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WORKSHOP FOR  

LEADERS OF GROUPS 
 
The third annual gathering of leaders of 
progressive discussion groups is planned 
for Saturday 3 August. 
 
A planning team has developed a strategy 
for a different style of workshop that will 
launch  three developments to assist group 
leaders and people interested in joining 
groups – a vtal part of the PCNV network: 
 

• An up to date register of progressive 
groups operating in Victoria; 

 
• A practical system for group leaders 

to network with leaders of similar 
groups to exchange ideas about how 
groups can operate most effectively; 

 
• Lists of resources available for use 

in progressive discussion groups – 
particularly discussion guides and 
notes that have been tried in 
practice and worked well. 

 

 
 
INVITATIONS TO REGISTER for the 
workshop and to provide the pre-workshop 
information required have been sent to all 
group leaders PCNV knows about. 
 
If your group or a group you know about 
has not received this information, please 
contact the Secretary urgently by  
email: djmerritt@ozemail.com.au 
or phone: 9878 0130 
as registrations are due by 30 June. 
____________________________________________________ 

HAVE YOU REGISTERED FOR   
COMMON DREAMS CANBERRA  IN 

SEPTEMBER? 
Don’t miss this once only chance to 

hear Marcus Borg 
WHEN: 19 to 22 September 2013. 

 
WHERE: Manning Clark Centre, Australian 

National University, Canberra, ACT. 
For more information including all guest 

speakers, key event times, program outline 
suggestions for accommodation, and to 

register visit the website: 
www.commondreams.org.au 

 

  

Where is Progressive Christianity at? 
      

Progressive Christianity has special significance viewed against the decline in traditional 
churches. “Where are we at?” is a live question for both churches and PCNV! 

 
The next meeting of the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria on 30 June is an 
opportunity to hear four Australians speak about their experience of progressive 
Christianity. See the final page of this newsletter.Four short addresses by the panel will 
stimulate reflection by the audience who will each be asked to record their top priority 
question about progressive Christianity to be the basis for the October 27 PCNV meeting. 
In between, the July meeting will be addressed by Dr Philip Hughes of the Christian 
Research Association on the topic: “Have the Australian Churches gone down the drain?”  
 
This newsletter carries other evidence of the vitality of progressive Christianity in Australia 
with reviews or other references to three recent books by Australians: “Against the 
Stream” by Rex A E Hunt (page 4), “Why weren’t We Told?” by Rex A E hunt and John W 
H Smith (pages 4 – 5) and “Aware and Attentive”  by John Bodycomb (page 2). 
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EMERGING CHURCH 
On the third Sunday of each month 

 
Sunday July 21, 5:00pm – 6:30pm 

 

Manningham Uniting Church  
152 Anderson’s Creek Road, East 

Doncaster 
Parking on site.   

 

The  liturgy is meditative, with images, 
music, silences and a short reflection. 

It is followed by a sharing  of bread and 
wine (not a eucharist) and a light shared 

meal. Please bring food to share. 
 
 

An opportunity for those who question 
traditional worship and are exploring the 

meaning of faith for 2013. 
 

 
 

INCLUSIVE CATHOLICS MASS 

 
Celebrant: Fr Greg Reynolds 

 

Every first and third Sunday  
at 5.00 pm 

Glen Iris Road Uniting Church 
200 Glen Iris Rd, Glen Iris. 

 

Next Mass on Sunday 16 June 
 

To welcome all Catholics, especially 
the disenfranchised, the disillusioned  

and the excluded. 
 

For details contact  
 Greg Reynolds 0400 534 557 

Website: www.inclusive-catholics.com 
 

 
TOUCHING TRANSCENDANCE 

 
What is worship?  
Why engage in it? 

 

Five evenings 
with John Bodycomb and  

Lorraine Parkinson 
 

JULY 1. 8. 15, 22 & 29 
8.00 to 10.00pm 

 
Manningham Uniting Church 

Westfield Drive, Doncaster 
 

TO ENROL and to obtain your copy of 
John Bodycomb’s book, 

Aware and Attentive 
Phone Megan Coote 9842 3330 

or Gwyn Roberts 9848 2093 
 
 

 
BISHOP JOHN SHELBY SPONG 

FREE Q & A WEEKLY EMAIL 
 

Sign up at 
johnshelbyspong.com 

 
Each week Bishop Spong responds to 
email questions. They cover a wide 
range of issues.  
 

The latest question is about population 
control and the answer deals with 
attitudes to birth control, use of the 
earth’s resources, our lifestyles and 
contemporary theology. 
 

You can also subscribe to a paid full 
length weekly column on social justice 
and spirituality for US$9.95 charged to 
your credit card every 3 months. This 
includes access to the back catalogue of 
what has appeared online.  
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CAN WE STRIVE FOR A BETTER SOCIETY? 

The Christian vision of a better world seems harder than ever to sustain. Reading a morning 
newspaper or watching television news is more likely to increase despair than hope. Even 
knowing where to find analyses of issues that are profoundly important for human flourishing can 
be a puzzle. 

Some time ago I signed up for a free subscription to the daily e-news “The Conversation”. 
Sponsored mainly by universities, it brings up to a dozen articles to my email inbox each morning 
with a weekly wrap-up edition on Saturday. Unlike the journalism that goes for a story with 
maximum popular splash effect regardless of substance, these articles come from qualified 
academics and professionals who focus on evidence and analysis of significance for society. 
Often there is an ethical dimension rarely found in commercial journalism. 

An example was a recent article (June 13) by John Armstrong, philosopher at Melbourne 
University, on whether we can strive for a better society: 

“Can we accept imperfection and still strive for a better society?” 

“We can readily be forgiven for thinking that these are the worst of times: our collective institutions 
seem feeble in the face of our needs and hopes. 

“The Christian churches – which were once powerful and noble in intent, look deranged and 
broken. Government seems preoccupied by short term advantage and factional squabbling; the 
capitalist economy is (in many parts of the world) in disrepair; the media is fragmenting, in 
financial trouble and driven downmarket.” 

The article goes on to examine the aspects of our present situation that could induce despair. 
However, he proposes an alternative approach that accepts imperfections and human perversity 
and presents the challenge of still aspiring to ideals. 

Pursuing the good with a clear eye 

“Starting from low expectations – rather than from ideal hopes – changes the picture. The modern 
world, with all its defects, is a tremendous achievement. Australia is astonishingly decent and 
sane, in comparison with what might have been. Historically, it seems more likely that a society 
should look like Czarist Russia – with the minority enslaving the majority – than like today’s 
Copenhagen or Canberra. 

 “The point is not so much to pat ourselves on the back as give us a clearer view of our task. The 
good needs to be pursued with a clear eye on what we are normally like. Rather than berate 
ourselves for being feckless, greedy, selfish, focused on the short-term, perverse – we should 
take this for granted. 

“The question is then – if this is what we are like, how can we work upon ourselves to improve our 
nature? What is the pathway for people like that to become – as Goethe put it – “noble, helpful 
and good”? How can we aspire to the ideal without being broken on the rocks of human nature?” 
 
The full article is worth reading. 



Newsletter of the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria Inc. 

A free online subscription to The Conversation is recommended as an antidote to despair about 
commercial journalism and a source of knowledge about contemporary social and economic 
issues that can inform progressive Christians. 
 
theconversation.com 
 
David Merritt 
 
 
Against the stream. Progressive Christianity between Pulpit and Pew by Rex A E Hunt. 
Mosaic Press 2012. 184 pages. 
Review by David Merritt 
 
Few people in Australia have an opportunity to hear someone well informed about progressive 
biblical and theological scholarship reflect regularly on what it means to understand and live open 
to the complexities and richness of contemporary life. This collection of reflections and sermons 
preached by Rex Hunt between 2002 and 2012 offers that opportunity. 
 
Rex Hunt is now retired after a long ministry in the Uniting Church in Australia as journalist and 
parish minister. He was founding Director of the Centre for Religious Thought, Canberra  
http://www.progressivereligion.org.au and continues as an organiser of the Common Dreams 
Conferences for religious progressives that are held every three years in Australia. 
 
The sermons are brief – “To preach much longer than twelve minutes these days is bad 
communication no matter who you are”. The print layout preserves the structure of a spoken 
message designed to be heard. 
 
The table of contents makes it easy to identify topics of particular interest to the reader. 
 
A Preface provides an introduction to the development of progressive Christianity. References at 
the end of each sermon indicate some key sources.  Two final pages list books recommended for 
further reading. 
 
At the end of the collection Rex quotes with approval the statement: “Religion declined not 
because it was refuted, but because it became irrelevant, dull, oppressive, insipid”.  No-one is 
likely to use those words about these 184 pages. 
 
Available from Mosaic Resources for $23.76 plus postage. 
https://mosaicresources.com.au   or phone (03) 9470 6650 
 
 
Why Weren’t We Told? A Handbook on ‘progressive’ Christianity. Compiled 
and authored by Rex A E Hunt and John W H Smith. Polebridge Press, Oregon. 
2013. Paperback. 293 pages. 
Review by David Merritt. 
 
This is a book whose title marks it as likely to be warmly received by the growing number of 
people in Australia, New Zealand, USA, Canada and Great Britain who are looking for something 
other than ‘traditional Christianity’, especially ‘traditional church’, ’ but are not sure what to look for 
or where to look. 
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It is, as the title page indicates, a compilation. And it is huge: it contains something around 82 
articles in 202 pages from 30 contributors from at least 4 countries, 26 further pages describing 
functioning progressive groups in the words of their participants, 16 additional pages of resources 
for group liturgies, and 12 densely packed pages of a bibliography. 
 
I found it difficult to know how to attempt to read this book. The main section of 82 articles 
potentially offers richly stimulating ideas. But the sequence seems random and I could not discern 
the selection process. Some contributions did not appear to contribute to the theme stated in the 
title; others were powerfully about that theme. Perhaps that diversity in content and style will allow 
people with different interests to find different connection points with what is written. 
 
In the Introduction, the authors point to the present dynamic situation: 
 
“A progressive Christianity is not new. In one form or another it has been around for two hundred 
years or more. … What is new about its current expression now intentionally called ‘progressive’, 
is this open and inclusive faith is ‘coming out’ in unexpected ways, or resurfacing in hundreds of 
congregations in mainline churches around the world. That is, a dynamic grass roots movement 
where the initiative is often taken by a lay person! As a member of a grassroots group has said: 
“our group meets before the service each Sunday and walks to church. It travels 100 metres and 
goes back 150 years.” (Page xxi) 
 
In one of the articles, Fred Plumer writes: “I believe we need the term ’progressive Christian’ so 
we can talk to others about faith in ways not often heard in typical Christian settings.  It is frankly a 
great way to start a conversation or end one, but it allows us a way to describe ourselves with a 
new vocabulary and new metaphors. For those who still care about the church, we need to 
practice our faith, and model it for others rather than telling others what they ought to believe.” 
(Page xxvi) 
 
The descriptions of 26 progressive groups provide an insight into the diverse situations in which 
they have developed as a grassroots response to changes in churches and society. The authors 
conclude an overview of these groups pointing to the early stage we are at in development of local 
expressions of progressive Christianity: 
 
“More research needs to be done if we are to understand how progressive Christianity impacts on 
communities of faith. However, one value of the information presented here is that the 
development of small local interest groups has responded, in many cases very effectively,  to a 
need for the exploration of questions of faith and the opportunity to share this journey in a safe 
p[lace with people who have a similar interest.” (Page 227) 
 
Perhaps the best review is the concluding paragraph of an informative foreword by the 
outstanding New Zealand theologian, Revd Professor Sir Lloyd Geering:  “The second purpose of 
this book (the first was identified as making more widely known what the progressive movement 
stands for) is to provide material that will promote further study, stimulating readers to clarify their 
thinking on a great variety of issues. None of this material claims to be definitive. Rather, it 
provides examples of work in progress. To this end there are short concise cameos on ethics, 
eco-spirituality, atonement, Christmas, science and religion, and a host of other topics. This is not 
a book to be read straight through from beginning to end, but to be picked up, studied, thought 
about and returned to from time to time.” (Page xviii) 
 
Available from the PCNV bookstall at meetings and Mosaic Resources for $23.76 plus postage. 
https://mosaicresources.com.au   or phone (03) 94706650 



 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to a panel on 

“Where is Progressive Christianity at?” 
with 

 Rev Sally Douglas 
Rev Rex A E Hunt 

Rev Dr Coralie Ling 
Rev Dr Christopher Page  

WHEN:     Sunday 30 June 2013  
              3.00pm to 5.00pm 
 

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

SALLY DOUGLAS is a Uniting Church Minister, passionate about the 
intersection of theology, sacred text, real questions and real life.  Previously 
she was minister in Daylesford and the Highlands Cluster.  She is currently 
engaged in doctoral research at the MCD – University of Divinity, exploring 
ancient, and long suppressed, understandings of Jesus and the possible 
implications of these understandings in contemporary context.  
 

REX HUNT is a retired Uniting Church minister, previously in placement in 
Canberra. He was Founder and National co-ordinator of The Network of Biblical 
Storytellers Australia/New Zealand (1990-96), and Founding Director of The 
Centre for Progressive Religious Thought, Canberra (2002-09). He is currently 
Chair of the Common Dreams Conference of Religious Progressives, author 
of two recent books on progressive Christian thought. 
 

CORALIE LING is a long time minister of the UCA and is reimagining ministry, 
theology, society,  the environment, and scripture from a feminist perspective. 
She is especially interested in a Holy Sophia history and perspective and 
building connections across faiths. 
 

CHRISTOPHER PAGE has been a Baptist minister in Queenland, Canada and 
for 14 years at East Doncaster Baptist Church. In 2011 Chris moved to the 
Uniting Church taking up the position as Minister at Toorak Uniting Church.  His 
Doctorate in Education at the University of Toronto majored in Adult Religious 
Education.  His present interests combine a progressive approach to the Bible 
and theology with a contemplative approach to ministry and the spiritual life.   

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


