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ETHICS WITH OR WITHOUT GOD 

 
A well attended PCNV meeting on 25 May 
heard ethicist, former Griffith University 
Associate Professor and Uniting Church 
minister Noel Preston speak about the 
importance of ethics independent of religious 
assumptions. 
 
While valuing the Judaeo-Christian heritage, 
he rejects traditional theism and challenges 
claims about the uniqueness of Christian 
ethics. More broadly, his audience is all 
those who quest for the common good, and 
who accept the need to recover and 
discover a spirituality that supports us in 
meeting contemporary, personal and social 
ethical challenges, regardless of religious 
allegiance.  
 
Dr Preston’s new book was launched at the 
PCNV meeting: 
Ethics With or Without God: Christianity 
and Morality in the 21st Century by Noel 
Preston  
RRP $22.95 
Available from the PCNV bookstall or 
Rainbow Books, phone (03) 9470 6650 or 
online www.mosaicresources.com.au 
 

 
 
 

WORLD-WIDE PROGRESSIVE 
CHRISTIANITY 

 
Some ways to be in touch with 
developments and resources for progressive 
Christianity in  USA: 
 
The website of ProgressiveChristianity.org 
which includes regular key articles and an 
expanding resource file. 
www.ProgressiveChristianity.org 
 
Sign up for a free weekly Q&A email from 
Bishop John Shelby Spong  or for US 
$29.95 sign up for a weekly column on 
topics of social justice and spirituality 
including the weekly Q&A - a full year of 52 
issues. This also gives access to an archive 
of all of Bishop Spong’s previous essays. 
You name a topic – he has probably written 
on it! www.johnshelbyspong.com 
 
Subscribe to The Fourth R, popular 
bimonthly magazine of Westar Institute, 
home of the Jesus Seminar, featuring the 
latest thinking from religion scholars and 
writers. Six print issues a year mailed to your 
address for US$35. The website allows you 
to try a free issue. www.westarinstitute.org 
 

 

“Voices from Australia and New Zealand” 

In terms of proportion of world population, Australia and New Zealand are small nations. 
However, in each country there is a distictive mix of cultures shaped by our histories and 
the creativity of our peoples. One expression of this is the links between the progressive 
Christian movements in the two countries. Another in Australia is encouraging growth of 
publications that reflect the political, social, economic and religious realities of this country. 
In this newsletter there is a review of a new publication that presents the stories of 25 
Aussies and Kiwis whose search for an authentic Christian experience has taken them 
beyond traditional beliefs and practices. It is an encouraging read. 
After the last PCNV meeting on ethics, it is appropriate that we also feature an ethical 
challenge by Australian Catholic Bishops about our treatment of asylum seekers. 
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New Life.  Rediscovering Faith. Stories from Progressive Christians. 
Compiled and edited by John W H Smith and Rex A E Hunt.  
Mosaic Press, Preston Victoria. 2013. 239 pages. Review by David Merritt 
 
For any aspect of life that is important to us, especially when we are aware of changes in our own 
experience, the stories of the experiences of other people can inform, inspire, and at times 
confront us. Sometimes we are reading of journeys we know well; at other times what is described 
is a possible future that may appear enticing or may hold too many uncertainties. 
 
In this volume, the compilers have brought together the stories of 25 people reflecting on their 
spiritual journey. Told in their own words and from very different perspectives, the stories are a 
kaleidoscopic portrait of progressive Christianity in Australia and New Zealand in 2013.  It would 
be a rare reader who would not find encouragement or stimulation in these pages. A few 
examples reflect my interests. 
 
A recurring theme is the difficulty of finding a congregation or community where questions are 
welcome and new understandings welcome.  Betty Shore wrote of her search for a community. “I 
did not find groups who wanted to really think about their beliefs and how to live faithful to the 
gospel in our time and place. Nor did they seem open to new understandings, such as those 
offered by Marcus Borg and others before him.   …   So I travelled alone until I found a small faith 
community that gathers for pot-luck meals with children every other Sunday evening, and on 
alternate Sundays gathers later for study, discussion, and reflection.” Page 118 
 
Many of the stories involve an uneasy relationship with organised religion as it is expressed in the 
formal Church. David Tacey’s story includes a chilling account of his treatment by the Catholic 
Church, particularly then Archbishop George Pell. Tacey was told he ‘was a trouble-maker who 
was engaged in original thinking and creative thought’! Page 128 
 
Val Webb’s story expresses a life-long evolution of life and theology. “The questions I have asked 
over the years have come from my life experiences and concerns”.   “We all need a working 
theology that can function in our lives, making sense for us, rather than clinging to ancient dogmas 
into which our experiences must fit. The question is always, ‘What is good news for me here and 
now?’” Page 182 
 
The book includes a liturgy that expresses many of the ideas that the stories describe. It is an 
example of language and acts that affirm life, recognise awe inspiring mystery, and encourage a 
community dedicated to action for justice, peace and care for the environment. Pages 91 – 96. 
 
The volume is well organised with brief biographical notes of the contributors. There is an 
introductory chapter on where Progressive Christianity is at and a concluding chapter “Where to 
from here?” 
 
In the concluding chapter the editors point to two hoped for outcomes from the collection of 
stories.  
 
”It is our fervent hope that all of these honest and brave stories will bring hope and 
encouragement to people considering embarking on a similar journey. We trust that people will 
find comfort in the understanding that they are not alone when they set out on a quest to find what 
is real for them because others have provided a guiding light.” Pages 217 – 218. 
 
The second outcome relates to action by the churches. “The majority of our authors wish to 
remain within the church institution, but to do so they need the freedom to explore their spirituality 
outside the confines or demands of Christian orthodoxy.” Page 220. 
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Following their previous title, “Why Weren’t We Told?” the editors have provided a further valuable 
resource for personal reading and discussion in groups. 
 
RRP $32.95.  Available from the bookstall at PCNV meetings or Rainbow Books, Preston, phone 
(03) 9470 6650. Website: www.mosaicresources.com.au 
 
 

WHAT DOES ‘PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIAN’ MEAN? 
A view from USA 

 

By calling ourselves progressive Christians, 
we mean that we are Christians who… 

• Believe that following the path and teachings of Jesus can lead to an awareness and 
experience of the Sacred and the Oneness and Unity of all life; 

• Affirm that the teachings of Jesus provide but one of many ways to experience the 
Sacredness and Oneness of life, and that we can draw from diverse sources of wisdom in 
our spiritual journey; 

• Seek community that is inclusive of ALL people, including but not limited to: Conventional 
Christians and questioning skeptics, believers and agnostics, women and men, those of all 
sexual orientations and gender identities, those of all classes and abilities; 

• Know that the way we behave towards one another is the fullest expression of what we 
believe; 

• Find grace in the search for understanding and believe there is more value in questioning 
than in absolutes; 

• Strive for peace and justice among all people; 
• Strive to protect and restore the integrity of our Earth; and 
• Commit to a path of life-long learning, compassion, and selfless love. 

 
ProgressiveChristianity.org 
 
 
Beyond the Borders 2014 will bring together people who seek ways of living and 
believing that welcome new scientific, social and religious wisdom, are seeking to 
share in the human search for peace and justice and welcome the wisdom 
bequeathed to humanity from religions other than one they inherited. 

www.progressivespirituality.co.nz 
 
 

STATEMENT BY THE AUSTRALIAN CATHOLIC BISHOPS CONFERENCE ON 
ASYLUM SEEKERS 

The Australian Catholic Bishops have been involved in many ways with asylum seekers. Some of 
us have detention centres close to home, and we have worked hard to ensure that asylum 
seekers receive proper pastoral care and human assistance. We renew that commitment here. 
The Bishops have also intervened with Government in an attempt to make policy more respectful 
of human dignity and basic human rights, which today are being seriously violated. 
We now make this urgent plea for a respect for the rights of asylum seekers, not only in 
Government circles but in the Australian community more broadly. Federal decision-makers in 
both major parties have made their decisions and implemented their policies because they think 
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they have the support of the majority of Australians. Therefore, we want to speak to the entire 
Australian community. 
The current policy has about it a cruelty that does no honour to our nation. How can this be when 
Australians are so generous in so many situations where human beings are in strife? Think of the 
way the Vietnamese boat people were welcomed in the 1970s and 80s. The question becomes 
more pointed when we think of the politicians who are making and implementing the decisions. 
They are not cruel people. Yet they have made decisions and are implementing policies which are 
cruel. How can this be so? 
Island dwellers like Australians often have an acute sense of the “other” or the “outsider” – and 
that is how asylum seekers are being portrayed. They are the dangerous “other” or “outsider” to 
be feared and resisted because they are supposedly violating our borders. 
Do racist attitudes underlie the current policy? Would the policy be the same if the asylum seekers 
were fair-skinned Westerners rather than dark-skinned people, most of whom are of “other” 
religious and cultural backgrounds? Is the current policy perhaps bringing to the surface not only a 
xenophobia in us but also a latent racism? The White Australia policy was thought to be dead and 
buried, but perhaps it has mutated and is still alive. 
There may also be the selfishness of the rich. Not everyone in Australia is rich, but we are a rich 
nation by any reckoning. The asylum seekers are often portrayed as economic refugees coming to 
plunder our wealth. But the fact is that most of them are not being “pulled” to Australia by a desire 
for wealth but are being “pushed” from their homeland and other lands where there is no life worth 
living. No-one wants them. 
The policy can win acceptance only if the asylum seekers are kept faceless and nameless. It 
depends upon a process of de-humanisation. Such a policy would be widely rejected if the faces 
and names were known. Bishops have seen the faces; we know the names; we have heard the 
stories. That is why we say now, Enough of this institutionalised cruelty. 
We join with the Catholic Bishops of Papua New Guinea who have voiced their strong opposition 
to the use of Manus Island for detention. They have urged Australia “to find a more humane 
solution to people seeking asylum”. We do not accept the need for off-shore processing. But even 
if it continues, it surely does not require such harshness. 
The Government and Opposition want to stop the boats and thwart the people-smugglers. But 
does this require such cruelty? Could not the same goals be achieved by policies, which were less 
harsh, even humane – policies which respected not only our international obligations but also 
basic human rights? Can we not achieve a balance between the needs of people in desperate 
trouble and the electoral pressures faced by politicians? We believe we can; indeed we must. 
The Australian Catholic Bishops call on parliamentarians of all parties to turn away from these 
policies, which shame Australia and to take the path of a realistic compassion that deals with both 
human need and electoral pressure. We call on the nation as a whole to say no to the dark forces, 
which make these policies possible. The time has come to examine our conscience and then to 
act differently.            mediablog.catholic.org.au  8 May 
 

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 
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WHY IS CHRISTIANITY EVOLVING? 

Lorraine Parkinson 
Christianity … is evolving because it must.   
So many Christians have realised that the 
ancient Christian faith does not equip them 
to transform the contemporary world in 
Jesus’ name.   Yet all organisms within eco-
systems must evolve or die, as those eco-
systems change.  …  The two generations 
who have taken part in a mass exodus from 
the church simply say, “We don’t need it.”  
What they mean is that in its traditional 
form it has nothing to say to them.   They 
need to know that Christianity is evolving! … 
There is a growing call for less word-
saturated and creedal-based liturgies and the 
adoption of a more meditative worship, 
allowing God to speak through limited 
words, silences and music.  … 
The evolving church is people whose idea of 
God has changed out of sight from the way 
they imagined God a decade or three ago.  
The evolving church is people who find 
unhelpful the Christian ‘triune God’ of 
exclusivist dogma and accept that God is and 
always will be, Mystery.   As they follow 
Jesus, many find it best to call that Mystery, 
Love.   The evolving church is people who 
want to unite their scientific and 
philosophical knowledge of the world with 
their faith in God.   It is people who look to 
scripture as guide for life, but whose 
education has equipped them to notice the 
Bible’s limitations.  …  It is people who 
identify metaphor and myth when they hear 
it.  They look for leaders who will 
acknowledge that and point to sacred 
wisdom in the stories. 
 

Winter Soul Food  
8 Wednesday evenings fortnightly from 4th 
June. Come to all or any. 4 ‘Soul Matters’ 
seminars explore eco-feminist theology, 
alternating with 4 ‘Soul Craft’ workshops 
offering space for creativity and reflection. 
Hosted by Sophia’s Spring: an eco-feminist 
community of the Uniting Church at CERES 
Environment Park, Brunswick East. 
Details: Robyn: 0407 113 376;  
Jan: 0402 774 883 
http://sophiasspring.unitingchurch.org.au.  
 

 

EMERGING CHURCH 
meets on Sunday 15 June and on each 3rd 
Sunday at 5.30pm at Manningham Uniting 
Church, Andersons Creek Road, East 
Doncaster. Melway 34 E6.  Information: 
parki@netspace.net.au 
 

INCLUSIVE CATHOLICS 
Inclusive Catholics meet for Mass on the 1st and 

3rd Sunday of each month at 5.00pm. 
At Glen Iris Road Uniting Church 

200 Glen Iris Road, Glen Iris 
Contact: Greg Reynolds 0400 534 557 

Email: greg.reynolds3@gmail.com 
Website: www.inclusive-catholics.com 

 
2014 PCNV PROGRAM TO COME 

All meetings are 3.00pm to 5.00pm and at Glen 
Iris Road Uniting Church, Glen Iris Road, Glen 

Iris, unless another location is indicated. 

SUNDAY 22 JUNE: “Imagination, Vision and 
Spirituality. Avoiding Pitfalls of Progressive 
Religious Thought”. Professor David Tacey. 
SUNDAY 27 JULY: “Progressive Wisdom 
Ways”. Dr Graham Ogden and Dr Coralie 
Ling 
SUNDAY 24 AUGUST: “Jesus Then and 
Jesus Now: Looking for Jesus, Finding 
Ourselves”. Dr Gregory Jenks 
FIRST WEEK OF SEPTEMBER: Meetings 
and workshop with Bernard Brandon Scott. 
(USA). Details to be announced. 
SUNDAY 28 OCTOBER: “Catholicism: 
Possibilities and problems – a Priest’s 
Story”. Greg Reynolds. Monash Lecture 
Theatre, Caulfield. 
SUNDAY 23 NOVEMBER: “Dying with 
Dignity”. Professor Chris Wright. 

All meetings are subject to change in light of 
changes to the circumstances of speakers 

 
GET TO KNOW SOME OTHER PEOPLE 

Following a successful beginning at the May 
meeting, there will continue to be an opportunity 
to meet others and talk about shared interests in 
the half hour before each PCNV meeting – 
starting at 2.30pm 



 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to  

“Imagination, vision and spirituality.  
Avoiding the pitfalls of progressive  

religious thought” 
with 

Professor David Tacey 
 

WHEN:      Sunday 22 June 2014  
               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 
 
Professor Tacey considers that one of the dangers of our time is that enlightened people 
recognise that the miracles of scripture, and the images of God, Angels and Spirit, are 
metaphors, but this leads to a disenchantment in which everything is lost. “We are close to 
this being realised, not only in secular and antireligious thinking, but now in progressive 
thought within religion. The status of symbol and myth is so low that the shift from literal to 
symbolic thinking inevitably leads to a loss of meaning and an annihilation of sacredness. 
This is perhaps what the religious institutions are fearing and why they are clinging to their 
historical positivism. If the historical approach is undermined, what then? Clearly it will take 
more than a rational process of enlightenment to redeem God for the educated modern 
person. What is required is an activation of imagination and vision, indeed a ‘second naiveté’ 
for the ideas and images of religion to live again. We cannot solve the religious problem by 
the intellect alone.”    
 

THE SPEAKER 
 
David Tacey is Professor of Humanities at La Trobe University, Melbourne. 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 (Zurich, 2009), 
ReEnchantment: The New Australian Spirituality (Sydney, 2000), and The Spirituality 
Revolution (London, 2004). One of his research interests is Jungian depth psychology, and 
in this field he has published Gods and Diseases: Making Sense of our Physical and Mental 
Wellbeing (Sydney & London, 2011); How to Read Jung (London, 2006); The Jung Reader 
(London, 2012); and The Darkening Spirit: Jung, Spirituality, Religion (London, 2013). His 
books have been published internationally and translated into several languages, including 
Mandarin, Korean, Spanish, Portuguese and French. 
 

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


