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Papers for MtE Conversation 

on the 2018 Assembly Resolution on Marriage 
  

 

Following worship at MtE on Sunday August 26 there will be a congregational conversation about the 

recent resolution of the UCA Assembly in relation to marriage. The purpose of the conversation will be 

to increase understanding in what has been resolved, what has thereby changed, and what responses 

might be required of the church council or congregation. Other related matters can be raised by 

members of the congregation, as well. The conversation is not a formal congregational meeting and no 

formal decisions will be made. 

 

The papers in this collection are provided for background conversation. 

 

 

These papers include: 

1. The introduction to the Assembly Standing Committee’s Report on Marriage, including the 

executive summary 

2. The draft resolution of the Assembly 

3. The pastoral letter to churches from the Assembly President  

4. A ‘frequently asked questions’ resource produced by the Assembly. 
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1. The introduction to the Assembly Standing 

Committee’s Report on Marriage, including the 

executive summary 
 

 
    

 FIFTEENTH ASSEMBLY REPORT – B23 MARRIAGE AND SAME-GENDER RELATIONSHIPS  1  

  

1.  INTRODUCTION  

  

This report from the Assembly Standing Committee is provided to the Assembly in response to 

Resolution 15.15 made at the Fourteenth Assembly (see page 3 of this report). It sets out the 

process undertaken during the past triennium to fulfill what it was asked to do; includes the 

significant report from the Working Group on Doctrine, Report on Marriage and Same-Gender 

Relationships; and recommendations with rationale from the Standing Committee following its 

work and the work of the Working Group on Doctrine.  

  

The Uniting Church has for some time been conducting its own discernment on marriage. We 

acknowledge that there is a diversity of opinion in our Uniting Church community on the issue of 

marriage and same-gender marriage. As the Church, we have always tried to maintain a respectful 

conversation on this subject between the Councils and members of our Church. In the past 

triennium, as these conversations have continued, we have sought to hold a ‘space for grace’ - 

engaging in respectful conversations with one another, guided by the Spirit, sharing our stories 

and understanding of marriage and same-gender relationships in culturally appropriate ways.  

  

In keeping with the commitment of our Church to stand together as we struggle with challenging 

issues in amongst the diversity of our members, this conversation has been no different. We listen 

for the Spirit’s wisdom and guidance in the light of the Scriptures and in keeping with the Gospel 

understanding of the unique worth of every human being, religious liberty and personal dignity, 

and a concern for the welfare and flourishing of every person and the whole creation.  

  

It is important to acknowledge that the Eighth, Tenth and Eleventh Assemblies have recognised an 

enduring disagreement between members of the Church on a range of questions concerning 

human sexuality. The Thirteenth and Fourteenth Assemblies have engaged the Church in a 

process of respectful conversation on same-gender relationships and marriage. As part of this 

report, the Fifteenth Assembly will receive a report from the Working Group on Doctrine on the 

findings of this process.  

  

In 2017, after a voluntary national survey on the question, the Commonwealth Parliament passed 

legislation making marriage available to same-gender couples as well as opposite-gender couples 
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– decisively changing the social context within which the Church will reflect on the Working Group 

on Doctrine Report on Marriage and Same-Gender Relationships.  

  

Among other important findings, the process of consultation and study reflected in the Working 

Group on Doctrine Report on Marriage and Same-Gender Relationships has confirmed that:   

• The diverse understandings identified by previous Assemblies are all able to be justified 

biblically and theologically – even though they are mutually exclusive interpretations;  

• That diversity of understanding is itself explicable in biblical and theological terms, and can 

be recognised as a gift and a sign of health in the Body of Christ;  

• The diversity in the understanding of marriage is in fact greater than can be imagined in 

the dominant culture when the witness of Indigenous and non-Western cultures is listened 

to. In many cultures marriage is primarily a community arrangement and fundamental to 

social and cultural structures and understanding, and only in a secondary sense about the 

love between two people.  

  

The Assembly Standing Committee has provided two proposals to help the Fifteenth Assembly 

wait upon God’s Word and discern God’s will in relation to this matter.   

  

Proposal (b) is offered to help the Assembly discern whether God would have us continue to 

sustain the diversity of understandings of human sexuality and marriage within this fellowship. 

Within the diversity of our fellowship there are ministers and congregations who believe the 

change in our social context that allows same-gender marriage is consistent with the Gospel, and 

want to be able to celebrate same-gender marriage as well as opposite-gender marriages. They 

are seeking the consent of the rest of the Church to have this ability. They are not asking the rest 

of the Church to agree with them, but allow them to follow their conscience in this way. The 

Working Group on Doctrine Report on Marriage and Same-Gender Relationships confirms the 

biblical and theological legitimacy of this request.  

  

Whatever the Fifteenth Assembly discerns in relation to Proposal (b), Proposal (d) offers the 

Assembly the opportunity to make an affirmation about marriage that reflects the richness of the 

conversation on marriage with First Peoples and across the cultural diversity of the Uniting 

Church.  

  

The Standing Committee requests members of Assembly to take time to read this report, and that 

of the Working Group on Doctrine contained therein. The proposals from the Standing Committee 

are built on this, and the conversations, processes and wisdom gathered over the past triennium. 

Members are invited to engage with the issues, scholarship and insights that are included in this 

report in respectful conversations, and to prayerfully consider the proposals. The Standing 

Committee stands with and holds the Fifteenth Assembly in prayer as it listens for the insight and 

leading of God’s Spirit on this matter.  

  

2.  RESOLUTIONS FROM THE FOURTEENTH ASSEMBLY  
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The Fourteenth Assembly in 2015 resolved the following regarding its discussions on the theology 

of marriage:  

  

15.15 Theology of Marriage Discussion  

  

a) receive the report on ‘The theology of marriage and same gender relationships within the 

Uniting Church';  

  

b) request the Standing Committee, in consultation with the UAICC and Multicultural and 

Cross-cultural Ministry, to explore how the Uniting Church can engage in further discussions 

about marriage and same-gender relationships in culturally appropriate ways; and  

  

c) request the Standing Committee to address immediately, through appropriate mechanisms, 

the following work:  

(i) to engage with the continuing work of the Doctrine Working Group as outlined in its 

report to the Fourteenth Assembly;   

(ii) to engage with the members of the LGBTIQ community and the wider Church in 

discussions about marriage and same-gender relationships;   

(iii) in consultation with the relevant Assembly working groups, to prepare a report to the 

Fifteenth Assembly with appropriate recommendations, as well as supporting 

theological, liturgical, pastoral and educational resources; and   

(iv) in consultation with our ecumenical partners, where appropriate, to investigate the 

implications of changing the Church’s current relationship with the Commonwealth 

Government with respect to the conduct of marriages.   

  

c)  request the President to issue a pastoral letter to the Church affirming that the Uniting 

Church in Australia seeks to be an inclusive Church that embraces LGBTIQ people as full 

members of our Church community and is committed to active and culturally appropriate 

discussion about marriage; and   

  

e)  request the General Secretary, in the event that the Commonwealth Marriage Act or other 

relevant legislation is changed, to write to all Uniting Church marriage celebrants, advising 

them of their freedoms and constraints under that legislation and as celebrants authorised 

by the Uniting Church.    

  

  

3.  PROCESS UNDERTAKEN IN THE PAST TRIENNIUM  

  

In accordance with resolution 15.15, the Fourteenth Assembly requested the Assembly Standing 

Committee, in consultation with Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress (UAICC) and 

the Multicultural Cross Cultural Ministry National Reference Committee to explore how the 

Church can engage in further discussions about marriage and same-gender relationships in 

culturally appropriate ways, including engaging with the continuing work of the Working Group on 

Doctrine in this area, and with members of the LGBTIQ community and the wider Church. The 

Standing Committee was also requested to consult with our ecumenical partners, where 
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appropriate to investigate the implications of changing the Church’s current relationship with the 

Commonwealth Government with respect to the conduct of marriages. A report from the 

Standing Committee was to be brought to the Fifteenth Assembly.  

  

Two other requests were made by the Fourteenth Assembly. The President was requested to 

issue a pastoral letter to the Church affirming that the Uniting Church seeks to be an inclusive 

Church that embraces LGBTIQ people as full members of our Church community and is committed 

to active and culturally appropriate discussion about marriage. The President issued the pastoral 

letter on 12 August 2015. The other request was for the General Secretary, in the event that the 

Commonwealth Marriage Act or other relevant legislation was changed, to write to all Uniting 

Church marriage celebrants advising them of their freedom and constraints under that legislation 

and as celebrants authorised by the Uniting Church. Following the change to the Commonwealth 

Marriage Act in December 2017, the General Secretary wrote to Uniting Church authorised 

marriage celebrants with the requested advice.  

  

Over the course of the triennium the President and members of the Working Group on Doctrine 

participated in conversations with various networks and groups within the life of the Uniting 

Church representing the broad diversity of views on this and related matters, including 

congregations and presbyteries, national presbytery ministers and national educators meetings, 

Uniting Network, Assembly of Confessing Congregations, UAICC, the Multicultural Cross Cultural 

Ministry National Reference Committee and various national conferences, ecumenical partners in 

Australia and overseas.  

  

The Standing Committee requested the President to host two national consultations of 

approximately 30 people using the Space for Grace process to enable intercultural conversations 

and consider related issues. Synods were requested to identify four participants for each 

conversation representative of the cultural, theological and personal diversity of the Uniting 

Church. Additionally, UAICC was invited to provide four participants for each conversation, and a 

representative of the Assembly’s Working Group on Doctrine was in attendance at each 

conversation. Along with the facilitator, the President and President-Elect were in attendance at 

both conversations. These consultations took place in Brisbane in May 2017 and Sydney in June 

2017; and themes and outcomes from these were provided to the Standing Committee.  

  

Building on these national conversations, the Standing Committee requested that Synods make 

time in their meeting agenda in 2017 to focus on three questions relating to marriage and 

samegender marriage. These questions were -   

• What are your hopes and concerns for the marriage conversations at Assembly next year?  

• In what mutually respectful ways could we move together as a church that reflects the 

breadth of who we are as the UCA?  

• What matters would you like the Assembly Standing Committee to consider as it prepares 

for a discussion on this matter at the 15th Assembly?  

  

All Synods except the Northern Synod who met prior to this request from the Standing 

Committee, participated in these conversations. Feedback was provided back to the Standing 
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Committee. It was also shared with the Working Group on Doctrine to help shape the final form 

and content of their report.  

  

During the triennium the President also made three additional Pastoral Statements on the issue of 

marriage, calling for conversations from the heart that show respect for each other  

(https://assembly.uca.org.au/doctrine/item/2499-conversations-from-the-heart), with the 

Moderators and the Chair of UAICC on the occasion of the marriage postal survey  

(https://assembly.uca.org.au/news/item/2743-australian-marriage-law-postal-survey), and when 
changes were made to the Australian marriage law 
(https://assembly.uca.org.au/news/item/2762https://assembly.uca.org.au/news/item/2762-changes-

to-australian-marriage-lawschanges-to-australian-marriage-laws).   
  

Resources for respectful conversations were also provided to the Church including a resource 

regarding the Space for Grace process and all past documents relating to marriage that have been 

considered by the Uniting Church and a history of the decisions and deliberations of the Uniting 

Church to date. (https://assembly.uca.org.au/marriage).   

  

The Standing Committee consulted with the Chair of the Working Group on Doctrine on three 

occasions as this report was being developed. Pastoral implications for the Church were always 

considered as these conversations took place and the report for the Fifteenth Assembly was 

developed.  

  

4.  WORKING GROUP ON DOCTRINE REPORT ON MARRIAGE AND SAMEGENDER RELATIONSHIPS  

  

4.1  INTRODUCTION  

  

An introduction to this report is provided in video format by Rev Alistair Macrae (Chair, Working 

Group on Doctrine) https://vimeo.com/264923268, and Rev Dr Ji Zhang (Assembly Theologian in 

Residence) https://vimeo.com/264924501.  

  

Please watch these videos before reading the Executive Summary of the report (see below), and 

the report itself (beginning on page 9).  

  

4.2    EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

(Please note that this Summary is provided in plain English)  

  

The process so far (Read Section 1 of the Report)  

The 13th Assembly (2012) asked the Working Group on Doctrine (WGD) to prepare a discussion 

paper on the theology of marriage, and to explore what this could mean for a commitment 

between two men or two women. The WGD reported to the 14th Assembly (2015), and was given 

three more years to continue its work on this issue.  This Report is the conclusion of this work.  It 

is the result of extensive theological reflection, study of Biblical texts, and consultation with a 

diversity of people, groups, and cultures within the Uniting Church.  Please read the full Report.   
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Four possible options (Read Section 2 of the Report)  

1. Offer the rites of marriage only to opposite-gender relationships, while allowing 

Ministers and Uniting Church authorised celebrants to conduct, or to decline to conduct, 

“blessings” of same-gender relationships as long as such ceremonies “do not resemble 

marriage” without any officially approved rites for such services.   

2. Offer the rites of marriage only to opposite-gender relationships, while allowing 

Ministers and Uniting Church authorised celebrants to conduct, or to decline to conduct, 

“blessings” of same-gender, covenantal relationships according to officially approved 

rites for such services.  

3. Offer the rites of marriage only to opposite-gender relationships, and forbid Ministers 

and Uniting Church authorised celebrants to conduct blessings of same-gender 

covenantal relationships.  

4. Offer the rites of marriage to opposite-gender and same-gender couples, while allowing 

Ministers and Uniting Church authorised celebrants freedom of conscience to perform 

marriages or not.   

  

Key considerations  

  

Basis of Union (Read Section 3.1)  

The Basis of Union of the Uniting Church describes the Christian faith for the Uniting Church.  

Paragraph 5, ‘The Biblical Witnesses’, describes the books of the Old and New Testaments as  

‘unique, prophetic and apostolic testimony’.  In discussions about marriage some say that this 

means the Church should oppose marriage between two men or two women.  In paragraph 11, 

‘Scholarly Interpreters’, we read that God can speak through study of the Bible and also through 

other areas of academic study such as science and history. Some say that this means the Church 

should allow marriage between two men or two women.  ‘The Biblical Witnesses’ and the 

‘Scholarly Interpreters’ described in the Basis of Union are not in conflict with each other.  The 

Basis of Union says that they are both under the authority of Jesus Christ. Thus, in our Bible 

reading and our academic study the Uniting Church must be under the authority of Jesus Christ.   

  

The Biblical Witnesses (Read Section 3.1, 3.2)  

The Basis of Union directs the Church to read scripture under the authority of Jesus Christ.  So 

how did Jesus read scripture and how can we learn from him?   

  

In reading his own scriptures (the books of the Old Testament) Jesus gave first priority to love for 

God and neighbour, and challenged Biblical laws when they were used to exclude people from 

worship and community life. The Church can learn from Jesus to read the scriptures in this same 

way, giving priority to love of God and neighbour in the way we read and teach.  When we read 

scripture this way it is harder to say that Bible verses like Leviticus 18- 20 and Romans 1: 27 give 

us rules to follow.    

  

Also, when we read those verses together with the whole chapters or books from which they are 

taken, we discover different concerns.  For example, having children was a very significant value in 
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Ancient Israel as it provided a future for God’s people and fulfilled God’s promise of blessing to 

Abraham.  In those times, same-gender couples could not have children. We can also see that 

both Old Testament and New Testament communities compared themselves with other people 

groups.  There were times when they kept a special sense of their cultural, national and religious 

identity through keeping rules about marriage.    

  

Some scholars have found that the whole Bible shows that the relationship between men and 

women reveals something about the nature of God (Genesis 1:27, Ephesians 5:31-33).  The Bible 

does express ideas about relationships, the body, marriage and sexuality.  It also shows that God’s 

creation of the world and God’s saving of the world do not depend on the human male-female 

relationship.  The New Testament tells us that all other priorities and loyalties come second to our 

union with Jesus Christ.  

  

Church History (Read Section 4.1)  

There are different kinds of marriage described in the Bible. The Old Testament includes various 

practices, including polygamy. The New Testament seems to prefer voluntary celibacy to 

marriage.   Saint Augustine in the 300s said that three good things were found in marriage:  

permanence (lifelong), faithfulness (exclusivity) and procreation (having children).   This idea has 

had a big influence on Christian thinking about marriage ever since.     

The church was not involved in weddings or marriages until the 800s and priests were not 

involved in weddings until the 1100s.   In the 1500s, at the Reformation, Luther and Calvin said 

that marriage was not a sacrament and also that the church should not be involved.  (If marriage 

is not a sacrament then divorce becomes possible in church law.)  

The Uniting Church’s understanding of marriage is that Augustine was right about what is good in 

marriage: permanence - the intention of a life-long commitment, faithfulness to the spouse which 

excludes all others, and procreation or fruitfulness, which includes having children.   The Uniting 

Church has learned that it is important to add to these the goodness of equal and mutual 

companionship, and to recognise that many couples have fruitful lives even if they don’t have 

children.    

  

Science (Read Section 3.3)  

In our time, scientific research generally supports the view that people who are attracted to 

someone of the same gender were born that way.  This knowledge supports the view that 

samegender sexual attraction can be understood as part of God’s good and diverse creation 

rather than unnatural.  If the Church accepts this understanding of science then the WGD believes 

that the Church should offer the covenant of marriage to same-gender couples.   

  

Justice (Read Section 3.4)  

The Uniting Church takes very seriously the injustices which LGBTIQ people have suffered in 

society and in the Church.  In his ministry, Jesus was concerned to challenge injustices suffered by 

people who were excluded from worship because of laws about purity.  It is common knowledge 

that discrimination against people because of their sexual orientation has very damaging impacts 
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on their health and wellbeing, including high rates of suicide. If the Church is committed to 

learning from Jesus about challenging the injustice of excluding people then it will seriously 

consider extending marriage to couples of the same gender.   

  

Gifts and graces (Read Section 1.7)  

  

The Uniting Church believes that the Risen Christ is present with us through his Holy Spirit.  We 

rely on the Holy Spirit to build up the Church as the Body of Christ through the gifts of many 

people.  We learn from Scripture that the Spirit’s gifting is not in our control. A number of Uniting 

Church congregations include Christian same-gender couples, and find their presence and their 

gifts contribute to the building up of the Church and serving the community in Christ’s name.     

  

A way forward (Read Section 5)  

  

The Uniting Church’s definition of marriage (Read Section 5.5)  

Noting the diverse range of views on this matter throughout the Church, and as a result of the 

study, prayer and consultation behind this Report, the WGD recommends that the Uniting Church 

adopt Option 4: Offer the rites of marriage to opposite-gender and same-gender couples, while 

allowing Ministers and Uniting Church authorised celebrants freedom of conscience to perform 

marriages or not.   

  

And so the WGD recommends revising the first paragraph of the Church’s Statement on Marriage, 

as provided by the 1997 Assembly, as follows:  

  

Marriage is a gift God has given to humankind for the well-being of the whole human family. For 

Christians, marriage is the freely given consent and commitment in public and before God of two 

people to live together for life. It is intended to be the mutually faithful, life-long union of two 

people expressed in every part of their life together. In marriage two people seek to encourage 

and enrich each other through love and companionship, experience the fruitfulness of family, 

contribute to the well-being of society and strengthen the mission of the church.  

  

Freedom of conscience (Read Section 5.6)  

The WGD proposes that the Uniting Church permit ministers and celebrants authorised by the 

Uniting Church to marry same-gender couples, while at the same time allowing ministers to refuse 

to do so for reasons of conscience.  If Option 4 is endorsed by the Assembly, then ministers who 

refuse to marry same-gender couples for reasons of conscience will never be subject to any kind 

of sanction or disciplinary action.  Church Councils, having authority under the Regulations to 

determine use of church property, may also make policy in this regard but they may not prevent 

the minister in placement from following his or her conscience in this matter.   

The Basis of Union (Paragraph 14(d)) “allows for difference of opinion in matters which do not 

enter into the substance of the faith.” The WGD believes that definitions of marriage do not 

belong to the substance, or heart, of the Christian faith. And so the Uniting Church has good 
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reason to allow freedom of conscience for ministers to marry same-gender attracted couples or 

not, rather than enforce one position for all.    

  

 

 

[END OF EXEC SUMMARY; see the Assembly web site for the full Report] 
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2. The draft resolution of the Assembly 
 

UNCONFIRMED MINUTE 
 
Resolution of the Fifteenth Assembly 

Marriage and same-gender relationships 

The Assembly resolved: 

(a) To acknowledge: 
(i) that within the Uniting Church there is a diversity of religious beliefs and ethical understandings, 
developed through continuing faithful discernment and held with integrity on matters relating to 
sexuality and marriage; and 
(ii) that marriage is a gift God has given to humankind for the well-being of the whole human family. 

(b) To determine that the Church is able to accept this diversity within its life and make the decisions 
necessary to enable its ministry and members to act with integrity in accordance with their beliefs. 

(c) To vary its policy on marriage by recognising two statements of belief: 

(i) the belief expressed in the 1997 statement on marriage as follows: 
“Marriage for Christians is the freely given consent and commitment in public and before God of a man 
and a woman to live together for life. It is intended to be the faithful lifelong union of a woman and a 
man expressed in every part of their life together. In marriage, the man and the woman seek to 
encourage and enrich each other through love and companionship. 

In the marriage service: 
• The woman and man make a public covenant with each other and with God, in the company of family 
and friends; 
• The couple affirm their trust in each other and in God; 
• The Church affirms the sanctity of marriage and nurtures those who pledge themselves to each other 
in marriage and calls upon all people to support, uphold and nurture those who pledge themselves to 
each other in marriage. 
Where sexual union takes place the partners seek to express mutual delight, pleasure and tenderness, 
thus strengthening the union of their lives together. 
In marriage, children may be born and are to be brought up in love and security thus providing a firm 
foundation for society”. 

(ii) the belief expressed in the following statement on marriage: 
“Marriage for Christians is the freely given consent and commitment in public and before God of two 
people to live together for life. It is intended to be the faithful lifelong union of two people expressed in 
every part of their life together. In marriage, the two people seek to encourage and enrich each other 
through love and companionship. 

In the marriage service: 
• The two people make a public covenant with each other and with God, in the company of family and 
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friends; 
• The couple affirm their trust in each other and in God; 
• The Church affirms the sanctity of marriage and nurtures those who pledge themselves to each other 
in marriage and calls upon all people to support, uphold and nurture those 
who pledge themselves to each other in marriage. 

Where sexual union takes place the partners seek to express mutual delight, pleasure and tenderness, 
thus strengthening the union of their lives together. 
In marriage, children may be born and are to be brought up in love and security thus providing a firm 
foundation for society”. 

(d) To affirm that Ministers and celebrants authorised by the Uniting Church in Australia may exercise 
freedom to decide whether the minister’s or celebrant’s religious beliefs allow the minister or celebrant 
to accept requests to celebrate marriages, as authorised under the Marriage Act and according to the 
rites of the Uniting Church in Australia. 

(e) To request the Assembly Officers to arrange for the preparation of an additional authorised marriage 
liturgy which reflects the understanding of marriage as outlined in the marriage statement contained in 
(c)(ii) above for approval by the Standing Committee at its August 2018 meeting, for use according to 
the rites of the Uniting Church in Australia. 

(f) To note that Church Councils: 
(i) have the authority under Regulation 4.4.1 to permit or refuse the use of any property held for the use 
of the Congregation for the celebration of marriages, as authorised under the Marriage Act and 
according to the rites of the Uniting Church in Australia. 
(ii) do not have the authority to require a Minister in placement in their Congregation or to prevent a 
Minister in their Congregation from celebrating marriages as authorised under the Marriage Act and 
according to the rites of the Uniting Church in Australia. 
(g) To request the Standing Committee, taking account of advice from the Assembly Legal Reference 
Committee, to consider and take such action as it considers appropriate, including (if necessary) the 
making of additional Regulations, to enable Church Councils acting under Regulation 4.4.1 to make 
decisions regarding use of property for celebrating marriages, in conformity with one of the statements 
of belief mentioned in (c)(i) and (ii). 

Issued 14 July 2018 
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3. The pastoral letter to churches from  

the Assembly President 

 

Pastoral Letter from the President  

To all congregations and faith communities 

Marriage and same-gender relationships 

My dear Sisters and Brothers in Christ, 
 
The Assembly, the national council of the Uniting Church, has been considering the issue of marriage 
and same-gender relationships. 
 
This long conversation over almost 30 years in our Church has been a difficult one, as it has been for 
many people of faith. 
 
This week members of the 15th Assembly meeting in Melbourne have voiced a wide range of strongly 
and faithfully held views, from different theological and cultural perspectives. 
 
Assembly members have taken the opportunity to speak for and against a range of different proposals. 
In doing so, I am proud to say they have modelled a loving Christian community, holding together and 
caring for each other. 
 
God’s grace has been abundant… and together we have reached a decision on a way forward for our 
Church. 
 
To honour the diversity of Christian belief among our members, we will hold two equal and distinct 
statements of belief on marriage. 
 
This decision will allow ministers and celebrants in the Uniting Church the freedom to conduct or to 
refuse to conduct same-gender marriages. 
 
The existing statement of belief that “marriage for Christians is the freely given consent and 
commitment in public and before God of a man and a woman to live together for life” has been 
retained. 
 
A new additional statement of belief has also been adopted. 
 
That statement reads “marriage for Christians is the freely given consent and commitment in public and 
before God of two people to live together for life.” 
 
What this means is that ministers who, in good conscience, are willing to conduct same-gender 
marriages are able to do so. This does not compromise the rights of those ministers who, in good 
conscience, cannot conduct same-gender marriages. 
 
They will continue to be able to teach their belief that marriage may only be between a man and a 
woman, and can continue to use a marriage liturgy that reflects that conviction. 
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I want to acknowledge the ministry and struggle of LGBTIQ people in the Uniting Church over many 
years. I know that this conversation is painful and difficult for you. 
 
At the same time I also acknowledge those who are not able to support this change – and your pain and 
difficulty in this space. 
 
I offer my prayers that God grants you comfort and healing as we move ahead. 
 
I want to reassure all members of the Uniting Church - your rights to follow your beliefs on marriage will 
be respected and protected. 
 
Church councils will have the right to determine whether marriage services take place on their 
premises. 
 
Grace and peace to you all. as we continue to witness to God’s abundant grace, the liberating hope of 
Christ, and the wondrous movement of the Holy Spirit in our beloved Church. 
 

Dr Deidre Palmer 
President 
Uniting Church in Australia Assembly 

14 July 2018   
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4. A ‘frequently asked questions’ resource  

produced by the Assembly. 
 

Q1. What did the Assembly decide? 

The full resolution of the Assembly was: 

(a) To acknowledge:  

  

(i) that within the Uniting Church there is a diversity of religious beliefs and ethical understandings, 

developed through continuing faithful discernment and held with integrity on matters relating to 

sexuality and marriage; and  

(ii) that marriage is a gift God has given to humankind for the well-being of the whole human family.  

(b) To determine that the Church is able to accept this diversity within its life and make the 

decisions necessary to enable its ministry and members to act with integrity in accordance with 

their beliefs.  

(c) To vary its policy on marriage by recognising two statements of belief: 

(i) the belief expressed in the 1997 statement on marriage as follows: 

“Marriage for Christians is the freely given consent and commitment in public and before God of a 

man and a woman to live together for life. It is intended to be the faithful lifelong union of a woman 

and a man expressed in every part of their life together.  

In marriage, the man and the woman seek to encourage and enrich each other through love and 

companionship. In the marriage service: 

• The woman and man make a public covenant with each other and with God, in the company of 

family and friends; 

• The couple affirm their trust in each other and in God; 

• The Church affirms the sanctity of marriage and nurtures those who pledge themselves to each 

other in marriage and calls upon all people to support, uphold and nurture those who pledge 

themselves to each other in marriage. 

Where sexual union takes place the partners seek to express mutual delight, pleasure and 

tenderness, thus strengthening the union of their lives together. 

In marriage, children may be born and are to be brought up in love and security thus providing a firm 

foundation for society”. 

(ii) the belief expressed in the following statement on marriage: 

“Marriage for Christians is the freely given consent and commitment in public and before God of two 

people to live together for life. It is intended to be the faithful lifelong union of two people 

expressed in every part of their life together. In marriage, the two people seek to encourage and 

enrich each other through love and companionship.  

In the marriage service: 
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• The two people make a public covenant with each other and with God, in the company of family 

and friends; 

• The couple affirm their trust in each other and in God; 

• The Church affirms the sanctity of marriage and nurtures those who pledge themselves to each 

other in marriage and calls upon all people to support, uphold and nurture those who pledge 

themselves to each other in marriage. 

Where sexual union takes place the partners seek to express mutual delight, pleasure and 

tenderness, thus strengthening the union of their lives together. 

In marriage, children may be born and are to be brought up in love and security thus providing a firm 

foundation for society”. 

(d) To affirm that Ministers and celebrants authorised by the Uniting Church in Australia may 

exercise freedom to decide whether the minister’s or celebrant’s religious beliefs allow the 

minister or celebrant to accept requests to celebrate marriages, as authorised under the Marriage 

Act and according to the rites of the Uniting Church in Australia. 

(e) To request the Assembly Officers to arrange for the preparation of an additional authorised 

marriage liturgy which reflects the understanding of marriage as outlined in the marriage 

statement contained in (c)(ii) above for approval by the Standing Committee at its August 2018 

meeting, for use according to the rites of the Uniting Church in Australia. 

(f) To note that Church Councils: 

(i) have the authority under Regulation 4.4.1 to permit or refuse the use of any property held for 

the use of the Congregation for the celebration of marriages, as authorised under the Marriage Act 

and according to the rites of the Uniting Church in Australia. 

(ii) do not have the authority to require a Minister in placement in their Congregation or to prevent 

a Minister in their Congregation from celebrating marriages as authorised under the Marriage Act 

and according to the rites of the Uniting Church in Australia. 

(g) To request the Standing Committee, taking account of advice from the Assembly Legal  

Reference Committee, to consider and take such action as it considers appropriate, including  

(if necessary) the making of additional Regulations, to enable Church Councils acting under 

Regulation 4.4.1 to make decisions regarding use of property for celebrating marriages, in 

conformity with one of the statements of belief mentioned in (c)(i) and (ii). Also available 

at: https://uniting.church/unconfirmedminute/  

 

Q2. Can you put that more simply? 

As our President’s pastoral letter put it, “To honour the diversity of Christian belief among our 

members, we will hold two equal and distinct statements of belief on marriage. 

This decision will allow ministers and celebrants authorised by the Uniting Church the freedom to 

conduct or to refuse to conduct same-gender marriages. . .  

I want to reassure all members of the Uniting Church - your rights to follow your beliefs on marriage will 

be respected and protected.   

https://uniting.church/unconfirmedminute/
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Church Councils will have the right to determine whether marriage services take place on their 

premises”. 

 

Ministers & Celebrants 
Q3a. Can I now conduct same gender marriages? 

Yes, once the authorised liturgy, and the date that this liturgy takes effect has been approved by the 

Assembly Standing Committee as advised by the General Secretary of the Assembly.  

 

Q3b. When will this take effect? 

The General Secretary has advised all marriage celebrants in the Uniting Church that the authorised 

liturgy will be available for use from Saturday, 29th September 2018. If there is any change to this date, 

the General Secretary will communicate that.  

 

Q4. What if I don’t agree with same gender marriage? 

All Ministers and lay Celebrants authorised by the Uniting Church, have the right to act according to their 

religious beliefs and refuse to conduct same gender marriages if they wish.  

 

Q5. I have been authorised as a lay Celebrant, does this apply to me? 

If you have been authorised by the Uniting Church in Australia as a Celebrant, then yes, this freedom to 

conduct same gender marriages or refuse to conduct same gender marriages according to your religious 

beliefs applies to you. 

Q6. Can my congregation stop me from conducting or require me to conduct 

same gender marriages? 

No. The decision regarding conducting marriages rests with the Minister or the Celebrant, but Church 

Councils may decide whether same gender marriages are performed on property for which they are 

responsible. 

  

Q7.  What happens if I want to conduct same gender marriages, but my Church 

Council has decided not to allow same gender marriages on their property? 

You are able to conduct a marriage in another location outside of the church or at a church whose 

Church Council is happy to have same gender marriages on their property. 

Q8. If I refuse to conduct a same gender marriage am I at risk of an 

antidiscrimination claim? 

According to the Marriage Act, as a Minister or authorised Celebrant of the Uniting Church, you can 

refuse to perform a same gender marriage if your religious beliefs do not allow you to do so. You are also 

exempted and therefore protected in the Sex Discrimination Act on the same ground.  
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Q9. What about the forms I need to use for recording marriages? 

All Celebrants, including Ministers and Celebrants authorised by the Uniting Church, are required to use 

the officially prescribed stationery available through the Attorney-General’s Department. This stationery 

was changed at the time of the commencement of the changes to the Marriage Act (9th December 

2017), and all Celebrants (including Ministers) are required to comply with these changes in order to 

ensure that marriages they perform are legally valid. 

This is a requirement of the change in law and is not related to the UCA’s recent decision. 

The changes to forms to be used were sent to all registered Celebrants, and are detailed here: 

https://www.ag.gov.au/FamiliesAndMarriage/Marriage/Documents/Fact-sheet-Changes-to-
marriageforms-and-certificates.pdf 
In summary: 

• There is a new Notice of Intended Marriage (NOIM). All Celebrants MUST use the new NOIM. The 

only exception is for the case where a Celebrant is already in possession of a signed NOIM, which 

was completed prior to the commencement of the changes in the Marriage Act (9th December, 

2017). 

• There is a new Official Certificate of Marriage Form (the form sent to the registering authority), and 

all Celebrants (including Ministers) MUST use the new form. Current stocks of the old form 

(including Certificate Form ‘booklets’) are NO LONGER legally valid. The new Official  
Certificate of Marriage Form is available for free download here: https://www.ag.gov.au/ 
FamiliesAndMarriage/Marriage/Pages/Forms.aspx 

• ‘Red books’ (Registers) no longer conform to the legal form of the new Official Certificate of 

Marriage Form, so they can NO LONGER be used as is. Congregations or Celebrants who have a 

personal register must EITHER purchase a new Register, OR print out the new Official Certificate of 

Marriage Form for each new marriage and affix this into the Marriage Register. 

• There is a new Form 15 Certificate of Marriage (the commemorative Certificate of Marriage given to 

the couple). Existing stocks of the current Form 15 Marriage Certificate, which refers to ‘bride’ and 

‘bridegroom’ MAY be used, provided the certificate is suitable to the marrying couple. 

• There are also amended forms relating to interpreters, Defence Force marriages and marriages of 

minors. Please see the website (above) for further details. 

Please note that these changes are not related to the recent decision by the UCA.  

They are legal changes enacted by the Government after the change to the Marriage Act, and they 

apply to all Ministers and Celebrants authorised by the Uniting Church regardless of your religious 

beliefs regarding same gender marriages. 

Congregations & Church Councils  
Q10. Can we now have same gender marriages take place in our church? 

Yes, the Assembly decision means that Church Councils on behalf of their Congregations have the 

freedom to decide whether or not property for which they are responsible can be used for same gender 

marriages.  

 

Q11. What if we don’t wish to have same gender marriages take place in our 

church? The Marriage Act provides that a body established for religious purposes may refuse to make 

https://www.ag.gov.au/FamiliesAndMarriage/Marriage/Documents/Fact-sheet-Changes-to-marriage-forms-and-certificates.pdf
https://www.ag.gov.au/FamiliesAndMarriage/Marriage/Documents/Fact-sheet-Changes-to-marriage-forms-and-certificates.pdf
https://www.ag.gov.au/FamiliesAndMarriage/Marriage/Documents/Fact-sheet-Changes-to-marriage-forms-and-certificates.pdf
https://www.ag.gov.au/FamiliesAndMarriage/Marriage/Pages/Forms.aspx
https://www.ag.gov.au/FamiliesAndMarriage/Marriage/Pages/Forms.aspx
https://www.ag.gov.au/FamiliesAndMarriage/Marriage/Pages/Forms.aspx


 19 

a facility e.g. a church, available for the solemnisation of a marriage, or for purposes that are intrinsic to, 

or directly associated with, the solemnisation of the marriage, if the refusal “conforms to the doctrines, 

tenets or beliefs of the religion of the body”. The Assembly resolution authorises Church Councils to make 

a decision regarding the use of Church property that accords with this provision of the Marriage Act.  

 

Q12. Does the Church Council have the right to make this decision? 

According to the Uniting Church Regulations (4.4.1(e)), the Church Council which is responsible for the 

management and administration of all property held for the use of the Congregation, shall “consult 

with a Congregation regarding any proposal concerning property that would have a substantial effect 

on the life, witness and service of the Congregation.” The Church Council should consider whether any 

decision regarding the use of the property for same-gender marriages would be strengthened through 

consultation with the Congregation. 

Your Church Council can make a decision whether a marriage shall take place on Church property at any 

time and should not feel pressured into making a decision on the basis of religious beliefs until it is 

ready to do so.  

 

Q13. If we refuse to allow same gender marriages on our property are we at risk 

of an anti-discrimination claim? 

The decision made by the 15th Assembly recognises two statements of belief relating to marriage. Its 

decision provides a strong foundation for Church Councils to make decisions as to whether same-gender 

marriages are celebrated in Church property. 

Decisions regarding the use of church property which are not directly associated with the 

solemnisation of a marriage are not covered by the Marriage Act and are subject to the relevant anti-

discrimination law.  

 

Q14. What if we have a different point of view to our Minister or Celebrant? 

Ministers or Celebrants have the freedom to make their own decision regarding whether or not to 

conduct same gender marriages according to their religious beliefs.  A Church Council cannot require 

a Minister to act against the Minister’s religious beliefs.  On the other hand, the decision regarding 

the use of the church property is made by the Church Council not the Minister or the Celebrant.  

 

Q15. What if our Congregation meets on the same property as another group? 

If you rent your property to another group, then your Church Council has the authority to make the 

decision regarding the use of the property. 

If you share the property with another Uniting Church Congregation then decisions are made in 

accordance with the practices agreed with the Presbytery (Reg. 3.4.2). This could be through both 

Church Councils agreeing to a decision or through a joint meeting of the Church Councils (Reg 3.4.5(d)). 
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If you belong to a group or faith community who either rent or are allowed to use the property 

owned by a congregation you would need to approach that Congregation’s Church Council for 

permission to conduct same gender marriages.  

 

Q16.  Can we still use the Congregation’s Marriage Register (“Red book”)? 

As detailed in Q9 above, there have been legal changes to the stationery which is required to be used 

for recording Marriages. Because ‘Red books’ (Registers) no longer conform to the legal form of the new 

Official Certificate of Marriage Form, they can NO LONGER be used as is. Congregations must EITHER 

purchase a new Register, OR have the Minister or Celebrant print out the new Official Certificate of 

Marriage Form for each new marriage and affix this into the Marriage Register. 

In working through the implications of this Assembly decision Church Councils and Ministers may need 

to have some honest discussions and may find themselves in disagreement. It is important to 

remember our commitment to treating one another in the way of Christ.   

Conducting meetings according to the Uniting Church Manual for Meetings will be important. The  

Manual for Meetings provides “the official standing orders and rules of the debate for the Uniting 

Church in Australia... a resource that will enable their full and effective participation in the UCA’s 

decision-making process.”  

It is important to be gracious in the way we approach decisions where properties are shared and the 

different Congregations sharing the property may have different beliefs regarding this issue.  We 

would also encourage those who choose not to host or conduct same gender marriages to consider 

referring enquiries to Congregations or Ministers who would be happy to do so. 

 


