 

God and for the presbyter who is called to become the kind of leader 

required for a community to be one maturing into the full stature of Christ 
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(Ephesians 4:13). This points to an inescapable ethical dimension to the life 

and work of all who are ordained. Those ordained to a gathering and 

reconciling ministry are similarly called to lead a life of personal 

reconciliation based on the forgiveness, compassion and strength of the 

Word made flesh. (Bos and Thompson, 2008, III.21, p. 370)  

This paragraph alludes to the reciprocal ‘process’ of gathering and 

reconciliation as having an eschatological dimension, ‘maturing into the full 

stature of Christ’. 

The ministry of the presbyter is carried out ‘through’ word and sacrament, and 

‘with’ pastoral care (III.22-29). The deacon’s ministry has ‘outward-directed 

focus’ (III.31) and is carried out ‘with’ the word, ‘for’ justice and wholeness 

(III.35-42). Significantly, no mention of diaconal presidency at the sacraments is 

made. 

In its final part, the Document looks more particularly at ordination. It makes 

this summary statement, emphasising the universal dimensions of ordination: 

Ordination, then, is the solemn ‘setting apart’ for essential ministries in the 

church. Ordination to these ministries is an act of significance for the whole 

church, in theory transcending all divisions in the church universal. 

Therefore the act of ordination, universally celebrated with prayer and the 

laying on of hands for the gifts of the Holy Spirit, involves representatives of 

the presbytery, as the council of oversight, including some who are bearers 

of this ministry, as well as representatives of the congregation. The fact that 

ordination transcends the concern of any one Christian denomination is 

sometimes symbolised by the presence of a person from some other church 

among those laying on hands. (Bos and Thompson, 2008, IV.2, p. 381ƒ)  

It is curious that this paragraph indicates that ‘representatives of the 
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congregation’ join in the act of ordination. This may be a practice familiar to the 

writers of the Document—yet nowhere is it required by the Regulations of the 

Uniting Church, which specify that it is representatives of the presbytery, 

ordained and lay, who join in the imposition of hands. 

The Document goes on to discuss the phrase, ‘ordained ministry’, which it terms 

‘ambiguous and inappropriate’, emphasising ordination rather than the 

ministries to which people are ordained; the ministries are not ordained, but 

people are ordained to particular ministries (IV.3-6). The phrase is useful in that 

there is ‘only one body of ordained ministers’, comprising ministers of the 

Word and deacons; but ‘[m]ore correctly, we should say that there are two 

ministries in the UCA for which people are set apart by ordination’. (IV.7) The 

question then arises: should the Church speak of one ordination, or two? The 

Document answers this question in these words (Bos and Thompson, 2008, IV.8, 

p. 383ƒ): 

In one sense, if ordination is the act in which a presbytery sets apart persons 

for ministry (as presbyters or as deacons), there is only one ordination… 

However, ordination should not be considered in abstraction from the ministries for 

which it sets people apart. It makes more sense for the church to speak of two 

ordinations: ordination to the ministry of presbyter and ordination to the 

ministry of deacon. What these two ordinations have in common is that they 

set a person apart for a particular ministry. But these two ministries are not 

the same, despite some overlap; if they were the same, there would be no 

justification for differentiating them. Since ordination is always tied to a 

particular ministry, it is better to think of two ordinations: ordination for the 

ministry of presbyter and ordination for the ministry of deacon. [emphasis mine] 

An inescapable conclusion follows: ‘whatever a second action of accreditation 

may imply, it is superfluous within the liturgical action of ordaining a person to 
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the ministry of presbyter or of deacon’ (IV.9). The Document then offers a 

sustained critique of ‘one ordination with two accreditations’ to the ministry of 

the Word and the diaconate (IV.10-23). It concludes that the term ‘accreditation’ 

is ‘inappropriate’ (IV.22), as it adds nothing to ordination to a particular 

ministry, and seems to be referring primarily to the ordinand’s having the 

‘appropriate personal credentials’ for presbyteral or diaconal ministry, a 

determination which has already been made in the process of candidature 

(IV.17). 

Since one is ordained to a particular ministry, a further implication results: if a 

presbyter or deacon is called to exercise the ‘other’ ministry, he or she is 

ordained (not re-ordained!) to that ministry. Furthermore, if that person were 

called back again to carry out the first ministry, no further ordination would be 

required (IV.23).  

Ordination and Ministry proposed that deacons may administer the sacraments 

in some situations, but that the appropriateness ‘will need to be determined in 

each case by the presbytery or other council of oversight’ (IV.28). Diakonia 

UCA, the national association of deacons within the Uniting Church, reacted 

against this conclusion and placed a counter-argument at the end of the 

document which is rather directly entitled, ‘The Renewed Diaconate is a 

Sacramental Ministry’ (Bos and Thompson, 2008, pp. 400ƒƒ). It argued against 

the Trinitarian basis of the Commission on Doctrine’s paper, back to a 

Christological foundation for ministry (which it named as ‘downtoearth [sic] 

imagery’ and stating that a Trinitarian basis could easily be ‘very abstract’) (1.1). 

It named this Christological foundation ‘extremely inclusive’ (2.1), one which is 

in ‘solidarity’ with people (2.2); inexplicably, it critiqued the use of the 

‘gathered/scattered metaphor’ as ‘institutional’, and the roles of presbyter and 
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deacon as outlined in Ordination and Ministry as ‘neat, static and mutually 

exclusive’) (2.3). 

The sacraments ‘do not just belong to the church in its institutional gathered 

form’, but also ‘in new emerging forms of christian community’ (3.1). As 

sacramental ministers, deacons are distinguished from social workers and the 

like (3.2). 

The statement by Diakonia UCA also speaks of its view of the ‘representational 

aspect’ of ministry, 

which is shared by both ministers of the Word and deacons. This includes 

‘the’ special moment of the Lord’s supper but is not limited to this. The 

‘representational’ dimension is also evident when deacons share in ministry 

with others’ sufferings and exercise a healing ministry. Such times are times 

when the risen Christ is ‘really’ present. We see no qualitative difference 

between these two ‘actions’ eg. eucharistic presidency and pastoral care 

among the broken and victimised. (Bos and Thompson, 2008, 3.3, p. 403) 

Returning to Ordination and Ministry itself, its last paragraphs address 

ecumenical implications and the question of the duration of ordination. It states 

that the Uniting Church cannot order its ministry ‘in an ecumenical vacuum’, 

while it may also be ‘in the vanguard of new thinking about mission and 

ministry’ (e.g., in ordaining women and authorising lay presidency). It has 

acted ‘against prevailing opinion’, but never before ‘unilaterally’ (IV.31-32); the 

ordination of deacons to preside at the eucharist is ‘an ecumenical anomaly’ 

(IV.33). However, the Document differentiates between a general authorisation 

to preside, given in ordination, and one granted by the presbytery (IV.34). This 

provision could not be fairly accused of being either ‘timid’ or ‘merely 

conservative’ (IV.35). The response of Diakonia UCA was to state (Bos and 
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Thompson, 2008, 7.1, p. 408): 

We believe the Uniting Church has the potential to make a unique 

contribution to the wider church as many different communions explore a 

renewal of the diaconate for themselves. It seems to us that the ‘ecumenically 

advisable’ thing for the Uniting Church is to make a positive witness to the 

place of a renewed, sacramentally ordered diaconate in the life of the church. 

In its penultimate paragraph (IV.37), Ordination and Ministry takes up the 

duration of ordination, and notes: ‘[t]he solemn trust and responsibility placed 

in these two ministries has traditionally found expression in the convention of 

ordination “for life”’. Contemporary societal shifts may raise discussion about 

short-term ministries (Bos and Thompson, 2008, IV.37, p. 398): 

Yet in view of the nature of ministry being outlined here, an understanding 

of ordination as being less than a life-long commitment would significantly 

undercut the role that ordained ministers are supposed to fulfil: namely, 

keeping before the church, at the heart of its faith and witness, the joyful 

mystery of God’s redeeming love in Jesus Christ. God’s self-giving in Christ 

is not provisional, not the product of passing whims or transient interests. 

Ordination entails a commitment to ministry within the church. It is the 

depth rather than the duration of the ministry that really matters; but that 

depth requires at least the intention of a commitment for life. 

The Seventh Assembly accepted the proposal to directly ordain people to the 

diaconate and the presbyterate in Minute 94.15. The Commission on Doctrine’s 

motion to establish a diaconate which did not by virtue of ordination preside at 

the eucharist was defeated. Further, it reaffirmed ‘the mutuality and equality of 

the ministry of the Word and the ministry of Deacon’. Ministers ordained and 

accredited between the Sixth and Seventh Assemblies were not ordained again. 
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The heart of the Minute in 95.15.02 (a): 

The Assembly resolved… 

94.15.03 (a) to recognise ordination as the setting apart of persons 

for ministry as ministers of the Word or as deacons, and understand 

ordination to these two ministries as two distinct ordinations. 

The Commission on Liturgy had more work to do. 

 

 

                                                

1  Viewed 16.07.07, http://krisispraxis.ath.cx/archives/2006/05/t-f-torrance-on-
perichoresis-mutual-indwelling-of-persons-within-the-trinity. 

2 Ordination and Ministry, III.10, in Bos and Thompson, 2008, p. 363. 

3 Speaking of ordination as a ‘setting apart’ helps to emphasise the 
dimension of ‘over-againstness’ in the oversight of presbyters and 
deacons.  

4 Ibid., III.14, p. 365. 
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Section 3.5 

 

Rites 8: 

Commentary: the 1995 Service  

(Services of Ordination, Induction and Commissioning) 

The Shape of the 1995 Service 

The Gathering of the People of God 

The Service of the Word 

The Service of Ordination 

12 Presentation of the Ordinand 

13 The Charge 

14 The Vows 

15 The Ordination  

16 Declaration of Ordination  

17 Presentation of the Bible (a stole may also be presented at this point) 

 The Charge (if not given previously) 

18 Offering 

19 Prayers of the People 

The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper  

20 The Peace 
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The Sending Forth of the People of God 

At some points, the Commentary on the 1995 liturgy will compare the text with 

the 1995 Service of Ordination of a Deacon, in order to show how the Uniting 

Church’s liturgies relate the two ministries to each other. There is considerable 

overlap between these services, while they differentiate between these 

ministries at several points. 

Some changes were made to conform the shape of the liturgy to that of the 

Service of the Lord’s Day, in which the special occasion is that of ordination. 

These changes will be noted in the appropriate places. 

2 Hymn of Praise 

The form of 1995 does not contain a Prayer of Adoration. The Commission on 

Liturgy believed that since a congregation would normally sing a hymn of 

praise at this point, the Prayer of Adoration that had previously followed this 

was superfluous. Another, lesser, factor leading to the deletion of the prayer 

was that the Commission was aware that a good number of presbyteries 

seemed unable to confine the service to what many people (including 

Commission members!) felt was a reasonable length of time, and so it was 

helpful to take the step of deleting this prayer. 

3 Welcome and Greeting 

The Commission took the opportunity to sidestep the old problem of resolving 

‘to ordain NNN to the ministry of Word and sacraments’: 

The Presbytery of … 

has resolved to ordain NNN 

as a minister of the Word 

in the church of Jesus Christ. 
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In a post-accreditation era, the Commission believed that this wording had the 

added advantage of best emphasising that a person is ordained to a particular 

named ministry, not to ‘the ordained ministry’.1 

4 Prayer of Confession 

The Prayer of Confession remained. The change introduced in 1992—the 

omission of ‘Lord’ in line 10—was retained, and a further change was made: 

In your mercy, pardon and restore us,  

that bound together in the ministry of Christ… 

In previous versions of this prayer, line 11 had read: ‘that together in the one 

ministry of Christ…’ Despite some attachment to this wording, the Commission 

omitted ‘one’ because it was being used as an ideological catchcry by those who 

continued to oppose two ordinations and return to ‘one ordination—two 

accreditations’. ‘Bound’ emphasised unity, but was also helpful for rhythmic 

reasons. 

It was also clear to the Commission that the phrase ‘the one ministry of Christ’, 

while conveying an important truth, may be an unhelpful concept when the 

Uniting Church was establishing two distinctive ordained ministries. In a 

Church with a monopresbyterate, the ordained ministers may take all 

dimensions of ministry (diaconal, presbyteral, episcopal) upon themselves in a 

relatively undifferentiated way. This seems to be the effect of these remarks by 

Best (2002, p. 349): 

For the Christian Church (Disciples of Christ) ordination is a public rite of 

the church through which persons, having received from God a special 

calling to ministry, are set apart for tasks of servant leadership… Combining 

functions of service, proclamation and oversight, it is most commonly 
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exercised within local congregations through leadership in worship, 

theological reflection and teaching, fostering growth in the faith, and 

administering the life of the community. 

Where there is more than one ministry, the different dimensions of ministry are 

allocated in different proportions; according to Croft (1999, p. 188), while 

ministers need to exercise all three dimensions to some degree, the particular 

ministry may reflect the balance of the dimensions of ministry. 

5 Doxology 

Because of the desire to pattern the rite after the Service of the Lord’s Day, in 

order to emphasise the eucharistic context of ordination, there is provision for a 

Doxology to be sung or said at this point. The Collect is relocated to Section 12, 

at the beginning of The Service of Ordination. 

The Nicene Creed 

The Nicene Creed was omitted, on the grounds that the Great Prayer of 

Thanksgiving is a credal prayer in which the Church affirms its faith. According 

to the background paper (Walton, 1995, p. 2), 

as the Great Prayer of Thanksgiving…provides a rehearsal of the great acts 

of God in creation and redemption, there is no need for a Creed as well. The 

service is further shortened by this omission. 

This is a problematic omission, however, occurring when the Assembly had just 

determined—partly for ecumenical reasons—to establish separate ordinations 

to the ministry of the Word and the diaconate. The Uniting Church’s claim to be 

ordaining its ministers in the Church of God is weakened by leaving out the 

ecumenical Creed,2 although the ordinand still must promise to ‘accept’ the 
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Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds. 

12 Presentation of the Ordinand 

The Collect was moved from its position after the Prayer of Confession to the 

first act of the Service of Ordination itself. The Commission believed that this 

was a more appropriate position. 

  1 Most holy God, 

  we bless you for calling us 

   into the community of your universal church.  

   We praise you that in every generation 

  5 you have given ministers to your church 

   that your people may be nourished in faith  

   and equipped for service. 

   We pray that through word and sacrament 

   your church may be renewed 

10 and strengthened to do your will. 

  We ask this through Jesus Christ our Lord.  

 Amen. 

The words of address to God were changed in the direction away from 

language that might be perceived by some people as masculine (‘Almighty 

God, Lord of the world…’), but were still in a traditional mould. 

Line 5 has omitted ‘ordained’ before ‘ministers’; the Commission was swayed 

by the argument that it is historically truer to do so. However, this change 

moves the focus away from God’s provision of a ministry of word and 

sacrament to the ministry of all the baptised; in the context of an ordination 

service, it may be argued that while it is important to ground the ministry of the 

ordained in the sacrament of baptism, in this prayer a firm focus upon the 

Church’s ordained ministry would appear to be more appropriate. 

Furthermore, the prayer is actually referring to the ministry of the ordained in 
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any case (cƒ. lines 6-10). 

Line 8 was reworded from 1992 (‘We pray that / through their ministries / 

your church may be renewed and strengthened / to do your will’) in a direction 

closer to the 1988 wording (‘We pray that through the Word and sacraments / 

your church may be renewed / and strengthened to do your will’), with the 

modification of the troublesome phrase ‘the Word and sacraments’ to ‘word 

and sacrament’. 

The secretary of presbytery presents the ordinand as before; prior to the 
invitation to the ordinand to make a brief statement concerning his or her faith 
and calling, the people are addressed directly, in terms reminiscent of the 1980 
text:3 

The chairperson says: 

People of God, 

we believe that, by the grace of God, 

N is worthy to be ordained. 

Amen. Thanks be to God. 

Will you uphold him/her in his/her ministry? 

With God’s help, we will. 

The people may applaud. 

In line two, ‘we’ refers to the presbytery; the people are asked to signify their 

approbation. ‘N is worthy’ echoes the a[xioß of the ancient rites; it is spoken by 

the chairperson of presbytery, rather than by the people. This is done because it 

is the Church’s councils, composed of both ordained and lay members, that 

have assessed that the candidate has been proved ‘worthy’—by grace—through 

the processes of discernment; and the presbytery has made the final decision to 

ordain. The people are invited to respond with their ‘Amen’ and thanksgiving, 

to promise their support for the ordinand, and to signify this by applause.  
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The Commission discussed whether to allow the congregation to give its assent. 

The decision against it was for two reasons: firstly, because of the polity of the 

Uniting Church, which would mean that to ask the people’s consent at this 

point would at best be artificial and antiquarian. Secondly, there might be 

calls—whether vexatious, frivolous or serious—for an ordinand not to be 

ordained, and since the councils concerned had already made their decision, it 

would be very difficult to act without an element of farce in such situations.  

The 1980 service had asked for the people to give their assent; its wording was 

never mentioned in the discussions in 1991, and seems to have been forgotten. 

The words in this service were brought by a member, and the understanding 

was that they were original. 

13 The Charge 

The Charge has been restored to its place at this point of the liturgy, with an 

option to deliver it after the Presentation of the Bible. For the first time, no text 

is given. The Commission had discussed gathering a number of charges, with 

differing theological emphases. No particular decision was made not to do this 

work; the Commission merely ran out of time (and steam), and did not return 

later to the task. 

Since no text was provided, and to explain why the rite had returned to two 

alternative positions for The Charge, the relevant prefatory Note was expanded 

(UCA 1995, p. 8): 

The purpose of The Charge is to remind the ordinand of the dignity and 

importance of the office to which he/she has been called, and to exhort 

him/her to holiness of life and faithful discipleship. If The Charge is placed 

at 13, before The Vows, it has the emphasis of exhortation as to the 
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seriousness of the ministry to be entered; if it is placed before 18, it has the 

emphasis of encouragement in what has been undertaken. 

The first sentence has the dual beauty of succinctly summarising the essence of 

The Charge, and doing so in terms originally drawn from Bucer (Whitaker, 1974, 

p. 178). 

14 The Vows 

The Commission on Liturgy was under instruction to make the services of 

ordination for a minister of the Word and a deacon as similar as possible, a 

similarity that extended to identical vows. The Commission had misgivings 

about the wisdom of this course. While providing the requested identical 

wording, it varied the order of The Vows for each ministry, so that some sense 

of the differing priorities of the two ministries could be reflected in the vows 

made by ordinands. 

The first two vows are identical to those of 1988 and 1992 (apart from the 

latter’s inclusion of an alternative for the ordination of a deacon). 

The third differs from the earlier vows. It is: 

Do you receive the witness to Christ in the holy Scriptures of the Old and New 

Testaments; and do you undertake to proclaim from these, the gospel of Jesus 

Christ in word and deed? 

I do. 

This change reflects the desire of the Assembly Standing Committee to have a 

vow concerning the ordinand’s reception of the Scriptures that could be used 

by either ministry; therefore, ‘word and deed’ was used, rather than preaching 

as the controlling image. The Commission had originally provided two separate 
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vows; for the ministry of the Word, 

Do you receive the witness to Christ  

in the holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments,  

and do you undertake to proclaim from these,  

proclaiming Christ as Saviour of the world? 

The proposed vow for the diaconate was, 

Do you receive the witness to Christ  

in the holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments,  

and do you undertake to proclaim  

the grace and truth which came through Jesus Christ? 

The vow regarding the ordinand’s reception of the dominical sacraments 

remained identical. In the Uniting Church, a deacon may also preside; however, 

in that service it is the sixth rather than the fourth vow. 

The fifth vow is  

Will you endeavour to be a faithful pastor of God’s people; will you equip them 

for their ministry and mission, and work with them in building up the body of 

Christ? 

With God’s help, I will. 

In 1988 and 1992, this is the ninth vow. It is positioned here as a statement of the 

priorities of the ministry of the Word. It is also the fifth vow in the diaconal 

ordination, but it follows the specifically diaconal vow introduced in 1992. 

‘Ministry’ in 1988/1992 has been expanded to ‘ministry and mission’; it was 

decided that it was a more comprehensive phrase. 

Vow six is the diaconal vow, new in 1992: 

Will you announce the good news of God in Christ to those outside the 

community of faith, stand alongside those who suffer, and work for justice and 

peace in the world? 
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With God’s help, I will. 

It is the fourth vow in the diaconal rite of ordination. 

The seventh vow concerns the minister’s disciplines of study, prayer and 

holiness; it is curiously placed here. In 1988/1992 it is positioned eighth. 

The eighth vow is the vow to accept the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds, and to 

use them in worship and instruction. It is also the eighth vow in the diaconal 

service, and was the fifth vow in 1988/1992. At this distance, it is hard to 

understand why it was not included after the vow concerning the sacraments, 

as in 1988/1992. 

Only in the ninth vow is the ordinand asked to adhere to the Basis of Union and 

submit to the discipline of the Church; it is also number nine in the deacon’s 

rite. This vow is sixth in 1988/1992—a more satisfactory position. 

The tenth and final vow is also the final vow in 1988 and in the 1995 diaconal 

liturgy (in 1992, it is the penultimate vow):4 

Will you strive for peace and unity among all Christian people, and especially 

among those whom you serve? 

With God’s help, I will. 

The chairperson’s final words, and the congregation’s response, remain the 

same. 

It was a difficult and unsatisfying job to write identical vows for the two 

services. The rationale was the ‘equality’ of the two ministries. It not only had to 

be seen, it had to be seen to be seen! The Commission received criticism from 

some quarters for writing identical vows, criticism for which it had great 

sympathy. 
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The 1988 and 1992 services contained a vow asking the ordinand to study the 

confessional documents of the Church; it was included in the original draft of 

1995. Geraldine Wheeler, then secretary of the Commission on Liturgy, took the 

draft to the Assembly Standing Committee for approval. It certainly proved to 

be an unsatisfactory meeting for the Commission! There was a common 

perception that ministers generally paid no attention to putting this vow into 

practice. Christiaan Mostert, at that time chairperson of the Commission on 

Doctrine, was a member of the Standing Committee and raised this vexing issue 

when the 1995 draft was being discussed. The Standing Committee was asked 

for a show of hands as an indication of the members’ opinion that this vow 

should be deleted, if it were being ignored. Hands were raised, the vow deleted 

with minimal discussion (Wheeler, personal communication, 1994). Mostert’s 

intention had only been to generate discussion about how ministers might be 

encouraged to be true to the vow they had made (Mostert, personal 

communication, 1994). 

15 The Ordination 

The call to prayer remains, but the collect5 preceding the hymn to the Holy 

Spirit (‘Come, Holy Ghost,/our souls inspire’ or similar) was judged ‘to serve 

only to remind God of God’s promises regarding prayer’ (Walton, 1995, p. 4), 

and omitted. The 1995 text contains a new Ordination Prayer:6 

 1 We praise you, holy God; 

beyond human sight, above human thought, 

infinite and unsearchable, 

heaven and earth cannot contain you. 

  5 We praise you, merciful God; 

   in your boundless love and goodness 

   you came among us in Jesus Christ, 
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   crucified, risen and exalted as Lord of all, 

   Saviour of the world and Head of the church. 

10 We praise you, faithful God, 

 for the gift of the Holy Spirit, 

 who leads your church into all truth 

 that we may become one, 

 share in the ministry of Christ 

15 and fulfil your gracious purposes. 

 Now we give you thanks that you have called N 

 whom we ordain in your name 

 to be a minister of the Word in your church. 

Hands are laid on the ordinand’s head and the following words are said by the 

chairperson. If there is more than one ordinand, these words are said for each one, 

hands being laid on that ordinand’s head. 

God of grace, through the Holy Spirit, 

20 gentle as a dove, burning as fire, 

empower your servant, N, 

for the office and work of a minister of the Word  

in the church of God 

that your people may be strengthened 

25 and your holy name be glorified for ever; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, 

The people respond 

Amen. 

This prayer begins with three stanzas that address the triune God (lines 1-18). 

The imagery of the first stanza touches upon the depths of the divine mystery, 

beyond all human words and understanding. The second stanza speaks of the 

love and mercy of the God revealed in Christ. Line 8 echoes Ephesians 4:8-10; 

Owen (2002, p. 148) writes that in this passage ‘the gifts given by the ascended 

Lord are concentrated in specific offices’. The prayer’s dearth of allusion to this 

key passage reflects the difficulty of speaking of ordained ministry within the 
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context of the general ministry of the baptised; this difficulty has to do partly 

with the spirit of the times in which the Church was living, and partly through 

recognition of the Basis of Union’s emphasis on the ministry of the body without 

also adequately receiving its words concerning the relationship of ministry and 

Word. 

Returning to the prayer: the Shepherd image has been lost from line 9, due to a 

similar concession to the one just mentioned. Lines 11-13 touch on the work of 

the Spirit in terms of the Farewell Discourses of John’s Gospel (cƒ. 14:17; 15:26; 

16:13; ch. 17). 

Lines 16-18 are a shortened version of 1988/1992; the earlier version ended with 

a request for the help of the Spirit: 

And we pray that the Holy Spirit will endow him/her 

with grace and power to fulfil this calling, 

so that your people may be strengthened 

and your holy name be glorified for ever; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

The Commission felt that this part of the prayer did not add to the words at the 

laying on of hands, since they were now in a prayer formula rather than the 

imperative (‘N, servant of God, receive the Holy Spirit…’) formula of UCA 1988 

or the subjunctive formula (‘N, servant of Christ, may you receive the Holy 

Spirit…’) of UCA 1992. 

In the prayer formula at the imposition of hands in UCA 1995, the first four 

lines borrow cheerfully and shamelessly from the wording of the 1989 New 

Zealand Anglican service.7 Line 20 of the original version of the prayer was 

identical to the New Zealand prayer (‘gentle as a dove, living, burning as fire’). 

The same Assembly Standing Committee that deleted the vow on the 
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confessional documents also controversially removed the word ‘living’, again 

with very little discussion. The reason given in the meeting was that it was 

easier to understand the line without the word ‘living’; privately afterwards, 

the secretary of the Commission on Liturgy was told by a member of the 

Assembly Standing Committee that it had to make changes in order to make the 

liturgy ‘its own’.8 The disquiet that followed from this incident has had the 

unintended but welcome result that the Assembly Standing Committee has 

subsequently exercised a great deal more caution when liturgical texts come to 

its attention. 

16 Declaration of Ordination 

The language of address in this section has been changed in line with other 

similar changes: 

In the name of Jesus Christ 

the sovereign Head of the church, 

and by the authority of the Presbytery of ……, 

we declare that NNN 

is now a minister of the Word 

in the church of God. 

The first two lines of 1988/1992 were  

In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

the only King and Head of the church… 

The reference to ‘accreditation’ in the 1992 text is of course removed. 

17 Presentation of the Bible 

The Presentation of the Bible is similar to that of 1988, with the omission of the 

last two lines, felt to be superfluous (‘Keep the trust committed to you / as a 
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minister of Christ.’) With hindsight, one wonders if there was a tendency to 

change for change’s sake. The wording became: 

N, receive this Bible  

as a sign of the authority given you 

to preach the word of God 

and to administer the holy sacraments.9 

Ordination and Ministry had reflected on the authority of the minister in terms 

drawn from BEM: 

The authority of ordained ministers, which is often misunderstood and 

exercised in domination rather than self-giving, derives from Jesus Christ 

(para. 15-16). Ordination is said to confer this authority. This is not, of 

course, an unlimited authority, but one related to the particular functions 

and responsibilities of ordained ministers. The chief responsibility is said to 

be ‘to assemble and build up the body of Christ by proclaiming and teaching 

the Word of God, by celebrating the sacraments, and by guiding the life of 

the community in its worship, its mission and its caring ministry’ (para. 13-

14).10 

The giving of the Bible is the sign of a particular authority: the servant-authority 

of Jesus Christ for the building up of the community. 

For the first time, a form of words is provided for the presentation of a stole: 

N, receive this stole as a sign 

of the joyful obedience which you owe to Christ. 

The Commission had been asked by presbyteries on a number of occasions for 

help with wording at this point; the Commission saw in these words an allusion 

to the ‘easy yoke’ of Matthew 11:29-30. The same words are used in the 

Ordination Service for a deacon; since the stole is worn over the left shoulder by 
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a deacon (so that the right hand is unencumbered!), the allusion is less apt. 

While only the ordained may wear a stole, the wearing of a ‘yoke’ is a 

representative rather than exclusive sign; not only the ordained may be said to 

take the yoke of Christ upon themselves. The ‘yoke of obedience’ is applied to 

all of the baptised in The Covenant Service, derived from John Wesley through 

the 1975 British Methodist service. In this service, the minister addresses the 

people:11 

Beloved in Christ, 

let us again claim this covenant for ourselves, 

and take the yoke of Christ upon us. 

To take this yoke upon us means that we are content 

that he appoint us our place and work, 

and that he himself be our reward. 

The prayer continues: 

Lord God, 

in baptism you brought us into union with Christ 

who fulfils your gracious covenant; 

and in bread and wine 

we receive the fruit of his obedience. 

So with joy 

we take upon ourselves the yoke of obedience, 

and commit ourselves to seek and do your perfect will. 

In the Notes to the 1992 version, the mode of wearing the stole was said to 

symbolise ‘accreditation’. In the Notes that precede the ordination services both 

the minister of the Word and deacon, a more modest (and defensible) form of 

words is used (Note 13): 

The stole is a symbol of ordination, and the mode of wearing it indicates 

whether the wearer is a deacon or a minister of the Word. 
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Note 13 continues: 

However, if the ordinand does not intend to use a set of liturgical stoles, it 

may be appropriate to make the presentation of a Uniting Church blue scarf. 

This should be worn by both ministers of the Word and deacons around the 

neck and hanging free in front.12 

Since a scarf is not a sign of office, it is worn in the same manner by all who 

employ it. 

22 The Peace 

The Doxology was included to emphasise the eucharistic context of the 

ordination rite, and The Peace was transposed to follow the Offering for the 

same reason. It thus becomes part of The Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper; a 

consequence is that the presiding minister, who is not necessarily the newly-

ordained minister, gives the greeting. 

 

                                                

1 In the Service of Ordination of a Deacon produced at the same time, the 
third line is ‘as a deacon’. 

2 However, see Common Worship (2005); the Nicene Creed is said ‘on Sundays 
and Principal Holy Days; on other days, it ‘may’ be said. 

3 The relevant part of UCA 1980 is: 

We therefore ask you to declare your assent to (his) ordination. Do you 

trust that (he) is, by God’s grace, worthy to be ordained? 

We trust that (he) is worthy. 

To God be the glory! 
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4 The only change here is that ‘Christian’ has been granted a capital ‘C’. 
(Fashions change in capitalisation, some for the better!) 

5 The collect is: 

Holy God, 

you have promised to hear the prayers 

of those who pray in the name of Christ. 

Grant that what we have asked in faith 

may be granted according to your will; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. 

6 The ordination prayer for a deacon is identical apart from the 
substitution of ‘deacon’ for ‘minister of the Word’. 

7 A New Zealand Prayer Book (1989), p. 908: 

God of grace, through your Holy Spirit, 

gentle as a dove, living, burning as fire, 

empower your servant N, 

for the office and work of a priest in the Church. 

8 Geraldine Wheeler, personal communication. 

9 The words in the Service of Ordination of a Deacon are 

N, receive this Bible  

as a sign of the authority given to you 

to proclaim in word and deed 

the presence of Christ in the world. 

10 Ordination and Ministry, p. 4. The paragraph references are to BEM. 

11 ‘The Covenant Service’, in UCA 1988, p. 72ƒ. 

12 UCA 1995, p. 9. 
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Section 3.6 

 

Rites 9: 

Induction Services 

Induction services are briefly mentioned as the final step of the process of 

admission to ordained ministry, the taking of office by the minister in a 

particular place. The shape of the 1988 service is given; no new induction 

service for a minister of the Word was provided in 1992, which uses the Service 

of Induction from Uniting in Worship. 

The Shape of the 1988 Service of Induction of a Minister of the Word 

The Gathering of the People of God 

The Service of the Word 

The Service of Induction 

  9 Questions to the Minister 

10 Hymn 

11 Induction prayer 

12 Declaration of Induction 

13 Welcome by the Presbytery 

14 Questions to the People 

 Welcome by other Churches 

16 The Peace 

17 Response by the Minister 
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18 Offering 

 Anthem 

19 Prayers of the People 

The Sending Forth of the People of God 

 

Induction, like confirmation, could be called a practice in search of a theory.1 In 

the Church of England,  

Once a Priest has been Collated or Instituted—given by the Bishop the ‘cure 

of souls’—the Bishop invites the Archdeacon to induct the Priest into the 

‘possession’ of the benefice(s). In this short ceremony, the Priest is in effect 

given a Church building and a home to help in the task given by the Bishop.2 

Yet while the origins of the Methodist Church lay in Anglicanism, induction 

was not a Methodist practice; the Methodist Conference ‘stationed’ its ministers 

without induction. The concept of induction which operates in the Uniting 

Church owes more to Presbyterian and Congregational practice than to 

Anglican custom, and the Service of Induction celebrates the official 

commencement of the placement of a minister. The liturgy lays the foundation 

for the pastoral relationship between minister and people in a new placement; it 

also requires ministers to reaffirm their vows of ordination, and to accept the 

oversight of the presbytery, while members of presbytery offer their support. It 

may also be said to describe a ‘limitation’ of the sphere of activity of the 

minister. 

There is a reaffirmation of the ‘faith and obedience’ made by the minister at 

ordination: 

In view of this solemn trust, 

we ask you to reaffirm 
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the declaration of faith and obedience 

that you made at your ordination, 

and to show that you desire, by God’s grace, 

to continue your ministry in this parish.3 

This is in contrast to the Methodist Church of Great Britain’s 1975 The Welcome 

of a Minister, which has no questions to the minister, removing any suggestion 

of a reaffirmation of ordination. 

The ancient rites presupposed that the minister arose from the community, and 

Church canons eventually forbade bishops from moving from place to place. 

The Uniting Church has inherited a different model, one in which the minister 

is called from outside the local community.  

The taking of office was an integral part of the ancient rites; the newly-ordained 

minister took the part in the liturgy to which he was ordained. So, in the 

Apostolic Tradition, the bishop presides over the Eucharist. The equivalent office 

in the Uniting Church is the ministry of the Word. The question arises: ‘Who 

should preside at the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper? Should it be the newly-

ordained minister of the Word, or an officer of the presbytery?’ Gribben has 

argued that the newly-ordained should not preside at their ordination, because 

it is gift and ministry, not a right, and he has also questioned the need for a 

Eucharist at the rite of induction. (Uniting in Worship has no provision for the 

Eucharist at an induction service.) The practice in Queensland has been to allow 

the newly-ordained to preside at the ordination service. It is perfectly possible 

to justify this as a taking of office; perhaps presiding at a Eucharist at one’s 

induction should be the regular practice, since it parallels the ancient rites more 

accurately, and would be the true completion of the rite of ordination in the 

place of ministry. We could then clearly see induction as a taking of office, a 

reaffirmation of ordination and the marking of the pastoral tie. 
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1 Nathan Mitchell has made this observation about confirmation. (Frank 
Senn, personal communication, 2005) 

2 The Diocese of Ely, The Institution and Induction of a new Priest Authorised 
by the Bishop, 1998, 
http://www.ely.anglican.org/liturgy/institution/institution.html, 
downloaded 20.04.05. The introductory remarks explain the difference 
between Institution and Collation: 

At the beginning of a new ministry, sometimes a Priest is instituted and 
inducted; sometimes collated and inducted; sometimes licensed. In this 
last case, the priest will be made Priest-in-charge rather than Rector or 
Vicar, and will not be Inducted by the Archdeacon. The difference 
between Institution and Collation is technical—in the latter case the 
Bishop is Patron, in the former case he is not. The role of the Patron is in 
itself an ancient one; in short, the Patron is responsible for nominating a 
Priest to the Bishop. Where the Bishop is Patron, he customarily asks the 
Lay Chairman of the Deanery to take the role of the Patron in the 
service. 

 Three of the sections in the liturgy of the Diocese of Ely are named the 
institution or licensing; the induction; and the installation. These three 
provide only a loose correspondence to Induction as practised by the 
Uniting Church. 

3 UCA 1988, p. 529. 
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Chapter Four: 

Does the presbyteral ordination rite of the Uniting 

Church support the claim that its presbyters are 

ordained in the Church of God? 
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Section 4.1 

 

Conclusion 

This thesis has examined the question of whether the presbyteral ordination rite 

of the Uniting Church supports the claim that its presbyters are ordained as 

ministers in the Church of God by virtue of its rite conforming to acceptable 

ecumenical practice in the western Christian tradition. It has looked at the 

period 1977-1995, a particularly active time for the Commission on Liturgy in 

the writing of services of ordination. Appendix C shows developments since 

that time. In exploring the Uniting Church’s presbyteral ordination rite, this 

thesis accepts that the claim of the Uniting Church that it ordains its ministers 

of the Word as ministers of the Church catholic does not require other churches 

to accept it, and that there are issues of the reception of ministers that lie 

beyond the scope of this paper. 

The Uniting Church was formed as a Church that found the Faith in the sources 

received from the Church catholic—in Christ the Word, in the scriptures, in the 

Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds, and in its foundational documents from the 

Protestant Reformation and the Wesleyan revival. Consistent with this, the 

members of the Joint Commission on Church Union sought to establish a 

ministry accepted by all, rather than adopting a form of ordained ministry that 

was more narrowly-rooted in the traditions stemming from the Reformation 
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and the Wesleyan revival.  

The full working out of this vision involved a proposed Concordat with the 

Church of South India. That Church would be invited to send bishops to ordain 

bishops in the Uniting Church, so that the sign of apostolic succession would be 

given and received by the new Church. The Joint Committee on Church Union 

was unable to agree on this proposal, and so it was stillborn. 

The ordination rite of the Uniting Church from 1977 onwards has seen 

ordination as conferred in the name of Christ, through the authority of the 

presbytery ‘by prayer and the laying on of hands in the presence of a 

worshipping congregation’, as mandated by the Basis of Union (para. 14(a)). It 

has also located ordination within the context of the eucharist; neither was 

inevitable, given that neither is practised by all Reformed churches. 

In examining the question of whether the presbyteral ordination rite of the 

Uniting Church in the period 1977-1995 supports the claim that its presbyters 

are ordained as ministers in the Church of God, attention has been paid to the 

framework of James Puglisi. Puglisi’s schema of the process of admission to 

ordained ministry provides a lingua franca for the process of admission to 

ordained ministry from different traditions, and it has been shown that the 

various revisions of the Uniting Church’s rite of ordination follow this 

framework.  

The principle of lex orandi, lex credendi is worked out in the Uniting Church 

predominantly by the conforming of liturgy to doctrinal statement. In the 1992 

service this relationship of doctrine and liturgy was stretched almost to 

breaking point, though the Commission on Liturgy sought to mitigate the 

effects of the decision of the Sixth Assembly in 1991 (summarised in the ‘one 
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ordination, two accreditations’ formula) that marked a certain distancing from 

the practice of the Church catholic. The Uniting Church’s commitment to 

having as ecumenically recognisable a ministry as possible is clearly shown in 

the correction of this anomaly at the very first opportunity, at the Seventh 

Assembly in 1994, with the restoration of ordination as clearly by prayer with 

the laying on of hands. This thesis therefore concludes that the Uniting Church 

is justified in making the claim on the grounds of its liturgical rites. 
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APPENDIX A 

Basis of Union 1992 Edition 

The historic text of the Basis of Union was prepared at a time when the desire for 

gender-inclusive language was only just emerging. By the early 1990s some people 

were finding aspects of the language of the Basis to be rather curious and at certain 

points jarring and even alienating. The Assembly Standing Committee therefore 

approved the publication of the 1992 edition, which incorporates relatively 

conservative changes to the language of the Basis, while seeking to retain its meaning. 

HEADINGS have been added to each section of this printing of the Basis of Union for 

ease of reference but do not form part of the Basis of Union approved by the Churches. 

 

BASIS OF UNION 

 

1.  THE WAY INTO UNION  

The Congregational Union of Australia, the Methodist Church of Australasia 

and the Presbyterian Church of Australia, in fellowship with the whole Church 

Catholic, and seeking to bear witness to that unity which is both Christ’s gift 

and will for the Church, hereby enter into union under the name of the Uniting 

Church in Australia. They pray that this act may be to the glory of God the 

Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. They give praise for God’s gifts of grace to 

each of them in years past; they acknowledge that none of them has responded 
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to God’s love with a full obedience; they look for a continuing renewal in which 

God will use their common worship, witness and service to set forth the word 

of salvation for all people. To this end they declare their readiness to go 

forward together in sole loyalty to Christ the living Head of the Church; they 

remain open to constant reform under his Word; and they seek a wider unity in 

the power of the Holy Spirit. In this union these Churches commit their 

members to acknowledge one another in love and joy as believers in our Lord 

Jesus Christ, to hear anew the commission of the Risen Lord to make disciples 

of all nations, and daily to seek to obey his will. In entering into this union the 

Churches concerned are mindful that the Church of God is committed to serve 

the world for which Christ died, and that it awaits 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 the Christ, who shall reign for ever and 

ever. 

 

2.  OF THE WHOLE CHURCH 

The Uniting Church in Australia lives and works within the faith and unity of 

the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church. The Uniting Church recognises 

that it is related to other Churches in ways which give expression, however 

partially, to that unity in faith and mission. Recalling the Ecumenical Councils 

of the early centuries, the Uniting Church looks forward to a time when the 

faith will be further elucidated, and the Church’s unity expressed, in similar 

Councils. It thankfully acknowledges that the uniting Churches were members 

of the World Council of Churches and other ecumenical bodies, and will seek to 

maintain such membership. It remembers the special relationship which 

obtained between the several uniting Churches and other Churches of similar 
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traditions, and will continue to learn from their witness and be strengthened by 

their fellowship. It is encouraged by the existence of United Churches in which 

these and other traditions have been incorporated, and wishes to learn from 

their experience. It believes that Christians in Australia are called to bear 

witness to a unity of faith and life in Christ which transcends cultural and 

economic, national and racial boundaries, and to this end the Uniting Church 

commits itself to seek special relationships with Churches in Asia and the 

Pacific. The Uniting Church declares its desire to enter more deeply into the 

faith and mission of the Church in Australia, by working together and seeking 

union with other Churches. 

 

3.  BUILT UPON THE ONE LORD JESUS CHRIST  

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the faith and unity of the Holy Catholic 

and Apostolic Church are built upon the one Lord Jesus Christ. The Church 

preaches Christ the risen crucified One and confesses him as Lord to the glory 

of God the Father. In Jesus Christ “God was reconciling the world to himself” (2 

Corinthians 5:19 RSV). In love for the world, God gave the Son to take away the 

world’s sin. 

Jesus of Nazareth announced the sovereign grace of God whereby the poor in 

spirit could receive God’s love. Jesus himself, in his life and death, made the 

response of humility, obedience and trust which God had long sought in vain. 

In raising him to live and reign, God confirmed and completed the witness 

which Jesus bore to God on earth, reasserted claim over the whole of creation, 

pardoned sinners, and made in Jesus a representative beginning of a new order 

of righteousness and love. To God in Christ all people are called to respond in 
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faith. To this end God has sent forth the Spirit that people may trust God as 

their Father, and acknowledge Jesus as Lord. The whole work of salvation is 

effected by the sovereign grace of God alone. 

The Church as the fellowship of the Holy Spirit confesses Jesus as Lord over its 

own life; it also confesses that Jesus is Head over all things, the beginning of a 

new creation, of a new humanity. God in Christ has given to all people in the 

Church the Holy Spirit as a pledge and foretaste of that coming reconciliation 

and renewal which is the end in view for the whole creation. The Church’s call 

is to serve that end: to be a fellowship of reconciliation, a body within which the 

diverse gifts of its members are used for the building up of the whole, an 

instrument through which Christ may work and bear witness to himself. The 

Church lives between the time of Christ’s death and resurrection and the final 

consummation of all things which Christ will bring; the Church is a pilgrim 

people, always on the way towards a promised goal; here the Church does not 

have a continuing city but seeks one to come. On the way Christ feeds the 

Church with Word and Sacraments, and it has the gift of the Spirit in order that 

it may not lose the way. 

 

4.  CHRIST RULES AND RENEWS THE CHURCH 

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the Church is able to live and endure 

through the changes of history only because its Lord comes, addresses, and 

deals with people in and through the news of his completed work. Christ who 

is present when he is preached among people is the Word of God who acquits 

the guilty, who gives life to the dead and who brings into being what otherwise 

could not exist. Through human witness in word and action, and in the power 
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of the Holy Spirit, Christ reaches out to command people’s attention and 

awaken faith; he calls people into the fellowship of his sufferings, to be the 

disciples of a crucified Lord; in his own strange way Christ constitutes, rules 

and renews them as his Church. 

 

5.  THE BIBLICAL WITNESSES 

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the Church has received the books of 

the Old and New Testaments as unique prophetic and apostolic testimony, in 

which it hears the Word of God and by which its faith and obedience are 

nourished and regulated. When the Church preaches Jesus Christ, its message 

is controlled by the Biblical witnesses. The Word of God on whom salvation 

depends is to be heard and known from Scripture appropriated in the 

worshipping and witnessing life of the Church. The Uniting Church lays upon 

its members the serious duty of reading the Scriptures, commits its ministers to 

preach from these and to administer the sacraments of Baptism and the Lord’s 

Supper as effective signs of the Gospel set forth in the Scriptures. 

 

6.  SACRAMENTS 

The Uniting Church acknowledges that Christ has commanded his Church to 

proclaim the Gospel both in words and in the two visible acts of Baptism and 

the Lord’s Supper. Christ himself acts in and through everything that the 

Church does in obedience to his commandment: it is Christ who by the gift of 

the Spirit confers the forgiveness, the fellowship, the new life and the freedom 

which the proclamation and actions promise; and it is Christ who awakens, 

purifies and advances in people the faith and hope in which alone such benefits 
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can be accepted. 

 

7.  BAPTISM 

The Uniting Church acknowledges that Christ incorporates people into his 

body by Baptism. In this way Christ enables them to participate in his own 

baptism, which was accomplished once on behalf of all in his death and burial, 

and which was made available to all when, risen and ascended, he poured out 

the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. Baptism into Christ’s body initiates people into 

Christ’s life and mission in the world, so that they are united in one fellowship 

of love, service, suffering and joy, in one family of the Father of all in heaven 

and earth, and in the power of the one Spirit. The Uniting Church will baptize 

those who confess the Christian faith, and children who are presented for 

baptism and for whose instruction and nourishment in the faith the Church 

takes responsibility. 

 

8.  HOLY COMMUNION  

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the continuing presence of Christ with 

his people is signified and sealed by Christ in the Lord’s Supper or the Holy 

Communion, constantly repeated in the life of the Church. In this sacrament of 

his broken body and outpoured blood the risen Lord feeds his baptized people 

on their way to the final inheritance of the Kingdom. Thus the people of God, 

through faith and the gift and power of the Holy Spirit, have communion with 

their Saviour, make their sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving, proclaim the 

Lord’s death, grow together into Christ, are strengthened for their participation 
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in the mission of Christ in the world, and rejoice in the foretaste of the Kingdom 

which Christ will bring to consummation. 

 

9.  CREEDS  

The Uniting Church enters into unity with the Church throughout the ages by 

its use of the confessions known as the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed. 

The Uniting Church receives these as authoritative statements of the Catholic 

Faith, framed in the language of their day and used by Christians in many days, 

to declare and to guard the right understanding of that faith. The Uniting 

Church commits its ministers and instructors to careful study of these creeds 

and to the discipline of interpreting their teaching in a later age. It commends to 

ministers and congregations their use for instruction in the faith, and their use 

in worship as acts of allegiance to the Holy Trinity. 

 

10.  REFORMATION WITNESSES  

The Uniting Church continues to learn of the teaching of the Holy Scriptures in 

the obedience and freedom of faith, and in the power of the promised gift of the 

Holy Spirit, from the witness of the Reformers as expressed in various ways in 

the Scots Confession of Faith (1560), the Heidelberg Catechism (1563), the 

Westminster Confession of Faith (1647), and the Savoy Declaration (1658). In 

like manner the Uniting Church will listen to the preaching of John Wesley in 

his Forty-Four Sermons (1793). It will commit its ministers and instructors to 

study these statements, so that the congregation of Christ’s people may again 

and again be reminded of the grace which justifies them through faith, of the 

centrality of the person and work of Christ the justifier, and of the need for a 
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constant appeal to Holy Scripture. 

 

11.  SCHOLARLY INTERPRETERS 

The Uniting Church acknowledges that God has never left the Church without 

faithful and scholarly interpreters of Scripture, or without those who have 

reflected deeply upon, and acted trustingly in obedience to, God’s living Word. 

In particular the Uniting Church enters into the inheritance of literary, historical 

and scientific enquiry which has characterised recent centuries, and gives 

thanks for the knowledge of God’s ways with humanity which are open to an 

informed faith. The Uniting Church lives within a world-wide fellowship of 

Churches in which it will learn to sharpen its understanding of the will and 

purpose of God by contact with contemporary thought. Within that fellowship 

the Uniting Church also stands in relation to contemporary societies in ways 

which will help it to understand its own nature and mission. The Uniting 

Church thanks God for the continuing witness and service of evangelist, of 

scholar, of prophet and of martyr. It prays that it may be ready when occasion 

demands to confess the Lord in fresh words and deeds. 

 

12.  MEMBERS  

The Uniting Church recognises and accepts as members all who are recognised 

as members of the uniting Churches at the time of union. Thereafter 

membership is open to all who are baptized into the Holy Catholic Church in 

the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. The Uniting 

Church will seek ways in which the baptized may have confirmed to them the 
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promises of God, and be led to deeper commitment to the faith and service into 

which they have been baptized. To this end the Uniting Church commits itself 

to undertake, with other Christians, to explore and develop the relation of 

baptism to confirmation and to participation in the Holy Communion. 

 

13.  GIFTS AND MINISTRIES 

The Uniting Church affirms that every member of the Church is engaged to 

confess the faith of Christ crucified and to be his faithful servant. It 

acknowledges with thanksgiving that the one Spirit has endowed the members 

of Christ’s Church with a diversity of gifts, and that there is no gift without its 

corresponding service: all ministries have a part in the ministry of Christ. The 

Uniting Church, at the time of union, will recognise and accept the ministries of 

those who have been called to any task or responsibility in the uniting 

Churches. The Uniting Church will thereafter provide for the exercise by men 

and women of the gifts God bestows upon them, and will order its life in 

response to God’s call to enter more fully into mission. 

 

14.  MINISTERS, ELDERS, DEACONESSES AND LAY PREACHERS 

The Uniting Church, from inception, will seek the guidance of the Holy Spirit to 

recognise among its members women and men called of God to preach the 

Gospel, to lead the people in worship, to care for the flock, to share in 

government and to serve those in need in the world. 

To this end: 

(a) The Uniting Church recognises and accepts as ministers of the Word all 
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who have held such office in any of the uniting Churches, and who, being in 

good standing in one of those Churches at the time of union, adhere to the Basis 

of Union. This adherence and acceptance may take place at the time of union or 

at a later date. Since the Church lives by the power of the Word, it is assured 

that God, who has never failed to provide witness to that word, will, through 

Christ and in the power of the Holy Spirit, call and set apart members of the 

Church to be ministers of the Word. These will preach the Gospel, administer 

the sacraments and exercise pastoral care so that all may be equipped for their 

particular ministries, thus maintaining the apostolic witness to Christ in the 

Church. Such members will be called Ministers and their setting apart will be 

known as Ordination. 

The Presbytery will ordain by prayer and the laying on of hands in the presence 

of a worshipping congregation. In this act of ordination the Church praises the 

ascended Christ for conferring gifts upon men and women. It recognises 

Christ’s call of the individual to be his minister; it prays for the enabling power 

of the Holy Spirit to equip the minister for that service. By the participation in 

the act of ordination of those already ordained, the Church bears witness to 

God’s faithfulness and declares the hope by which it lives. In company with 

other Christians the Uniting Church will seek for a renewed understanding of 

the way in which the congregation participates in ordination and of the 

significance of ordination in the life of the Church. 

(b)  The Uniting Church recognises and accepts as elders or leaders those 

who at the time of union hold the office of elder, deacon or leader appointed to 

exercise spiritual oversight, and who, being in good standing in any of the 

uniting Churches at the time of union, adhere to the Basis of Union. It will seek 

to recognise in the congregation those endowed by the Spirit with gifts fitting 
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them for rule and oversight. Such members will be called Elders or Leaders. 

(c)  The Uniting Church recognises and accepts as deaconesses those who at 

the time of union are deaconesses in good standing in any of the uniting 

Churches and who adhere to the Basis of Union. It believes that the Holy Spirit 

will continue to call women to share in this way in the varied services and 

witness of the Church, and it will make provision for this. Such members will 

be called Deaconesses. 

The Uniting Church recognises that at the time of union many seek a renewal of 

the diaconate in which women and men offer their time and talents, 

representatively and on behalf of God’s people, in the service of humanity in 

the face of changing needs. The Uniting Church will so order its life that it 

remains open to the possibility that God may call men and women into such a 

renewed diaconate: in these circumstances it may decide to call them Deacons 

and Deaconesses, whether the service is within or beyond the life of the 

congregation. 

(d)  The Uniting Church recognises and accepts as lay preachers those who at 

the time of union are accredited lay preachers (local preachers) in any of the 

uniting Churches and who adhere to the Basis of Union. It will seek to 

recognise those endowed with the gift of the Spirit for this task, will provide for 

their training, and will gladly wait upon that fuller understanding of the 

obedience of Christians which should flow from their ministry. Such members 

will be called Lay Preachers. 

In the above sub-paragraphs the phrase “adhere to the Basis of Union” is 

understood as willingness to live and work within the faith and unity of the 

One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church as that way is described in this Basis. 
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Such adherence allows for difference of opinion in matters which do not enter 

into the substance of the faith. 

The Uniting Church recognises that the type and duration of ministries to 

which women and men are called vary from time to time and place to place, 

and that in particular it comes into being in a period of reconsideration of 

traditional forms of the ministry, and of renewed participation of all the people 

of God in the preaching of the Word, the administration of the sacraments, the 

building up of the fellowship in mutual love, in commitment to Christ’s 

mission, and in service of the world for which he died. 

 

15.  GOVERNMENT IN THE CHURCH  

The Uniting Church recognises that responsibility for government in the 

Church belongs to the people of God by virtue of the gifts and tasks which God 

has laid upon them. The Uniting Church therefore so organises its life that 

locally, regionally and nationally government will be entrusted to 

representatives, men and women, bearing the gifts and graces with which God 

has endowed them for the building up of the Church. The Uniting Church is 

governed by a series of inter-related councils, each of which has its tasks and 

responsibilities in relation both to the Church and the world. 

The Uniting Church acknowledges that Christ alone is supreme in his Church, 

and that he may speak to it through any of its councils. It is the task of every 

council to wait upon God’s Word, and to obey God’s will in the matters 

allocated to its oversight. Each council will recognise the limits of its own 

authority and give heed to other councils of the Church, so that the whole body 

of believers may be united by mutual submission in the service of the Gospel. 
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To this end the Uniting Church makes provision in its constitution for the 

following: 

(a)  The Congregation is the embodiment in one place of the One Holy 

Catholic and Apostolic Church, worshipping, witnessing and serving as a 

fellowship of the Spirit in Christ. Its members meet regularly to hear God’s 

Word, to celebrate the sacraments, to build one another up in love, to share in 

the wider responsibilities of the Church, and to serve the world. The 

congregation will recognise the need for a diversity of agencies for the better 

ordering of its life in such matters as education, administration and finance. 

(b)  The Elders’ or Leaders’ Meeting (the council within a congregation or 

group of congregations) consists of the minister and those who are called to 

share with the minister in oversight. It is responsible for building up the 

congregation in faith and love, sustaining its members in hope, and leading 

them into a fuller participation in Christ’s mission in the world. 

(c)  The Presbytery (the district council) consists of such ministers, 

elders/leaders and other Church members as are appointed thereto, the 

majority of elders/leaders and Church members being appointed by 

Elders’/Leaders’ Meetings and/or congregations, on a basis determined by the 

Synod. Its function is to perform all the acts of oversight necessary to the life 

and mission of the Church in the area for which it is responsible, except for 

those agencies which are directly responsible to the Synod or Assembly. It will 

in particular exercise oversight over the congregations within its bounds, 

encouraging them to strengthen one another’s faith, to bear one another’s 

burdens, and exhorting them to fulfil their high calling in Christ Jesus. It will 

promote those wider aspects of the work of the Church committed to it by the 

Synod or Assembly. 
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(d)  The Synod (the regional council) consists of such ministers, 

elders/leaders and other Church members as are appointed thereto, the 

majority being appointed by Presbyteries, Elders’/Leaders’ Meetings or 

congregations, on a basis determined by the Assembly. It has responsibility for 

the general oversight, direction and administration of the Church’s worship, 

witness and service in the region allotted to it, with such powers and authorities 

as may from time to time be determined by the Assembly. 

(e)  The Assembly (the national council) consists of such ministers, 

elders/leaders and other Church members as are appointed thereto, the 

majority being appointed by the Presbyteries and Synods. It has determining 

responsibility for matters of doctrine, worship, government and discipline, 

including the promotion of the Church’s mission, the establishment of 

standards of theological training and reception of ministers from other 

communions, and the taking of further measures towards the wider union of 

the Church. It makes the guiding decisions on the tasks and authority to be 

exercised by other councils. It is obligatory for it to seek the concurrence of 

other councils, and on occasion of the congregations of the Church, on matters 

of vital importance to the life of the Church. 

The first Assembly, however, will consist of members of the uniting Churches, 

appointed in equal numbers by them in such manner as they may determine, 

and is vested with such powers as may be necessary to establish the Uniting 

Church according to the provisions of the Basis of Union. 

Until such time as councils other than the Assembly can be established, the 

Uniting Church recognises and accepts the various agencies for the discharge of 

responsibility which are in existence in the uniting Churches. It invites any such 

continuing bodies immediately to enter a period of self-examination in which 
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members are asked to consider afresh their common commitment to the 

Church’s mission and their demonstration of its unity. The Uniting Church 

prays that God will enable them to order their lives for these purposes. 

 

16.  PARTICULAR FUNCTIONS 

The Uniting Church recognises the responsibility and freedom which belong to 

councils to acknowledge gifts among members for the fulfilment of particular 

functions. The Uniting Church sees in pastoral care exercised personally on 

behalf of the Church an expression of the fact that God always deals personally 

with people, would have God’s loving care known among people, and would 

have individual members take upon themselves the form of a servant. 

 

17.  LAW IN THE CHURCH 

The Uniting Church acknowledges that the demand of the Gospel, the response 

of the Church to the Gospel, and the discipline which it requires are partly 

expressed in the formulation by the Church of its law. The aim of such law is to 

confess God’s will for the life of the Church; but since law is received by human 

beings and framed by them, it is always subject to revision in order that it may 

better serve the Gospel. The Uniting Church will keep its law under constant 

review so that its life may increasingly be directed to the service of God and 

humanity, and its worship to a true and faithful setting forth of, and response 

to, the Gospel of Christ. The law of the Church will speak of the free obedience 

of the children of God, and will look to the final reconciliation of humanity 

under God’s sovereign grace. 
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18.  THE PEOPLE OF GOD ON THE WAY 

The Uniting Church affirms that it belongs to the people of God on the way to 

the promised end. The Uniting Church prays that, through the gift of the Spirit, 

God will constantly correct that which is erroneous in its life, will bring it into 

deeper unity with other Churches, and will use its worship, witness and service 

to God’s eternal glory through Jesus Christ the Lord. Amen. 
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APPENDIX B 
 

The 1977 Service of Ordination of the Uniting Church, 

prepared by The Worship Committee of the 

churches in process of Uniting 

 

The Liturgy: ‘Processional’ to The Nicene Creed 

*  A hymn shall be sung, during which the ministers and others leading the worship may enter 

the Church in order. 

The following hymns are suggested: 

 ‘We come unto our Father’s God’ 

 ‘We praise you, God.’ (Te Deum paraphrase) 

 

Responsive Act of Praise 

*  Another psalm or litany may be used in the place of the following: 

How lovely is your dwelling place 

Lord, God of hosts. 

My soul is longing and yearning, 

is yearning for the courts of the Lord. 
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My heart and soul ring out their joy 

to God, the living God. 

The sparrow herself finds a home 

and the swallow a nest for her brood; 

She lays her young by your altars, 

Lord of hosts, my king and my God. 

They are happy, who dwell in your house, 

for ever singing your praise. 

They are happy, whose strength is in you, 

in whose hearts are the roads to Zion. 

As they go through the Bitter Valleys 

they make it a place of springs. 

They walk with ever-growing strength, 

they will see the God of gods in Zion. 

O Lord God of hosts, hear my prayer, 

give ear, O God of Jacob. 

Turn your eyes, O God, our shield, 

look on the face of your anointed. 

One day within your courts 

is better than a thousand elsewhere. 

The threshold of the house of God 

I prefer to the dwellings of the wicked. 

For the Lord God is a rampart, a shield; 

he will give us his favour and glory. 
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The Lord will not refuse any good 

to those who walk without blame. 

Lord, God of hosts, 

happy the man who trusts in you. 

 

Gloria Patri 

Glory to the Father, and to the Son, 

and to the Holy Spirit, 

As in the beginning, so now, and for ever. Amen. 

 

Prayer of Thanksgiving 

*  The liturgist may pray ex tempore or use the following form: 

We give thanks to you, Lord God, 

that we are forgiven and renewed by grace 

through the work of Christ your Son; 

that you sustain us in faith by your Holy Spirit; 

that we are built up in the fellowship of your Church 

Thanks be to you, Lord God. 

By your Holy Spirit 

you equip your Church with varied ministries. 

We thank you for all who serve in the Church 

and in the community at large, 

and especially for ministers of the Word 

in all parts of the world. 
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Praise be yours now and always. 

For those who have gone before us in the faith, 

we praise your name. 

Through them your Word has come to us; 

through them our obedience is deepened. 

Help us to pass on the faith 

that others too may love and serve you. 

 – silent prayer – 

Receive these our prayers 

and grant that we may know and do your will. 

In Christ’s name we pray. Amen. 

 

The Presentation of the Candidate(s) 

The Minute of the Presbytery authorising ordination shall be read. 

 

The Ministry of the Word 

*  The following readings are suggested: 

Old Testament   Isaiah 6:1-8 

    or 

    Ezekiel 33:1-9 

Epistle    1 Corinthians 12:4-13 

    or 

    Ephesians 4:7-16 

Hymn    ‘God of all power and truth and grace’ 
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    or 

    ‘Blessed Jesus, at thy word.’ 

Gospel    Matthew 18:16-20 

    or 

    John 13:12-20 

 

(Addressing the Congregation) 

Let us confess our faith 

in the words of the historic and universal Creed. 

 

The Nicene Creed 

 

The Ordination Charge 

 

The Examination 

*  The ordinand(s) shall stand. 

In the name of Jesus Christ, the Lord of the Church, 

we are here to ordain you to the Ministry of the Word, 

by prayer and the laying on of hands. 

We believe that it is God 

who gives you grace and authority for this ministry, 

and that he does so in answer to the prayers 

of his Church. 

We act and speak as part of the one holy catholic 
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and apostolic Church and in the faith 

which we have declared in the words of the Creed. 

Therefore, that we may know that you truly profess 

this faith, and that you desire by God’s grace 

to fulfil this ministry, we ask you these questions. 

Do you, depending on the gift and power 

of the Holy Spirit, confess anew Jesus Christ 

as Lord; and, acknowledging him as the Word of God, 

do you undertake to set him forth for the salvation 

of mankind? 

I do. 

Do you receive the witness to Christ 

in the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments; 

and do you undertake to preach from these? 

I do. 

Do you undertake to administer the sacraments 

of Baptism and the Lord’s Supper, 

so that the Gospel of Jesus Christ may be clearly 

proclaimed and made effective in the lives of believers? 

I do. 

Do you intend to live in fellowship with all God’s 

people, confessing the name of the one Lord Jesus Christ, 

in the power of the one Spirit, 
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and do you receive for use in instruction and worship 

the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds? 

I do. 

Do you adhere to the Basis of Union of this Church? 

I do. 

Will you continue to allow your mind to be illuminated, 

your conscience quickened and your prayers deepened 

by study of the confessional documents specified 

in the Basis of Union? 

I will. 

Will you seek the peace of this and of all the 

Churches of God, speaking the truth in love, 

watching over those people and things entrusted 

to your charge, obeying lawful authority with a 

good conscience, committing your ministry to God, 

who is able to do immeasurably more than we can 

ask or conceive? 

I will. 

May God give you strength to fulfil these vows, 

and to him be the glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus 

from generation to generation for ever. 

Amen. 

A statement by the ordinand(s) may be included at this point. 
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The Ordination 

*  Here a hymn to the Holy Spirit shall be sung. 

   The following hymns are suggested: 

 ‘Come, Holy Ghost, our souls inspire.’ 

 ‘Holy Spirit, come, confirm us’ 

*  The congregation shall remain standing, and those appointed shall lay hands on the 

ordinands. 

*  The following prayer shall be said for each ordinand: 

Almighty God, you have called your Church 

to be your people and promised to be their God. 

Continue in her, we pray, the gifts of the Holy Spirit, 

and grant power to this your servant … (Name) …, 

whom we ordain in your name, 

that he/she may fulfil your commandments, 

preach the Word, administer the sacraments, 

and exercise pastoral care, 

in the name of Jesus Christ your Son our Lord. 

Amen. 
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The Presentation of the Bible1 

(Name) …, receive this Bible, 

as a sign of authority given you 

to preach the Word of God 

and to administer his holy sacraments. 

Keep the trust committed to you 

as a minister of Christ. 

 

Offering 

*  As the gifts of the people are received, a hymn or anthem may be sung. 

 

Holy Communion 

* It is recommended that Holy Communion should follow, in which case the bread and wine may 

be dedicated with the other gifts. 

* The ordinand(s) may preside at the Communion or distribute the elements. 

 

Intercessions for the Church and the World 

 

The Lord’s Prayer (if not said during Holy Communion) 

 

                                                

1 The ‘Chairman or Liturgist’ addresses the newly-ordained. 
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Hymn 

*  The following hymns are suggested: 

 ‘Forth in Thy name, O Lord, I go’ 

 ‘O Thou who camest from above’ 

 

Dismissal 

 

Notes 

(1) The suggested hymns are to be published in The Australian Hymn Book. 

(2) The psalm translation is that of the Grail (England) number 83 (84 in other Bibles.) 

(3) The translation of the Nicene Creed is found among the agreed liturgical texts of the 

International Consultation on English Texts (1971), published in ‘Prayers we have in 

common’. (London, Geoffrey Chapman) 

(4) The vows are from ‘The Basis of Union’ (1971) App. 11. 

(5) With reference to the celebration of Holy Communion, note should be taken of ‘The 

Basis of Union’ (1971), Appendix 1. The rest of the service should be in accordance with 

‘The Basis of Union’ (especially par. 13-14) and with the Constitution and relevant 

regulations of the Uniting Church. 
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Appendix C 
 

Changes in the ordination rite since 1995; towards 

further revision 

The changes mentioned here did not constitute a new version of the ordination 

rite, but were requested by the Eighth Assembly in 1997. 

The Basis in the Vows 

The Eighth Assembly requested a change to the vow concerning ‘adherence’ to 

the Basis of Union (Minute 97.37.03),1 from 

Do you adhere to the Basis of Union of the Uniting Church in Australia; and do 

you submit yourself to the Church’s discipline? 

I do. 

to 

Will you, being guided by the Basis of Union of the Uniting Church in Australia, 

live and work within the faith and unity of the one holy catholic and apostolic 

church? 

I will. 

Will you submit yourself to the Church’s discipline? 

I will. 



 

 
488 

The Working Group on Worship (as the Commission on Liturgy became after 

the 1997-1998 restructure of the Assembly) submitted the first question to the 

Assembly Standing Committee with a slight change in wording to make it more 

suitable for a liturgical (i.e., aural) context: 

Being guided by the Basis of Union of the Uniting Church in Australia, will you 

live and work within the faith and unity of the one holy catholic and apostolic 

church? 

This change is not as great as may appear at first glance; paragraph 14 of the 

Basis of Union demands ‘adherence’ of its officers, and had already defined 

‘adherence’ to the Basis ‘as willingness to live and work within the faith and 

unity of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church as that way is described 

in this Basis’. (1992, p. 13) 

A New ‘Reformed Confessions’ Vow 

Following the deletion of the vow regarding the Reformed Confessions by the 

Assembly Standing Committee in 1994, the Eighth Assembly passed Minute 

97.16.05, which asked to Commission on Doctrine to redraft the question for 

inclusion in the ordination service.2 

The Doctrine Commission received a number of suggestions for the wording of 

this vow. The vow that resulted from this process was the one proposed by the 

Commission on Liturgy: 

Learning from the Confessional Documents of the Uniting Church in Australia 

will you diligently teach Christ’s people, 

reminding them of the centrality of the person and work of Jesus Christ 

and the grace which justifies them through faith? 
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With God’s help, I will. 

The phrase ‘Confessional Documents’ refers to all the documents mentioned in 

paragraph 10 of the Basis of Union (p. 9): the Forty-Four Sermons of John Wesley 

as well as the Reformation witnesses. 

‘Parish’ References Deleted 

The Eighth Assembly removed the necessity for a parish structure in the 

Uniting Church. Consequently, references to ‘parish’ were deleted in its 

services, and replaced by ‘congregation’. 

 

Towards further revision of the services of 

ordination and induction 

Here, various Assembly texts and significant articles are examined to list post-

1995 documents and discussions relating to the Uniting Church’s doctrine and 

practice of ordination, and to see which of these documents may affect the 

shape and content of future Uniting Church services of ordination and 

induction (work began on new services of ordination and induction after the 

Eleventh Assembly in 2006). Documents produced until the Eleventh Assembly 

are examined; where there are implications for future services of ordination, 

these are noted. 

• Guidelines on Lay Presidency at the Sacraments (1995) 

In September 1995, the Assembly Standing Committee resolved to approve 

guidelines on lay presidency at the sacraments. They stipulate that a presbytery 

may authorise a lay person to preside where it is ‘impractical or inappropriate 
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to redeploy ordained people’. The lay presider is to be under the supervision 

and discipline of an ordained minister, where one is in settlement in the parish 

(or of the presbytery in the absence of a minister) and of the Council of Elders.3 

Two years later, the Eighth Assembly abolished the parish and parish council 

‘as required or essential parts of Uniting Church structures’, and replaced the 

parish council and the council of elders with one council, the church council. 

This change does not affect the substance of the Guidelines; a lay presider could 

still be appointed where a minister in placement has responsibility for a number 

of congregations, though simply staggering the eucharistic celebrations would 

usually be a more workable arrangement. (The most common situation is for a 

congregation to celebrate the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper monthly, on the 

first Sunday of the month.) 

• Protocol for Baptism and Holy Communion (1997) 

This document sets out the parameters within which ministers of the Word and 

deacons may preside at the Sacrament of the Lord’s Supper. It is ‘ordinarily’ the 

responsibility of the minister of the Word to preside, yet this is ‘not to be 

understood as a minister’s right by virtue of ordination, but a responsibility of 

the office, shared in its administration with the council of elders’ (1.1). [emphasis 

original] The focus of diaconal ministry is beyond the gathered community of 

worship, but there may be situations in which a deacon is the only ordained 

minister in a congregation; here, the deacon may be asked by the council of 

elders to preside (2.2; 2.3): 

While the liturgical and sacramental life of a congregation is normally part of 

the responsibility of the minister of the Word, it is appropriate for deacons to 

preside at parish communion services under certain conditions.  
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If a deacon is the only ordained minister settled in a parish, he or she should 

preside at the celebration of the sacraments.  

• Declaration of Mutual Recognition by the Uniting Church in Australia 

and the Lutheran Church of Australia (1999) 

This Declaration was passed by the Uniting Church at the Ninth Assembly.4 

Section 3.5 reads: 

We believe that all members of the Church are called to participate in its 

apostolic mission. For this they are given various gifts of service by the Holy 

Spirit. Within the community of the Church the ordained ministry exists to 

serve the ministry and mission of the whole people of God. We hold the 

ordained ministry of word and sacrament to be a gift of God to his Church, 

and so an office of divine institution.5 

Implications for future services of ordination 

A future service will need to reflect that 

‣ ‘[T]he ordained ministry exists to serve the ministry and mission of the 

whole people of God’: ministers are set apart ‘within’ and ‘for’ the 

body of the baptised. 

‣ The ordained ministry of word and sacrament is a divinely-instituted 

gift of God to the Church. It cannot be truly understood as a matter of 

expediency, or in sociological terms alone. It is not a purely functional 

role. 

• Report of the Ministry of Deacon Review Group (2003) 

Paragraph 14(c) of the Basis of Union commits the Uniting Church to be open to 
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the possibility of a renewed ministry of deacon, and most Assemblies of the 

Uniting Church have had the diaconate on their agenda.  

The Uniting Church recognises that at the time of union many seek a 

renewal of the diaconate in which women and men offer their time and 

talents, representatively and on behalf of God’s people, in the service of 

humanity in the face of changing needs. The Uniting Church will so order its 

life that it remains open to the possibility that God may call men and women 

into such a renewed diaconate: in these circumstances it may decide to call 

them Deacons and Deaconesses, whether the service is within or beyond the 

life of the congregation (Basis of Union, p. 12ƒ). 

The Uniting Church renewed the ministry of deacon in the Sixth Assembly in 

1991. A review was commissioned by the Ninth Assembly, and received by the 

Tenth Assembly; it was chaired by the writer of this thesis. Its ‘overall purpose’ 

was  

•  to clarify the Uniting Church’s understanding of the ministry of deacon 

•  to assess the church’s experience of the ministry of deacon 

•  to seek ways of further enhancing the ministry of deacon 

•  to further the diaconal ministry of the church 

•  to bring a report to the 2003 Assembly. 

In clarifying the Church’s understanding, part of the Review Group’s 

methodology was to lay out the previous decisions of the Assembly, and 

reports received by the Assembly, in order to show the journey the Uniting 

Church has taken in the renewal of the ministry of deacon, which began in 1991. 

As such, the Report does not contain new material in respect to the theology of 

ordination. It did, however, become obvious that it was somewhat artificial to 

speak of the ministry of the diaconate in isolation from that of the presbyterate. 
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The Report reminded the Uniting Church of statements previously made in 

Assembly documents:  

The ministry of the minister of the Word is launched from the presence of 

God in the gathered congregation...shares in this rhythm of coming and 

going from the gathered congregation but beginning in the gathered 

congregation... The ministry of the deacon is launched from the presence of 

God in the community among disadvantaged people... The deacon shares the 

rhythm of Christian life coming and going from the gathered congregation 

but beginning in the community (Report on Ministry, Bos and Thompson, 

2008, p. 297). 

Ministers of the Word have a general precedence in presidency of holy 

communion, but in communion celebrations in the deacon’s sphere of 

ministry, the deacon will have precedence in presidency. 

Uniting Church ministers of the Word and deacons have a non-hierarchical 

relationship. Each of these ministries has its own primary sphere of activity 

and orientation and offers leadership to the church in distinctive ways. The 

sacraments should never become the occasion for asserting the pre-eminence 

of one ministry over the other. (Last two quotations from Protocol for Baptism 

and Holy Communion, para. 2.8) 

The Report identifies diakonia as the Church’s primary ministry, given in 

baptism to the whole people of God, through which both the diaconate and 

presbyterate participate in diakonia. Diakonia is described in these terms in the 

Introduction to the Report: 

When the church talks about ‘diakonia’ it means more than individual acts of 

charitable service. It responds to the model of Christ’s ministry in Luke 4:16-

21, recognising that service in solidarity with poor, disadvantaged and 

marginalised people is integral to its life and mission.  
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Through its diakonia the church becomes a community encompassing within 

its life something of what it means for the whole creation to live under the 

coming reign of God, and takes account of the creative Spirit of God at work 

in transforming activities in the wider community and within the church 

building up the faith community. 

Each of the baptised has a calling to diakonia: 

The Basis of Union sets out baptism as the basis of all Christian ministry 

(para. 7). Ordination depends on baptism and not vice versa; it is a particular 

commissioning for a particular ministry—a subset of baptismal 

commissioning, necessary for the good order of the Church. 6 When the 

church recognises the gifts of some of its members for diakonia and ordains 

them to the ministry of deacon, they have a representative function which 

includes encouragement of the gifts for diakonia of all the members. 

Whatever the Church says about the diakonia expressed in the ministry of 

deacon it also says about the ministry of the whole people of God. 

Implications for future services of ordination 

Future services should give expression to the calling to ministry and mission 

given to the people of God in baptism, with presbyteral service as a particular 

expression of this diakonia given in baptism. As the baptismal service puts it in 

Uniting in Worship 2: 

Thus, claimed by God  

we are given the gift of the Holy Spirit  

that we may live as witnesses to Jesus Christ,  

share his ministry in the world and grow to maturity,  

awaiting with hope the day of our Lord Jesus.7 
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• The Church and its Ministry (2004) 

This document, received and adopted by the Assembly Standing Committee in 

July 2004, is subtitled ‘a statement made for the Uniting Church in Australia by 

the Working Groups on Doctrine and Christian Unity’.8 Members of the two 

groups,9 along with Christiaan Mostert as Uniting Church co-convener of the 

Anglican-Uniting Church Dialogue Group, had met in a discussion which 

focussed on two questions formulated by the tri-lateral meeting 

(Anglican/Lutheran/Uniting Church) in November, 2003, in order to formulate 

a response for consideration as a statement from the Assembly Standing 

Committee. The questions were: 

1. What is the relationship of church to ordained ministry? 

2. What steps need to be taken in each of our churches to adapt our present 

exercise of episcope in its various forms to make full eucharistic fellowship 

possible? 

In the end, the consultation concentrated on the first question, although the last 

three paragraphs touch on the second, by speaking of the presbytery as the 

council ‘that exercises its episcope in the act of ordination’ (para. 10), and giving 

a rationale for the Uniting Church practice of laypersons as well as ordained 

persons laying on hands: ‘The Uniting Church includes lay members of 

presbytery in the laying on of hands because the council of oversight is the 

presbytery, and because this oversight is exercised jointly by ordained and lay 

members of presbytery’ (para. 11). 

The first paragraph begins: ‘The foundation for the church and its ministry is 

the mission of the triune God in the world’, the sending of the Son and the 

Spirit by the Father in the economy of salvation. The Church has a part to play: 

it ‘is called into being to serve and proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ, and to 
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be a sign and instrument of the reign of God which has come among us in the 

ministry of Jesus and which will come in its fullness at the end of the age’. 

(Paragraph 2) 

Paragraph four describes baptism as the commissioning of each Christian ‘for 

Christ’s continuing ministry in the world’: 

Jesus Christ calls people to follow him and to be his disciples. In baptism 

they are made one with him in his death and resurrection. They are made ‘a 

chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people’ (1 Peter 

2:9). In their baptism, they are commissioned for Christ’s continuing ministry 

in the world. Every Christian has been endowed with gifts by the Holy 

Spirit, and ‘there is no gift without its corresponding service; all ministries 

have a part in the ministry of Christ’ (Basis of Union, 13). 

The document then goes on to state that God calls some of the baptised to a 

more specific ministry. Here, it comes close to declaring that the ministry of the 

Word is sacramental of the Church’s ministry, as a sign that points—beyond 

itself—to Christ (para. 5): 

Among the many services to which God calls those who have heard the 

Gospel, some are called to the servant-leadership of ministerial office, 

through which God provides for the church and equips it for its mission. In 

the Uniting Church there are two forms of ministerial office: the ministry of 

the Word and the ministry of deacon, ministries for which the church 

ordains some among its members. The presence of ordained ministers 

reminds the church of its dependence on Jesus Christ.10 The chief 

responsibility of the ordained ministry is to assemble and build up the body 

of Christ by proclaiming and teaching the Word of God, by presiding at the 

celebration of the sacraments, and by guiding the life of the community in its 

worship, its mission and its caring ministry. 
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Ministerial office is—as its name suggests—servant leadership. It ‘exists in and 

for the church; it has no existence apart from the church’ (paragraph 7). 

Importantly, the document goes on: 

However, it is not simply an extension of the ministry (or ‘priesthood’) of all 

Christians. While related to other ministries in the church, it is different in 

kind, and its authority and accountability differ from, that of other 

ministries. Its shape is determined by the character of the church itself: ‘It is 

the nature of the Church rather than a perceived need which determines the 

nature and form of ordained ministry’ (Brodd, S-E, in Borgegård, G and Hall, 

C, 1999, p. 39). While juridically (i.e., in the church’s law—cf. Basis of Union, 

17) the authority of ordained persons comes from the church, spiritually it 

comes from Christ, who also, through the church, ordains them for their 

office and work, for life. Their commissioning, known as ordination, comes 

from Christ. Both the church and ministerial office are the creation of the 

Gospel. Their relation to each other is reciprocal; each is given in and with 

the other. 

This ‘reciprocal relationship’ well expresses the nature of being set apart to a 

new relationship with the Church.11  

This is the first Uniting Church official statement on ordination since the Basis of 

Union (excepting the 1988 and subsequent ordination services) to speak of 

ministerial ‘office’. 

Implications for future services of ordination 

Uniting Church ordination services have consistently described the ministry of 

the Word and the diaconate as offices; other documents and reports have 

generally shied away from this language. This document strengthens the use of 

this term for future liturgies. 
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• From Time to Time, and Place to Place (2006) 

Uniting in Worship 2 was published in October 2005; it contained no revision of 

the ordination and induction services. The 1995 services were included on the 

CD-ROM accompanying the book.  

The decision not to revise these services was taken because the Eleventh 

Assembly was to receive a report from the Task Group on Specified Ministries. 

A further examination of the ministry of the Word and the diaconate was a 

likely outcome of this inquiry, which very likely would have meant that 

services revised for Uniting in Worship 2 would need further revision following 

the Twelfth Assembly.  

The report of the task group was called From Time to Time, and Place to Place, 

quoting the end of paragraph 14 of the Basis of Union: 

The Uniting Church recognises that the type and duration of ministries to 

which women and men are called vary from time to time and place to place, 

and that in particular it comes into being in a period of reconsideration of 

traditional forms of the ministry, and of renewed participation of all the 

people of God in the preaching of the Word, the administration of the 

sacraments, the building up of the fellowship in mutual love, in commitment 

to Christ’s mission, and in service of the world for which he died.12 

The report mentions post-union discussions on ministry in the Uniting Church, 

and states: 

Through such discussions the Uniting Church has made various decisions 

about the kind of distinctions that can and should be validly drawn within 

the ministry of the whole people of God. Broadly, the Church has adopted a 
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set of four key distinctions. 

1. A distinction between non-specified and specified ministries. 

2. A distinction between ordained specified ministries and non-ordained 

specified ministries. 

3. A distinction within the ordained specified ministries between Ministers 

of the Word and Deacons. 

4. Several distinctions within the non-ordained specified ministries, 

according to which the following are recognised as specified ministries of 

the Uniting Church: Accredited Youth Worker, Lay Pastor, Community 

Minister and Lay Preacher. 

Amidst the very broad range of concerns presented to this Task Group, two 

in particular raised questions about the clarity of these distinctions. Firstly, 

the development and proliferation of non-specified ministries has seen such 

ministries overlap with the non-ordained specified ministries. Secondly, the 

unavailability of ordained ministers in some contexts has seen some non-

specified ministries overlap with the ordained ministries, especially in 

regard to sacramental presidency. 

The report discusses ordained ministry in these terms:13 

The Uniting Church holds to the view that through ordination the church 

sets people apart to a ministry (in the Uniting Church’s case, the ministry of 

the Word and the ministry of Deacon), the character and functions of which 

derive from the very nature of the church. In other words, in distinction from 

the non-ordained specified ministries whose nature and form are determined 

by the particular needs of specific times and places, ordained ministers are 

called to exercise a ministry which is determined by what the church always 

and everywhere is.14 As such, the Uniting Church sees ordained ministry as a 

locus of its accountability to the church universal. What the church does 
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through this ministry must reflect not just the particular concerns or the local 

responsibilities of the Uniting Church in Australia, but must be oriented to 

what the church is universally. 

The fundamental theological conviction about the foundation of the Church is 

set out in paragraphs 3-8 and 14 of The Basis of Union: for the Church to be the 

Church, the congregation must be gathered, the gospel must be proclaimed in 

word and sacrament, and people must be summoned to care for one another 

and the world. As in the words of Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry: 

The chief responsibility of the ordained ministry is to assemble and build up 

the body of Christ by proclaiming and teaching the Word of God, by 

presiding at the celebration of the sacraments, and by guiding the life of the 

community in its worship, its mission and its caring ministry.15 

Ordained ministry represents what one writer has called “the essential 

linkage” between these particular functions.16 

In the same manner that specified ministries are not understood as ‘stepping 

stones’ to other forms of ministry, ordained ministry is neither the pinnacle 

of other forms of ministry nor “simply an extension of the ministry…of all 

Christians”. Nor are ordained ministers distinguished from other Christians 

by the possession of some “character” or “property” conferred at ordination. 

Rather, ordained ministers stand “in a new relation to others in the church, 

not in any hierarchical sense but in the acknowledgement of their 

theological, liturgical and pastoral leadership in the church and on account 

of new trust invested in them and new expectations held of them”.17 

At the Seventh Assembly the Uniting Church resolved to “reaffirm the 

mutuality of the ministry of the Word and the ministry of deacon”, (94.15.02) 

and to “recognize ordination as the setting apart of persons for ministry as 

ministers of the Word or as deacons, and to understand ordination to these 
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ministries as two distinct ordinations”. (94.15.03a) 

The issue of lay presidency at the sacraments was discussed in these terms: 

The Uniting Church believes that there are some circumstances in which 

some people who are not ordained can be authorised to preside at the 

sacraments. The possibility of celebrating the sacraments in the absence of an 

ordained minister rests on two related convictions: 

• The sacraments are essential to the proclamation of the gospel and the life 

of the church.  

• The sacraments are related to the church before they are related to 

ministerial office. 

The Uniting Church understands the efficacy of the sacraments to lie in 

Christ’s gift of himself through the sacraments to the community. Thus: “In 

the life of the church the absence of an ordained minister does not imply any 

restriction of the presence of Christ in his saving grace.”18 This, in turn, is 

fully consistent with the Uniting Church’s theology of ordination: ordination 

does not involve any conferral of a ministerial “character” or “property” 

which would be required to ensure the efficacy of the actions of the ordained 

ministers.19 

The possibility of celebrating the sacraments in the absence of an ordained 

minister does not represent any abandonment of this principle of “linkage” 

between sacramental presidency and other ministries. In its document, Lay 

Presidency at the Sacraments, the Commission on Doctrine advised exercising 

caution with respect to the practice of importing an ordained minister to 

preside at the sacraments where that minister had no pastoral link precisely 

because the linkage between pastoral and liturgical leadership could thus be 

broken. It would be preferable to authorise a member of that community to 

preside in order that the linkage could be maintained.20  
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At the same time, because the Uniting Church has drawn a nexus between 

sacraments, pastoral care and ordination, the practice of lay presidency is an 

exception to the norm, subject to an in extremis principle. 

While the Eleventh Assembly accepted the recommendation that a specified 

ministry of pastor be established to replace the ministries of lay pastor, 

community minister and accredited youth worker, no further task groups were 

recommended or set up to examine the ministry of the Word or the diaconate. 

 

                                                

1 Minute 97.37.03 is, in full: 

to refer the proposals for the following changes in the liturgies of the 
Church to the Commission on Liturgy, who after consulting with the 
Advisory Group on Church Polity shall bring recommendations to the 
Standing Committee, who shall then determine the matter: 

to make the following changes in the liturgies of the Church: 

(a) In the services of ordination of a Deacon, ordination of a 
Minister of the Word and commissioning of a Youth Worker, the 
question 

‘Do you adhere to the Basis of Union of the Uniting Church in Australia; 
and do you submit yourself to the Church’s discipline?   I do.’  

be replaced by 

‘Will you, being guided by the Basis of Union of the Uniting Church in 
Australia, live and work within the faith and unity of the one holy 
catholic and apostolic church?   I will.’ 

‘Will you submit yourself to the Church’s discipline?   I will.’ 

(b) In the services of commissioning of a Community Minister and 
commissioning of a Lay Pastor, the question 
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‘Do you adhere to the Basis of Union of the Uniting Church in Australia, 
and do you submit yourself to the Church’s discipline and the oversight 
of the Presbytery of ...?   I do.’ 

be replaced by 

‘Will you, being guided by the Basis of Union of the Uniting Church in 
Australia, live and work within the faith and unity of the one holy 
catholic and apostolic church?   I will.’ 

‘Will you submit yourself to the Church’s discipline and the oversight of 
the Presbytery of ...?   I will.’ 

(c) In the services of commissioning of elders and commissioning of 
a lay preacher, the questions 

‘Will you seek to live and work within the faith and unity of the one 
holy catholic and apostolic Church?   I will.’ 

‘Do you adhere to the Basis of Union of the Uniting Church in Australia?   
I do.’ 

be replaced by 

‘Will you, being guided by the Basis of Union of the Uniting Church in 
Australia, live and work within the faith and unity of the one holy 
catholic and apostolic church?   I will.’ 

2  Minute 97.16.05 reads: 

(a) to request the Commission on Doctrine, in consultation with the 
Commission on Liturgy, to redraft the former question about the 
Reformed Confessions in the services of ordination to include reference 
to justification by grace and the centrality of Christ as outlined in the 
Basis of Union, and report to the Standing Committee; 

(b) to request the Standing Committee to include the revised 
question in the services of ordination. 

3 The Guidelines describe relationship of this presidency to that of ordained 
ministers (deacons as well as ministers of the Word) is found in 
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paragraphs 1 and 4: 

1 Ministry with Congregations 

A presbytery may authorise a lay person to preside at the sacraments 
when the following conditions have been met: 

1.4.3 that it is impractical or inappropriate to redeploy ordained people 
for this purpose; 

4 The following procedures are recommended once the above 
conditions are met: 

4.3  In the case of authorisation being given to a person in a parish 
where there is an ordained minister in settlement, the lay presider shall 
be under the supervision of that minister and the Council of Elders, and 
under the discipline of presbytery. 
4.4  In the case of authorisation being given to a person in a parish 
where there is no ordained minister in settlement, the lay presider shall 
be under the supervision and discipline of presbytery and accountable 
to the Council of Elders. 
4.9  The presbytery authorising the lay person shall commission 
him/her in a service of worship in the community in which his/her 
responsibility is to be exercised, or in the case of a lay chaplain, at 
his/her commissioning service. At this service of worship the authorised 
lay presider will declare his/her willingness to accept the discipline of 
the church. 

4 See Minutes of the Ninth Assembly, 
http://nat.uca.org.au/assembly2000/index.htm, downloaded 31.12.01; 
the Assembly resolved: 

00.35.03 The Lutheran Church of Australia 
(a) to approve the Declaration of Mutual Recognition by the Uniting 
Church in Australia and the 
 Lutheran Church of Australia; 
(b) to welcome its potential for shared and co-operative ministry; 
(c) to refer it to Presbyteries for implementation; 
(d) to note that this approval is without prejudice to ongoing 
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discussions on sexuality 

5  http://assembly.uca.org.au/cunity/unitinglutherandialogue.htm, 
downloaded 11.08.07. 

6 The phrase ‘necessary for good order’ indicates that the task group 
believes that the ordained ministry is of the esse of the Church. 

7 UIW-2, p. 20. 

8  Minute 04.53 of the July 2004 Assembly Standing Committee reads: 

04.53.01 receive the statement made for the Uniting Church by the 
National Working Groups on Doctrine and Christian Unity; 

04.53.02 adopt the statement as an authorized statement of the 
Uniting Church’s understanding of the relation between the Church and 
its ordained Ministry; 

04.53.03 authorise the UCA members of teams in dialogue with 
other churches, particularly with the Anglican and Lutheran Churches, 
to present this statement as representing the Uniting Church’s 
understanding of this relationship; 

04.53.04 authorise the Assembly Officers to work further on the 
advice provided to the Church and to make it available as soon as 
possible. 

04.53.05 Request the Legal Reference Committee to recommend 
changes to the Regulations, for example 2.3.3 and 2.3.4 in order to  

a) make clear that ordination is to be by prayer and the laying on of 
hands; 

b) provide for the ordination to be a meeting of the Presbytery; and 

c) make clear that the persons mentioned in Regulation 2.3.4 shall 
be members of the ordaining Presbytery. 

9 The writer was present at this consultation as one of the members of the 
National Working Group on Doctrine. 
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10 Here, the text is referring to BEM M.12. 

11  Paras. 8 and 9 express this: 

In ordination the church recognises Christ’s call and setting apart of a 
person to be his minister (Basis of Union, 14). This is not a setting apart 
from the body of Christ, but a setting apart within the church for their 
ministry. Ordination is the transmission of ministerial authority to those 
called by Christ and the church to ministerial office. This places them in 
a new relation to others in the church, not in any hierarchical sense but 
in the acknowledgement of their theological, liturgical and pastoral 
leadership in the church and on account of new trust invested in them 
and new expectations held of them.  

Those who are called to ministerial office are ordained to such office by 
the church in the name of Jesus Christ. In ordaining them, the church 
acknowledges that they have been called to their ministry and given 
gifts for it by God, and that they have been educated theologically and 
in the practice of ministry, and formed spiritually by the church. The 
ordination of ministers is an act of the church in which the church is also 
the instrument of Christ’s own act. It is carried out by those who have 
oversight (episcope) over the ministries of the church. 

12  BOU-92, p. 14. 

13  The notes contained in these quotations are original to the report. 

14 “It is the nature of the Church rather than a perceived need which 
determines the nature and form of ordained ministry.” Sven-Erik Brodd, 
op. cit., cited in The Church and Its Ministry: A Statement for the Uniting 
Church in Australia by the Working Groups on Doctrine and Christian Unity. 

15  Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry, § M.13, approvingly quoted in The 
Church and Its Ministry: A Statement Prepared for the Uniting Church in 
Australia by the Working Groups on Doctrine and Christian Unity, p 2. 

16  Hughes, “Limping Priests”, Uniting Church Studies 8 (2002), pp. 1-13 
(p.11). 
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17  The Church and Its Ministry, p.2. Another dimension of this relationship 
should be mentioned in passing, ie that in ordaining certain people to 
this ministry, the church is acknowledging that it has not invented this 
call, but that it has merely discerned the prior call of Christ on this 
person. For further reflections on this see Sandy Yule, ’Ecumenical Issues 
Impacting on Ministry in the Uniting Church‘ Specified Ministries Task 
Group, Issues Paper 8 (2005) and Christiaan Mostert, ’Church, Ministry 
and Ordination: What Relation?’, Uniting Church Studies 10 (2004), pp. 16-
35 (especially pp. 30-32). 

18  Lay Presidency at the Sacraments: A Report to the Assembly Standing 
Committee from the Assembly Commission on Doctrine, p.5. And, in the 
words of Michael Owen, “Church ministry has to serve the ministry of 
the Gospel and the life of the people of God and not restrict them”. 
Michael Owen, “Lay Presidency at the Eucharist” Trinity Occasional 
Papers, 13 (1985) 45-50 (p.50). 

19  Further on this see Lay Presidency at the Sacraments, p. 4 and Chris 
Mostert, “The Ministry of Lay and Ordained” Trinity Occasional Papers 11 
(1983), pp. 16-31. 

20  See Lay Presidency at the Sacraments, p. 5. 
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