
The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria Inc.  76 Coppin Street, Malvern East, Vic 3145 
Association A0048832S   ABN 93 004 530 948                      Newsletter editor: David Merritt 

 
    THE PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIAN NETWORK 
       OF VICTORIA INC.                          NEWSLETTER  NOVEMBER 2014 
      http://www.pcnvictoria.org.au                  Email: info@pcnvictoria.org.au 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
TWO EVENTS TO CONCLUDE THE YEAR 
Two events in November will conclude the 
year for the Progressive Christian Network 
of Victoria. 
 

“Dying with Dignity” 
The meeting on Sunday 23 November to be 
addressed by Associate Professor Chris 
Wright on end-of-life isues promises to 
conclude PCNV meetings on a high note. 
 
The topic is of growing concern in our 
community and is a personal issue for many 
PCNV members, their family and friends. 
 
In his address to PCNV last November Chris 
Wright showed a winning combination of 
medical expertise and awareness of 
personal issues when he spoke on issues in 
saving and taking lives. As the detailed 
notes on page 6 indicate, Professor Wright 
will use a case study method that will 
engage the audience. 
 
This is a meeting not to miss! 

 
Dr  
Campus. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING OF PCNV 
 
The 2014 AGM of the Progressive Christian 
Network of Victoria Inc will be at 4.45pm 
immediately following the address by 
Professor Wright. See the notice on page 5. 
The formal notice of the AGM will be sent to 
members this week. 
 
While the meeting will be brief, the Annual 
Report from the Committee to be presented 
(verbally and in print) at the meeting 
provides an overview of the activities and 
finances of PCNV. 
 
2014 has been a year that has involved your 
Committee in some critical reflection about 
the point reached in the programs offered by 
PCNV. 
 
Influenced by this critical reflection, the 
current major task for the Committee is 
arrangements for the programs for 2015.  
 

 

A vision for a better world 
When reading the recent book, “The Great Partnership” by Jonathan Sachs, a leading 
British Rabbi, I was deeply moved by one of his stories: 
‘There is a Jewish joke, a tragic one. The time, 1938, the place, a travel agency in 
Germany. A Jew has entered. He tells the woman at the desk that he would like to buy a 
ticket for a foreign journey. 
“Where to?” asks the travel agent. 
“What are you offering?” asks the Jew. 
The travel agent passes him a globe. He turns the globe slowly, looking at country after 
country, knowing that each has closed its doors to people of his faith. He pushes the 
globe back to the travel agent with the words, “Don’t you have another world?”’ 
It was a question addressed in the first century by the idea of the Kingdom of God. It is a 
question we seek to address in our time in progressive Christianity by moving beyond the 
time-limited ideas and practices of traditional Christianity to ask what justice and 
compassion should mean in the 21st century. 
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John Shelby Spong on theism and atheism 
In his weekly Q & A article on 25 September this year John Shelby Spong replied to a 

questionner who asked whether he was an atheist because he did not define God as a deity or 
Supreme Being. ‘How can you maintain your staus as a Christian while at the same time meet 

the “dictionay definition’” of an atheist?’ His answer follows and is used with permission. 
For me it is simple: the dictionary definition of the word “atheist” is wrong. An atheist is not 
literally one who says there is no God. An atheist is one who says there is no God who can be 
defined in theistic terms! That is a crucial difference. Theism is not God; Theism is a human 
definition of God, one which defines God as a “being, supernatural in power, dwelling somewhere 
outside the world and capable of invading human history in miraculous ways.” It is this theistic 
deity who died in the intellectual revolution that began with Copernicus and Galileo, who were the 
first to introduce us to the dimensions of space and, in the process, destroyed the idea of a three-
tiered universe in which the theistic God was conceived. God’s dwelling place outside this world 
was simply removed. 
Next the work of Isaac Newton showed us how the laws of the universe operated with such 
mathematical precision that the realm in which the theistic God was thought to operate began to 
shrink perceptibly. The things we once called miracles and magic are now explained without 
reference to supernatural causes. The weather and human sickness were both demystified and 
we understood the causes of hurricanes, earthquakes, floods and drought on one side and 
coronary occlusions, strokes, cancer and infections on the other. The prayers for rain and for 
sickness, which grew out of a theistic definition of God, were dropped and replaced. Instead of 
praying for rain we now consult the meteorologists. Instead of asking God to heal us or our loved 
ones we turn to antibiotics, surgery, chemotherapy and radiation. 
In time, Charles Darwin taught us about the origins of both the universe and life and his insights 
challenged the way Christians once postulated their primary way of telling the Christian story. 
That traditional story involved us in asserting that there was an original perfection, followed by a 
fall into sin, which then required the need for a rescuing act of redemption, which was 
presumably accomplished in Jesus. Jesus thus became the incarnation of the theistic deity. It 
was a fascinating way to tell the Jesus story, but it was quite pre-modern. That kind of religious 
language no longer translates into reality for us, but most Christians never learned that there was 
any other language that we could use. Freud and Einstein then added their unique insights to our 
expanding knowledge and all of these things together meant that the human definition of God 
that we call “theism” became irrelevant to our educated minds. 
The question then is does God die when theism dies? I don’t think so. The theistic definition of 
God is a human construct and all human constructs ultimately die. It also means that, much more 
than we once thought, claims once believed to be absolutely necessary to religion, will also 
inevitably die. I refer to such irrational ideas as the concept of infallible Popes and inerrant 
scriptures and whether or not there is “one true faith” and “one true church.” It means we have to 
recognize that the human mind can never define or contain the ultimate mystery to which human 
beings refer when they say the word “God.” It means that our God language will become less 
concrete and more mystical. It will mean, inevitably, that we will be less certain and, shall I say, 
“vaguer” in the God language we use. It means that concepts like “Christian atheist” or “believing 
non-theist” will not be seen as oxymorons. Ultimately it means that the death of the theistic 
definition of God will not mean the death of God. 
Today, theologians speak of God as a human symbol pointing to a reality that words cannot 
capture. They will say things like “God is dead” and still be drawn in worship. They look at Jesus, 
but not in the way that causes us to think that Jesus is related to God in the same way that Clark 
Kent is related to superman. Divinity becomes an aspect of humanity and is found in Jesus 
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because his was a human life that escaped the boundaries of the human and thus reflected and 
channeled the reality of God to us and for us. It is a fermenting, frightening, creative time in the 
theological world. A new explanation is underway. I believe I can experience God, but I can no 
longer define God in theistic terms. That makes me a non-theist believer, but not one who denies 
the reality of God. I pursue God inside the parameters of Christianity because that has always 
been my doorway, but not because I am convinced it is the only doorway. This makes me a 
Christian by my definition, but I do not believe Christianity itself can contain the wonder of God 
and my journey will always lead me beyond the boundaries of Christianity. Into what I do not yet 
know, but it will be a step into a new dimension of reality for which I do not have words. 
Christianity has always been evolving. This will simply be the next, but not the last stage in that 
evolution. I claim my role in this evolution, specifically as a Christian.  This kind of radical 
reformation of our faith story has happened before, but perhaps in not so total a way. Christianity 
was born in a Jewish world and then had to translate itself into a Platonic-thinking Greek world in 
order to survive. A man named Augustine, the bishop of Hippo did that for us in the Fourth 
century. When Aristotle’s thought replaced Plato’s in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries as the 
dominant way of perceiving truth then Western theology once more had to adapt. Christianity did 
so by translating itself anew into Aristotelian terms. A man named Thomas Aquinas did that for 
us. When the age of the Enlightenment emerged, there was a great need for Christianity to be 
translated into the categories of new scientific learning and into the emerging new humanism. 
The Protestant Reformation sought to accomplish that. The jury is still out on how successful that 
was. Today, the knowledge on which the modern world is based, both its intellectual knowledge 
and its technological knowledge, cries out for what I have called “A New Christianity for a New 
World.” Developing that “New Christianity” is an ongoing work in progress. 
There are some who believe that Christianity will die if it has to change and adapt and so they 
resist change and entrench themselves in the formulas of yesterday. We call them 
fundamentalists and they come in both a Catholic and Protestant variety. There are also some 
who think that Christianity in none of its forms will ever be able to live in this modern world and so 
they abandon it altogether. We call them secular humanists. 
I call myself “A Believer in Exile.” Both words are important. I am a believer. God is infinitely real 
to me even though I cannot define that reality. I am also in exile from the traditional 
understanding of my religious past. I will never abandon my Christian roots, but I do see 
Christianity as an evolving force and I want to be part of that evolution. 
So I gather with my community of faith in worship each week. I sing the hymns that reflect our 
journey through history. I listen to and pray prayers that are still largely addressed to a theistic 
understanding of God. I listen to sermons that help me explore a new interior reality. I participate 
in educational activities that force me into a dialogue between faith and knowledge. In my own 
way, I see my life as a journey into the mystery of God. In that journey, I am not able to pursue or 
even to contemplate that journey’s end, but I believe I walk in God and with God and that God 
lives in me and through me. Perhaps I am delusional, but I don’t think so. Perhaps God is the 
journey and not the destination. 
It is from this perspective that I write not only my books, but this weekly column and because so 
many seem to be willing to walk with me, I never feel that I walk alone. 
John Shelby Spong 
Q & A  25 september 2014. ProgressiveChristianity.org 
 

 
Eckhart Tolle, author of A New Earth (which has sold over 8 million copies) will speak at Melbourne 
Convention Centre at 7.30pm on Tuesday 18 November. Tickets are unlikely to be available but you may 
see news of his visit in general media. There are numerous videos of his addresses on YouTube. 
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WHAT HAS CHRISTIANITY DONE TO JESUS? 
 

The annual Ecumenical Richard McKinney Memorial Lectures for Advent 2014 will be by a member of the 
PCNV committee, Rev Dr Lorraine Parkinson. Her book, The World According to Jesus has been widely 
read and used in many progressive discussion groups. The three lectures on Tuesday nights in November 
in East Ivanhoe churches deal with topics central to contemporary Christianity.  
 
All	   lectures	   commence	   at	   8:00pm.	   Fellowship	   and	   supper	   at	   9:15pm.	   Gold	   coin	   donation.	   Contact	  
Rosemary	  on	  Ph	  9497	  1017	  or	  r.surridge@bigpond.com.au	  
	  

Tuesday November 11 
How did Jesus of Nazareth become Jesus the Christ? 

The Make-over that Changed the World. 
Venue: East Ivanhoe/Heidelberg Uniting Church, 

Cnr Lower Heidelberg Road and King Street, East Ivanhoe. 
 

Tuesday November 18  
Contradiction and Crisis in the Church: 

identifying the Gospel of Jesus and the Gospel of Christ. 
Venue: St George’s Anglican Church, 

48 Warncliffe Road, East Ivanhoe. 
 

Tuesday November 25  
The Teaching the Church Forgot: 

Why Christian Creeds and Doctrine ‘forgot’ the Teaching of Jesus. 
Venue: Mother of God Catholic Church, 

63 Wilfred Rd, East Ivanhoe. 
 

 

HOLY LAND HIGHLIGHTS 2015 (29 May – 19 June) 
 Rev Dr Greg Jenks has been a frequent speaker at PCNV events and at Common Dreams 
conferences. He leads an annual archaeological dig which could be of interest to PCNV 
members who want to extend their knowledge of both contemporary and ancient Jewish and 
Palestine communities. 
 
A special program of travel in Israel, Palestine and Jordan has been arranged for mid-2015. This 
has been scheduled for the three weeks immediately before Greg Jenks needs to be at the 
Bethsaida Archaeological Excavations with his students. One of the special features of this tour 
is that we will spend an extended time in Nazareth (7 nights), followed any another 7 nights in 
Jerusalem. This will allow us to settle into our accommodation and avoid living out of our 
suitcases day after day. It will also allow greater opportunity to engage with local people, and to 
become familiar with the streets and sights of both cities. The tour will focus on selected sites of 
cultural, historical and religious interest, but will not be a traditional pilgrimage. In particular, we 
will engage with critical historical and biblical scholarship, as well as addressing the challenges 
facing both Jewish and Palestinian communities following the unilateral declaration of the State 
of Israel in 1948. This tour will not involve an extended period on the dig at Bethsaida, although 
there will be an optional day when participants can work on the dig.  
 
A PDF flyer can be downloaded from the Mission Travel web site: 
http://www.missiontravel.com.au/wp-
content/uploads/2014/01/BROCHURE_HolyLand_highlights_v3.pdf 
  
If you would like any further information about the tour please contact Greg Jenks (0408 767 
344, gregjenks@me.com) or Audrey Warren at Mission Travel (1300 554 654 toll free). 
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PCNV ANNUAL GENERAL 
MEETING 

The 2014 AGM of the Progressive 
Christian Network of Victoria Inc will be 
held at 4.45pm on Sunday 23 November 

immediately following the meeting 
addressed by Professor Chris Wright on 

“Dying with Dignity” 
A Notice of AGM  listing the business of 
the meeting will be sent to all financial 

members of PCNV. 
 

RENEWAL OF MEMBERSHIP FEES 
 

Due to surgery for cancer, the Secretary has 
run late in sending notices for renewal of 
membership fees for the year from 1 July 
2014 to 30 June 2015. 
Notices will be emailed or mailed at about 
the same time as this newsletter. 
Please note that many members have paid 
for two or more years. Renewal notices will 
be sent only to those whose membership is 
due for renewal. So if you do not receive a 
renewal notice, your membership is current 
according to our records.  
If you are in any doubt please email or 
phone the Secretary: phone (03) 9878 0130 
Email: djmerritt@ozemail.com.au 
Apologies for any confusion caused by this 
delay.Your eligibility to vote at the AGM will 
not be affected by this delay. 
 

Resources from Common Dreams  
 

The Common Dreams conferences in 
Melbourne in 2010 and in Canberra in  2013 

offered a large number of stimulating and 
challenging addresses on important topics. 

 
Many are available as audio files (MP3) or a 

two CD set or print. 
 

Go to www.commondreams.org.au 
and click on ONLINE SHOP in the right hand 

side bar. 

EMERGING CHURCH 
The Advent/Christmas Emerging Church 
service will be held at 5pm on Sunday 
November 16, at Manningham Uniting 
Church, Andersons Creek Road, 
East Doncaster (Melways 34 E6).  Parking is 
behind the church.    
The theme is 'Born for all of us: the Teacher 
of Humanity'.   The service will feature 
music, silence, imagery, reflection, ritual and 
symbol.   
It is open to people of all denominations as 
an alternative to the traditional 
Advent/Christmas in the church, and to 
people who no longer belong to a church.  It 
is followed by a shared light (BYO) meal.  
For further information email Lorraine: 
parki@netspace.net.au 
 

INCLUSIVE CATHOLICS 
On Sunday, 9th November, as part of an 
ongoing plan to visit different 
faith communities, you are invited to attend 
the Mass of the Catholic Aboriginal Ministry 
at their new Centre, 434 St Georges Road, 
Thornbury,  at 11am. 
 
The regular 3rd Sunday of the month Mass 
is on16th November at Glen Iris Road 
Uniting Church, Glen Iris, at 5.00pm 
In addition, to celebrate the 3rd anniversary 
of the start of Inclusive Catholics there will 
be a special Mass on the 5th Sunday of 
November (30th Nov.) at Glen Iris at 5.00pm. 
 
www.inclusive-catholics.com 
https://www.facebook.com/inclusivecatholics 
 

 

MEET OTHER PROGRESSIVES 
A significant number of people have been 
arriving half an hour early to meet and talk with 
others attending PCNV meetings. The final  
opportunity for this year will be available at the 
PCNV meeting at Glen Iris on 23 November 
starting at 2.30pm,.  
At Glen Iris Road Uniting Church, walk past the 
large meeting room where PCNV meets to the 
area adjoining the kitchen where there are tables 
and chairs. 
 



 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to 

  

“Dying with Dignity” 
with 

Associate Professor Chris Wright 
 

WHEN:      Sunday 23 November 2014  
               3.00pm to 4.45pm 
 

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 
End-of-life issues are of growing concern to many individuals and to our society as 
the population ages and medicine becomes more sophisticated. Dramatic stories 
appear frequently in our media. Voices from within the Christian tradition have not always 
been helpful. Many of us have personal questions. 
 
The speaker will guide us through this complex issue. ‘The superficially simple notion of 
dying with dignity will be tackled.’ ‘I intend to present the most simple cases to encourage 
audience discussion, and then build up the complexity. I hope this will lead to challenging 
discussions of the ideas of “autonomy”, “suffering”, “terminal illness” and expertise.’  
 
‘Apparently simple matters will be tackled first, in order to establish some “ground rules”. As 
we consider more complex problems it may become clear that some of these rules are 
grounded in quicksand and don’t serve us very well. As the general said: “No battle plan 
survives contact with the enemy!” However, some fundamentals may be identified and may 
provide guidance in both public policy discussions and personal reflection and decision 
making’. 
 

THE SPEAKER 
Few would be better qualified than Chris Wright to address the complexity of ‘end-of-
life’ issues. 
Associate Professor Chris Wright MBBS, FRACP, FCICM, GradDipSc (physics) is Academic 
Director, Clinical Programs, Faculty of Medicine, nursing and Health Services, Monash 
University. He has been a consulting specialist at St Vincent’s Hospital and for twenty years 
was a full-time senior medical staff member of the Intensive Care Unit at Monash Medical 
Centre. He is a founding member of the College of Intensive Care Medicine. His address to a 
PCNV meeting in November last year on “Ethical Dilemmas in Saving and Taking Lives”     
was warmly appreciated by the audience and resulted in this invitation to explore “Dying with 
Dignity”. 
 

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


