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HE SEVENTH Assembly of the World Council of Churches, Canberra,

February 7-20, 1991, has come and gone. Theologians and ecumenists
will assess its contribution to ecumenical theology and to the ecumenical
movement by analysing its published final reports. However the reports
alone cannot do justice to the assembly itself or to the debate it generated.
Only by reading them in terms of the issues which emerged prior to and
during the assembly can one arrive at an accurate assessment of the
reports and, more importantly, the real contribution of the assembly to
the ecumenical movement. In the pre-assembly period a series of meetings
took place which surfaced many of the major issues which it would have
to address. These meetings offer themselves as fruitful headings under
which one can analyse the discussions, debates, and documents of the
assembly.

THE ASSEMBLY THEME: BEFORE CANBERRA

This was the first time that the World Council of Churches (WCC)
had chosen a pneumatological theme for an assembly.! The story of its
emergence is a good case study of the workings of the World Council. In
this instance one does not discover a refined, inclusive process of dis-
cernment as much as a key person with an inspiration and a prevailing
interest within the WCC. The key person was Emilio Castro, the General
Secretary. In his report to the Central Committee in Geneva, 1987, he
began to “wonder” whether the 1991 assembly might not take on a
pneumatological theme.? From then on there was no real doubt that the
theme would be pneumatological, so well did such a focus seem to address
the needs of the WCC at that point of history. In analysing why such a
focus should appear so appropriate, we discover something about the
history and membership of the WCC itself. Emilio Castro outlined some

! Though the Uppsala Assembly (1968) did not have an explicitly pneumatological theme,
it did produce a report from a very significant pneumatological study, “The Holy Spirit and
the Catholicity of the Church,” in Uppsala Speaks; Section Report of the Fourth Assembly
of the World Council of Churches Uppsala 1968 (Geneva: WCC, 1968) 7-20.

2 Emilio Castro, “Report of the General Secretary,” Ecumenical Review 39 (1987) 245.
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of the advantages of the theme in a later discussion. It would involve a
trinitarian emphasis. It would be in tune with the pentecostal movements
of today. It would oblige the churches to come to terms with what the
Holy Spirit is doing in the world.® Avery Post, the Moderator of the
Assembly Planning Committee, added in the following year that it could
contribute to an understanding of the relationship between spirituality
and justice.*

Orthodox Theological Perspective

Castro’s comment that the pneumatological focus would give the theme
a trinitarian emphasis speaks, among other things, to the continuing
interaction within the WCC between its Western and Eastern members.
The Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox Churches are numerically
large and have been represented in the membership of the WCC from
the beginning, and more fully since the New Delhi Assembly in 1961.
They have increasingly found their voice and have become more influ-
ential in shaping the direction of the WCC and the content of its reports
and statements. This development has been slow and sometimes painful.’
They have consistently called for genuinely trinitarian theology and have
been critical of what they perceived as Christomonist tendencies in
ecumenical theology up until the present.® Castro and many others were
hopeful that the Canberra theme would take the WCC a step further
toward satisfying this concern of the Eastern Churches which, partly due
to their efforts, is now the concern of many Western participants as well.
The Eastern Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox Churches held a special
consultation on the Canberra theme and subthemes in Crete, November
25 to December 4, 1989. Though they also played their part in the normal
working out of the theme, the Crete consultation and the report it
produced provide an insight into the specific Orthodox perspective on
the Canberra theme. This perspective became one of the major issues at
the assembly and consequently supplies one very important heading for
any analysis of the assembly and its final reports.

3 Central Committee of the World Council of Churches, Minutes of the Thirty-Eighth
Meeting, Geneva, Switzerland, 16-24 January 1987 (Geneva: WCC, 1987) 10.

* Minutes of the Meeting of the Executive Committee of the World Council of Churches 7-
12 March 1988, Istanbul, Turkey (WCC Archives, Geneva) 11.

5 See e.z. Nikos A. Nissiotis, “The Eastern Orthodox in the Ecumenical Movement,”
Mid-Stream 16 (1977) 183-97; Thomas Hopko, “Uppsala 1968,” St. Viladimir’s Seminary
Quarterly 12 (1968) 125-41; “Faith and Order in Ghana,” St. Viadimir’s Theological Quar-
terly 18 (1974) 218-23; Todor Sabev ed., The Sophia Consultation: Orthodox Involvement in
the World Council of Churches (Geneva: WCC, 1982).

8 Orthodox Reflections on the Assembly Theme,” Ecumenical Review 42 (1990) 301-302.
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Pentecostal Churches

Castro’s hope that the theme might also build a link with Pentecostal
Churches speaks to the fact that there are almost no Pentecostal Church
members of the WCC despite their great numbers.” It also speaks to the
continuing question that the charismatic renewal raises for member
churches and for the WCC itself? At the assembly there were some
Pentecostal observers, and the Free Pentecostal Mission Church of Chile
was received into full membership. The report of the Third Section
“Spirit of Unity - Reconcile Your People!” contained a quite positive
assessment of the charismatic movement and especially of Pentecostal
Churches. It also produced a number of recommendations which could
lead to an enhanced engagement of the WCC with Pentecostal Churches.
However this issue did not emerge as a major agenda item in Canberra.

Castro’s final hope that the Canberra Assembly would oblige the
churches to come to terms with what the Holy Spirit is doing in the
world addresses a more controversial area of WCC work, as does Avery
Post’s hope that Canberra might foster the relationship between spiritu-
ality and justice. Both drew attention to the analysis undertaken in the
WCC of social and political questions confronting Christians in the
contemporary world and its often prophetic stance in response to them.
Heinz-Joachim Held, Moderator of the Central Committee, acknowl-
edged the difficulties and the challenge that the extensive role attributed
to the Holy Spirit presented for many. In his address to the Central
Committee meeting in Geneva, March 25-30, 1990, he confessed that the
notion of encountering the Spirit in the whole of creaturely reality and
not just in the conversion of the individual or the emergence and
preservation of the Church was something quite unfamiliar to the theo-
logical world in which he had been educated. He saw a further challenge
presented to more traditional theology, and not only Protestant theology,
by the question of the Holy Spirit’s activity in the world of history and
in the world of other faiths.® A tension exists within the WCC and
between it and some of its member churches over the extent to which it
should be concerned with social and political questions rather than
exclusively with the reunion of the churches. This tension has been there
from the beginning. It is well illustrated by two meetings which preceded

" See Henry 1. Lederle, “The Spirit of Unity: A Discomforting Comforter. Some Reflec-
tions on the Holy Spirit, Ecumenism and the Pentecostal-Charismatic Movements,”
Ecumenical Review 42 (1990) 279-87.

8 See Arnold Bittlinger, ed., The Church is Charismatic: The World Council of Churches
and the Charismatic Renewal (Geneva: WCC, 1981).

® Heinz-Joachim Held, “Report of the Moderator,” Ecumenical Review 42 (1990) 336.
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the assembly, each representing one of these fundamental priorities of
the vast WCC program, and each significant for the assembly itself.

Justice, Peace, and the Integrity of Creation

The first of these was the World Convocation on Justice, Peace, and
the Integrity of Creation (JPIC) held in Seoul, Korea, in March 1990. It
tackled in a very forthright way a whole range of controversial social and
political issues which confront the Christian churches in the world today.
Its special significance for Canberra was that it gave a specific shape to
the WCC approach to questions of justice and peace. It also devoted
considerable attention to “the integrity of creation” and hence brought
to center stage reflection on environmental issues. This convocation was
the backdrop for discussion of the assembly theme, and to it should
probably be attributed the choice and easy acceptance of the second half
of the statement of the assembly theme, “renew the whole creation.”
“Justice, peace, and the integrity of creation” (JPIC) is not just one of
the fundamental priorities in the WCC program. It was also the prevailing
interest or focus that more than any other shaped the preparations for
the Canberra Assembly and the assembly itself. Therefore JPIC offers
another very appropriate heading for an analysis of the assembly and its
final reports.

Commission on Faith and Order

The other meeting of significance for Canberra was the meeting of the
Commission on Faith and Order (FOC) in Budapest, August 9-12, 1989.
There it was decided to produce a revised version of the study text,
Confessing One Faith,® which was the first published draft from its
program entitled “Towards the Common Expression of the Apostolic
Faith Today.” It was to be published shortly after the Canberra Assembly.
The Commission on Faith and Order represents to many the clearest
example of the other pole of WCC concern, the restoration of unity
between the churches through the resolution of divisive issues of faith
and order. In attempting to produce an ecumenical explication of the
apostolic faith based on the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed of 381 the
FOC had to deal in turn with creation and with the Holy Spirit. It also
produced a specific response to the Canberra theme. Consequently,
parallel to and intersecting occasionally with the pre-assembly reflection
on the theme, there was another very serious attempt within the WCC
to explore the theological foundations of the Canberra theme. Moreover,

12 World Council of Churches, Commission on Faith and Order, Confessing One Faith:
Towards an Ecumenical Explication of the Apostolic Faith as Expressed in the Nicene-
Constantinopolitan Creed (381) (Faith and Order Paper 140; Geneva: WCC, 1987).



WCC SEVENTH ASSEMBLY 611

between Budapest and Canberra the FOC worked on the draft of a new
description of the goal of the ecumenical movement, “The Unity We
Seek,” for presentation to the assembly. The FOC offers a third very
important heading under which one can analyse the assembly and its
final reports.

Dialogue with People of Living Faiths

Castro’s hope concerning the churches coming to terms with the work
of the Holy Spirit in the world also encompasses what proved to be one
of the most controversial issues in Canberra, the role of the Holy Spirit
in other world religions. This issue needs to be linked to the work of
another department of the WCC, the Sub-Unit for Dialogue with People
of Living Faiths. This subunit produced a document entitled “Theological
Perspectives on Plurality” after a consultation in Baar, Switzerland, in
January 1990. Therein it found itself able to affirm “unequivocally that
God the Holy Spirit has been at work in the life and traditions of peoples
of living faiths.”'! The consultation hoped that their statement would
assist discussion in Canberra. Wesley S. Ariarajah, the Director of the
Sub-Unit for Dialogue, was also the Staff Coordinator of the Assembly
Planning Committee for Canberra. He organized a Pre-Assembly Multi-
Faith Dialogue in Hong Kong, August 12-14, 1990. Those from other
religious traditions at this gathering would largely be attending the
Canberra Assembly as guests. With their Christian dialogue partners
they produced a message to the participants in the upcoming assembly.
This latter meeting had provoked some reaction in Geneva because of a
fear of syncretism, or of obscuring the uniqueness of Christianity and
the unique role of the Holy Spirit within the Church.!> These concerns
of the Dialogue Sub-Unit provide a final overarching heading for analyz-
ing the real issues dealt with in Canberra.

While the inspiration for the pneumatological emphasis of the theme
came from Emilio Castro, its fuller statement was worked out by the
Assembly Planning Committee. Originally it had proposed “Come, Holy
Spirit — Renew the Face of the Earth” but, after discussion at a Central
Committee meeting in August 1988, it was changed to “Come, Holy Spirit
- Renew the Whole Creation” to make clear that its focus was as broad

as possible and not simply ecological.”® The subthemes proposed at that

11 “Baar Statement,” Current Dialogue 18 (1990) 6.

12 “Proposal on Interfaith Dialogue Prompts Debate in W.C.C. Committee,” Ecumenical
Press Service 88.08.78; “Vive réaction orthodoxe,” La Vie oecuménique. Chronique du COE
10 (1990) 2.

13 Central Committee of the World Council of Churches, Minutes of the Thirty-Ninth
Meeting, Hanover, Federal Republic of Germany, 10-20 August, 1988 (Geneva: WCC, 1989)
18-20.
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same meeting and which remained unchanged from that point were as
follows: Giver of Life - Sustain Your Creation; Spirit of Truth - Set us
Free; Spirit of Unity — Reconcile Your People; Holy Spirit — Transform
and Sanctify Us. As resources for Canberra, the Assembly Planning
Committee produced a considerable number of books and other publica-
tions. From a theological perspective the most important were the actual
book of resources for discussion, Resources for Sections: The Theme,
Subthemes, and Issues,’* and a companion book of theological articles,
To the Wind of God’s Spirit.'®

Resources for Sections

The book of resources for the assembly firstly explored the overarching
theme, “Come, Holy Spirit ~ Renew the Whole Creation.” In describing
the work of the Holy Spirit, it traced a link between three biblical
quotations, beginning with Gen 1:2. Its starting point, therefore, was the
Spirit of God moving over the waters in the first creation story, the Spirit
as the giver of life. Next it turned to the promise of Joel 2:28 that God
would pour out the Spirit “on all flesh,” the promise of universal rebirth.
Finally, it turned to Acts 2:16, describing Pentecost as the fulfilment of
this promise. This event gave birth to the Christian community, the
Church, empowered by the Spirit to bear witness to the One who creates,
renews, and empowers life in community.'® The opening paragraphs were
not entirely pneumatological, though they were heavily so. As the intro-
duction unfolded, a more trinitarian perspective emerged; but it was not
emphasised. The focus was on the Holy Spirit. However, the Spirit’s gifts
of faith and life were described in various ways as relating us to the
Father and to Jesus Christ. The Spirit’s work of renewing creation was
seen as bringing to fulfilment God’s original purpose unfulfilled because
of human sin; and the truth into which the Spirit guides us was described
as manifest in Jesus Christ. The Spirit’s relationship to the Church was
very clearly stated but so was the activity of the Spirit “in all places

Y Resources for Sections: The Theme, Subthemes and Issues. World Council of Churches
Seventh Assembly 1991 (Geneva: WCC, 1990). See also Krister Stendahl, Energy for Life.
Reflections on the Theme “Come, Holy Spirit-Renew the Whole Creation” (Geneva: WCC,
1990).

18 Emilio Castro, ed., To the Wind of God’s Spirit: Reflections on the Canberra Theme
(Geneva: WCC, 1990). These articles were a selection taken from three issues of Ecumenical
Review on the Canberra theme and subthemes: ER 41 (July 1989); 42 (April 1990); 42
(July—-Oct. 1990). In addition, four issues of the WCC’s International Review of Mission
devoted some space to the subthemes of the Assembly: TRM 79 (April 90); 79 (July 1990);
79 (Oct. 1990); 80 (Jan. 1991). In his editorials in JRM Christopher Duraisingh drew
parallels between the Canberra subthemes and the sectional themes of the WCC World
Conference on Mission and Evangelism, San Antonio, 1989.

18 Resources for Sections 1.
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»17

and among all people.

The account of each subtheme contained both a biblical-theological
introduction and a description of the issues which were seen to arise
from this theology. The fundamental argument of the theological descrip-
tion of the first subtheme, “Giver of Life — Sustain Your Creation,” was
that the Spirit is present in creation as the source of all its life. The
Spirit is also present in the renewed life revealed in the life and resurrec-
tion of Jesus and at Pentecost. Creation is intrinsically good because it
comes from the Triune God. Human sin has brought death and destruc-
tion into it, but in the resurrection of Christ the Spirit has renewed all
things. The working out of the Spirit’s renewing activity was described
above all in the terms of the Spirit overcoming dualisms which even
found a place in Christian theology, e.g. material vs. spiritual, mind vs.
body, humanity vs. nature. The theological argument was simply that
these are founded on a mistaken division between the Creator Spirit and
the created world.’®* Many of the emphases of the Orthodox consultation
found a place in this account, but there seems to have been a misunder-
standing in the equation of the Holy Spirit with “the uncreated energy
of God.”"®

The account of the second subtheme, “Spirit of Truth — Set Us Free,”
focussed on the freedom the Spirit brings rather than on the Spirit as
Spirit of Truth. While it was acknowledged that the truth we seek is
embodied in Jesus Christ, and certainly Jesus Christ was held up through-
out the reflection as model and teacher, no effort was really made to
explore the link between truth and freedom.?” The Church was given the
central place in the account of the third theme, “Spirit of Unity -
Reconcile your People.” The Church is a koindnia, a community brought
into being by our participation in the one body of Christ through the
work of the Holy Spirit. Its unity is modelled on the communion of the
Triune God and is a real sharing in that trinitarian life.” The prayer for
reconciliation in the title led easily to a discussion of ecumenism, itself
a work of the Spirit. The document recognized that what the ecumenical
movement lacked was an agreement on ecclesiology. It recommended the
image of the Church as a koinonia of the Holy Spirit as a starting point.?

In its account of the final subtheme, “Holy Spirit - Transform and
Sanctify us,” the book of resources for Canberra used the overlapping
notions of transformation, renewal, and sanctification to describe the
Spirit’s action for which we were praying. It then looked in turn at the
Church, society, and creation as three locations for the Spirit’s trans-

7 Ibid 2. 18 Ibid. 5-6.
19 Ibid. 7. 2 Ibid. 24-28.
2 Ibid. 56. 2 Ibid. 56-57.
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forming activity, and finally it discussed fundamental dimensions of
Christian spirituality or life in the Spirit. Throughout this document one
can find clear traces of the particular themes to which the Orthodox gave
priority in their own consultation, especially in the section on the Church
with its sacramental and eucharistic focus, and the way in which it
highlighted the role of saints. The Spirit’s transforming activity in society
and the whole of creation calls Christians to be agents of transformation
and bearers of hope. They do not initiate the work for justice and peace
because the Spirit is already at work in the world.?? A small paragraph
almost sums up the basic thrust of the whole pre-assembly document,
despite its lack of an ecclesiological reference.

Christians believe that the whole creation belongs to God, and that the Spirit is
always at work in the world and within history for the transformation and
renewal of individuals, the social order and all of creation. This is the basis for
all their particular commitments to issues of justice, peace and the integrity of
creation.

There is no way of ascertaining to what extent the resources provided
for delegates shaped their own perspective on the themes and issues they
discussed. Nonetheless it is probably fair to say that the treatment of all
but the last subtheme would have drawn delegates towards a discussion
of issues rather than of the theology put forward by way of introduction.
This proved to be true in the assembly itself. In fact, most subsections
were directed to discuss an issue related to their subtheme rather than
the initial theological statement which would be part of the final docu-
ment from their section. Some of these issues had a significant theological
dimension but, even then, it is very hard for an extremely diverse group
of people meeting for the first time to draft a serious theological statement
in a very short space of time.

While the issues raised for delegates in Resources for Sections were
many and diverse, in the assembly itself most came together under the
headings which had emerged in the pre-assembly period: justice, peace,
and the integrity of creation; theological issues raised by the Commission
on Faith and Order, especially that of the goal of Christian unity; issues
raised by the particular perspective of Eastern and Oriental Orthodox
Churches; issues raised by dialogue with other faiths.

JUSTICE, PEACE, AND THE INTEGRITY OF CREATION

The Seoul Convocation of March 1990 was the result of a process
initiated in 1983 at the Vancouver Assembly which had called on the
member churches to engage in a process of “mutual commitment (cove-

2 Ibid. 76-77. # Ihid. 83.
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nant) to justice, peace and the integrity of creation.”” An act of cove-
nanting did take place at the end of the Seoul Convocation. It included
ten affirmations about justice, peace, and creation which touched upon
many of the major issues of concern in the lives of Christians and, indeed,
of all people in the world today. The theological foundation for these
affirmations was not very extensive, given the nature of the document
and the greater emphasis on concrete issues at the actual convocation.

Its simplest statement would be as follows. First, God who is the giver
of life will not abandon creation but rather continues to be present in it
as its sustaining power. “God is alive in all that breathes and grows.”?¢
Second, God has made a covenant not only with humanity but with the
whole of creation. Third, human beings have been created to be partners
with God, witnessing to God’s covenant. Fourth, God’s covenant was
fulfilled in Jesus Christ. “Through the resurrection of Christ, God’s
irrevocable yes to life has become manifest.””” Fifth, baptism initiates
people into this new covenant relationship and the Eucharist is an
anticipation here and now of God’s reign of justice and peace, the new
heaven and new earth. Participants in Eucharist are united to Christ
who identifies with all who suffer injustice or violence. Finally, Christian
discipleship today demands a radical commitment to this covenant God
has made and renewed with humanity and the whole of creation and,
hence, a radical commitment to furthering justice, peace, and the integrity
of creation. There was really no specific account of the work of the Holy
Spirit in creation other than a rather vague reference to “the healing
work of the Spirit in all creation.”®® From the perspective of the Canberra
Assembly, the Seoul Convocation was important less for its theology of
creation® or of the Holy Spirit, than for introducing the broad ethical
perspective which “the whole creation” presented into the center of pre-
assembly deliberations, and into the assembly itself.

Roman Catholic Perspectives

The Seoul Convocation was not without its critics,?® not least of all
from the Roman Catholic side. The Catholic Church had been invited to

% Now is the Time. The Final Document and Other Texts. World Convocation on Justice,
Peace and Integrity of Creation Seoul 1990 (Geneva: WCC, 1990) 2.

% Ibid. 7. % Ibid. 8.

28 Thid. 18.

# The JPIC process did generate considerable theological reflection along the way, e.g.
Ecumenical Review 41 (1989) 492-602; Ulrich Duchrow and Gerhard Liedke, Shalom:
Biblical Perspective on Creation, Justice and Peace (Geneva: WCC, 1989).

% Janice Love, “JPIC and the Future of the Ecumenical Movement,” Ecumenical Review
43 (1991) 107-19; Jerry D. McCoy, “A Promise Partially Fulfilled: The JPIC Convocation
in Seoul,” Mid-Stream 29 (1990) 407-117.
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be a cosponsor but had not done so because of “unresolved difficulties.”!
One officially named difficulty was the perennial one of the different
nature of the two bodies, the WCC and the Roman Catholic Church.??
However, Jerry D. McCoy is surely right in citing Roman Catholic
concerns about the meaning and nature of the “conciliar process” which
was to take place in Seoul. This concern had already arisen for Catholics
and Orthodox in Basel, at the European Ecumenical Assembly, Peace
with Justice, sponsored by the Conference of European Churches (CEC)
and the Council of Episcopal Conferences of Europe (CCEE).*® This
earlier meeting was a very successful forerunner to the Seoul Convoca-
tion. A further cause for concern was the decision to include in the
convocation representatives of various movements for justice, peace, and
ecology. Finally, the Council for Promoting Christian Unity has ex-
pressed increasing concern about what it perceives to be an inadequate
theological foundation for the positions taken by WCC meetings on
issues of justice, peace, and now ecology.**

An Open Letter

This latter issue is not problematic only for the pontifical Council. In
his report as General Secretary to an opening plenary of the Canberra
Assembly, Emilio Castro referred to a group of Christian ethicists who
had expressed their concern about “unqualified statements of the kind
found in reports of our conferences.”*® He was referring to an unofficial
group which had gathered in Vancouver the previous July to reflect on
ecumenical social thought in the programs of the WCC, in particular on
the final document of the Seoul Convocation, and which had sent him
an “open letter” as a result of their meeting. Many of the participants
had been involved in some way or other in WCC programs of social
thought and action, and they called themselves “friends of the World
Council of Churches.”*

31 Joint Working Group between the Roman Catholic Church and the World Council of
Churches. Sixth Report (Geneva: WCC, 1990) 10.

2 Ihid.

33 Joseph A. Selling, “The ‘Conciliar Process’ for Justice, Peace, and the Integrity of
Creation: The European Experience,” Louvain Studies 14 (1989) 353-54.

3 “Letter of Archbishop Edward 1. Cassidy to Dr. Emilio Castro,” Information Service.
The Pontificial Council for Promoting Christian Unity 74 (1990) 57.

% “Report of the General Secretary,” Document PL 2.1, World Council of Churches
Seventh Assembly, Canberra, Australia, 7-20 February, 1991, p. 7.

% “An Open Letter to Dr. Emilio Castro, the General Secretary of the World Council of
Churches,” Vancouver, Canada, July 27, 1990. Those who signed the letter were: Terence
R. Anderson (Moderator), Paul Abrecht, Keith Bridston, Nancy L. Cocks, R. Bruce
Douglass, John Francis, David Gill, Max Kohnstamm, Jurnas Kokla, Gunter Krusche,
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In their letter the signatories criticized the JPIC Report from the Seoul
Convocation for appearing to insist in an absolutist way on one ethical
norm to the exclusion of all others, when, as they saw it, faith rarely
prescribes precise answers to the world’s complex problems. Only rarely
are beliefs and actions so contrary to the Christian faith that following
them is “to break Christian community (status confessionis).”®” Heinz-
Joachim Held, Moderator of the Central Committee of the WCC, ad-
dressed this issue in his own Report at an opening plenary of the Canberra
Assembly. He reiterated that the ten affirmations of Seoul were affir-
mations of faith because they linked the confession of faith with com-
mitment to corresponding action. They illustrated the unity of faith and
life, theological conviction, and moral action. While as acts of conven-
anting they represented the commitment only of those present, they are
intended to be taken up as commitments by the churches themselves.®
Neither he nor Emilio Castro addressed the basic concern of the signa-
tories that the Seoul Report was too exclusive in its approach to ethical
questions or their warning that the WCC would betray its mission if it
became “a contender in an arena of partisans, all claiming God’s endorse-
ment for their acts and opinions.”®

The Vancouver group argued that the way forward for ecumenical
social thought which would enable it to avoid the above danger was to
recover the qualities of dialogue, analysis, and study. Because these were
lacking, they perceived ecumenical social thought as illustrating a poor
understanding of social problems, offering an imprecise guidance to
conscience, and violating the rights of those not adequately defended in
ecumenical debate. More investigation and genuine dialogue were needed.
“This may result in fewer resolutions and declarations than in recent
years, but more solid analyses; less ideological rigidity, but more substan-
tive understanding of differing convictions; deeper agreement, where
agreement is reached, in policy and action.”® They also called for the
recognition that the role of any council of churches, and so the WCC, in
formulating a common Christian witness on social issues, was not to
think for the churches, which they perceived as a papal approach. Their
role was to facilitate the ecumenical study of such issues between the
churches and between the churches and the world. Statements by the
council itself were only one step in this process and not its climax.

Peter Macek, Ronald Preston, Gordon Schultz, Roger Shinn, Luisa A. S. Vicioso, Charles
West, and Vernon Wishart.

3 Ibid. 2.

3 “Moderator’s Report,” Document No. PL 7.1, World Council of Churches Seventh
Assembly, Canberra, Australia, 7-20 February, 1991, p. 6.

% “An Open Letter” 3. 4 Thid.
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Canberra Assembly

One fears that the Vancouver group may not be any more impressed
by the reports produced by the first two sections at the Canberra
Assembly, “Giver of Life — Sustain Your Creation” and “Spirit of Truth
— Set us Free.” They do not take the theological discussion much further
than the theology of Resources for Sections. Both sets of documents move
rather quickly from an underdeveloped theological base to a rather
comprehensive program for social action. The Canberra report from the
first section offers some thoughtful suggestions for a contemporary
theology of creation and then modestly calls for further exploration of
this theme on a worldwide basis by the WCC. It also attempts, at greater
length, to offer some insights for an “ethic of economy and ecology.” The
second report offers only one page outlining its theological perspective
in a sixteen page document. It was the more controversial of the two.
Both were criticized in one of the final plenaries for failing to relate
ecclesiology and the quest for unity to their themes. The former was
criticized for not dealing adequately with eschatology in relation to
creation and our human efforts to establish a new order in the world.
The latter was criticized for its failure to relate Christology to its rather
slender pneumatological foundation. Both reports, but especially the
second, concentrated their energies on a description of the parlous state
of the world and recommendations to bring about a change. Their stance
was somewhat prophetic and hence, given their sometimes rather precise
prescriptions for reform, they are not quite the modest instruments for
dialogue with the world recommended by the Vancouver group.

In its report to the assembly the Committee on Program Policy
recommended carrying forward the JPIC process begun in Seoul but
added the important conditions, “provided we develop a rigorous social
analysis” and “deepen our theological reflection.” If this condition is
fulfilled, there is a chance that future reflection by the various subunits
of the WCC and meetings organized by it will produce less controversial
documents but ones which will in the long run have a more lasting and
beneficial effect upon the member churches as they deal with the vital
issues of JPIC which confront them in the contemporary world. There
might also be grounds for hoping that official Roman Catholic involve-
ment in their reflection processes and projects would be less tentative
than it is at the moment.

FAITH AND ORDER: THE UNITY OF THE CHURCH
The Commission on Faith and Order this year published its third draft
of an “ecumenical explication of the apostolic faith as it is confessed in

41 “Report of the Committee on Programme Policy,” Ecumenical Review 43 (1991) 278.
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the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed (381).”*2 This is a further stage in
only one part of a larger program, “Towards the Common Expression of
the Apostolic Faith Today,” which will involve explication, common
recognition, and common confession. Because of the enormous amount
of ecumenically sensitive theological discussion over almost ten years
which has given birth to this latest published draft, and because such an
explication inevitably has to deal with both the Holy Spirit and creation,
Canberra’s linked themes, it deserves serious study as part of the context
for the Canberra Assembly.

From beginning to end, it links the work of one person of the Trinity
to that of the other two. At the same time, it continually moves from the
work of the Trinity in creation to the work of the Trinity in the new
creation. It is trinitarian and eschatological throughout. The FOC ac-
count does not attempt to resolve the controversial issue of the activity
of the Holy Spirit outside the Church. It simply acknowledges that some
of its members would claim that the Spirit is active only within the
Church while some would recognize everything that is good in the lives
of non-Christians as coming from the Holy Spirit. Others would claim
that this sovereignty of the Holy Spirit in history is hidden from our
eyes.®3 It does acknowledge that the Holy Spirit continues to speak to
the Jewish people through their holy Scriptures.*

Wiirzburg, June 1988

In the light of its Apostolic Faith Study, the FOC undertook its own
review of the theme and subthemes for the Canberra Assembly, in
Wurzburg, June 12-19, 1988. Over thirty participants were involved in
the consultation including Roman Catholics, as the Catholic Church is a
full member of the FOC. Three major emphases emerged in the final
report: the role and place of the Holy Spirit within the trinitarian
communion; the Holy Spirit within the community and in relationship
to believers; and the operation of the Holy Spirit outside as well as inside
the Church.*

A background paper was presented by the Danish theologian Anna
Marie Aagaard. It explored the role of the Holy Spirit from a classical
Lutheran perspective quite at odds with the prevailing focus in the pre-
assembly documents. For her, pneumatology was seen to answer the

“2 As this publication was still at the printers, references are to a revised edition of the
June 1990 draft (FO/90:1), which was the all-but-final draft prior to publication, “New
Revised Edition. Confessing the One Faith.”

“ Ibid. 61. “ Ibid. 64.

 F(Q/89.13A, October 1989, “Consultation on Ecumenical Reflections on the Holy Spirit
in Creation, Church and History, Wiirzburg/FRG, 12-19 June 1989” (FOC Archives,
Geneva) 2.
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question of how the salvation accomplished by Christ becomes our gift,
our faith, and our life. The proper and only work of the Holy Spirit is
our sanctification. The Spirit isthe Spirit of Chrig sent to make Christ
present in human hearts so that the justification Christ brought about
may determine their existence. The Spirit does this by gathering the
Chrigtian Church, which is the sign and insrument of the sanctifying
Spirit. The Spirit uses preaching, sacraments, and the exercise of the
ministry as means of sanctification within the Church but only when
these arein accordance with the scriptural witnessto Chrigt. These alone
are the means of sanctification of the Holy Spirit. They make the
incarnate Word present, creating and sustaining faith in Chrig and
bringing about in the Church the fruits of Christ's new life.

In their discussion of the first Assembly subtheme, " Giver of Life -
Sustain Your Creation,” the consultation was assisted by a paper pre-
sented by Jean Corbon which took as its central theme the biblical
narrative of Noah and the flood.*” The focus of their report was rather
different. 1t concentrated on the contrast between "giver of life' as a
description of God the Creator and the notion of an almighty dominant
creator which they thought was the morecommon per ception. The former
perception of God'screative activity suggeststhe abundance, the variety,
the interrelatedness, and manifold possibilities for development in crea-
tion. Human beings violate these patterns of God's creative activity
through domination and competitive relationships. Therefore humankind
must be converted to the patterns established by the Spirit given in the
gift of life itsdlf.

Discussion of the second subtheme, " Spirit of Truth - Set us Freg”
was assisted by a paper presented by Jacqueline Grant of Atlanta
who would later preach in the Lima Liturgy at the Canberra Assem-
bly. She argued that the Spirit was wholly free, defying all human
limitations, undefinable and uncontrollable. The Church has suc-
ceeded in defining both God and Christ as white males, which hasre-
aulted in a racig, sexist theology. It has tried to imprison the Spirit
but has failed. The Holy Spirit is a power which empowers rather
than oppresses. It empowers the oppressed in their struggle for liber-
ation. The Holy Spirit can provide an internal critique of the Church's

“ FO/89.7, June 1989. Anna Marie Aagaard, " The Holy Spirit in the Church in Relation
to Creation, Salvation and Fulfillment—from a Lutheran Perspective’ (FOC Archives,
Geneva) 1-4.

4 F0/89.13, July 1989, Jean Corbon, " Holy Spirit, Giver of Life: Sustain Your Creation"
(FOC Archives, Geneva).



