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# THE GOALS
OF THE FAITH
AND ORDER
COMMISSION
OF THE WCC

Seventh—day Adventist Involvement

Forty years ago this year, the World Council of
Churches was formed by the union of two ecumenical
movements; Life and Work, and Faith and Order.
Joining these two movements in the World Council
formation was the International Missionary Coun-
cil. The Constitution as adopted at Amsterdam in
1948 declared that among the functions of the WCC
would be the responsibility "to carry on the work
of the world movements for Faith and Order and
Work and Life and the International Missionary
Council.” (So Much in Common, p. 34) The work
would be done through "Commissons."

The Faith and Order Commission was charged in
this constitution "to proclaim the essential
oneness of the Church of Christ and to keep prom-
inently before the World Council and the churches
the obligation to manifest that unity and its
urgericy fof world mission and evangelism."(Ibid.,
p. 36} In keeping with this charge the By-Laws
of the Commission state as its work the duty "to
proclaim the oneness of the Church of Jesus Christ
and to call the churches to the goal of visible
unity in one faith and eucharistic fellowship,
expressed in worship and common life in Christ,
in order that the world might believe.” (Baptism,
Eucharist and Ministry, p. viii) Because of

these accepted goals, the primary work of this
Commission has been “"the study of what keeps
churches divided - differences in doctrine, church
order and liturgy. ... This focus has kept the
ecumenical theological work at the centre of
Fai{h ?nd Order's agenda." (One World, No. 132,
p. 15,
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The reason why this Commission, its goals and
its work, should be known and understood by
every member of the Seventh-day Adventist
Church is that the Church is represented on
this Commission, even though the Church itself
is not officially a member of the World Coun-
¢il of Churches. Another point should be
kept in focus. The General Conference Com-
mittee did not elect its representative to
the Faith and Order Commission, only nomi-
nated. The Constitution of the WCC clearly
states that the various "Commissions may add
to their membership c¢lerical and lay persons
approved for the purpose by the Central Com-
mittee.” (So Much in Common, p. 36) However,
no one would be approved by the Central Com-
mittee, to represent the Seventh-day Adventist
viewpoint, except he be first recommended by
the General Conference Committee. Some his-
tory is in order.

Growing out of contacts made at the Vatican II
Council of the Roman Catholic Church between
Adventist and WCC observers, the Ecumenical

Review {January, 1967), official organ of the

WCC, published an “essay" introducing the
Seventh-day Adventist Church to those inter-
ested among "the membership of the WCC." The
documentation for this “essay" was based
largely on the book - Questions on Doctrine.
The "Essay" concluded by suggesting that the
Adventist witness might be more properly
found within the WCC "rather than apart from
it." (So Much in Common, pp. 57-67.) The
Church was quick to respond. In a series of
editorials in the Review, then "“the official
organ' of the Church, R. F. Cottrell, an
associate editor, while declining the invi-
tation for open membership in the WCC, sug-
gested an appointment to the Faith and Order
Commission. (Review, April 6, 1967, p. 13)
Things moved swiftly. Dr Earle Hilgert, then
of Andrews University, was recommended by the
General Conference Committee, and approved by
the Central Committee of the WCC. It was
done quickly enough that Dr. Hilgert was able
to meet as a member of the Commission on
Faith and Order at its meeting in Bristol,
England, from July 30 to August 8, 1967. His
place is now held by Dr. R. F. Dederen, also
of Andrews University.

In the WCC magazine - One World (No. 132), -
is an article captioned, "Models of Unity.“
This article was written by Thomas F. Best,
executive secretary of Faith and Order.
Under the title is a brief paragraph reading
- "The WCC constitution lists ‘calling the
churches to the goal of visible unity' first
among the WCC's reasons for being. But what

would 'visible unity' look 1ike?" With this
article is a picture of a reopened church in
Nanjing, China. It was built by the Anglicans
in the 1920's, but used as an optical instru-
ments factory during the Cultural Revolution.
Now a part of China's "post-denominational'
church, it has "pastors of Presbyterian and
Seventh-day Adventist backgrounds." (p. 13)
[The picture would indicate it was well at-
tended.] The article itself begins:

The goal of the ecumenical movement is visible
unity among the churches. In practice this
would mean the following:

(1] a common faith (basic agreement on funda-
mental theological issues)

[2] mutual recognition of baptism and member-
ship

[3] mutual recognition and sharing of eucha-
rist (holy communion)

[4] sharing in evangelism, witness and service

[5] some means of common decision-making on
critical issues of faith and life. (Ibid., p.
12)

While the idea of "a single monolithic struc-
ture" is denied as a part of the goal, in
other words, no "super church," yet the ob-
jective is to enable “Christians, in their
proper diversity, to experience themselves as
belonging to the one body of Christ and, when
necessary, to speak and act as one."” Then a
question is asked as to how even such a goal
can be achieved “from our fragmented state"?
The writer observed that "despite many grow-
ing areas of agreement and cooperation,Chris-
tians still differ over important issues of
faith and practice." The work of the Faith
and Order Commission is to bridge this gap,
and have churches mutually recognize each
other's baptism (thus membership), eucharist
{holy communion, whether the mass or the
Lord's Supper, or something in between) and
Ministry {ordination}.

Giant strides have been made. At Lima, Peru,
in 1982, Faith and Order adopted a convergence
statement on "Baptism, Eucharist and Min-
istry.* (Faith and Order Paper No. 111).
This Lima Text "has become the most widely
discussed document in modern ecumenical his-
tory. About 350,000 copies have been circu-
lated all over the world in 35 languages."

"Over 160 churches have already presented
their official responses to BEM [the Lima
Text] to the Faith and Order office in Geneva.
These include several churches and communities
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which are not members of the WCC, such as the
Roman Catholic Church (which is, however,
officially represented on the Faith and Order
Commission)." (One World, No. 132, p. 17)

The conclusion is drawn - "Baptism, Eucharist
and Ministry has become an integral part of
the current ecumenical movement and an impetus
for renewal, mission and growth in Christian
comunity..." (Ibid.)

The Roman Catholic response to this document
was heralded in the Ecumenical Press Service

of the WCC as an affirmation “in a concrete,
authoritative and unambiguous manner its
comnitment to the full participation in the
one and comprehensive ecumenical movement."
(87.09.32) The final form of the Roman Cath-
olic response was prepared by the Vatican
Secretariat for Promoting Christian Unity and
the Congregation for the Doctrine of the
Faith. Input included suggestions from the
national conferences of bishops and theologi-
cal faculties. While critical questions
were raised to the section on "Ministry", the
Catholic paper considered BEM "a significant
result and contribution to the ecumenical
movement" which "“demonstrates clearly that
serijous progress is being made in the quest
for visible Christian unity." Then they
added according to the news service "We
recommit ourselves to this process with other
churches and ecclesial communities..."{Ibid.)

The significance of the Lima Text is given in
the Faith and Order Paper No. 111. It reads:

This Lima text represents the significant
theological convergence which Faith and Order
has discerned and formulated. Those who know
how widely the churches differed in doctrine
and practice on baptism, eucharist and min-
istry, will appreciate the importance.of the
large measure of agreement registered here,
Virtually all the confessional traditions are
included in the Commission's wmembership.
That theclogians of such widely different
traditions should be able to speak so harmon-
iously about baptism, eucharist and ministry
is unprecedented in the modern ecumenical
movement , Particularly noteworthy is the
fact that the Commission also includes among
its full members theclogians of the Roman
Catholic and other churches which do not
belong to the World Council of Churches it-
self. (p. ix)

On the back cover of this booklet is to be
found the following two paragraphs:

The statement published here marks a major
advance in the ecumenical journey. The result
of a fifty-year process of study and consul-

tation, this text on baptism, eucharist and
ministry represents the theological conver-
gence that has been achieved, through decades
of dialogue, under the guidance of the Holy
Spirit. {?]

Over one hundred theologians met in Lima,
Peru, in January 1982, and recommended unani-
mously to transmit this agreed statement -
the Lima text - for the common study and
official response of the churches. They
represented virtually all the major church
traditions: Eastern Orthodox, Oriental Ortho-
dox, Roman Catholic, 0id Cacholic, Lutheran,
Anglican, Reformed, Methodist, United, Disci-
ples, Baptist, Adventist and Pentecostal.

But BEM was only a beginning. "If BEM can be
described as a search for a new way to ap-
proach sacramental questions that divide
churches, so as to promote unity, a second
Faith and Order study is seeking to discover
whether Christians today can confess their
faith together ecumenically.

“This study, 'Towards the Common Expression
of the Apostolic Faith Today', will not write
a new ecumenical confession of faith. Rather,
it asks whether churches today can 'witness
to, confess, live out and celebrate in common
...the same apostolic faith that was expressed
in the Holy Scriptures and summarized in the
creeds of the early church.'’

“For the study, the Faith and Order Commission
has chosen the Nicene-Constantinopolitan
Creed of A.D. 381 - already officially recog-
nized by many churches - as a summary of the
ap?stolic faith." (One World, op. cit., p.
15 :

But why this particular Creed? In a textbook
on early Christian doctrines, one finds a sum-
mary of this creed formulatedby the Council
of Constantinople:

The doctrine of one God, the Father and cre-
ator, formed the background and indisputable
premiss of the Church's faith. Inherited
from Judaism, it was her bulwark against
pagan polytheism, Gnostic emanationism and
Marcionite dualism. The problem for theclogy
was to integrate with it, intellectually, the
fresh data of the specifically Christian reve-
lation. Reduced to their simplest, these
were the convictions that God had made Himself
known in the Person of Jesus, the Messiah,
raising Him from the dead and offering salva-
tion to men through Him, and that He had
poured out Hie Holy Spirit upon the Church.
Even at the New Testament stage ideas about
Christ's preexistence and creative role were
beginning to take shape, and a profound, if




