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“RE-ENCHANTMENT – 

INSPIRATION FOR LIVING” 
 
The next PCNV meeting  on Sunday 27 
October will respond to the request from 
participants at the June meeting to give 
increased attention to positive and practical 
implications of progressive Christianity for 
living. 
 
WHEN: Sunday 27 October 

  3.00 pm to 4.30pm 
To be followed by the AGM at 4.30pm 
 
WHERE: Glen Iris Uniting Church 
Glen Iris Road, Glen Iris 
 
The October Newsletter will give more 
details of the program. A team is 
developing the program guided by the 
responses of participants at the June 
meeting. Of the 85 written responses that 
identified priority questions to be 
addressed, the largest group related to the  
 
 

 
 
theme of re-enchantment which had been 
proposed by one of the panelists. 
 
The final meeting for 2013 on Sunday 
November 24, 3.00pm to 5.00pm, will be a 
panel of well qualified people speaking on 
“Ethical Dilemmas in Saving and Taking 
Lives”. 
 

 
ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 2013 

 
The 2013 Annual General Meeting of the 
Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

Inc will be on  
Sunday 27 October at 4.30 pm  
following the PCNV meeting on  

“Re-enchantment – Inspiration for Living”. 
 

All members will be sent a notice for the 
meeting with the agenda and a copy of new 

Rules for PCNV proposed by the 
Committee in light of changes to legislation 

in Victoria applying to incorporated 
associations. 

 

  

A national gathering of religious progressives 
      

Over 500 people have registered to participate in Common Dreams 3 – the third national 
gathering of religious progressives - in Canberra from Thursday 19 September to Sunday 
22 September. As well as leading Australian progressive Christians (Dr Val Webb, Dr 
Lorraine Parkinson, Dr Nigel Leaves, Dr Greg Jenks, Dr Steven Ogden and others) major 
addresses will be given by world leaders of the progressive Christian movement – Dr 
Marcus Borg (USA), Dr Bruce Sanguin (Canada), Dr Margaret Mayman (NZ), Dr Alan 
Race (Gt B). The full program is on the Common Dreams website: 
www.commondreams.org.au 
 
A future Newsletter will provide some reports and details of how to obtain audios of the 
main addresses. The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria is a sponsor of the 
national gathering which helps to link us to the growing world-wide progressive networks. 
 
Because the Committee and many PCNV members will be in Canberra for this event, 
there is no Melbourne meeting in September. First information about the October meeting 
is given below. 
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The Testament of Mary by Colm Toibin. Picador. Sydney. 2011. 

 
Colm Toibin was born in Ireland. He is a best selling author of six novels as well as short stories 
and non-fiction works. He has been listed twice on the shortlist for the Man Booker Prize.  So a 
novel by him with a New Testament subject will be of special interest to Christians. 
 
This slim volume of 104 pages is written from the point of view of Mary, mother of Jesus. The 
writing is easy to read and has a poetic quality that stimulates imagination. Mary remembers some 
of the events in Jesus’ life, including his cruel crucifixion. Much of the story focuses on her 
reluctance to agree with two of Jesus’ followers who visit her trying to get her to change what she 
remembers to fit more with the story they want to tell. 
 
“… I cannot say more than I can say. And I know how deeply this disturbs them and it would make 
me smile, this earnest need for foolish anecdotes or sharp, simple patterns in the story of what 
happened to us all, except that I have forgotten how to smile.” (Page 4) 
 
Her memories of the disciples are of a rough lot. Some of her memories of Jesus are of a loud 
voice and jarring behaviour. As a friend of Mary and Martha she recalls the wedding at Cana and 
the healing/raising of Lazarus as events that happened and the consternation that Jesus caused.   
She remembers Jesus talking “high-flown talk and riddles, using strange proud terms to describe 
himself and his task in the world”. When she remembers the trial scenes before Pilate her story 
features the Chief Priests as the villains and reflects the anti-Jewish polemic of the later gospels. 
All of the people were “in the pay of the Temple”. 
 
Later Mary dreams that her son came back to life. “I wanted dreams to have their place, to let 
them belong to the night. And I wanted what happened, what I saw, what I did, to belong to the 
day. Until I died I hoped that I would live in full recognition of the difference between the two.” 
(Page 93) But that is not what her visitors plan. “Maybe when I die … It will be as though what I 
saw and felt did not happen …. They want to make what happened live for ever, they told me. 
What is being written down they say, will change the world”. (Page 99) “They will thrive and prevail 
and I will die.” (Page 103. 
 
This is a book difficult to categorise. It does what good novels do – gives a different perspective to 
view the world without necessarily confirming our usual assumptions. By inviting us into the 
perspective of Mary the author stimulates our imagination about the beginning of the Christian 
story. The difference between Mary’s memories and the story her shadowy visitors plan to tell and 
want her to approve confront us with our assumptions about the extent to which the story about 
Jesus changed as it was told by different people. In the form of fiction the ongoing challenge of 
New Testament scholarship becomes vivid.      
 
This small volume can be read in a few hours. It lingers in the memory.   
 

Available from 
www.bookworld.com.au Paperback, $14.39 free delivery. 
      

A new Christianity for a new world 
 
In his weekly Q & A email article, John Shelby Spong replied to a man who stated, among other 
things, that Bishop Spong did not recognise the Saviour Jesus who came to take away the penalty 
for sin and ignored “some of the most important parts of scripture in order to promote his own 
version of God”.  
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Bishop Spong’s reply is a summary of the case for progressive Christianity. Following is part of 
what he wrote: 
  
What you call the “historical interpretation of scripture” is shorthand for evangelical 
fundamentalism. For the past 200 years in the Christian academies of the developed world the 
literal view of the Bible that you espouse has been shattered. Moses did not write the Torah. It 
was the product of about 500 years and the merging together of traditions from at least four 
schools of thought arising in the circumstances of four different periods of Jewish History. Not a 
word of what are called the “Books of Moses” or the Torah (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, 
and Deuteronomy) was actually written until about 300 years after Moses’ death. Moses thus did 
not write it down while God dictated the Ten Commandments. There are in fact three versions of 
the Ten Commandments in the Old Testament and they do not agree with each other. From your 
perspective we would have to believe that God was confused or perhaps that God did not quite 
get the commandments right the first time so God kept trying. 

You appear not to be aware that miracles do not come into the story of Jesus until the 8th decade 
of the Common Era. The Virgin Birth does not enter the gospel tradition until the 9th decade; 
neither does the understanding of resurrection as the physical resuscitation of a deceased body. 
The story of Jesus’ ascension is a 10th decade addition to a growing and developing tradition. 

The Christian movement did not separate itself completely from the Synagogue and Judaism until 
55-60 years after the crucifixion, so the imperialistic idea that only Christians have the truth was a 
late developing idea when Christians finally achieved institutional and political power. 

Can you imagine a God so limited that this God would only welcome into the divine presence 
those who agree with you or other fundamentalists? If Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, Jews and 
Christians all worship the one True God as I believe we do, since there is ultimately only one God, 
then no one’s understanding of God can ever be identified with absolute truth. As the apostle Paul 
once wrote: “We see through a glass darkly.” 

The claim that no one comes to God but by Jesus is a saying attributed to Jesus only in the Fourth 
Gospel, a book that did not appear in Christian history until the latter years of the 10th decade, or 
some 65 – 70 years after the end of Jesus’ earthly life. The earlier gospels portray Jesus as 
saying those who are not against him are for him and inviting all who are weary and heavily laden 
to come unto him. The only standard of divine judgment according to Matthew said nothing about 
proper believing, but spoke only of the ability to see the presence of God in every person including 
those he called “the least of those who are our brothers and sisters.” 

The idea that human nature is fallen and that Jesus had to die for our sins is a result, not of some 
divine revelation, but of literalizing the ancient Jewish creation stories that stressed an original and 
perfect creation, followed by a fall into sin created by human disobedience, which in turn 
necessitated a rescue operation that portrays Jesus as being punished for our sins on the cross. 
This is a 4th century misreading of the ancient Jewish folktales and, if literalized, turn God into a 
vindictive, punitive monster. They would also turn Jesus into being the prime victim of divine 
abuse and would turn you and me into guilt-laden Christ killers. Besides that, we now know that 
these ancient stories are simply not literally true. Modern studies of the origin of our universe tell 
us that there never was a perfect creation, just an evolving process that went from physical 
matter, to life, to consciousness and finally to self-consciousness over a period of about 13.8 
billion years. Evolution is an established scientific understanding of the origins of life that renders 
“original sin” as nonsense. If there was no fall into sin, there is no need for a savior, so that way of 
telling the Christ story is simply a product of an uninformed mentality. 
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All versions of God are the ideas of someone. The idea of God changes dramatically in the Bible 
itself. It is a long journey from the God who sent plagues into Egypt, ordered the murder of the first 
born male in every Egyptian household on the night of the Passover and who drowned the 
Egyptian army in the Red Sea, to the God who enjoins us to love our enemies. 

I guess what I really want to communicate to you is that true Christianity is vastly different from 
any one’s idea of Christianity and is certainly different from the type of Christianity that you seem 
to have experienced and unless you can step away from the narrow and even punitive 
understanding that you reflect, you will never be able to grow into the fullness of the stature of 
Christ Jesus, which Paul says is in each of us. 

Extract from Question & Answer by John Shelby Spong. 22 August 2103. Used with permission. 
ProgressiveChristianity.org 

_________________________________________________________ 
 

Re-enchantment: Starting a discussion 
 

The July Newsletter which reported discussions about where progressive Christianity is at sparked 
a few reponses. The interest in re-enchantment particularly resonated for some people. 
One reader who received the Newsletter passed on from a friend, sent what he called “some 
random thoughts from a convert to atheism   … to invite comment and discussion from readers”. 
 
The Committee has decided to make re-enchantment the theme for the PCNV meeting on 27 
October and to focus on some of the related issues in our programs at the start of next year. 
However these thoughtful comments may encourage other readers to send further comments to 
keep the discussion going. 
 
“Thanks for the Progressive Christian news. I always find it very interesting, indeed quite 
stimulating. There is so much the movement has in common with the best of atheism. I thought 
the fellow who called for more ‘enchantment’ was spot on, and what he says applies to atheists as 
well as progressive Christians. We spend so much time attacking what is demonstrably wrong 
with our opponents that we neglect looking at the beauty and wonder (enchantment?) of our own 
beliefs. I am thinking of the current T.V.series on the origins of life, etc. by Professor Brian Cox, 
‘enchantment’ that can be shared by progressive Christians and atheists alike.  
 
Another issue that emerges from the P.C. material is the need for spokespersons to publicly 
counter the public utterances of the conservative/fundamentalist Christians. I am sure the public 
thinks that the Xian Lobby people speak for all Christians, whereas in fact they probably only 
represent a small minority who seem to be able to shout loudest. 
 
 I noted in the review of Robin Myer’s book that he correctly defines atheism as non-theism. 
Atheism as popularly understood probably needs a new name such as ‘the godless’ ‘or ‘god 
deniers’ but those are probably pejorative terms and perhaps ‘religionless’ would be better, but 
then, of course, Bonhoeffer talked about ‘religionless Christianity’! ‘Rationalist’ may be the best 
term, as a rationalist is a person who rejects any belief that is not rational. Such a person could 
still be a follower of Jesus without being tied to all the ‘God’ bits. What do you think?  
 
Cheers, Peter Munster”   
14 July 2013 
 


