
 

  

 
 
ONE could easily be led by comments or actions of some 
leaders or councils of the Uniting Church, and even calls    
by congregations to Ministers of the Word and appointments 
to positions of leadership, to believe that the Uniting Church 
has a permissive doctrine with regard to the ordination of 
those in same-sex relationships and the blessing of same-
sex relationships.  Sometimes these comments or actions 
are direct; other times they may provide a subtle implication.  
They may be made with the best of intentions, or perhaps 
as part of an ideological agenda. 
 
Despite how comments may be made and for whatever 
reason, it does not change the fact that the Uniting Church 
continues to hold to an orthodox doctrine, teaching and 
practice with regard to sexuality and marriage.  This means 
that its doctrine and teaching in relation to the ordination of 
those in same-sex relationships and the blessing of same-
sex relationships continue to be orthodox. 
 
This paper outlines in general terms why the UCA still has 
an orthodox doctrine which has not been varied since 
Union; examines some of the decisions that are relied on     
to support or imply a permissive doctrine; and looks at the 
Church’s process for changing doctrine.  Its purpose is to 
provide an overview of these key aspects.   
 
1.  Doctrine inherited at the time of Union 
The Uniting Church at the time of Union in 1977 inherited 
and received the various doctrines, teaching, traditions and 
practices of the uniting churches. These are based on 
Scripture, and the Universal Church of which those 
denominations were a part and the Uniting Church now is. 
The Uniting Church’s doctrines and sources of doctrinal 
authority are the doctrines confessed and the sources 
specified in the Basis of Union (David Beswick) by which the 
Church is guided (paragraph 2 of the Constitution).  These 
have guided the Church since Union. Marriage is such an 
example.  There are others covered by the Basis of Union.  
These have provided the Uniting Church with her doctrine 
relating to marriage and sexuality, and thereby homo-
sexuality and same-sex blessings.  They were orthodox  
with relation to marriage and sexuality at the time of Union. 
 
It is also worth noting that at the time of Union in 1977, 
homosexual acts between males were subject to the 
criminal law in all Australian States and Territories other 
than South Australia and the Australian Capital Territory.  
Tasmania was the last State to decriminalise such acts; this 
was in May 1997.  This criminal law aspect highlights the 
further difficulties faced by those arguing that the Uniting 
Church, either at Union or at some stage since, has officially 
approved or permitted the ordination of those in same-sex 
relationships and the blessing of those relationships, 
notwithstanding the respective laws applicable to the 
various Synods during  different periods. 
 
2.  Inherited Doctrine has not been changed 
At no time since Union has the Assembly changed its 
doctrines, tradition and teaching involving marriage, 
sexuality, ordination and positions of leadership in 
accordance with the established constitutional processes    
of the Church - they are what they have always been.  Any 
departure from these involves matters of vital importance   
to the life of the Church and so needs to be dealt with in the 
constitutionally appropriate way, namely, by seeking the 
concurrence of other Councils of the Church, including at 
times congregations.  This is required by clause 15(e) of  
the Basis and paragraph 39 of the Constitution.  
 
All Assembly and Assembly Standing Committee (ASC) 
decisions related to sexuality are explicable within the  

 
 
inherited doctrine, i.e., they accord with the orthodox 
position and a distinction is made between orientation and 
behaviour.   Even if this weren’t the case, the concurrence 
of the other Councils has not been sought, which is always 
required for any decision to be valid where changes of 
doctrine are involved on matters of vital importance to the 
life of the Church, as would be the case with the matter in 
question. 
 
3.  Why is there confusion? 
The fact that there may be confusion about the Uniting 
Church’s doctrine and practice regarding homosexuality and 
same-sex blessings, or that there may be a small number of 
homosexual ministers and leaders in same-sex relationships 
in the UCA, is only indicative of some leaders, councils and 
agencies at a national and local level neglecting their 
obligations:                                                                        
•  in adhering to Scripture,     
•  to live and work within the faith and unity of the One     
   Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church (clause 2, BoU),  
•  to maintain the polity of the Church in matters relating         
    to the substance of the faith,    
•  to comply with their ordination vows in the case of     
    ministers, or                                                                 
•  to follow the proper processes of call and discipline. 
 
Also, particular ASC decisions have been advanced as 
supporting or implying a permissive doctrine, notwith-
standing that the Church’s constitutional processes have not 
been followed. 
 
4.  How does the Uniting Church vary its doctrine? 
The Basis of Union is the foundational document of the 
Uniting Church.  Clause 15 establishes the various councils 
of the Church and sets out their specific powers and 
responsibilities.  In particular, clause 15(e) relates to the 
Assembly which is specifically given determining 
responsibility for matters of doctrine, worship, government 
and discipline ....... (emphasis added).  These are 
responsibilities given to none of the other Church councils - 
they are the Assembly’s alone.  Assembly also makes the 
guiding decisions on the tasks and authority to be exercised 
by other councils.  Thus any change to a doctrine, practice 
or teaching of the Church, whether inherited at the time of 
Union or established after then, can only be approved by the 
Assembly making a specific decision to that effect. 
   
In addition, clause 15(e) contains a further requirement:      
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.   
 
This means that where a matter is of vital importance to the 
life of the church, the Assembly must seek the concurrence 
of other councils - it has no other alternative.  Similarly, the 
Assembly cannot pick or choose what matters are of vital 
importance to the life of the church as clause 39 of the 
Constitution suggests.1 If it is such a matter then the 
Assembly is required by the Basis to seek the concurrence 
of other councils. 

                                                 
1  Clause 15(e) of the Basis says that it is obligatory for the 
Assembly to seek the concurrence of the other councils on such 
matters, whereas clause 39 of the Constitution talks of matters 
which the Assembly deems (by a two-thirds majority vote) to be vital 
to the life of the Church.  The Constitution must be consistent with 
the requirements of the Basis given that the Church is guided by its 
Basis of Union (clause 2, Constitution).  Thus the Basis of  
Union takes precedence. 
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5.  The UCA has no specific doctrine on the matter ..... 
Quite often one hears in relation to the matter of practising 
homosexuals in leadership and the blessing of same-sex 
relationships that the Uniting Church has no specific doctrine on  
the matter because there has been no decision about it by the 
Assembly.  As a result, because of this alleged lack of a specific 
doctrine, it is argued there is a vacuum and accordingly anything is 
possible until  a decision is made to the contrary.  (Given the small 
number of doctrinal matters specifically determined by the 
Assembly since Union, the Uniting Church would have very few 
doctrines!) 
 
As mentioned above, such a claim is without foundation, given the 
doctrines, traditions, teaching and practices the Uniting Church 
inherited at the time of Union from the three denominations coming 
together. 
 
6.  Living and working within the faith and unity of the 
One Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church 
Clause 2 of the Basis of Union states that the Uniting 
Church lives and works within the faith and unity of the One 
Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church.  As previously 
mentioned, this belonging provides many of the doctrines 
and traditions of the Uniting Church.  Other denominations 
would be surprised to learn that the Uniting Church has no 
doctrine and teaching on the matter relating to 
homosexuality because there has been no specific decision.  
Likewise if, as some claim, the Uniting Church has changed 
its orthodox doctrine on the matter, then those 
denominations would be surprised that this has not been 
officially communicated to them, particularly given the 
number of ecumenical discussions and dialogues2 with 
other denominations in recent years, including some 
formalised arrangements. 
   
It is also clear that any appointments of homosexuals to 
leadership positions and blessings of same-sex relation-
ships fly in the face of the Uniting Church’s professed 
undertaking to live and work within that faith and unity.  
Moreover, they weaken that undertaking and unity. 
 
7.  Three Assembly Standing Committee Decisions 
Three Assembly Standing Committee (ASC) decisions 
(82.12; 87.46: and 94.78.3), as well as decisions of the 
Assembly, indicate that there is no policy vacuum relating   
to the matter.   The decisions affirm the Uniting Church’s 
orthodox position on this matter has not been varied since 
Union .  However, the three ASC decisions are often used 
as the rationale for justifying the ordination of practising 
homosexuals as Ministers of the Word or their call to, or 
placement in, a congregation.   
 
These decisions affirm the orthodox position of the Uniting 
Church, namely, that sexual orientation is irrelevant, but 
sexual behaviour and practice are not.  The distinction 
between orientation and behaviour and practice is an 
important one and a recognised one within the Church.  For 
example, Homosexuality and the Church (1985) and Uniting 
Sexuality & Faith make that distinction.  Even so,  it is a 
distinction some do not wish to make or recognise, 
presumably in the hope it may help to confuse the issue.   
 
Further, the ASC’s own actions confirm that only orientation 
and not behaviour was covered by that 1982 decision.  In 
March 1983, the ASC established a committee to undertake 
a study of the nature of homosexuality within the total 
framework of human sexuality with particular reference to:  
...... whether practising homosexuals should be 

                                                 
2  It is important and telling to note that the Lutheran Church has 
yet to consider and adopt the Declaration of Mutual Recognition 
that the Uniting Church adopted at the Eighth Assembly in Adelaide 
in July 2000, notwithstanding opportunities to do so. 
 

ordained to the Ministry of the Word; ....  (pp. 11-12, 
Homosexuality and the Church).  It is apparent at this stage 
that the Uniting Church had an orthodox doctrinal under-
standing that prevented practising homosexuals from being 
ordained.  This committee, chaired by Rev. Dr. Gordon 
Dicker, produced Homosexuality and the Church in 1985.    
 
The two earlier decisions did not mention doctrine, whereas 
ASC 94.78.3(2) stated Standing Committee acknowledges 
that doctrinal matters are among the issues which underlie 
the question of the suitability and acceptance of homo-
sexual persons as candidates. ….. Standing Committee is of 
the view that the Church is not ready to make declarations 
through the Assembly on the doctrinal matters. 
 
8.  The two questions to ask 
Those who contend that the Church has changed its 
orthodox doctrine on sexuality are obliged to prove their 
case that a change has been made and to provide evidence 
to support it.  They have not done this.   
 
The onus is on them to cite the particular resolutions of the 
Assembly or the ASC varying the inherited doctrine of the 
Church and to show that the concurrence of the other 
councils of the Church has been sought as required under 
the constitutional process contained in the Basis of Union.   
 
There has been no constitutionally valid change of the 
Church’s inherited doctrine on this matter since Union.  It 
would be misleading to claim otherwise.  
 
Finally, there are two questions to ask of those contending 
that the Uniting Church has a permissive doctrine with 
regard to the ordination of those in same-sex relationships 
and the blessing of same-sex relationships: 
 
•  firstly, where is the Assembly’s decision changing the    
   Church’s inherited doctrinal position in this regard? 
 
•  secondly, if there is such a decision, when was the    
   concurrence sought of the other councils of the Church in 
   relation to that decision as a matter of vital importance to 
   the life of the Church, as required by the Basis of Union? 
 
9. What of Resolution 84?  
If Resolution 84 changes nothing, as some Church leaders 
would have members believe, then the Uniting Church 
continues to hold to an orthodox position regarding the 
ordination and call of practising homosexuals, regardless    
of whether they are in a “long-term, committed relationship” 
or a casual one.   
 
If Resolution 84 was meant to change the Uniting Church’s 
position and enable practicing homosexuals to be ordained 
and called, then the Assembly is yet to seek the 
concurrence of other councils as it is obliged to do under 
clause 15(e) of the Basis of Union.  Until it does, the Uniting 
Church’s position remains orthodox. 
 

Owen Davis 
Adelaide 
13th July, 2005 
 
This is a summary of a paper of the same title which first appeared 
in The Other Side of 84: Homosexuality and the Uniting Church in 
Australia, being proceedings of a Conference of The Reforming 
Alliance within the UCA (November 2003).  Those interested are 
encouraged to read other articles and materials on the issue and 
associated matters, e.g., Rev. Dr. David Beswick, The Commitment 
to Catholicity in the Basis of Union of the Uniting Church in Australia 
www.beswick.info/ucissues/cathbasis.htm. This is an introductory 
article with links to other articles and correspondence on the matter, 
including comment on Resolution 84. 


