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Moderator, 
 
“My prayer is not for the disciples alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their 
message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also 
be in us, so that the world may believe that you have sent me.”  (John 17: 20, 21)  
 
“We can’t have an ecumenical policy without a reference to John 17”, said one of our Committee, 
as we started work on our first draft. True, we nodded, for churches have long agreed that these 
verses go to the very heart of what it means to be the body of Christ. They tell us that, just as the 
Father and the Son belong to one another, so all who believe are bound together and dwell 
together as one in God.  As Christ prays, it is surely so; our calling is to embody that prayer and 
embrace that unity which is ours in Christ. Why?  Not for our own sakes but that, through our 
unity, God might be known, and the world may believe. 
 
Christ’s prayer in John 17 inspires, encourages and challenges us as different branches of Christ’s 
church to rediscover our common calling, to recognise and affirm the gift of one another and to 
join together in God’s mission to the world. It is key to every ecumenical statement, agreement 
and commitment, whether local, national or international. It forms the basis of our current 
ecumenical policy and remains at the core of the new policy we present today: Local, Universal 
and shaped by the Mission of God.  
 
If the essence of our policy remains the same, why bring a new one?  As the Committee engaged 
with our Review, we noted a shifting ecumenical landscape in Scotland from a generation ago; one 
which is increasingly diverse.  We heard a desire for more support of ecumenical relations locally. 
We engaged with fresh thinking from the World Council of Churches which celebrates its 70th 
anniversary this year, as well as with statements from Pope Francis.  Most importantly, we were 
convinced that the call to respond to Christ’s prayer should be heard anew in every generation; 
where we were is not where we are now. So, the time is right for a new policy to awaken and 
renew our sense of belonging to the Church Universal; one which provides a context and 
framework for living Christ’s prayer today, both in local settings and as the Church of Scotland. 
 
What are the key points of the policy?  It begins with the big picture, the Church Universal, for 
which Christ prays: The One Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church called to share in the mission of 
God.  It focuses on the Church of Scotland, affirming that we belong to that one Church.  It is who 
we are and is expressed in us as a church nationally and in every congregation locally. Think of the 
Sacrament of Baptism when the baptised are welcomed into the local congregation as members of 
the wider Church beyond.  Each congregation then is ‘wholly Church but not the whole Church”. 
That belonging compels us outwards towards our brothers and sisters in Christ, without whom our 
being is incomplete.  It calls us to recognise in one another an essential component of the Church 
of Jesus Christ and, as such, to build relationships which make Christ’s one body visible. 
 
The prayer in John 17 is not only for the being of the Church but also for its purpose. The Church is 
summoned to share in the mission of God, to make known the self-giving life of God on which it 
too depends. In Christ’s prayer the unity of the Church and the Mission of God are intertwined. 
We are to be one, to dwell in God as one, so that the world might believe. 
 
This Policy commits both congregations and the whole Church of Scotland to an intentional living 
of Christ’s prayer. It invites congregations to build flourishing relationships with neighbours, to 



encourage one another in discipleship, to recognise the gifts given to whole people of God locally 
and to share them, that God’s life and love might be known.  It commits the Church of Scotland to 
express the unity at the heart of our being through engaging in dialogue, co-working and common 
action with our brothers and sisters in Christ. You will find accounts of ongoing bilateral 
conversations in our Report, such as those with the Scottish Episcopal Church and also with the 
Church of England. There are reports too of our engagement in international ecumenical bodies 
such as the World Communion of Reformed Churches and the Conference of European Churches. 
The Policy recommits the Church of Scotland at all levels to the principle that we ought to act 
together in all things, except where deep conviction makes it impossible to do so. At the same 
time, it calls us to work to remove such obstacles to unity as exist and which impede our sharing in 
the Mission of God. 
 
The Committee invites the General Assembly to adopt Local, Universal and shaped by the Mission 
of God as our Ecumenical policy, to note its theological basis at Appendix I and to instruct the 
committee to bring a strategy for implementation next year. 
 
There is a reason for this delay. The living out of Christ’s prayer together as churches in Scotland 
must be central to our strategy. Since 1990, the main vehicle for doing this on a national level has 
been through Action of Churches Together in Scotland.  ACTS brings together nine denominations 
committed to responding to Christ’s prayer that all may be one, through united action and 
meaningful encounter.  Much has been achieved for over 25 years, especially in our understanding 
of one another.  We are thankful for it.  However, times move on and, while the members’ 
commitment to one another remains the same, we recognised a pressing need to review and 
renew the means by which we live out Christ’s prayer together.  A robust review was conducted 
by Theos, whose findings are summarised in Appendix III.  The Committee engaged fully with the 
review, in consultation with others and invites the Assembly to concur with our response which is 
found in section 3 of the Report.  
 
How might ACTS enable churches to express their unity and participate in the mission of God in 
Scotland today?  What challenges must the body face?  The Report concludes that ACTS does not 
reflect, nor engage with the increasing diversity of Christianity in Scotland, that its structures need 
overhauled to release energy, and that churches need a clearer vision of the purpose of ACTS. 
Members accepted these conclusions at a recent meeting and stressed that any future national 
ecumenical body must have a strong focus on developing and supporting churches in working 
together locally and in helping us engage together in mission.  A short term working group has 
been set up to bring a final Report by the end of 2018.  In the light of this, the Committee would 
intend to bring recommendations on our participation in ACTS as part of the outworking of our 
Policy next year. However, if any significant decisions need to be taken in advance of that, to 
consult with the Council of Assembly. 
 
‘May all of them be one, so that the world might believe that you have sent me.”  Christ’s prayer 
makes it clear that Christian unity is essential to the Mission of God. The call to embody that 
prayer is as ancient as the church itself, the summons to embrace it ever new.  It is what Christ 
wills for his body on earth, so that the life of the God of love might be known.  It is our privilege 
and responsibility to respond to that prayer today and make it our own. 
 
Moderator,  
I present the Report and move the Deliverance. 


