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Progressives .. in England and Ireland 
by Dr Val Webb 

 
In June 2013, I did a speaking tour of 
progressive groups in the United Kingdom, 
arranged by Rev. John Churcher, former chair 
of the Progressive Christian Network in Britain 
(www.pcnbritain.org.uk) and by Peter Gibson 
from the Open Christianity network in Ireland 
(www.ocnireland.com).   Twelve lectures in 
sixteen days included Belfast and Dublin in 
Ireland, Dundee in Scotland, Kendal, Sheffield, 
Stockport, Harrogate and St. Albans in 
England; and Barry in Wales.  The theme, "In 
Defence of Doubt", was taken from the second 
edition of my book In Defence of Doubt: an 
invitation to adventure (Mosaic Press, 2012).  
In each place, Maurice and I were hosted by 
wonderful people which added so much to our 
experience of international community. 
 
Meetings were held in a variety of 
denominations where progressive groups 
existed - Church of Ireland (Protestant), 
Scottish Reformed Presbyterian, United 
Reformed (Presbyterian and Congregational 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
union), Anglican, Methodist and Baptist.  There 
were quite a few Quakers in the audiences.  
Most groups were not large, but with 
advertising they managed to average around 
50-60 enthusiastic people at gatherings replete 
with generous lunches, snacks or dinners. 
 
 I had copies of six of my books with me, 
delivered by British publishers and distributors, 
and sales were strong.  The groups knew very 
few Australian progressives and even fewer 
Australian authors, but were eager to widen 
their reading beyond the international authors 
all progressives read.  I have since remedied 
that by providing a list of Australian progressive 
authors and their books for the UK progressive 
websites.   
 
 Questions at each gathering were 
similar to Australian gatherings - how to 
introduce progressive ideas into congregations; 
what to tell our grandchildren; how to talk with 
fundamentalist relatives and friends horrified by 
such heresy; what to do about the language in 
hymns; about prayer, spirituality and God. Most 
attendees were older, but there was a pleasing 

  

“The changing Christian scene” 
      

Four recent developments illustrate the changing Christian scene generally and the 
growing strength of progressive Christianity in Australia. A report from Dr Val Webb on 
her recent speaking tour of England, Scotland and Ireland vividly illustrates the desire for 
a contemporary faith across countries and denominations. See the summary in this 
newsletter and the fuller report that accompanies the newsletter.  
 
At the Annual General Meeting of the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria in 
October, members received a positive report from the Committee on the activities of 
PCNV in the year to 30 June 2013. After some “retirements”, largely due to changes in 
ease of travel due to age, 92% of members renewed support for PCNV. See highlights in 
this newsletter. 
 
The third national Common Dreams Conference in Canberra in September involved 
more people from a wider range of regions and denominations than the two previous 
conferences, including Anglican, Catholic, Baptist, Salvation Army and Uniting Chuch. 
 
A list of progressive Christian publications by Australian authors in the past 10 
years identied 22 publications by 9 authors – a sign of a maturing movement. 
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scattering of young people as well.  Most 
people were active in their churches and many, 
given good publicity around the events, were 
new to progressive thought, such as a group of 
young women in Dublin who saw a notice in the 
Catholic Women Spirit.  People were not 
dismissing God, but rather looking for fresh and 
authentic ways to talk about the Sacred, a 
lesson to progressives who want to push their 
groups further than the group is theologically 
prepared to go.  We need to be hospitable to 
those just starting the progressive journey if we 
want to be of use to them. 
 
 I was impressed with the number of 
groups meeting around the UK -- over fifty-five -
- linked by their use of resources from Spong, 
Borg, Holloway, Living the Questions and their 
local authors.  This as a challenge to Australian 
progressives, where groups are mostly in 
capital cities or large regional towns, to develop 
a larger network of small but flourishing 
independent groups in many country towns but 
linked by a national network.  We tend to 
dismiss country churches as conservative, but 
people ask questions wherever they are.  We 
need to identify and encourage questioners in 
small towns to gather, regardless of numbers -- 
the "where two or three are gathered" principle.  
Perhaps retired progressives willing to travel 
and talk in small towns would encourage this 
expansion.  Enough small ink drops on a map 
eventually join up into one large movement! 
 
A fuller report of Val Webb’s speaking tour of 
England and Ireland with more details 
accompanies the newsletter as a separate pdf 
file. 
_____________________________________ 
  

2013 PCNV ANNUAL REPORT 
The President Dick Carter presented the 
Annual Report from the Committee to members 
at the AGM in October. Following are 
highlights. Members can obtain the full Annual 
Report as a pdf file on request from the 
Secretary: djmerritt@ozemail.com.au 
 
As of 30 June 2013 the PCNV had 320 
members (previous year 337). 92% of 
members renewed subscriptions during the 
year which the Committee regards as very 
satisfactory recommitment rate and an 
endorsement of the general thrust of the 
PCNV’s activities. … 

There were eleven events in the year’s 
program (previous year ten).  … 
 
The PCNV also co-sponsored with Common 
Dreams a very successful “Common Dreams 
on the Road” event featuring Prof John Dominic 
Crossan at Pitt Street Uniting Church in 
Sydney… on the theme “The Power of Parable: 
How Fiction by Jesus Became Fiction about 
Jesus”. Over 300 people enrolled for this 
program and feedback from the participants 
was very enthusiastic. 
 
Sponsorship of $2,000 by way of “seed capital” 
was extended to the Centre for Faith Life & 
Learning, an institutional member of PCNV, to 
assist it to bring Bishop Gene Robinson, the 
recently retired and avowedly gay Episcopalian 
Bishop of New Hampshire, USA, to Melbourne 
and Sydney during May and June 2013. Bishop 
Robinson participated in a series of public and 
intra-mural events which were well attended 
and attracted much positive publicity.  … 
 
The PCNV website is also an indispensible 
means of communication with members and 
the wider world. Adrian Pyle again filled the role 
of webmaster and regularly updated the site 
with news about PCNV activities, audio and 
text versions of presentations given at PCNV 
events … The e-commerce “shop” which is part 
of the website generated a very useful 
contribution to income through the year. 
 
Stocks of the initial production run of the five 
DVD “Open Christianity” series were exhausted 
during the year and the decision was taken to 
produce a second edition. … The steady sales 
of this PCNV product have been gratifying. 
 
The bookstore, which is run at most PCNV 
events by the strenuous efforts of Robyn and 
John Smith, again proved to be very well 
supported by members and visitors. … It is 
estimated that over $100,000 of books has 
been sold through the bookshop since its 
modest beginnings in 2006. 
 
The financial statements are included with this 
report … Operations for the year generated a 
surplus of $3,762 (2012 $5,130) which, 
considering that this was achieved after 
outlaying $2,000 in sponsorship for the Bishop 
Robinson tour and writing off the Publishing 
Advance shown as an asset in the previous 
year’s accounts, is a reasonable result. 
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Passionate about transformation 
 
To some extent, progressive Christians have been defined negatively. And we have done that ourselves, 
it’s not just that others have said nasty things about us. We commonly have said we’re “non-literalistic” and 
we’re “non-exclusivistic.” Those are the two biggest negations. But to put it positively now, progressive 
Christianity takes very seriously that Christianity is about a two-fold transformation of ourselves as 
individuals, and of the humanly-created world which has most often been a world of domination, injustice 
and violence – not meaning primarily criminal violence – but the violence of warfare and so forth. So, 
progressive Christianity is passionate about transformation in the here and now, even as we recognize that 
that transformation is also long term, and not something that a generation can accomplish. 

Marcus Borg. Q&A 19 Oct 2012 Patheos 

“Transformation is the promise at the heart of the Christian life…Christianity for the rest of us is not about 
personal salvation, not about getting everybody else saved, or about the politics of exclusion and moral 
purity. Christianity for the rest of us is the promise of transformation - that, by God’s mercy, we can be 
different, our congregations can be different, and our world can be different.” 
 
Diana Butler Bass, Christianity for the Rest of Us. 
 
 

“Love is God” 

Like God, love cannot be totally contained in human thoughts or deeds.  Love cannot be held captive to 
human manipulation or formulation in religious dogma.   Love cannot be pictured in any one image or 
literary metaphor.   Is this not the way thinkers in Evolving Christianity have come to think of God – as an 
awesome and utterly compelling mystery?   Love cannot be moulded into conformity with human or 
traditional heavenly systems of power.  Love is not ours to control.   Love is around us and within, and lives 
to the fullest in us - when we allow it. 
 
So if I say, Love is God, a whole world of possibilities opens up for me.  My mind is opened wide to wonder 
and awe and understanding!   Thinking of Love as God’, not ‘God as Love’, has been for me the greatest 
‘Aha!’ experience of my life.  It has encouraged me to explore the unlimited height and depth and wonder of 
what we call ‘love’.   The apostle Paul had a pretty good attempt at describing it in his first letter to the 
Corinthians, chapter 13.   I also find fascinating connections between that and the ethical underpinnings of 
the Beatitudes. … 
 
If Love were God, it would not be ‘normal’ for people to love only their own families, or friends, or ethnic 
group, or compatriots.  It would not be normal for people to love only people who love them.   It would not 
be normal for people to resolve their differences violently.  It would not be normal to disregard injustice. 
   
If Love were recognized as God, human progress and technical expertise would have clear guidelines.    
Scientific developments in all kinds of fields would have the well-being of humanity as its goal.   Science 
would not design and manufacture weapons of destruction, but the means of healing and wholeness.  
Science would not develop the means for the rich to have excess food, but for all people to have enough 
food. 
   
If Love were God, then all efforts to make life the best it can be for all humanity, would be recognized as 
holy.  Love would be recognized as humanity’s inspiration to create the best possible world.   
Ultimately, Love who is God would be the focus of joy for all humanity. 
 
Rev Dr Lorraine Parkinson,  
An extract from the PCNV meeting on “Re-enchantment”, 27 October 2013 



 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to  

 

“Ethical Dilemmas in Saving  
and Taking lives” 

 
with 

 

Dr Harley Powell, Dr Allen Edwards,  
and Associate Professor Christopher Wright 

  
WHEN:     Sunday 24 November 2013  
              3.00pm to 5.00pm 
 

WHERE:       Glen Iris Road Uniting Church,  
   Glen Iris Road near the corner with High Street Road 
    Melway Map 60 A9. Parking in church grounds and the street. 
 

THE TOPIC 
The speakers will present an ethical approach to decision making in life and 
death situations in medicine, basically in the hospital setting. After an 
introduction by Allen Edwards about alternative theological approaches, the two 
medical doctors will present some case studies raising ethical questions and 
theological issues around decisions involving the saving and taking of lives.  
There are often strong differences of opinion on how such decisions express 
the faith of the decision-makers – intentionally or otherwise. 
 

THE  SPEAKERS 
 

REV DR ALLEN EDWARDS is a retired Uniting Church minister who was a full 
time hospital chaplain for 20 years – at Royal Children’s Hospital then at 
Epworth. He has served on four hospital Research Ethics Committees and on 
the Uniting Church (VicTas) Bioethics Committee. His doctoral project was to 
develop a program to teach ethics.  
 

During his term on the Uniting Church Bioethics Committee, he found himself 
part of a minority who did not support the orthodox approach to bioethics issues 
at that time favoured by the majority of the committee.  With a handful of other 
'non-conformists', (including Dr Harley Powell), an alternative view of Christian 
ethical approaches to euthanasia and abortion was developed. 



 

 
DR HARLEY POWELL  is a paediatric renal physician at the Royal Children’s 
Hospital, Melbourne, where he has worked for the last 45 years.  During this 
time he has been involved in adapting, for children initially, and later in 
progressively younger babies  the developing kidney replacement techniques 
(dialysis and transplantation). Over the years this evolving technology has 
necessitated many interviews with parents faced with deciding what to do for 
their children facing certain death from kidney failure and whether to try what 
was an unproven treatment at the time.  These ethical discussions made it 
clear that only decisions based primarily on kindness and compassion for the 
child could lead to a satisfactory outcome. 
 
He has been an elder in the North Balwyn Uniting Church  and a member of the 
Uniting Church’s  Victorian Bioethics Committee where he was involved in 
discussions on cloning, genetic engineering, abortion and euthanasia. He 
strongly advocated relying on kindness and compassion to decide these ethical 
issues rather than orthodox traditional religious doctrines. 
 
ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR CHRIS WRIGHT is the Academic Coordinator of 
Years 3 -5 of the medical course at Monash University. He is an Intensive Care 
Specialist, and worked as a full time staff specialist in the Intensive Care Unit at 
Monash Medical Centre for 20 years, and was the Director of the Unit for the 
last 8 years. He is a Fellow of the Royal Australasian College of Physicians and 
of the College of Intensive Care Medicine, where he is an examiner and a 
member of the Court of Censors. He also has a major in physics from Monash 
University. 

His research has been in the area of physiological modelling, numerical control 
of the circulation and end-of-life decision making.  

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

 


