Weak Confusion and Evasive Dazzle Open Doors to Political Activists 

I have looked at UCA websites and again thought about Denis’ challenge about the hard-to-pin-down errors in the UCA. There are two papers and one UCA strategy paper I would like to comment on, along with the Basis of Union.

1. Weak confused ideas
On the UCA website, “cross purposes papers worth reading” is the Rev. Sandy Yule’s paper titled, “In Defence of Fig Leaves: A Contribution to the Sexuality Debate in the UCA.”  
Sandy says the topic is complex but then makes the matter opaque with series of opposing and puzzling ideas:

On the one hand he writes: “I have heeded the prudential counsel of the church in which I grew up about avoiding promiscuous sexual involvements because they compromise personal integrity”. But on the other hand he relativizes this received classic confessional witness by suggesting we should, “… respect the right of others to inform us of how they believe they are before God”
Similarly, on the one hand he can admit, “I acknowledge that my natural tendency is to avoid having to talk – even indirectly – about things sexual”. And, in reference to Adam and Eve in the book of Genesis using fig leaves to cover their nakedness he writes, “For me, fig leaf culture has worked benignly because there were not too many discrepancies between the public and the private realities”. On the other hand he urges, “Whatever the consequent difficulties, Christians must, it seems to me, accept the need for the genuine ‘coming out’ of homosexual people. We should do so in the same spirit that we welcome all honest confession of what we have done and who we are.”
On the one hand he asserts, “God is the judge and not ourselves” and that is a, “fundamental matter of truth” but on the other hand undermines this by not reconciling this with his claim that,  “Our human theologies seek to express God’s truth.”
On the one hand he uses negative language to characterize classic Christian confession, “it seems quite wrong to condemn people different from ourselves”, while on the other hand uses positive language to accept admission of “loving friendship with another person of the same sex.”
On the one hand he recognizes the general authority of holy scripture but undermines it three ways: by using negative language,  “…the existence of a small number of biblical texts which do seem to enshrine a divinely sanctioned condemnation of homosexual behaviour” And by suggesting, “Yet we must also recognize the difficulty of interpreting scripture correctly. The terms in which its witness is made are deeply historical in origin and meaning”. And then using conditional reference to the Biblical interpretation of Walter Wink, “If Wink’s interpretation  is accepted, we need to question the basis of much of the mediaeval condemnation of sodomy, which is where our modern attitudes would seem to have been significantly shaped.” On the other hand, he suggests acceptance of the testimony of people who practice homosexual acts without question. 

Sandy is attempting to reconcile two mutually exclusive ways of thinking and he cannot do it. The best he can do is admit ignorance, 
“I stand with those who genuinely believe that we do not know how God judges homoerotic friendships….”
And then suggest, 
“We are left with a continuing tug-of-war between homosexual people wanting affirmation and a church that is not able to affirm without ambiguity. This is clearly a recommendation for an unstable, holding pattern in the life of the church. This may be as well as we can do in our generation on this issue.” 
And he also suggests that this tense situation would be eased if everyone, like him, covered their nakedness with fig leaves and didn’t publicly talk about what they do in private.
Sandy is honest, but the result is confusing. 
His position is also sadly weak. While he admits that the classic Christian confession he received and has lived by is prudent and makes his private and public life consistent and anyway is beyond God’s judgment, he can only suggest to those who live differently now that the next generation will find out whether God still wants his all his people except a few, in a few churches in a few countries in the last few decades to live moral lives and will or will not judge them. His central plea is to for lives actually lived, but in the end, he abandons in ignorance those for whom he pleads. His approach is pathetic.
There is another response to actively homosexual persons that Sandy doesn’t consider and that is neither condemnatory nor inconsistent with the classic, orthodox Christian confession from which Sandy comes. It is the attitude of the Christian aunt of Michael Glatze who was the founding editor of Young Gay America and “rising star of the gay rights movement.” He found Christ and was released from that lifestyle. He says he has a deep respect for a Christian aunt who disapproved of his lifestyle, was always firm but never ‘judgmental’. On March 24 last, Rev. Anne Hibbard forwarded by email news of this man’s astonishing change.
2. Evasive dazzle
The second paper is by the American theological expert from the United Church Christ, Barbara Brown Zikman. Her paper also appears in Uniting Church Studies Vol. 13, No. 2, August 2007. Presumably, she was invited to Australia because her key idea, “radical hospitality”, also the title of her paper, is a softening version of the hard and scripture - contradicting idea of “strenuous tolerance” that is promoted elsewhere in the UCA website as the particular attitude UCA members should engender. 
Zikman’s paper is “important” – she uses that adjective seven times. Zikam’s drive is to make a virtue of what Yule knows is tension between irreconcilable opposites. Yule is honest. Zikman is not.   

To reach her political goal to persuade her readers she uses dazzling historical arguments and she reverses the central Christian gospel of the fact of sin and the wonderful message of forgiveness in Christ.

A. Zikman dazzles. 

First, she uses a sweep of history as though her ecclesiological outcome is inevitable. The history of her church is impressive for unity: 
The United Church in Christ, being the original ecumenical church because Church of the Prussian Union’, begun 1817 in northern Germany when a Prussian prince called upon Lutheran and Reformed Protestants to stop arguing and warring with each other. 
National politics forced that particular union, and it still holds together, she says, opposites that have since become doctrinally irreconcilable.  

Then, her church got the problem in 1972 that we got in 2003; the one about ordaining practicing homosexuals. She says 

Some parts of the United Church of Christ applauded this action, others were deeply troubled. Over the past thirty-five years the United Church of Christ has lived with this ambiguity… Members and congregations are still in various places on these questions, but more and more of them are comfortable with disagreement.
More details about this would useful here. What we know is that in recent years God has raised strengthening opposition to liberal excess across many denominations in the new ecumenism of confessing movements. 
The climax of her “inevitable history” argument is that the confessing conservatives (who call themselves “Faith and Welcoming” churches in her church) accept that liberals dominate the church. She writes of one such conservative person asked a question at its 2005 general synod,  
“The question he asked is important, 'Does your view of the UCC's future include us?' And the answer he heard was mostly 'Yes.' He was amazed when a young lesbian pastor spoke out in favour of the 'Faithful and Welcoming' resolution, noting that her parents and many local churches are conservative and they do not feel welcome in UCC gatherings.”
For Zikman, political domination of a denomination concludes doctrinal discussion, anyway. She drives home the point by killing off the received Christian church,

In a united and uniting church parts of the past are going to die, and it’s not helpful when people spend energy trying to maintain earlier tradition
B. Zikman’s reverses the church’s truth of saving faith in Christ 
Just as she wants to kill off opposition to liberals in the church, she attempts to do the same to received Christian truth – very subtly reversing it.
Her argument is cunning. She starts with quote from Ephesians 2:17-19 about God giving peace when we were far off. One result is that God’s people are strangers no longer but saints in the household of God. Zikman then reminds us that by grace we are saved.

It is encouraging first step.  And her next is a move from salvation to ecclesiology.  She writes that if grace saves us all, then we are united in Christ. And if we are united in Christ already then it stands to reason that, “We cannot destroy Christian unity, it is already ours. It is a gift from God.”
If unity is a gift from God, we should fight it, rather she asks, “How can we uncover it, listen to it, and risk more on behalf of unity?”
She does say who should part of this kind of unity – everyone who thinks they are on life’s journey. She mentions are divisive advertising slogan for her church a few years ago: 'The United Church of Christ: No matter who you are or where you are on life's journey, you're welcome here.'
It’s an “all welcome” approach that is meant popular appeal. In fact, she describes how her church has constantly changed its slogan:

During our fifty year history the United Church of Christ has tried numerous ways to define itself. In the 1950s we said that we were a 'united and uniting' church inspired by Christ's prayer 'that they may all be one'. In the 1960s and 1970s we said that we were a 'just peace' church committed to overcoming racism, violence and oppression. By the .mid 1980s we adopted an 'open and affirming' resolution, inviting congregations (and other parts of the church) to go on record as places where no one's baptismal identity or call to ministry would be decided because of his or her sexual identity. Twenty years later about 10 of UCC churches have publicly declared that they are 'ONA' (Open and Affirming), but many more congregations have quietly opened their doors to gay, lesbian, bisexual or transgender persons. In the 1990s we said that we intended to be a 'multi-racial, multi-cultural church', yearning for the day when our congregations might more fully reflect the diversity of Pentecost. Around 2000 we became more sensitive to persons with disabilities, declaring that we are a church 'accessible to all', regardless of physical or mental abilities. The new 'God is still speaking' campaign is further expanding our self image.

That’s her argument – she pads it out with plenty of dazzling references to five ways to negatively define her church, and certain studies about the supposed place of women in certain places in Christian history, and certain unanswerable rhetorical questions that try to bend a reader’s conclusion such as, “So why are we so worried that we will define it wrong, lapse into heresy, cultivate apostasy, or otherwise sully God's gift?”
To achieve this ecclesiastical result that is open to all-comers she has to avoid two things. The first is God’s judgment. This is something Sandy Yule knows rightly fears. Zikman does not fear God. She says with confidence, “God forgives us before we stumble.” She knows not the devil and the lesson of Matthew 4 when Jesus says, “Do not put the Lord your God to the test.” At this point she tears into the heart of the church by distorting its message of forgiveness and using it for worldly purposes. She opens the doors of Christ’s church to prevailing sin. 
The second thing Zikman avoids is allied to the first – what God requires of us. Grace to her is the rich benefits that God bestows: she omits entirely the cost of that grace. The cost of grace for us is no less than it was for whom we follow – Christ to the cross. Her’s is cheap grace indeed.
Zikman starts her paper with the holy words of the Apostle Paul. Her mind ends up in 50 year old Hollywood culture of popular light entertainment:
This year the cover of the UCC Desk Calendar (one of the most popular national resources used by clergy and local congregations) shows a photo from the movie the Wizard of OZ of Judy Garland as ‘Dorothy’, the tin man, the lion, and the words: I love my church, because it’s sort of like the Wizard of OZ, ​it’s about having a heart and a brain. And courage! 
Can she sort of like pray to these paper puppets that have eyes that don’t see and ears that don’t hear? “I love my church” is the language of the loyalty sales card.
Rather, we can say, Be strong and take heart, all who hope in the Lord.(Ps 31)
Her’s is the ecclesiology of the fun park. She is the spruiker out the front of the big, laughing-mouth entrance, and she is shouting “Roll Up! Roll Up! Radical Welcome! Until now the whole church never welcomed people!” Inside this church of the united fun park, goers squeeze together onto the death-defying roller coaster called “sacraments”, and together they ride in absolute unity the ups and downs of an ever-changing culture and ever changing church slogans. As they ride, Zikman’s voice shrieks over the public address system, “You are all enjoying yourselves! You will enjoy yourselves! The roller-coaster riders will not despise the lookers in the hall of revolving mirrors!” Zikman’s ecclesiology has nothing to do with the unchanging message of salvation in Christ that is true in all cultures and all ages in the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic church. Ultimately, her ecclesiology is repressive. 
Zilman’s paper reminds us all of Psalm 66:6b. Surely the mind and heart of man are cunning. What lengths have we gone to, each us in our own wilful ways, to turn God’s word to something that it is not, something more attractive, that we control, to create something dazzling in our own minds and avoid bowing to God? God forgive us our trespasses.
3.  Doors opened to political activists
As result of weak, confused theology, and dazzling presentations that evade Christian truth the Uniting Church is opening its doors to a takeover by activists who want to use the good name of the Christian church, the church’s buildings, offices, personnel and money for its own specific political goals. 

How does this work? The APRIL 2003 THE UNITING CHURCH IN AUSTRALIA

QUEENSLAND SYNOD INTENTIONAL MISSIONAL STRATEGY …a future with Heart and Soul, was written by Jenny Tymms (the Assembly’s back-stage reviewer of motions during the 2006 Assembly and who changed critical words and meaning of a critical motion) and Bruce Mullen (the Editor of the Queensland Synod’s journal, “Journey”). The language of this document is filled with the language of a professional business advisor who was consulted for drafting it; of “values” and “team building”. 
For instance, 

We value hospitality, inclusiveness, community, justice, compassion, evangelism, stewardship and ecumenism and these guide our thinking, planning and actions.
This language is mixed up with words of the church. 

As we seek to be the Church in answer to God’s leading, we will be open and transparent, permission giving, faith focussed and will operate out of an understanding of grace.
Open and transparent, permission giving, are not church words, and faith focussed is confusing in theological intent, and so is an understanding of grace.
There are “goals” too – a term that is far from a theology of God shaping his people according to his timing and his own mysterious way. Goals such as embrace a diverse range of worship styles with a range of symbols, as though the exterior reference is preferable to the real work God does in church of the slow changing of minds of reluctant and wilful sinners who are seeking salvation. There is a host of other goals, all of them quite political in outcome, for each and every church institutions.
The organizational intention of the document is to set an army of leaders to work in particular ways to do a particular job with particular identifiable outcomes. The leadership paragraph at the end includes:
The Uniting Church in Queensland will be characterised by a strong values focussed leadership culture that affirms diversity and inclusiveness. 
Then there is this theological statement:

This leadership culture will centre on discerning and articulating God’s vision for participating with God in the transformation of the world
This has been the central idea of Queensland Synod since 2002. How often do we in the ACC have to point out how far the UCA is from basic Christian truth? Do we know God’s vision? Only as it is revealed by faith in the Cross of Christ! We do as God calls us, sometimes, often, not knowing the big picture or the reason why. Romans 12:2 informs us at this point, 
Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then your will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will.
The transformation that concerns us as saved Christians and the Christian church is the transformation that God affects on the church members. Thus transformed, we may serve the world though we do not conform to it.

How could the writers of this Queensland Synod document possibly have overlooked the words of Jesus recorded in John 3:16?

For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.
The focus of God’s love is the world, but the order of salvation is first to those who believe in Him. The Queensland Synod’s ‘Heart and Soul’ has gravely misunderstood this. God’s salvation is not effected by the pouring of the church’s resources – money, personnel, doctrine, everything - on laudable, leftist-sounding political goals. It is by the transforming work Christ does on the believers’ hearts and willingness of believers to bear witness to that transforming work through their daily activity in the world.
The Queensland Synod set aside 2 million dollars for this program in 2003. As for the “transforming the world” goal – well the result 5 years later is that the UCA in Queensland is itself being transformed: its budget is 2 million dollars short and there aren’t enough ministers even to preach Christ’s gospel of salvation in Uniting Church parishes. Apparently, God won’t allow either his church or his servants to become a partisan political power.
Can the political takeover of the Uniting Church go even further than this? Yes. Indeed it already is. In June edition of ACCatalyst, Max Champion pointed out that Kerry Enright had no authority to announce that UCA supports removing guidelines for pro-abortion services. In the same ACCatalyst Brian Edgar pointed to the Assembly Standing Committee’s action to specifically change the Federal Government’s citizenship test. Again, the latest Uniting Church Justice document doesn’t have one single word about Christ in it. 

4.  The Basis of Union sets out a clear line of Christian witness to which the UCA’s confession and worship of Christ our saviour must conform
The Uniting Church has gone wildly astray from its own Basis of Union. It has undermined the authority of the Basis of Union by Presidential ruling, by regulation contrary to it, by spreading doubtful ideas about it, and by changing the language of the Basis of Union to similar-sounding, but completely different meanings.
However, the Basis of Union presents a clear line of witness about Jesus Christ, starting with a particular way in which holy scripture makes it’s contents known to us, then the witness of the Apostles and Nicene Creeds in the early centuries of the Christian Church, then the witness of the first 7 ecumenical councils of the Christian church to the 8th Century, then the rediscovery of the early witness by the reformers in the 16th to 18th Centuries, and our understanding of that witness is regulated by specified documents including the Heidelberg Catechism, the Savoy Declaration and John Wesley’s 44 sermons. Last in this line of witness in the Basis of Union is the literary, historical and scientific enquiry of recent centuries – that is, such witness that is consistent with what comes before it. This line of witness regulates the theology and behaviour of the Uniting Church. The confession of Paragraph 3 of the Basis of Union sets boundaries for all language, thought and behaviour of the Uniting Church. 

So, in respect of the matter in question in this paper – our salvation – we could look first at the Apostles Creed: “He shall come to judge the quick and the dead. I believe in The Holy Spirit, The Holy Catholic Church, The Communion of Saints, The forgiveness of sins.” We could then look at Athanasius, whose single-handed persistent stand against the Arian apostates retained this message for the church. The next enquiry is the Heidelberg Catechism, with its words about the ubiquity of sin and salvation offered in Christ. Last could P. T. Forsyth’s modern explanation of the work of God in his son Jesus on the Cross.
