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SUCCESSFUL GEELONG MEETING 
 
The first regional meeting of the Progressive 
Christian Network of Victoria held in 
Geelong on Sunday 26 April was an 
oustanding success. 66 people heard Rev 
Dr Greg Jenks speak on the topic,                                       
“The Once and Future Bible: Reading the 
Scriptures Today”. 
 
Reflecting effective promotion by the local 
Geelong group, those attending included a 
good number from that region of Victoria.  
 
Some peple from the region have become 
members of PCNV to keep in touch with the 
perspectives reflected at the meeting. 
 
Planning has begun for another regional 
meeeting in Ballarat on 25 October when Dr 
Val Webb will be the speaker. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
NEW VENUE FOR PCNV IN MAY 

Page 5 provides details of the PCNV meeting on 
24 May that will explore the heart of 
contemporary spirituality when Rachel Kohn, 
well known through the ABC program The Spirit 
of Things, is the speaker. 
 
Note the new venue. It is close to Nunawading 
train station. 
 
 
If driving east on Whitehorse Rd, as you 
approach Springvale Rd, keep in the left lane so 
that immediately after crossing Springvale Rd 
you can turn left into the service lane. Then turn 
left into O’Shanessy St for the church carpark or 
street parking.  
If driving north on Springvale Road, at 
Whitehorse Rd keep in the left of the two right 
hand turn lanes so that you can immediately turn 
into the service road on Whitehorse Rd, then as 
above or park in the service lane past the 
church. 

 

“Literalism: the unnecessary complication  

of the religious life” 
One of the strong emphases in progressive scholarship over the past two decades or so has been 
the liberating effect of recognising that religious language is most powerful when it is recognised 
as metaphorical or symbolic. In the coming weeks PCNV offers opportunities to explore some of 
these perspectives. 
““We now approach our scriptures with a literalism that is unparalleled in the history of religion.” 
Professor Karen Armstrong. She spoke about the need to liberate people from “this unnecessary 
complication of the religious life”. Quoted on page 3. 
 
Every religion is true when understood metaphorically. 
But when it gets stuck to its own metaphors, interpreting 
them as facts, then you are in trouble. 

— Joseph Campbell. Quoted by Professor David Tacey in his new book, 
     Religion as Metaphor: Beyond Literal Belief. See page 6. 
 

 My point is not that those ancient people told literal stories and we are 
now smart enough to take them symbolically, but that they told them 
symbolically and we are now dumb enough to take them literally. They 
knew what they were doing; we don’t. 
— John Dominic Crossan. Quoted by Professor David Tacey, as above 
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Reflections on Easter 
Resurrection: A reality or pious myth?  Extracts from the writings of John Shelby Spong 
“By now are we not all well aware that the way we, who live inside the Christian church, have 
traditionally spoken of the resurrection of Jesus, is no longer believable? Deceased bodies do 
not return to physical life on the third day after being buried! Can we imagine a brain, deprived 
of oxygen from Friday afternoon until the dawn of Sunday, being restarted? Can the process of 
physical decay ever really be reversed without time being made to run backward? Was the 
resurrection of Jesus ever a physical event? Was it ever the resuscitation of a deceased body? 
If it was not physical, can it still be real? Were the biblical stories of Jesus’ resurrection ever 
meant to be accounts of an objective event or were they always subjective visions? 
Apparitions? Hallucinations? Is the truth of Easter found in the supposition that maybe Jesus did 
not really die and actually “came to” in the grave only to escape it and to be seen literally by 
others? Is any of that possible? Is any of that believable? Is it some aspect of this hope, still 
deep in our finite natures, which draws us into Easter worship once a year? Are those hopes 
ever realized?” 
…. 
“An experience and the explanation of that experience are not the same. An experience is and 
can be timeless and eternal. An experience can open us to a transcendent dimension of reality 
that changes life. An explanation, which is required if that experience is to be shared, will, 
however, always wrap that experience inside time-bound and time-warped human words that 
can never be eternal. Words reflect the subjectivity of language, the level of knowledge 
available to the one explaining, the time that one lives in history and the meanings that one 
shares. When knowledge changes, language shifts to reflect the new knowledge or else the 
explanation becomes recognized as mythological in nature. It is our experience that the sun 
always emerges in the east and sets in the west. The Egyptians once explained that by 
suggesting that Ra, the Sun God, drove his chariot across the heavens each day to survey all 
the world. We explain it today as the earth spinning in its elliptical orbit as it circles the sun 
every 365 1/4 days. Those two explanations are vastly different; the experience being 
explained, however, is identical. The problem with most religious systems is that we have 
literalized our explanations. Every explanation is finally inadequate and finite so every 
explanation is destined to die, the victim of expanded knowledge. If religion is made up of 
literalized explanations, religion will die. 
The resurrection of Jesus was an experience. It obviously had power. It changed lives, it 
expanded the understanding of God and caused a new holy day to be born. That is 
considerable power. When that experience was explained, however, it entered time and space 
and those explanations became quite mortal. If we identify the experience with the explanations 
of that experience then the experience will die when the explanations die, as all explanations 
inevitably do. That is where we are today in relation to the story of Easter. Can we separate the 
experience of Easter from the dying explanations of antiquity? If we cannot, Christianity is 
doomed. If we can, Easter will mean something radically different from what we have believed.” 
…. 
“The meaning of Easter dawned in Peter, who then opened the eyes of others so that they too 
might see what he had seen.  It happened in Galilee in places that were part of the memory of 
Jesus.  The dawning of this reality did not occur all at once, but rather it grew slowly over a 
period of time, perhaps as long as a year.  It was more like the birth of a new consciousness 
than it was a sighting or a vision.  It is noteworthy that in the gospel narratives no one sees the 
risen Christ except believers.  Surely there was an internal, subjective quality to Easter that 
must have been more real than any possible external, objective quality.  Does this mean that 
Easter was not real, but merely a figment of someone’s imagination?  I do not think so for reality 
is so much more to me than objective data. 



The impact of Jesus’ life on his followers was so intense it simply did not fade after his 
death.  They kept awaking to new dimensions of what he meant.  No act of human cruelty could 
destroy his life, no barriers could withstand his love.  Jesus embraced the outcasts, whether 
lepers, Samaritans, Gentiles or the woman caught in adultery.  His life could not be contained 
within the boundaries of religion. He allowed the touch of the woman with the chronic menstrual 
flow; he proclaimed that all religious rules had no value unless they enhanced human life. His 
followers found in him a life that reflected the Source of Life, a love that reflected the Source of 
Love and the being that reflected the Ground of Being and so they said “all that we mean by the 
word “God” we have experienced in him. 
His call was to enter a new consciousness, to become free of the boundaries inside which we 
feel we must live if we want to be secure; to recognize that beyond self-consciousness, there is 
a universal consciousness that we can enter and experience what Paul called “The glorious 
liberty of the children of God.”  There we escape the uniquely human struggle to become and 
simply begin to be. That was resurrection.  That was Easter and it was Jesus who opened this 
new dimension of life to them.  In the power of his example, undiminished by his death, they 
entered that vision and experienced resurrection.  In that moment, they began to see that God 
lived in them and that they lived in God and nothing was ever the same thereafter. 
None of this happened on the third day.  That time measure is not to be literalized.  The 
dawning of a new insight never occurs quickly.  Jesus was the door, the way into life, they said, 
and they followed him into an unending new consciousness.  Of course it was real.  Of course it 
cannot be reduced to words.  Of course in time the inadequate words they employed were 
literalized in an attempt to preserve them forever. Literalizing truth, however, always destroys 
truth, compromises truth and even falsifies truth.”  
 
Extracts from writings by John Shelby Spong, selected from his website archives. 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 

One of the outstanding scholars of religion, Professor Karen Armstrong, said,  
““We now approach our scriptures with a literalism that is unparalleled in the history of religion.” 
She spoke about the need to liberate people from “this unnecessary complication of the 
religious life”.  
__________________________________________________________________________________ 

On seeing 
The Sufi movement evolved out of Islam and led people on this inner journey,  this place of inner 
surrender. Rumi was one of the great Sufis.  He lived  thirteen centuries into the Common Era, 
and spent the last 12 years of his life  writing just one poem, the Masnavi, which is 64,000 lines 
long.  One line  says, “You are God hiding from yourself.” 
 
With that in mind, let me tell you a Sufi story about the trickster, Mullah   Nasruddin.  He was a 
smuggler, who traveled each day from Saudi  Arabia to Egypt. 
Loaded on his donkey were many packs, and each day the border officials would  search his 
packs to see what he was smuggling in, and they never found anything  suspicious.  After four 
years, Nasruddin became very wealthy and he retired.  In his retirement, he happened to meet 
the official that had  checked his bags each day as he crossed the border.  The official 
said,  “Now that we are both retired, you are not in any danger. For my own sense of  curiosity, 
please tell me what is was that you were smuggling.”  His  answer was, “Donkeys.” 
 
Their focus on the minutia caused them to not see the donkey, a different  donkey every day for 
four years. 
 
Jesus Through the Eyes of Rumi, a Sufi Mystic, by Ian Lawton 
 
http://progressivechristianity.org/resources/jesus-through-the-eyes-of-rumi-a-sufi-mystic/ 



Newsletter of the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria Inc. 

A PCNV PROMOTIONS VOLUNTEER 
 
We are seeking a person who will develop a more 
thorough, extensive and appropriate system of 
publicity and promotion for the major activities of 
PCNV, including 

• Public meetings 
• Resources, particularly “Living the 

Questions”, “Open Christianity” and the 
PCNV bookstall 

• The three yearly national conference, 
“Common Dreams” 

• PCNV membership. 
 
Current known avenues for publicity include 

• The PCNV members’ email list (250 
addresses) 

• PCNV Members postal list (300+ 
members) 

• A PCNV list of email contacts requested by 
individuals (100 addresses) 

• PCNV website: www.pcnvictoria.org.au 
• PCNV membership leaflet containing 

application form 
• “Crosslight”, the monthly magazine of the 

UCA Synod of Victoria. 
 
Current strategies for publicity include: 

• PCNV Newsletter prepared approx. 8 
times each year and emailed or mailed to 
all members, emailed to all “Contacts”, and 
placed on the PCNV website. 

• Distribution of A5 notices at each PCNV 
public meeting about the following PCNV 
meeting.  

• The PCNV website which the webmaster 
(Adrian Pyle) keeps up to date with 
material of interest related to progressive 
Christianity. 

• PCNV membership leaflet. 
 
Known areas for development 

• Contacts in denominations in addition to 
the UCA 

• Wording for better communication 
especially to people not actively involved 
with churches and to younger people than 
the current PCNV membership 

• A promotions strategy, schedule and 
actions checklist. 

 
The person appointed will be responsible to the 
President and will liaise with the Webmaster and 
the Secretary. 
 
Please send expressions of interest to PCNV:  
info@pcnvictoria.org.au 
 

	  
HALF PRICE ONLINE SALE OF 

PCNV AUDIO AND DVD 
RESOURCES 

 

50% off all items 
from Saturday May 30, 8:00am 

Australian Eastern Standard Time  
to Tuesday June 2, 5:00pm 

Australian Eastern Standard Time. 
 

The PCNV website lists a large number of 
podcasts of speakers at PCNV meetings and 
workshops. They are available any time at a 

low price (usually between $3 and $5) as 
resources for individual stimulus or group 

discussion.  
 

For a strictly limited time a further 50% 
discounted price will apply. 

 
Available podcasts include those from John 
Shelby Spong, John Dominic Crossan, Val 

Webb, Lorraine Parkinson, Greg Jenks, and 
David Tacey 

 
Payment is by credit card or debit card. 

 
“Exploring Open Christianity” DVD set 

available at sale price until current stock sold 
out. Sales beyond current stock will receive a 

refund.   
http://pcnvictoria.blogspot.com.au/2015/04/50-
off-pcnv-podcasts-and-exploring-open.html 
 

 

EMERGING CHURCH 
17 MAY and 26 JUNE 

 
Emerging Church is held on the third Sunday 
of each month, 5:00 - 6:30pm, at Manningham 
Uniting Church, 152 Andersons Creek Road, 
East Doncaster, Melway 34 E6.  Parking 
down the drive, behind the church.   
 
Emerging Church provides opportunities for  
reflection using perpsectives of contemporary 
open Christianity. Following worship there is a 
shared BYO light meal.   
 
This service is for everyone, churched or 
unchurched. 



 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to   

“Contemporary	  Spirituality:	  
What’s	  temporary	  and	  what’s	  eternal	  	  

in	  today’s	  pursuit	  of	  spiritual	  fulfilment?”	  
 

by 

Rachael	  Kohn	  
	  

WHEN:      Sunday 24 May 2015  
               3.00pm to 5.00pm 
 

WHERE:      Blackburn North/Nunawading Uniting Church 
    Corner of Whitehorse Rd and O’Shanessy St., Nunawading. Melway 48 F9. 
     Parking in church grounds, O’Shanessy St. and Whitehorse Rd service lane 
 

THE TOPIC 
A desire to incorporate current cultural trends into the pursuit of a spiritually fulfilling practice 
is the defining feature of contemporary spirituality, but does it always lead to an improved or 
‘progressive’ result?    
Rachael Kohn will examine an array of spiritual expressions from Biblical scholarship to 
popular culture and show that there are milestones of progress, which should make us 
proud, and marks of regress, which should concern all of us as we sail forth into the future.   

THE SPEAKER 
Rachael Kohn began The Spirit of Things ABC Radio National which she has produced and 
presented for 18 years.  
Dr. Kohn taught Religious Studies at Sydney University, and in universities in England and 
Canada, and was awarded an Honorary Doctor of Letters by the University of New South 
Wales  in 2005 for her “outstanding contribution to fostering religious understanding” in the 
Australian community. 
Rachael has contributed to many books and journals on the subject of religion, most 
recently, “Encountering God Through Jewish Eyes” in Encountering God edited by Nigel 
Leaves.  She authored  CURIOUS OBSESSIONS IN THE HISTORY OF SCIENCE AND 
SPIRITUALITY (ABC Books, 2007) and THE NEW BELIEVERS: REIMAGINING GOD 
(HarperCollins 2003).  She is a cofounder and the Vice President of the International 
Association of Religion Journalists since 2013. 
 

PCNV meeting cost is $7 ($5 for members) 



 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
 

invites you to 
  

“Beyond Literal Belief: 
Religion as Metaphor” 

  

Book Launch and address by 
 

Emeritus Professor David Tacey 
 

WHEN:      Thursday 18 June 2015  
               At 6.00pm 
 

WHERE:      Toorak Uniting Church hall 
       at the end of the courtyard, opposite the church 

     603 Toorak Road, Toorak.  
      Melway Map 58 K4. Parking in side streets off Toorak Road 
 

THE TOPIC 
“Biblical stories were metaphors appropriate for their time. The Virgin Birth, Physical 
Resurrection, Son of God, Heaven, Satan and Apocalypse – all this meant something once, 
years ago, and made sense. But these stories no longer make sense. Even students in 
religious schools recoil from the ‘fairytales’ of religion. They seem unbelievable to them and 
to make a mockery of their intelligence. Such students often say, ‘You cannot believe half of 
it, so why believe any of it?’ 
 
“But we ought not ‘believe’ religious language. To do so is to miss its spiritual meaning. The 
Bible is closer to poetry than history. Its images are meant to resonate in the soul and direct 
us toward transcendent realities. Tacey shows that, with the aid of contemporary thought 
and depth psychology, we can re-read religious stories as metaphors of the spirit and the 
interior life. Moving beyond literal thinking could save religion from its greatest enemy, itself.” 
 
THE SPEAKER 
David Tacey is Emeritus Professor of Literature at La Trobe University, Melbourne and 
Research Professor at the Australian Centre for Christianity and Culture, Canberra. He is a 
public intellectual who has written extensively on spirituality, religion, youth experience and 
mental health. He is the author of fourteen books, including Edge of the Sacred and Re-
Enchantment. His books have been published internationally and have been translated into 
Mandarin, Korean, Spanish, Portuguese and French.  
 

PCNV meeting cost is $7 ($5 for members) 
The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria Inc.  76 Coppin Street, Malvern East 3145 


