Report to the Synod of 2006

from the

Unity and Ecumenical Affairs Commission 

Purpose/mission
     The Unity and Ecumenical Affairs Commission of our province keeps in touch with what is taking place throughout the nineteen Provinces of our Unity (Worldwide Moravian Church) and receives regular reports on our relationships\involvements with a number of ecumenical entities as well as specific sister denominations.  These are listed below. The Commission also makes recommendations to the PEC on Unity and ecumenical affairs.

Responsibilities:

     From time-to-time there are those who question our ecumenical contacts and relationships.  The commission, therefore, deemed it important that we report to this synod the rationale for our continuing to fulfill a role which we would even consider to be a calling to ecumenical ministry by our church.  The commission would encourage our bishops, ministers and congregations to be even bolder in our ecumenical outreach and ministry in the wide arenas as well as in our local communities.  Likewise,  the Synod of 1998 called for such broadening of our efforts (see footnote).  The commission hopes that we can express this wider outreach, concentrating on matters of agreement, in order to further the Kingdom of God.   There are four key reasons for fulfilling this calling:
1. We believe the most basic reason lies in Jesus’ deep desire for oneness among his followers.  While we know of  Jesus’ on going prayer life, we only know of three specific prayers—the prayer he taught his disciples, his prayers in Gethsemane, and his prayer (often called his “High Priestly Prayer”) prayed the night before he was to die.  He prayed that “they may be one…..so that the world may believe that thou hast sent me”(John 17:21).  Jesus was foreseeing the obvious, that if his followers cannot work together with a sense of oneness in mission and witness the world will not believe in him.

2. History reports that Christ’s Church began to divide, first the East from the West (Eastern Orthodox  and Roman Catholics in 1054 A.D.), then Protestant Reformation Churches (Hus and the Moravians being the first, a “pre-reformation church,” 1415\1457, Lutherans 1517, Zwingli, Calvin and the Reformed Church in the 1520s and 30s, the Anabaptists in the 1520s and 30s, and the Anglicans in the 1530’s) on and on until there are scores and hundreds of divisions.  Our own Nicholas von Zinzendorf is recognized as the “pioneer” of the Ecumenical Movement for his work among churches in Pennsylvania in the 1700’s and because he hoped our own church would not become a separate denomination, instead working and witnessing within the existing churches(“a church within the Church”).  This Ecumenical Movement took on strength in the early twentieth century among missionaries who were experiencing Jesus’ fear that the Church’s mission would be diminished by denominational divisions.  (The World Missionary Conference was held in Edinburgh, Scotland in 1910 which led to formation if the International Missionary Council.)   The Ecumenical Movement gained ground with the First Assembly of the World Council of Churches in 1948 in Amsterdam, Netherlands and in 1961 the World Council of Churches was joined by the International Missionary Council.  In 1960 the Vatican recognized the Ecumenical Movement and invited Protestant and Eastern Orthodox observers to the Vatican Council II held from 1962-65.  Meanwhile under the auspices of the World Council of Churches studies of  what most Christians believe to be basic led to the approval of a basic document called  “Baptism, Eucharist and Ministry” in Lima, Peru in 1982. Out of this consensus about the sacraments and the ordained ministry additional efforts have been made by some denominations to remove barriers to oneness of mission and witness by declaring themselves in “full Communion” with each other.  The Lutherans and Episcopalians in our country entered into full Communion in 1997 and the Lutherans and Moravians entered into full Communion with each other in l999.  Currently Moravians and Episcopalians are in “Interim Eucharistic Fellowship” as we continue to discuss the possibilities of entering into Full Communion with each other. We are also in dialogue with the Reformed/Presbyterian Churches.  In l999 the Lutherans and Roman Catholics produced a joint  “Declaration on the Doctrine of Justification.”  A consultation which began in the 1960’s called Consultation on Church Union (COCU)  sought actual “union” between nine mainline denominations.  That effort did not succeed and has changed into an effort to realize a fuller communion and working in witness and mission, now being called “Churches Uniting in Christ” (the Northern Province of our church is now in an official  relationship).  More recently many U.S. church leaders have recognized the need for a fellowship more representative of U.S. Christianity than has existed to this point.  Since its initial gathering in 2001 Christian Churches Together in the U.S.A. has sought to bring together participants from five “church families”:  Historic Protestant, Historic Racial/Ethnic, Orthodox, Roman Catholic, and Evangelical/Pentecostal.  Participants have agreed to wait to launch the organization until there is significant participation of churches in all five families.  Therefore, a second reason for our continued significant involvement in the Ecumenical Movement is that our own Zinzendorf was the “pioneer” of the movement and it is this movement, which is helping realize Jesus’ prayer for oneness among his followers.

3. A third reason for our involvement is that our ecumenical calling is written deeply into our most basic understanding of our selves—in The Ground of the Unity and The Moravian Covenant for Christian Living.  The “Ground” states:    “We believe in and confess the Unity of the Church given in the one Lord Jesus Christ as God and Savior………It is the Lord’s will that Christendom should give evidence of and seek unity in Him with zeal and love…….We confess our share in the guilt which is manifest in the severed and divided state of Christendom.  By means of such divisions we ourselves hinder the message and power of the Gospel.  We recognize the danger of self-righteousness and judging others without love…..Since we together with all Christendom are pilgrims on the way to meet our coming Lord, we welcome every step that brings us the goal of unity in him.” The Covenant states “We will have fellowship, in all sincerity with children of God in other Christian churches, and will carefully avoid all disputes respecting opinions and ceremonies peculiar to one or another church. ……We realize that it is the Lord’s will that the Church of Jesus Christ should give evidence of and seek unity in him with zeal and love.  We see how such unity has been promised us and laid upon us as a charge.  We recognize that through the grace of Christ the different denominations have received many gifts and that we may learn from one another and rejoice together in the riches of the love of Christ and the manifold wisdom of God.  We welcome every step that brings us nearer the goal of unity in him.”

       4. Various current and former representatives of our church in these ecumenical groupings testify to the high degree of respect for our church’s presence at the ecumenical table.  Often our opinion is sought before statements and decisions are made.  Often our members who reflect such a minority of Christians are chosen for important leadership positions.  The Moravian Church has offered and continues to offer an important leadership role in the various ecumenical entities.  Sometimes this is in the form of inspiration, sometimes it is pastoral, sometimes it is a moderating or even mediating role.  This is a fourth and important reason for our faithful involvement. 

Assignments from Synod 2002:

Resolution #56, p. 49, “Responding to the Tragic Events of September 11, 2001”

Resources from the Lutheran Church in America, Presbyterian Church, USA, Reformed Church, and the Episcopal Church were publicized in the provincial newsletter and on the Moravian Church website for use as resources for September 11 observances.

Activities Since Last Synod:

     The Spring 2005 issue of The Hinge carries an article by Douglas Schantz, of the University of Calgary (a non- Moravian) in which he lauds the Moravians for being ahead of their time on matters of gender, worship and ecumenism. It is followed by several responses by Moravians of our day.  Shantz says, “Zinzendorf placed his emphasis upon the invisible church founded in Christ, the ‘community of God in the Spirit’.  The various ‘Religions’ or denominations were simply necessary expressions throughout history which represent the invisible community from various angles and in various degrees:  ‘The beauty of the invisible church becomes apparent in the variety of the denominations; the invisible church like a crystal ball, refracts its beauty in the variety of Christian confessions….’”  The Rev. Joe Moore, of our Southern Province, responded:  “When many of our Christian denominations are focused on what divides and separates us, it is refreshing to recall that our Moravian ancestors were focused on things that unite.”  The Rev. Will Sibert, also from our province and currently the Executive Director of our Board of World Mission, responded saying:  “In my travels worldwide, the church in the global South (southern hemisphere, where the Church is growing the fastest in our day—these words added for explanation) more intuitively understands that by working together despite theological differences it witnesses to the power of the Gospel, especially where the church is persecuted.”   Brother Sibert’s observation is in line with the fear reflected in Jesus’ High Priestly Prayer, that when we promote divisions rather than oneness in the Church we are blocking belief in Jesus as Lord and Savior.   Jesus admonished his disciples for “putting off” those who seem different, saying that those who are not against Him are for Him.  It can be argued that when we participate in separating ourselves from other Christians we are working against our Savior.

     Bishop Graham Rights has called attention to the sentence in the Moravian Covenant which says, “We see how such unity has been promised us and laid upon us as a charge.”  He spoke of the awesomeness of this “charge” from our Savior.

     In reflecting on our ecumenical role,  Bishop Wayne Burkette wrote,  “Our influence for good is disproportional to our small size.  So often  ‘small’ means sectarian and narrow.  But we have preserved a spirit of cooperation and sharing.  It would be tragic if we lost or ‘gave up’ our ecumenical witness because of biased ideological analysis of certain ecumenical documents or policies.  Differences become divisive and destructive of our witness only when we stop listening to each other and discussing different points of view.  Our ecumenical involvements and contributions help ensure that we continue listening and discussing and growing into a more complete faith.”

     Having said all of this our Commission wants to note that what may come out of the various councils/groupings is the result of the efforts and opinions of many and may not always be what some Moravians would approve.  It is just like the fact that there may be differences of opinion and position within our own denomination and our own congregations (yes, even our own families).  But these differences normally do not cause us to “break communion” with one another.

Future Directions:

     Representatives of our Moravian Church have felt that we stand tall when we stand shoulder-to-shoulder with other Christians to witness to the world that Christ is the Lord of all his people and when we work together to meet the needs of  “one of the least of these, my (His) brethren.” This is another very important facet of churches working together.  Church World Service, which sponsors the annual CROP walk, is an important ministry coming out of the National Council of Churches of Christ in the U. S. A.  It’s work in feeding the hungry and helping deal with disaster situations around the world in the name of Jesus Christ is incredibly significant.  Along with other Christians, through various councils of churches, efforts are made to deal with justice issues such as hunger relief, worker abuse, environmental stewardship, health care for the poor, etc.   There is so much to be done as God builds his kingdom---so much that our Church cannot do alone but can help do when working with other Christians in our states, country and the world.  We encourage Moravian individuals and congregations to share in the joys of the greater witness and mission than we can have alone as a small denomination.

Current Ecumenical Relationships

And
Representatives

World Council of Churches 

    (Bob Sawyer on the Central Committee through February 2006)

National Council of Churches of Christ in the USA (Bob Sawyer, Doug Rights)

North Carolina Council of Churches  

        House of Delegates (Don Elliott, Mallie Graham, Bob Hunter, Stuart Zimmerman)

        Executive Committee (Stuart Zimmerman, Bill McElveen as chair of Christian 

                                             Unity Committee)

Moravian-Lutheran Coordinating Committee (Patty Garner, Bob Hunter)

Moravian-Episcopal Dialogue (Don Frey, Bill McElveen, Graham Rights)

Moravian-Reformed Talks  (Worth Green, William Wood)

Episcopal-Lutheran-Moravian Coordinating Committee for North Carolina Fellowship 

           And Activities  (Bill McElveen, Graham Rights, Stuart Zimmerman)

Churches Uniting in Christ  (The Northern Province has become an official observer)

Christian Churches Together  (provisional participation to be ratified by synod)

Florida Council of Churches  (Willie Israel)

Assigned to Ministry Group:
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