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Looking back and looking forward 
This newsletter is the final edition for 2018. It seems approriate to look back over PCNV for 
the year and to look forward. The Annual Report which has been sent to all members 
describes the varied programs and activities of the organisation. Support from members 
has been encouraging. However the more important perspective is encouragement to see 
beyond the restricted belief systems of traditional Christianity to find ways of living that 
embody the heart of the Christian way in a contemporary world where knowledge and 
change buffet past certainties. One of the banner statements of progressive Christianity has 
been that it is better to live the questions of life than settle too quickly on restrictive 
answers. 
 
One of the justly famous summaries of the religion expressed in the Hebrew scriptures (the 
Christian Old Testament) is at the end of the writings of the prophet Micah from the 8th 
century BCE when there was a revolutionary change in understanding religion as more 
about ethical living than temple rituals: 

“He (the Lord) has told you, O man, what is good; 
and what does the Lord require of you 
but to do justice, and to love kindness, 
and to walk humbly with your God?” 

 
Over a thousand years later Jewish Rabbis grappled with the implications of this guide to 
living and the realisation that this way of living so clearly depicted as they looked back was 
at best a work in progress. With inimitable wisdom they saw implications for looking ahead: 

 
“Do not be daunted by the enormity of the world’s grief. 

Do justly now. Love mercy now. Walk humbly now. 
You are not obligated to complete the work, 

But neither are you free to abandon it.” 
The Talmud. Around 500 CE 

 
As our commercially dominated society, somewhat assisted by churches, will depict 
Christmas as about a donkety ride, a miraculous baby in a manger, a moving star, 
astrologers, singing amgels, and hope of heaven, we can remember and celebrate the 
birthday of an adult who embodied and passionately encouraged a better way to live that 
carried forward the ancient wisdom quoted above. 
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REPORTS OF RECENT MEETINGS 

On September 23 the topic of the PCNV meeting was “How Scholarship is 
Changing Christianity’. We viewed a DVD that presented some of the key findings of the 
Westar scholars over more than 30 years since the Jesus Seminar first undertook fresh 
exploration of what Jesus said and did.  You can view the video on youtube: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AbkvQcf6kJg 

Our handout notes selected quotations from the scholars to give us a basis for discussion guided 
by leaders familiar with aspects of that scholarship. The notes in bold were the subjects of those 
elective groups. The handout notes follow to give you some idea of the scholarly findings that can 
affect our understanding of Christianity. 

• “This is really scholarship in public for the public. 
• There is no mention in the Bible of homosexuality. Zero. 
• The idea that men are the only apostles ... There is no mention of that in the New 

Testament. Women actually had authority. 
• Anyone who picks up the Bible and reads a verse comes away with a different interpretation. 

We have over 5000 Christian denominations in this country (USA). 
• Bob Funk asked how could he spend 40 years of his life educating students about the Bible 

and yet the world around us has no idea about what we are talking about. ... So we have to 
have these conversations in public. 

• Bob Funk: “I don’t want a big discussion and at the end everyone goes their way. You are 
going to have to vote on it.” 

• It was empowering people with the right to ask questions. If you can question Jesus you can 
question and should question everything. 

• Westar Institute has been about going back to the sources, drawing on the best of 
contemporary scholarship to rethink the religious traditions that shape our identity. 

• Archaeology is generating fresh sources of evidence that we didn’t have previously. 
• Most people would be surprised to find Christianity doesn’t come with Jesus. They 

would be most surprised to find it began to come to life sometime in the 4th century. 
• Everything in the Bible was written to someone else for another purpose in another 

culture, time and place we have largely lost. So we are in the position of an 
interpreter, being on our knees listening through a keyhole to an ancient 
conversation not intended for us. 

• What we are working on in the Christianity Seminar is how to connect the terrible violence in 
the Roman Empire against most of the population and how the texts of the early Christ 
movement were resistance to that. 

• “Here’s the historical picture in a little more detail. Here is how you can open up the story.” 
• We care about justice, equality and the future of humanity. If religion becomes a barrier to 

justice, equality and the future of humanity it loses its relevance. 
• We certainly do need to find a new way to talk about God if that word is going to be a viable 

word for the future. 
• The God question is not an evidence question but the statements about God need to be 

consistent with the evidence. You don’t have to think by yourself. 
• Westar’s conversations are urgency, hope and intellectual integrity. 
• What Christians think their religion is about matters. It matters in how they imagine 

the world. It matters in how they imagine where the world is going. That shapes our 
common life together. It shapes our society very profoundly. 

• Learning never ends and is never perfect.” 

 



On October 28, the topic of the PCNV meeting was “Voluntary Assisted 
Dying – Possibilities and Dilemmas”.                  
Three speakers with expertise related to assisted dying presented information that helped those 
present understand the features of the legislation that will make assisted dying possible in 
Victoria from next June (2019). Without notes from the speakers it is not possible to summarise 
all that was said. Some helpful points were: 

• What has been legislated in Victoria benefitted from extensive consideration of assisted 
dying experience in overseas countries. It is cautious legislation that guards against 
possible misuse, for example any pressure on a person to request assisted dying. 

• The Victorian procedures are based on what has been operating in the American State of 
Oregon and not on European programs we more often hear about in Australian news – for 
example in Holland or Belgium. 

• Voluntary assisted dying will be available only to persons living in Victoria (to remove the 
possibility of others travelling to Victoria to seek assisted dying) and only to persons with a 
condition certified by two doctors as leading to death within six months. 

• Assisted dying can be requested only by the person wanting assisted death. So it will not 
be available to any person lacking sufficient clarity of mind to make such a request. And 
such a request cannot be made in advance – only within a period of six months from likely 
death. 

• Assisted dying is not offered as an alternative to palliative care but where palliative care is 
not seen as an acceptable option by a terminally ill person. Increased investment in 
palliative care will accompany the introduction of Voluntary Assisted Dying.                

 

There was deep appreciation by people at this meeting for the ways a doctor and a 
chaplain/pastoral care worker provided sensitive descriptions of their experience with patients 
facing intense suffering close to death. 

 

On November 25, the topic of the PCNV meeting was “The Changing Shape 
of Religious Diversity in Australia: How Gen Z Leads the Way”.                        
The speaker was Gary D Bouma AM, the UNESCO Chair in Intercultural and Interreligious 
Relations – Asia Pacific and Emeritus Professor of Sociology at Monash University. 
 
Generation Z are aged 0 to 19.  The presentation provided an enormous number of statistics that 
I cannot reproduce. What follows are a few statistics that express some sense of diversity and 
some quotes from the speaker: 

• In 2016 there were more Muslims in Australia than Presbyterians, more Sikhs than Jews, 
more Hindus than Baptists, and three times as many Witches as Quakers. 

• The big drivers of religious change have been migration, conversion (including to ‘No 
religion’) and the failure of Boomers to pass religion to their children. 

• 52% of teens have no religion. “They are not religious but they are not anti-religious”. 
• The Research Project used focus groups of 13 – 18 year olds from all types of schools. 
• 37% believe in God, 47% believe in life after death, 35% believe in the existence of 

angels, 28% seriously practiced meditation outside of school, 22% practice yoga, 87% are 
positive about LGBTI people, 93% agree that many faiths are good for Australia, 82% 
approve marriage equality. 

• “’They are awash but not adrift in a sea of diversity”. 
• “There is no chance for us to get close to them” 
• “If you start with God, you’ve lost the plot”. “If you start with what to believe, you’ve lost the 

plot”. 



• “They are comfortable with difference – religious, gender, sexuality”. 
• 14% were LGBTQI. 83% live ethically without religion.  
• “They have a deep sense of humanity – a sense of right and wrong”. 
• “Churches are becoming sects.”  
• “Religion is out of control of formally organized groups and the state”. 
• “They are interested in quality relationships, what supports life, and freedom from religion”. 
• “An important issue for Australia is how to provide freedom for and freedom from religion”. 
• “In a few years this group will be voters”. 

                 Notes by David Merritt 

“Convictions” by Michael Morwood 
Michael Morwood has been a popular speaker at PCNV meetings over many years. He is a 
teacher and workshop leader in USA and Australia and his books are widely read. 

Catholica has recently published a list of ”Convictions” by Michael Morwood that succinctly 
summarise his beliefs. They are set out in a way that is easy to read and likely to stimulate 
discussion. Here is the link: 

http://www.catholica.com.au/gc2/mm/014_mm_201118.php?fbclid=IwAR1474ffmuwYcWCcUAa3
1fRibgQM0qQIkUQn3vYOFX6F8w358Hy13hYXzbQ#.W_2zyXt92SY.email 

 

Questions about Christmas 
“One of the essential problems that arises from the annual Christmas play, the uplifting Lessons 
and Carols service, or the peaceful, reflective beauty of the Midnight Mass is their reinforcement 
to all who attend of the belief that clergy think the virgin birth and all its accoutrements are 
factual. Fantastic, yes, but fantastic because of the super powers of the god called God. Those 
who dare to ask the question may receive from their minister an answer that more closely 
resembles her or his actual beliefs: it is a story we tell over and over to remind us of the 
impregnation of our hearts by God’s love and our need to live that out in the contemporary world, 
according to the needs of that world. That sounds good, doesn’t it? Of course it does! And we all 
watched the Christmas play happily ever after. 

“But the problem remains. Why do we want clergy to act and speak and lead in ways that allow 
those not asking questions to assume an ongoing belief in fantastic tales? What is the merit in 
that? Especially when we are seeing younger generations eschew the mythology of “the virgin” 
for the seemingly more accessible mythology of “the good life” and its myriad representations 
over the Christmas season? Is maintaining a semblance of belief worth losing whole generations 
who find fantastic tales just that: too fantastic to believe, too irrelevant to today? 

“I think not. But I must admit that mine is not a popular perspective in the wider church. Clergy 
know that if they tamper with the traditions of Christmas, they will lose people. Big time. I know 
from experience. The fact that those families they lose are very likely those who only show up for 
Christmas and (maybe) Easter, makes no difference. It is loss. 

Gretta Vosper, Progressing Spirit, 29 November 2018 

“It is common knowledge in progressive circles that the imperial religion that has dominated the world for 
the past 2,000 years is almost nothing like the radical ethical and social movement initiated by that first 
century rabbi named Yeshua. What he initiated wasn’t primarily a religious movement at all, but a socio-
political movement that challenged the fundamental ordering of his society and called for an egalitarian 
and communal way of existing as a human community.                                                                            
Rev Brendan Roberson, Progressing Spirit, October 4, 2018 



 “The Christianity of the future must also be willing and able to dialogue with the other great 
religious systems of the world without defining any of them as lacking or deficient. Our task is not 
to judge, but to accept them as they are, to call them to live fully, love wastefully, and to be all 
they can be in the infinite variety of our humanity….The reformation we chart is scary, but it is 
noble, compelling and freeing. Even more, however, it gives the Christian story a chance to live 
in a new time in history. I pray it will. I pray it can. I believe it must.”                                            
John Shelby Spong, Unbelievable Page 279 

Terrifying & Terrible Texts: Knowing the Difference between Study and Liturgy 
There is nothing sacrosanct about the “canon” from which Sunday liturgical texts are drawn. 
Canon simply means texts which past authorities have given their imprimatur. Times change. 
Contexts change. To paraphrase the wise spiritual teacher, Richard Rohr, we do not see Being 
as Being is but as we are. And who are we? We aspire to no longer be a tribal people guided by 
a vengeful tribal deity. We aspire to no longer be a homophobic people. We aspire to no longer 
be a misogynistic people. We aspire to no longer be a racist people. We aspire to no longer be a 
vengeful people. We aspire to be simply and fully humans of Being. 

Terrifying and terrible texts can do terrific damage to human beings. Now is the time to 
distinguish between texts for study and texts for liturgy; between stories that sustain the soul, and 
stories (and prayers) that sunder her heart.                                                                                
Kevin G. Thew Forrester, Ph.D. progressingspirit.com  September 13, 2018   
 

COMMON DREAMS 2019 
        The fifth Common Dreams national conference for progressives will be held at Newington 

College in Stanmore, Sydney from 11 to 14 July 2019. The title is “Sacred Earth: Original 
Blessing; Common Home”. 

 

COMMON DREAMS is an alliance of Australian and New Zealand kindred organisations 
which promote engagement with progressive Christian thought and practice, and with 
progressive developments in other religious and spiritual traditions.  It does this through the 
major "Common Dreams" conferences (Sydney 2007, Melbourne 2010, Canberra 2013, 
Brisbane 2016), and sponsorship of annual "Common Dreams on the Road" tours by 
international scholars to cities and communities across Australia and New Zealand. 

Matthew Fox will be the distinguished international keynote speaker. The conference will 
involve other inspiring speakers, musicians, performers, and artists who will engage with 
the 12 Principles of Creation Spirituality.  

Matthew Fox (b. 1940) is an internationally acclaimed spiritual theologian, Episcopal priest, 
and activist who was a member of the Dominican Order for 34 years. He holds a 
doctorate, summa cum laude, in the History and Theology of Spirituality from the Institut 
Catholique de Paris and has devoted 45 years to developing and teaching the tradition of 
Creation Spirituality, which is rooted in ancient Judeo-Christian teaching, inclusive of 
today’s science and world spiritual traditions; welcoming of the arts and artists; wisdom 
centered, prophetic, and committed to eco-justice, social justice and gender justice.  
Registrations will open early in 2019. 
Further information is available on the Common Dreams website - 
http://www.commondreams.org.au/  

Plan a Sydney holiday now and take in this opportunity to gather with a nationwide group of 
people exploring progressive perspectives on religion and Christianity. 



BOOK REVIEW                             
JOHN BODYCOMB, TWO ELEPHANTS IN THE ROOM. Evolving Christianity and 
Leadership. Spectrum Press. 2018      Review by John Gunson                             
This is an explosive book.  It challenges root and branch how we go about doing church, and 
how we train ministers for their task of leadership in our churches.  
You may not want to read it.  That would be a pity! 
From time to time futurists and other commentators draw our attention to  dramatic changes 
occurring in society and our way of life.  These are usually the consequences of technological 
change like computers, mobile phones, 3D printers and artificial intelligence (AI).  We are warned 
that they will radically change the nature of work itself, and that today’s youth are probably 
training for jobs that will no longer exist when they are ready to enter the workforce.  
Wise stakeholders take notice of these “signs of the times” or “elephants in the room”, and begin 
to take actions to address or adapt to the changing circumstances. 
John Bodycomb, Uniting Church minister, theological educator and sociologist, confronts us with 
research findings which herald a bleak future for the Christian churches in a secular society like 
Australia.  Further he raises the question of the implications of this for the future of the ordained 
ministry, and thus for anyone currently contemplating training for that ministry. 
In the Uniting Church business as usual accompanies a new strategic structure, but no one 
appears to recognise the elephants in the room which are about to trample us to death. 
There are those who are untroubled by the imminent decline of the churches.  They tell us that 
our job (and God’s requirement) is not that we be successful, but that we be faithful. 
But what does it mean to be faithful? 
Jesus upbraided the religious leaders of his day for failing to read the signs of the times.  John 
Bodycomb has provided the evidence and not only pointed us to the signs of our times but to 
some steps we might take. 
Perhaps faithfulness is just that - taking the evidence seriously, reading the signs, and being 
willing to learn, grow and change. 
John Gunson was ordained in the Congregational tradition 63 years ago.  He has been Christian 
educator and parish minister in Victoria, NSW and Pennsylvania (USA).  He is the author of 
"God, Ethics and the Secular Society: Does the Church have a Future?"  
_________________________________________________________________ 
        NEW PCNV WEBSITE                                                                                           
The PCNV Committee has commissioned a professional website developer to design a new 
website for PCNV that will be more attractive, offer a more functional menu and provide for a 
wider range of information and resources. The final stages of developing the website have been 
unavoidably delayed by factors outside the control of the Committee but a draft is now being 
considered. An email notice will inform members when the website is fully functional. 

PCNV MEETINGS IN 2019 
All meetings for 2019 are being planned for the fourth Sunday in each month February to 
November. 

The first meetings next year, on February 24 and March 24, will be a series on “Options 
for the Future of Christianity in Australia”. On each of those dates three speakers will 
present a case for changes that could provide different futures for churches and 
Christianity – a total of six possibilities that can be explored further with the speakers. 


