
	  
 

HOW WE CAN CHANGE OUR EXPERIENCE  
OF CHRISTIANITY 

 

A leaders’ guide for group discussion 
 

 
 
 

PURPOSES 
• To develop practical strategies for changes in how Christianity is 

expressed in existing groups, new groups, and local churches. 
 

• To encourage the formation of new groups to explore a relevant 
contemporary Christianity. 

 

• To provide opportunities for groups to contribute to a discussion of how 
Christianity in Australia needs to change in light of their own experiences. 

 
 
 
• Diana Butler Bass argues compellingly that we are … at a critical stage in 

a completely new spiritual awakening, a vast interreligious progression 
toward individual and cultural transformation, and a wholly new kind of 
postreligious faith. …  

 

• And it is a hope-filled plea to see and participate in in creating a fresh, 
vital, contemporary way of faith that stays true to the real message of 
Jesus.  (Book jacket) 

 

• “Show up for the awakening. It may seem self-evident, but every person 
has to make the choice to act. Spiritual transformation does not happen by 
watching a self-help guru on a DVD, studying about prayer, or listening to 
a great speech. No one can do it for us. Spiritual transformation happens 
only as we jump in and make a difference.” Diana Butler Bass page 266. 

 
 
 
This project is based on ideas in the book by Diana Butler Bass, “Christianity after 
Religion, The End of Church and the Birth of a New Spiritual Awakening”, published by 
Harper Collins, New York, 2012, which is about Christianity and the churches in USA. This 
project uses some of those ideas to focus on the lives and culture of Australians.  Quotations 
from other writers are offered to support thinking about these topics. 

 



	   2	  

 
 
 

CONTENTS 
         Page 

 
AN OPPORTUNITY FOR GROUPS      3 

 
  SESSION 1: GETTING STARTED:  

THE FIRST SESSION WITH YOUR GROUP     4 
   

RESOURCE 1: THE BIG SHIFT – CHRISTIANITY  
BEYOND INSTITUTIONAL RELIGION      5 - 6 

 
  SESSION 2: SHAPING PRACTICES AND COMMUNITIES    7 
 

RESOURCE 2: SHAPING PRACTICES AND COMMUNITY   8 - 9 
 
  A LITANY: Following the way of Jesus      10 
 
   
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

THE PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIAN NETWORK OF VICTORIA INC. 
76 Coppin Street, East Malvern, Vic 3147                           

ABN 93 004 530 448 
 

Website: www.pcnvictoria.org.au 
Email: info@pcnvictoria.org.au 

 
 

CONTACT: Project Coordinator, Email: info@pcnvictoria.org.au 
 
 
	  



	   3	  

	  
	  
	  

 
AN OPPORTUNITY FOR GROUPS 

 
TO DISCUSS HOW OUR EXPERIENCE OF CHRISTIANITY 

NEEDS TO CHANGE 
 
 

If you are an existing group, use the experiences of people in your group in June and July 
2014 to consider practical proposals for change. 
 
Or form a new group to meet at least twice: 

• Invite some friends to share their ideas on this topic. 
• Ask an existing book group or other community group to consider this topic. 
• Invite people in your local church community to form a group to meet at least twice to 

consider a topic vital for the future of Christianity. 
 
Make copies of the resource pages in this resource so that each person in your group 
has a copy. There are 2 pages A4 pages for each session to make photocopying easy - plus 
the one page closing litany if you decide to use that. 
 
Meet at least twice.  
 
The main outcomes from these discussions will be plans your group makes that could 
improve experiences of Christianity in your group or congregation. 
 
However, If you complete the two sessions before 4 August, you are invited to send to 
the PCNV project coordinator by email or mail a record of the proposals from your 
group that result from your discussions. They will form the basis for developing proposals for 
action to be considered by PCNV and shared with all contributing groups. 
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GETTING STARTED 
THE FIRST SESSION WITH YOUR GROUP 

 
1. Spend a few minutes getting acquainted. One way is to welcome everyone and 

then go around the group inviting each person to say their name and what interests 
them in the topic about how we can change our experience of Christianity.  

 
2. Talk together about the purpose of the project and how it is organised: 

 
• It is to encourage people to contribute their ideas – not to accept the 

conclusions of ‘religious experts’. 
• It is to draw ideas from a wide range of people. Some people in some 

groups may not have had a chance to share their experiences. 
• It is about an important topic. The question is not whether Christianity needs 

to change. That is assumed as a given. There is evidence all around us that 
traditional churches are dwindling in numbers and influence. The question is 
about HOW Christianity should change. 

• It is not just about how “the church” or other people should change. That could 
be a lively topic but with few likely practical results. It is about what we can do to 
change OUR EXPERIENCE of Christianity in places and groups we can 
possibly affect. 

• It is about our situation in Australia in 2014. Often books about religion are 
written by people in USA where the religious situation can be very different from 
Australia. We need to work out what works for Australians – and in particular 
what will work for us. 

• The Guide for these discussions is being widely promoted through the 
Progressive Christian Network of Victoria and produce reports from  a 
variety of participating small groups.  

• It offers a realistic start on a big topic. It is not an attempt to solve lots of 
problems. It could point to some practical ways ahead. 

• What comes out of the project will depend on the proposals generated by 
the groups.. 

• The sponsoring organisation is the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria, 
established in 2006 to encourage consideration of alternatives to traditional 
Christianity. See the website: www.pcnvictoria.org.au 

 
3. In groups of three (maximum 4 if each person is to have an opportunity to contribute) 

talk about experiences that make life better:  
 

In your life (your whole life, not just life within a church setting), what experiences add 
depth and richness to your life and leave you feeling better about ‘your world’? 
 

4. Distribute copies of Resource 1: The Big Shift. 
Read aloud the 5 quotes from Diana Butler Bass. 
Discuss the question at the bottom of the first page.  
It will be helpful to recognise and affirm the variety of experiences in the group. 
 

5. Ask someone to read aloud the comments from Diana Butler Bass on page 2 of the 
Resource. To what extent do they express ideas that resonate with people in the 
group? The two concluding questions to think about will lead into the second session.  
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RESOURCE 1:  
THE BIG SHIFT – CHRISTIANITY BEYOND INSTITUTIONAL RELIGION 
 
Extracts from Diana Butler Bass, “Christianity after Religion, The End of Church and 
the Birth of a New Spiritual Awakening”	  
	  
1.  In recent decades, religion pollsters in a number of countries have begun to ask a simple 
question:  “Do you think of yourself as . . . spiritual but not religious, religious but not spiritual, 
religious and spiritual, or not spiritual and not religious?”  The question is straightforward, not 
complicated or off-putting with denominational labels or theological precision. The results 
have been both surprising and steady. In the United States, some 30 percent of adults 
consider themselves “spiritual but not religious.”  One estimate says that 40 percent of 
Canadians refer to themselves by this phrase, approximately 25 percent of Australians use 
this description, and some surveys suggest as many as 51 percent of the British understand 
themselves in this way. (p. 66) 
 
 
2. For much of Western history, the words “religious” and “spiritual” meant roughly the same 
thing, how human beings related to or connected with God in rites, rituals, practices, and 
communal worship. People did not generally separate the two terms.   (p. 67)          
 
 
3.  “Spirituality” is …. a word that is taking on fresh dimensions of meaning in a fluid and 
pluralistic religious context. To say that one is “spiritual but not religious” or “spiritual and 
religious” is often a way of saying, “I am dissatisfied with the way things are, and I want to find 
a new way of connecting with God, my neighbour, and my own life.”   (p. 68) 
 
 
4. A word association game (I conducted) is not a controlled study. Rather, it is a quick way to 
gauge popular ideas and sentiments. Participants had little time to nuance their responses 
and simply reacted by sharing terms and ideas.  Yet in these gatherings, made up of many 
clergy, church leaders, and church members, “spirituality” and “religion” were defined as 
distinct but overlapping concepts, with the former leaning toward experience and the latter 
toward institutions.   But no matter how hard they tried, most found it difficult to get very 
excited about religion. They have essentially substituted the word “religion” for institutional 
religion and “spirituality” for lively faith.   (p. 70) 
 
 
5. Clearly articulated or not, even religious leaders know that the old church institutions are 
unsustainable and are failing.   (p. 71)	  
	  
	  
 
DISCUSS (in small groups of 3 or 4 if your total group is more than about 8) 
 
“Do you think of yourself as spiritual but not religious, religious but not 
spiritual, religious and spiritual, or not spiritual and not religious?”   
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Comments by Diana Butler Bass: 
	  

• What the world needs is better religion, new forms of old faiths, religion reborn on the 
basis of deep spiritual connection – these things need to be explored instead of 
ditching religion completely. We need religion imbued with the spirit of shared humanity 
and hope, not religions that divide and further fracture the future.  (p. 96) 

 
• In modern times, religion became indistinguishable from systematizing ideas about 

God, religious institutions, and human beings; it categorized, organized, objectified, 
and divided people into exclusive worlds of right versus wrong, true versus false, “us” 
versus “them.” 
But the modern definition of “religion,” according to Smith, is not close to the original 
meaning of religio.  Unlike religion as system of belief, religio meant faith – living, 
subjective experience including love, veneration, devotion, awe, worship, 
transcendence, trust, a way of life, an attitude toward the divine or nature, or, as Smith 
describes, a “particular way of seeing and feeling the world.”  (p. 97) 

 
• Christianity of the Great Returning is the oldest-time religion – reclaiming a faith where 

belief is not quite the same thing as an answer, where behaviour is not following a list 
of dos and don’ts, and where belonging to Christian community is less like joining an 
exclusive club and more of a relationship with God and others.  Religio is never 
satisfied with old answers, codified dogmas, institutionalized practices, or invested 
power.  Religio invites every generation to experience God – to return to the basic 
questions of believing, behaving, and belonging – and explore each anew with an open 
heart.  (p. 99)      

	  
	  
TO THINK ABOUT: 
	  

• Have there been shifts in your experience of Christianity? 
 

• What changes you would like in your experience of Christianity? 
(Leading into the topic for session 2) 
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SESSION 2:  SHAPING PRACTICES AND COMMUNITIES 
 

1. Welcome 
 

2. Conversation with a partner 
Last week one of the comments we read from Diana Butler Bass was that ‘we need 
religion imbued with the spirit of shared humanity and hope’. Talk with a person beside 
you about how much each of you experience Christianity that expresses shared 
humanity and hope. 

 
3. Introduce today’s topic – it is about our experience of practical aspects of 

Christian community in a group or a congregation – and how we can change our 
experience of Christianity. 

 
4. Distribute copies of Resource 2: Shaping practices and communities. 

Read aloud the 4 quotes from Diana Butler Bass. 
Discuss the question at the bottom of the first page.  
 

5. Ask three different people to read the three quotes from other writers about changes 
to Christianity. 
Ask whether any quote adds something important for anyone in the group. 
 

6. DISCUSS the two questions at the bottom of page 2 of the Resource. These 
questions invite the group to bring together some conclusions from their discussion of 
the two topics. 
 

• Arising from these sessions, what changes would you like to make in your 
experience of Christianity? 

• Can the group identify some priority changes to recommend to PCNV for 
possible cooperative action? 

 
The first question focuses on possible changes locally. What could be done to initiate 
consideration of changes? Who will take the first steps? Is more consideration of practical 
issues desirable before suggestions are made to other people? 
 
Ask someone to keep notes of responses to the questions so that they can be sent to 
the PCNV Project Coordinator by 4 August. (Once rep[orts from groups have been 
received by 4 August, a planning team will consider the reports, prepare a summary of 
possible action for consideration by PCNV, and send a copy to participating groups so that 
each is informed about the wider picture), 
 
7. CONCLUSION 
Remind people of the purpose of these diascussions and thank them for participating. 

 
Consider whether the group would like to continue discussion of any issues raised in 
the two sessions. 

 
Decide who will send the report of these sessions to the PCNV Project Coordinator 
(as a Word.doc by email (See pages 2 & 3) 
 
Close with an act about Christian community and practices. A litany  that could be used 
for this purpose is on the last page. 
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RESOURCE 2:  
SHAPING PRACTICES AND COMMUNITIES 
 
Extracts from Diana Butler Bass, “Christianity after Religion, The End of Church and 
the Birth of a New Spiritual Awakening”	  
	  

1. For several centuries, Western people have generally assumed that religious commitment 
begins when one assents to a body of organized doctrines.  This holds true if you are 
considering changing churches or are having a faith crisis.  If you are no longer comfortable 
being a Catholic, you look about to find a church that teaches divorce is acceptable.  If you no 
longer want to be a fundamentalist, you find a church that teaches that the Bible is not literally 
true.  You find out what a group teaches, and you wrestle with its ideas.  Joining depends on 
whether or not you agree with its creed or statement of faith or doctrine.  If you find its ideas 
about God sensible or truthful, then you reshape your life accordingly by learning new 
prayers, serving the poor, giving up smoking or drinking, and trying to be a better person.  
Finally, you become a member and join the church. 
       
There is, however, something odd about this pattern.  Other than joining a political party, it is 
hard to think of any other sort of community that people join by agreeing to a set of principles.  
(pp 2012 – 203)  
 
2. Jesus did not begin with questions of belief.  Instead, Jesus’s public ministry started when 
he formed a community.  (p. 204) 
 
3. The early community that followed Jesus was a community of practice.  Jesus’ followers did 
not sit around a fire and listen to lectures on Christian theology.  They listened to stories that 
taught them how to act toward one another, what to do in the world.  These actions induced 
wonder, gave them courage, empowered hope, and opened up a new vision of God.  Jesus 
did not tell them to have faith.  He pushed them into the world to practice faith.  The disciples 
did not hope the world would change. They changed it. And, in doing so, they themselves 
changed.  (p. 207) 
 
4. Experiential Christianity is what Harvey Cox explains as the “Age of the Spirit,” when “faith 
as a way of life or a guiding compass has once again begun.”  The wind is blowing in Africa 
and Latin America and Asia, but in North America and Europe and Australia too.  (p. 214) 
 
	  

Diana Butler Bass writes that the difference between religion as institution and religion as 
spiritually vital faith is to be guided, in order of priority, by belonging to a community (love 
expressed in relationships), spiritual practices that empower courage to envision a different 
world, and the sort of knowing that comes from engagement with God, others, and the world 
(beliefs). Pages 205 – 209. 
 
DISCUSS (in small groups of 3 or 4 if your total group is more than about 8) 
 
What would you like to change in your experiences of Christianity in a group or 
congregation in which you participate? 
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IDEAS FROM SOME OTHER WRITERS 
 

 
The first thing recent research on early Christianity reveals is how multifaceted it was. Among 
the various congregations scattered throughout the Roman Empire from Antioch to Gaul, 
there was no standardised theology, no single pattern of governance, no uniform liturgy, and 
no commonly accepted scripture. In faith all focussed on Jesus, but there were decisive 
differences in interpretation. … 
 
What bound them together, however, was not an organisation or hierarchy, and it was not a 
creed. Rather, it was a powerful confidence that they shared the same Spirit and were all 
engaged in the common enterprise of following Jesus and making his message about the 
coming of God’s Reign of shalom known to the world. Thus, it is now clear that “official 
Christianity” that eventually emerged was only one among a range of “Christianities” that 
thrived during the earliest years. … 
 
These insights can widen the options Christianity has as it enters the twenty-first century. 
 

Harvey Cox, The Future of Faith. HarperOne. New York. 2009. Pages 59 – 72.  
  
 
 
One thing we have learned in our contemporary world is that while we can speak for 
ourselves and define what is true for us, we cannot do it for everyone and for all time because 
we are forever limited by the relativity of our own culture, worldview, and knowledge. The 
grand old days of universal truths are gone, even though we might, in faith, still clutch some 
that seem almost universal and certainly work for us. 
 
Val Webb, Like Catching Water in a Net. Human Attempts to Describe the Divine. 
Continuum. New York. 2007. Page 210 
 
 
 
If religion wants to have a future, it must allow itself to be seen not only as an institution, but 
also as a mystery that can feed and nourish the spiritually starving world. Many people I meet 
see religion merely as an empty structure, or as a human institution. If religion wants to 
survive, it will have to reach into itself, and reveal the mystery that forms the basis of its light 
and wisdom. 
 
Only the rediscovery of this mystery and the sharing of this mystery with the world can ensure 
any real future. ... By clinging to the past, we not only lose sight of the present but we fail to 
allow the future to be born. 
 
David Tacey, The Spirituality Revolution. The emergence of contemporary spirituality. 
HarperCollins. Australia. 2003. Pages 190 – 191. 
 
 
CONCLUDING DISCUSSION  
 

• Arising from these sessions, what changes would you like to make in your 
experience of Christianity? 

 
• Can the group identify some priority changes to recommend to PCNV for 

cooperative action? 
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Walking in the Footsteps of Jesus 
 
We believe that Jesus has called us to show selfless compassion for others, regardless of how 
different they are from us and to help others grow and develop their potential – to facilitate 
human becoming. 

All: Help us to walk in the footsteps of Jesus 

We believe that Jesus has called us to expand the realm of love throughout the world. This 
love calls us into being – it expands our lives as it flows through us. In particular, Jesus taught 
and demonstrated how we should value and support those who are currently looked down on 
by society. The Christian life also requires the courage to be unpopular, to stand up to the 
wealthy and powerful on behalf of the poor and powerless. 

All: Help us to walk in the footsteps of Jesus 

We believe that Jesus has called us to forgive those who do us wrong, to turn the other cheek 
to violence and to love our enemies. We are therefore called to be peacemakers in the world – 
to enable reconciliation and forgiveness to take place. 

All: Help us to walk in the footsteps of Jesus 

We acknowledge that Jesus refused to be bound by the rules that arise out of our 
incompleteness and fear and that he calls us into a new human unity. He was an enabler of 
life, a source of being for others – enabling others to become the person they really are. 

All: Help us to walk in the footsteps of Jesus 

We believe that Jesus was not only an example to follow, but a vision of reality and of the 
future that compels us to change and to act. He calls us to walk in the path of wholeness 
towards a new humanity. He led a move away from a narrow legalistic and ritualistic 
understanding of religion to one based on ideals of the heart – on boundary-shattering self-
giving love and compassion. 

All: Help us to walk in the footsteps of Jesus 

We believe that in Jesus people were able to see the unconditional quality of love, the depth 
and richness of human life, and the divine spirit that flowed through his life and brought 
healing to broken lives and relationships. 

All: Help us to walk in the footsteps of Jesus 

We believe Jesus came to help us become more fully human – to restore our human 
wholeness, unlock our potential and creativity. 

All: Help us to walk in the footsteps of Jesus.      Amen 

 

by Roger Courtney on March 22, 2014 
http://progressivechristianity.org 
 
 


