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I recently found a volume in a second-hand bookstore called “Back to Basics” by Michael 
Owen – one of the chief authors behind the writing of the Basis of Union (BoU). “Bet you 
weren’t expecting to sell this book in a hurry” I said to the vendor. “In this game you soon 
learn that there is a lid for every pot” she replied. However, for me the real question is “Does 
the UCA lid fit on the BoU pot?”  
 
So let’s have a look at what the BoU actually says, what its authors wanted to convey and 
what its implications are for the UCA. 
 

1.  The Basis of Union demands orthodox faith and practise 
 
 It is clear from the BoU that the Uniting Church was intended to be an orthodox Christian 
church rooted in the unique revelation of God in Jesus Christ, the canonical scriptures of the 
Old and New Testaments and the Apostolic and Nicene Creeds (parts 5 and 9 BoU, 1992). 
Further to this the BoU directs its adherents to learn from the witness of the reformers and 
preaching of John Wesley (Part 10). Specifically it identifies the Uniting Church as a church 
that “lives and works within the faith and unity of the One Holy Catholic and Apostolic 
Church” (part 2) and as such is “built upon the one Lord Jesus Christ” (part 3) and 
“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. Furthermore when the Church preaches 
Jesus Christ, its message is controlled by the Biblical witnesses” (part 5).  
 
All these words are purposefully and carefully chosen and are therefore full of consequence. 
As Michael Owen emphatically points out: “The Scriptures reflect and record the witness of 
prophets and apostles to Jesus Christ in a way that has no parallel in the later witness of the 
Church. As testimony to Christ they are unmatched and unequalled, for they preserve for us 
the prior witness of Israel to the Word of God, which is then fulfilled in the existence of Jesus, 
and subsequent witness of those eye-witnesses of his resurrection who were commissioned by 
him to proclaim the news of it. If Jesus now speaks to people and deals with them “in and 
through the news of his completed work”, then it is necessary for the Church’s preaching to 
stick to the substance of what is recorded here. The testimony of those historic witnesses who 
were involved in the story of Jesus, either before, or during, or immediately after, the event, 
thus comes to represent both a continuing source and an abiding standard for all later 
witness borne by the church”.  
 
By identifying the UCA as an ‘Apostolic and Catholic’ church the BoU is therefore charging 
the church to adhere to what is historically referred to as the ‘cardinal truths.’ As such the 
church is uniquely and singularly ‘hinged’ upon the “prophetic and apostolic testimony” (part 
5). This is the very thing that authorises the church to identify itself as ‘orthodox.’ Any other 
theology or ideology that is not rooted in this particular theological pedigree must be 
considered, at best, ancillary to the orthodox cardinal truths. Indeed it was on these very 
bedrock truths that Calvin asserted that all subsequent episcopates (i.e. Assemblies, Synods, 
presbyteries) must be ultimately submitted.  
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Recently I participated in a Uniting Church meeting over two days. In that time, through all 
the prayers and worship sessions, God the Father was not mentioned once and Jesus as the 
Son only a handful of times. In the place of archetypal Trinitarian language God was referred 
to as ‘creator’, or ‘almighty.’ Instead of address ing God by his relational identity as ‘Father’ 
as revealed by Jesus the Son, the language merely addressed God by some of his other roles. 
Knowing God as creator is one thing, but to know God as Father in the Son by the Holy 
Spirit is entirely another. Here there was conflict between two different voices. On the one 
hand there is the voice of Christ who instructed his followers to address God as Father when 
we pray (Luke 11: 2), and on the other hand there is the voice of contemporary culture and 
political correctness which instructs its followers to address God without any gender 
designations. Which of the voices are we to listen to? According to the BoU we must first 
listen to the voice of Christ as testified to by scripture. As the early church theologian 
Athanasius put it, “It is more devout and more precise to know God as Father through Jesus 
the Son than to know God as creator through the things he has made.”  
 
The reason the BoU so emphatically calls for the church to have its message ruled by the 
Biblical witnesses is simply the fact that knowledge of God must be controlled from a centre 
in God and not in ourselves. Rationalism, psychological insight, existential spirituality, 
cultural contextualisation and any other form of essentially human philosophy must not be 
weighted more heavily than scripture and creed, according to the BoU.  
 

2.  The Basis of Union demands “faithful” interpretation 
 
The single sentence concerning faithful scholarship and interpretation has, in the eyes of 
some, left the door open for the insertion of opinions which can appeal to speculative 
interpretation and contextualisation over and against orthodox belief. However the BoU 
leaves no room for unorthodox theology arising from human logic, culture or philosophy.  
 
Even a cursory glance at the BoU reveals a document evidently influenced by the great 20th 
Century neoorthodox theologian, Karl Barth (in his classical era), and others of his ilk, and as 
such by the logic of their particular theological hermeneutic which rigorously adhered to an 
interpretive science based in the revelation of God in the person of Jesus Christ. As Owen has 
it,  
 
“Barth’s doctrine of the three-fold form of the one Word of God resourced the Church in the 
formation of a new confession of the faith and rejection of error. He also played a significant 
part in the renewed attention paid to classical creeds and confessions”  
 
The BoU follows a particular science and logic of interpretation that relies entirely on a 
graceful and extrinsic revelation from God primarily through the incarnation of the Son of 
God. All our thoughts about God are relative to the unique rationality inherent in the very 
being of Jesus Christ who acts as the ‘Rosetta Stone’ for all interpretation of scripture and 
theology. As T.F. Torrance has it: “Jesus Christ is the ground and grammar of all authentic 
Christian theology.” By ‘ground’ he is meaning the basis, the origin, the very possibility of 
human thought about God, and by ‘grammar,’ that the revelation of God in Jesus Christ sets 
the rules of language that governs how we think and speak about God.  
 
Therefore human rationalism, profound as it may be, must not and cannot set the agenda for 
our thoughts about God. As one theologian put it:  
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“It is not what makes sense to us or seems right to our natural minds which should guide our 
theologising. It is not mere statements, with their dictionary definitions of words, which 
should shape our thinking about God; nor should the spirit of the age or the political 
correctness of our value system or the implicit axioms of our world-view determine what 
must or must not be true about God. Authentic Christian thinking about God follows the 
logic, the order, the rationality implicit in the very name and being and presence of Jesus 
Christ as the eternal Son of God incarnate.”  
 
All this is implicit in the words and construction of the BoU.  
 
Furthermore, as Scott McKnight points out, there is an observable lineage from Paul’s 
articulation of the gospel in 1 Corinthians 15: 1-3 to the creeds saying that this passage is the 
“genesis of the great Christian creeds… One can say with accuracy that the Nicene Creed is 
an exegesis or exposition of the gospel tradition of Paul’s in 1 Corinthians 15.” The BoU is 
arguably the latest in a long and proud lineage of received truth that began with the Old 
Testament foreshadowing the ultimate revelation of God in the incarnation of the Son of God, 
- Jesus Christ - followed by the cardinal testimony of the Apostles in the scriptures of the 
New Testament, underscored by the Creeds. The BoU demands that any future theologising 
must have continuity with the lineage already established by scripture and creed and that it 
must be advanced only by “faithful and scholarly interpreters of Scripture… who have 
reflected deeply upon, and acted trustingly in obedience to, God’s living Word.”(part 11). 
The creeds are not the result of speculative theologising. They are an articulation of truth 
received. The gospel, as far as the scriptures and the early church are concerned, is all about 
who Jesus is and what he did rather than a theological or philosophical determination. It is a 
received gift. “I pass on to you what I received…” (1 Corinthians 15:3) and “according to the 
Scriptures…” (v3).  
 
Even here the rule of interpretation, according to the BoU, must be ‘faithful’ to the received 
apostolic witness and ‘obedient’ to the revelation of God in Jesus Christ over and against 
natural or rationalistic theologies. Faithful interpretation must follow the same trajectory and 
lineage as those that have gone before. This is not to forbid natural or rationalistic insights, 
but rather to rank them as a distant second to the cardinal truths. Clearly any hermeneutic 
unfaithful to ‘God’s living Word’ has no ultimate validity in the UCA’s ongoing theological 
discernment as far as the BoU is concerned.  
 
This is a problem which has dogged the church all along. Athanasius, the great third century 
theologian and one of the principal architects of the Nicene Creed, had exactly the same kind 
of dispute with Arius, a popular but misguided leader in the early church. Arius believed God 
the Father was superior to the Son and contended the Son had not always existed but was 
‘created’ by the Father at some point. His reasoning was based on what he observed with 
earthly parents and their children. But Athanasius argued the moment we begin thinking 
about God starting with our own human point of view we are bound to end up creating a 
mythology instead of a theology. We end up projecting onto God our own fallen human 
ideas. Now it is our turn to contend for the faith in a similar fashion, for not all creeds and 
theologies are equal. 
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3. WHY THEN DOES THE UCA APPARENTLY DISREGARD THE BOU IN 
ITS THEOLOGICAL DETMINATIONS CONCERNING MARRIAGE? 

 
The short answer to the above question is that there has been a significant shift in the basis of 
belief and knowledge in Western culture. This shift can be traced back to the enlightenment 
era when Western thought began to embrace human rationalism and the ‘right of private 
judgement’ over and against received wisdom and most especially divine or biblical 
revelation. As Wikipedia has it: “The Age of Enlightenment (or simply the Enlightenment or 
Age of Reason) is an era from the 1620s to the 1780s in which cultural and intellectual  
forces in Western Europe emphasised reason, analysis, and individualism rather than 
traditional lines of authority.”  
 
This shift toward “individualism rather than traditional lines of authority” seems to be the 
reason that many contemporary Western theologians have diverged from the received texts 
and confessions of the church. Ravi Zacharias argues that there are three main grounds of 
belief and practice which can be generally categorised as:  
 
1) Theonomy - Divine Law, essential ontological truth normative and authentic across all 
cultures and time. These are dictates of life that are above and beyond human rule.  
2) Heteronomy – Law that dictates behaviour from a higher human authority –such as 
parents, government or a ruling class.  
3) Autonomy – Law unto self, self-governing, the right of private judgment. Autonomy 
dictates behaviour from within self.  
 
All three of these possibilities are always at work on any given person or group of people. 
What changes is the relative proportion and balance between these options depending on 
group norms and philosophy of life.  
 
Since the enlightenment Western culture has been moving inexorably toward an increasingly 
autonomous position, most especially since WWI/ WWII and the subsequent ‘post-
Christian/post-modern’ world view we now commonly encounter. Throughout this shift the 
influence of natural law/theonomy has all but disappeared along with an escalating rejection 
of hetronomy, while the sway of autonomous and existential ideologies has intensified.  
 
One of the offspring of the enlightenment was the Romantic Era, which could be crudely 
identified as post-enlightenment-humanism so impressed with its own achievements that it 
fell in love with itself. During this era the cultural elites took the opportunity to revel in 
humanity’s ‘coming of age’ with self-indulgent luxury and narcissistic elevation of ‘romantic 
love’ over and against the demands of church, family and ‘king.’ All this of course is grist in 
the mill of the modern romantic-comedy or pop song that casually detaches the branch of 
romantic love from the tree of authentic humanity and any demands of moral absolutes.  
 
Before the enlightenment the order of sexual coupling was - marriage, then sex and finally 
romantic love; the enlightenment heralded a new order of love-marriagesex; and now the 
post-Christian West has settled on sex-love-marriage as the norm. Marriage is now the 
optional servant to the demands of autonomy and its need of self-fulfilment through 
romantic/sexual love. Marriage is no longer regarded as sacred or as something delimited by 
natural or divine law. Sexuality detached from natural law or moral demands becomes a law 
unto itself. This is hardly new news given the ongoing protection of ‘autonomous rights’ to 
have romantic/sexual love in any way it can be had over and against the rights of anybody 
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else (unborn babies for instance).  As Dr. Mark Thompson explains the argument for SSM is 
“presented as the great civil liberty issue of our time... This is of course why they cannot 
tolerate any dissent. They will not allow the arguments against them to be put without 
challenge or without interruption. To them, all such arguments are simply immoral. Those 
who oppose the modification of the legal definition of marriage to include same-sex intimate 
unions are decried as ignorant, intolerant, or both, the last vestige of traditional bigotry and 
religious oppression.” Interestingly, whenever ‘autonomous rights’ are challenged by those 
with a more theonomous world-view the autonomous person suddenly switches to become 
heteronomous in order to dictate what others ‘should’ think. I hardly need to point out the 
ironic bigotry of those calling believers ‘bigots.’ 
 
Clearly the way an orthodox Christian sees that world is seriously at odds with the new 
fascism of autonomous culture. For the orthodox believer marriage cannot be reduced to an 
arbitrary human construct that can be indiscriminately tinkered with. Marriage is an 
expression of ontological reality derived from natural law and divinely instituted between a 
man and a woman inherently connected to all arenas of society and spirituality.  
 
Clearly the debate concerning ‘same-sex marriage’ within the Uniting Church reveals an 
even more concerning departure from the BoU, the historic creeds and ultimately the 
scriptures upon which the church’s theological discernment purportedly rests.  
 
A conclusion  
 
The BoU leaves no room for the Uniting Church to depart from the biblical and cardinal 
truths upon which it is founded. Whatever feelings or theological preferences any person may 
personally hold must be submitted to something bigger and grander if the Uniting Church is 
to remain faithful to its original course and purpose. I believe it is well overdue for the 
Uniting Church to review its position in relation to the BoU before we can have a useful 
discussion about the theology and the practice of marriage. Otherwise I fear the Uniting 
Church may stumble into practices and language that could be classed as unconstitutional. 
Surely it is time to insist that the Assembly of the Uniting Church reiterates its position in 
regard to the BoU and exercise its executive authority to ensure that the church, in all its 
councils, also adheres to the BoU.  
 
Rev. David Kowalick is the Minister at Walkerville Uniting Church and a member of the SA 
ACC Committee. 
 
 
 
 
 
	


