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An open Letter to leaders in the Uniting Church in Australia  

Concerning Marriage 

Dear Uniting Church leaders, 

Greetings to you in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. 

Recently, the Australian parliament has voted to open legal marriage in Australia to same-

gender couples. The Uniting Church has been deliberating about same-gender relationships 

for more than 20 years, since prior to the 1997 Assembly in Perth, and more recently has 

been considering its doctrine of marriage. 20 years is long enough for the Church to come to 

resolution on this matter, and the time has come for the Church to make a decision, one way 

or the other. 

Over these years, the Church has made room for LGBTI people, and they in turn have 

lobbied strongly for the Church to alter its doctrine of marriage to include same-gender 

couples. On the other hand, a number of groupings of congregations holding to the 

Reformed/Evangelical faith have held fast to the biblical doctrine of marriage that has always 

been part of that apostolic faith. These groups include The Assembly of Confessing 

Congregations within the UCA, Hope Network and 3D Network in South Australia, 

PNEUMA in Western Australia, and the EL250 group of congregations. The UAICC and the 

CALD Conferences have also made their orthodox stances quite clear. 

I am writing to you out of concern for the future wellbeing of the Uniting Church in 

Australia. 

The time has come when the National Assembly of the UCA must finalise its deliberations on 

marriage and make a decision which will reassure and delight one part of the Church, and 

concern and disappoint another part of the Church. To waver between two opinions 

indefinitely weakens the Church’s belief structure, and gives false hope of an outcome that 

will please all parties. 

No doubt there are those in the Church who feel that the time has come for the Assembly to 

conclude its deliberations on marriage and fulfil the wishes of a small group of people by 

altering its doctrine of marriage to include same-gender couples. The momentum in 

Australian society, and the decision of the Australian Parliament, will embolden some to 

conclude that the time is right for the Church to take this step and create a lead among the 

Christian churches of Australia. 

My purpose in writing arises out of this sense of momentum. The National Assembly of the 

Uniting Church is a deliberately small number of members of the Church. Our founders 

rightly realised that, on a large continent, we would go broke funding large national 

Assemblies. Furthermore, the processes for selecting the relatively small number of 

Assembly members mean that the balance of opinion in the Assembly does not reflect the 

balance of opinion of the members and adherents of the Church.  

In 2003 the Assembly believed that ‘Resolution 84’ was not a matter ‘vital to the life of the 

Church’, and 10-15,000 members and adherents left the Church as a result of it. Either the 

Assembly felt that these Christians were not vital to the life of the Uniting Church, or the 



2 

 

Assembly was so unrepresentative of the members that they assumed their decision would 

not be of vital concern to them. How wrong they were! Following that Assembly, meetings of 

concerned members were held in each state and attended by several thousand in all (700 

attended the South Australian meeting at Prince Alfred College in August 2003). So great 

was the reaction in the congregations to ‘Resolution 84’ that the Assembly Standing 

Committee sought to amend it following the uproar. 

At the present time, however, it is very conceivable that a majority of the next Assembly may 

feel, in light of the current momentum, that the time is right to change our doctrine of 

marriage. As in 2003, they may be sufficiently out of touch with sentiment in the 

congregations to feel that a change to our marriage doctrine is reasonable and achievable 

without harming the integrity of the Church.  

My purpose in writing to you is to express the concern that to change the Church’s doctrine 

of marriage to include same-gender couples would mean the end of the Uniting Church as we 

know it.  

My reasons for being convinced of this are as follows: 

1. The great majority of Christians who hold to the Reformed/Evangelical faith, as 

proclaimed by the apostles and prophets, regard the man/woman union in marriage to 

be integral to God’s creative and redemptive purpose for humanity. For them, changing 

marriage would place the Uniting Church outside the faith of the one, holy, catholic 

and apostolic church. 

2. These believers would, in such an event, realise that all of the Australian Christian 

churches bar one upheld the biblical view of marriage, as they themselves did, and that 

the only church that did not was the one that they belonged to. A great many would feel 

that the logical and necessary thing to do was to belong to one of the other churches 

which held the same conviction as themselves. This realisation, and the consequent 

departure from the Uniting Church caused by it, would bleed the Church for many 

years to come, and would downsize it in a way that would make previous exoduses 

look small by comparison. 

3. The effect of changing our doctrine of marriage would not only be numerical. When 

we look at the groupings of congregations listed above we can see that they are made 

up of many congregations that have been able to remain multi-generational with 

significant numbers of young families and young people. Indeed, it could be postulated 

that the great majority of the Uniting Church’s under 50s are in the 

Reformed/Evangelical, Migrant/Ethnic and Congress congregations. It is, therefore, 

quite conceivable that, by taking such a step, the Church could cut off its future 

generations and consign itself it the dustbin of history. 

4. The Australian population is a very mobile one, and Protestant Christians, when they 

relocate, do not hold to a denominational loyalty in the way they once did. Every year, 

Uniting congregations are depleted by people moving away and enhanced by people 

moving to their area. With modern mobility, such enhancement-by-influx is a very 

important component in every congregation’s survival because it replenishes the loss of 

members moving away (In one regional congregation that I served in, 10% of the 

congregation, on average, moved away each year. However, if the Uniting Church was 
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the odd church out in a major doctrinal issue, orthodox Christians relocating, from the 

Uniting Church or other denominations, would be much less likely to choose the 

Uniting Church in their new locality. If this were to occur the affect would be withering 

on the membership of the Church as each year some moved away but few moved in. 

One response to my expression of concern for the Church might be to say that I and others of 

my opinion are threatening the Assembly: “If you take the step of altering the Church’s 

doctrine of marriage we will leave on mass”. For my part this accusation is easily dismissed. I 

am an active member of the Assembly of Confessing Congregations within the Uniting 

Church in Australia, and the ACC has never encouraged people to leave. Our policy has 

always been that we confess Christ according to the faith of the one, holy, catholic and 

apostolic church as that faith is described in the Basis of Union of the UCA. To date, the 

ACC has determined that where the Church departs from its own apostolic faith, we will not 

leave but will distinguish ourselves from that departure and continue ‘to contend earnestly 

for the faith which was once for all delivered to the saints’ (Jude 1:3). 

Although the ACC has had some success in encouraging and enabling congregations and 

members to remain within the Church, it is my concern that, in the event of a change to the 

Church’s doctrine of marriage, neither the ACC nor any other grouping could stop the effects 

outline above (in points 1 to 4). 

We are all familiar with the old saying, ‘Not to decide is to decide’. Perhaps the Assembly 

leaders have hoped over the years that by not deciding the marriage issue a decision would 

somehow happen by osmosis. Put in spiritual language it has been said, “We are still waiting 

on the guidance of the Holy Spirit”. However, to say that we have been waiting 20 years for 

God to lead us is to dishonour the faithfulness and sufficient grace of God, for God has not 

left Himself without His witnesses. 

The time has come, then, for bold and constitutional decision making. As a conclusion to the 

Church’s deliberations on marriage, the Assembly needs to decide to amend, or decide to 

retain our doctrine of marriage. If a change is made, then, in accordance with the Basis of 

Union and the Constitution, the matter would need to be referred to the other councils of the 

Church for concurrence.  

It is obligatory for it (i.e. the Assembly) 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. (Constitution 15e) 

The Assembly may be tempted to believe that it has already sought concurrence through the 

process of ‘space for grace’ conversations held in each Synod and other venues. However, 

these occasions were deliberately and strongly managed as non-decision-making occasions 

for gracious conversation. They were not, and so do not now, stand as occasions of 

concurrence as concurrence might be fairly and justly understood. In this context, 

‘concurrence’ means ‘agreement in opinion; accord; assent’.  
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Such formal agreement is described in the original Barrier Act of the Presbyterian Church: 

...the same Acts (i.e. proposals) be first proposed as overtures to the Assembly, and, 

being by them passed as such, be remitted to the consideration of the several 

Presbyteries of this Church, and their opinions and consent reported by their 

commissioners to the next General Assembly following, who may then pass the same 

in Acts, if the more general opinion of the Church thus had agreed thereunto. (bold 

underlining mine) 

If the Assembly were to make the momentous decision to radically change the Church’s 

doctrine of marriage, and determine either that it was not vital to the life of the Church, and 

therefore did not need to be referred, or that concurrence had been sought through previous 

discussions, that would indicate a far greater problem for the Uniting Church than the issue of 

marriage. Having refused to refer a vital matter in 2003, if the Assembly did so again with all 

that is at stake, as described above, then all UCA members would know that their 

congregations, along with their property and their future, were in the hands of a popish, 

dictatorial, and unrepresentative Assembly that had no intention, now or in the future, of 

sharing vital decision-making with the Church as a whole, even if the Church’s governing 

documents mandated it. The loss of trust would destroy the Church, and everyone would ‘do 

what seemed good in their own eyes’. 

Brothers and sisters, I share these concerns with you as a parish minister (retired) and not on 

behalf of any organisation or group. Indeed, I have not consulted with anyone about writing 

to you in this way. I, therefore, ask you to prayerfully weigh the veracity of my concerns and 

consider them on their merit.  

And may God, who loves the Uniting Church, help us all. 

Rod James 

January 2018 

 


