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“Enbracing the Human Jesus” 
With about 80 people attending the lecture 
series by Dr David Galston, the PCNV 
supply of copies of his book swiftly sold out. 
New supplies have been ordered. 
 
Embracing the Human Jesus. A Wisdom 
Path for Contemporary Christianity is 
published by Polebridge Press, Salem, 
Oregon, and is available from PCNV for a 
discounted price of $24.00 (plus postage of 
$7.80 if you want it mailed in the 
metropolitan area). 
 
You can order a copy to be picked up from a 
PCNV meeting or Stonnington Community 
Church at 76 Coppin Street, Malvern East, 
by contacting John Smith at:  
jwhsmith@iinet.net.au 
 

If you want a copy mailed add $7.80 
forpackaging and postage in the 
metropolitan area 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

COMMON DREAMS 2016 
Over 500 people participated in the third 
Common Dreams Conference in Canberra in 
September 2013. 
The fourth Common Dreams Conference 
will be held in Brisbane at Somerville 
House over 16 – 19 September 2016. The 
theme of the conference will be 
“Progressive Spirituality: New 
Directions”. The program will take 
participants through a broad spectrum of 
topics exploring what it means to be 
“spiritual” in contemporary times. 
A number of outstanding overseas and 
Australian speakers have already committed 
to be there. 
Registrations will open in April 2016. 

 

 

“Change and diversity” 
The Greek philosopher Heraclitus (6th-5th century BCE) said you could not step twice into 
the same river. Everything changes and nothing stands still. In our time the rate of change 
in “everything” has increased dramatically. It is a special challenge for social and political  
values and religion. This month the newsletter features aspects of change and diversity. 

• Pages 2-3 reflect on Dr David Galston’s lectiures on “the Future of Religion, Jesus 
and Christianity”, in particular his lecture, “Is there a Post-Christian Christianity?” 

• Pages 4-6 report on Dr Val Webb’s recent  lecture tour with Progressive Christianity 
Network Britain which provides glimpses of another progressive network and 
insights into reasons for people seeking an alternative to traditional Christianity. 

• Page 8 introduces an ebook by PCNV member John Gunson, “God, Ethics and 
Society. Does the church have a future?” 

• Page 8 also invites people to the regular meetings of “Emerging Church” for “all 
who seek a meaningful faith for the 21st century”. 

• Page 9 describes the coming PCNV meeting on 27 September where three people 
who have not presented previously at a PCNV meeting and have very different 
backgrounds will share “Turning points on my life journey: personal reflections on 
being Christian”. It will be a celebration of experience and diversity. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



The future of Christianity 
A very personal reflection by David Merritt following the PCNV sessions by Dr David Galston 

 
My wife and I were among approximately 80 people who attended the four teaching events for 
the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria led by Dr David Galston on 28 and 29 August 
(we missed the Friday evening).  His style was engaging as he spoke directly to us, inviting us 
to follow a line of thought, only occasionally referring to notes – and often detouring from the 
main topic on asides that for me were usually high in interest. 
 
The first parts of the sessions were a clear presentation of the process by which the human 
Jesus became the divine Jesus Christ, essentially linked to a supernatural view of reality. 
There are numerous books helping us understand this process and for me this was an 
excellent refresher course but did not point to new possibilities. Similarly the description of the 
work of the Jesus Seminar which attempted to identify the “voiceprint” of the historical Jesus 
in the much later writings of the New Testament gospels was well done and interesting but not 
new for me. This changed dramatically when Dr Galston addressed the question of what 
Christianity would be like if it was based on Jesus as a wisdom teacher - what we can know of 
the original Jesus, particularly his characteristic teaching style and the content of his teaching 
as depicted in the (selected, probably authentic) parables. 
 
Could Christianity become Christian? Is “post Christianity” possible where Jesus is not 
considered a God, the Bible is not considered a book of science or knowledge, Christianity 
does not involve supernaturalism, and outdated values are not intrinsic to it? My interest grew 
even further when Dr Galston described what a group of people focussed in this way on the 
teaching of the historical Jesus could be like as a community, gathering with a liturgy to 
express and renew its life, and committed not to beliefs but to practical living about helping 
people and changing the world. 
 
In what for me was a high impact part of the day, Dr Galston contrasted the liturgy of a 
traditional church with the liturgy of such a post-Christian community moving from “Gathering” 
as an expression of solidarity with common humanity to departing with “Good tidings” as 
people energised for support and doing justice. The clincher in making this a “wow” moment 
for me was the discovery that David Galston in fact is the leader of such a community in 
Hamilton, Ontario, Canada (as well as being an academic teacher in philosophy and religion 
at university level) and was speaking from 8 years of experience in that community. 
 
What was described was breathtakingly close to what I had thought were unachievable 
dreams – gatherings about the historical person Jesus, no god language, no “worship”, no 
sacrifice language, a banquet instead of the ritual about body and blood; about human 
solidarity and inclusion, an emphasis on education with plenty of talkback, about practical 
living not beliefs. “Wow” indeed! 
 
So after finding out from David Galston how to locate the Hamilton community online, I 
headed home with high enthusiasm to go back to his book, “Embracing the Human Jesus” for 
more detail. Over the next 4 or 5 days I was absorbed in the book. Fortunately my interest in 
the practicing community in Hamilton was so high that I started with the concluding chapters 
of the book about that. It is called “The Quest Learning Centre for Religious Literacy” and is 
described as “An open community founded on the historical Jesus”. See www.questcentre.ca 
 
The sample liturgies were especially encouraging. For example, in their banquet liturgy at the 
point where the bread and wine are shared (by any leader not just an ordained leader) the 
words are: “This is bread for the journey and wine for your life”. (Pages 248 – 253) The 
education segment is featured in a weekly blog and some of the community participate online.  
We can read the blogs. 
 



I then went to the start of the book and immediately found myself in deep water. In more than 
100 pages the author describes the extensive scholarly evidence for distinguishing what can 
be identified with Jesus the person who lived and taught in the third decade of the first century 
CE as distinct from the beliefs about him that developed in the later decades of the first 
century and in subsequent centuries. As this is the essential basis for all that follows in the 
book, it is both reasonable and reassuring that what is offered is not just opinions but details 
of solid scholarly investigation. But it is demanding reading.  
 
It was early in the long exploration of the historical Jesus that the German philosopher  
Hermann Samuel Reimarus wrote in the 18th century , “We are justified in drawing an 
absolute distinction between the teaching of the Apostles in their writings and what Jesus 
Himself in His own lifetime proclaimed and taught”. (Page 37)  
 
Galston describes the long complex journey in biblical scholarship from the 18th century 
pioneers to the groundbreaking work of the Jesus Seminar in the 1990s – scholarship that 
considered not just the relatively few documents that are included in the New Testament but 
also the scores of other gospels and texts about Christianity in the first century or so. At every 
point there are multiple interpretations of data and objections that deserve careful responses. 
In churches that give little attention outside theological colleges to three centuries of biblical 
and theological scholarship we can easily forget those riches in our heritage. Galston draws 
out not only the work of the scholars but the significance of their work for Christianity today. 
 
Central to his account is the concept of “voiceprint”.  
 
“In relation to the historical Jesus, his most memorable words show every sign of having been 
fixed in oral tradition: they bear the marks of rhetorical genius. His parables and aphorisms 
are creative, comical, and paradoxical. They hold the interest of an audience by employing 
contrasts, delaying plot resolutions, and offering unexpected conclusions. They hold what in 
rhetoric is called a ‘voiceprint’, a striking and memorable style.” (Pages 45-46) 
 
“Anyone who picks up on the voiceprint of the historical Jesus need not determine exactly 
what he said or what he did – such cannot be determined anyway – in order to know what he 
was about. If there is a way to follow the historical Jesus today, it involves a lifestyle that lies 
in the wit and wisdom of parable.” (Page 48) 
 
The discussions of Jesus’ parables are among the highlights of the book. Again and again I 
thought how widely we have domesticated and moralised parables so that their penetrating 
originality and vision are muted if not obscured. 
 
“A parable is not an allegory or a moral. It’s not referring to a heavenly world, and it’s not 
making a point about ethics. It is recasting the world according to a vision; it is story that 
carries vision and makes the teller of parables a vision carrier. Jesus was a commentator on 
‘over there’: a place we can enter but can do so only by dropping our current habits of life. To 
be ‘over there’ is not to be in a different world but to be in this world differently”. (Page 640) 
 
I could continue enthusing about challenges and insights I found in the book. I will go back to 
it again in coming weeks. But I hope I have written enough to entice some who missed the 
lectures to decide to meet the author in this book. Just the chapter on “The church of the 
historical Jesus” (pages 143 – 170) – what it could mean today - and the appendix on liturgy 
(pages 245 to 256) provide rich food for thought and practice. Two appendices providing the 
reconstructed text of “The Original Q Sayings Gospel” (pages 219 to 244) move us closer to 
early accounts of some of Jesus’ sayings. 
 
Galston’s book has stirred fresh hope for me. I would dearly love to be part of a group 
committed to using this book to explore what is possible and practical for us today as an 
alternative to ‘traditional church’. Meanwhile the author’s writing and website offer 
encouragement to hear the wisdom of Jesus ‘to be in this world differently’.    DRM 10 September 



Reflections of a Progressive Christianity Network UK Tour (2015) 

by Dr Val Webb 

In April this year, I completed another "grand tour" of progressive groups in the UK.  Maurice and 
I drove 2,800 miles, enjoying both the natural beauty of the countryside and the warmth of local 
hospitality.  Of the ten places visited in twelve days (Stirling, Milngavie, Scotland, Stockport, 
Sheffield, Albrighton, Tavistock, Truro, Newbury, Oadby-Market Harborough and Welwyn 
Gardens), only two (Stockport and Sheffield) were PCN groups I visited on my 2013 tour.  I am 
forever impressed at the number of PCN groups scattered across the UK and of the national 
organization that pulls them together with its comprehensive website. If you have not yet visited 
this website, have a look!  http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk 

For this tour, I offered a choice of topics and the response was diverse.  I was especially pleased 
to speak about my latest book - Testing Tradition and Liberating Theology: finding your own 
voice, (www.morningstarpublishing.net.au) released in the UK literally as I stepped on the plane 
from Australia. This book was written because I meet so many people who think there is only one 
"truth", the same yesterday, today and forever, and either leave the church or feel they have to 
accept with blind faith this one "truth", even if it does not make sense to them.  The book traces 
in lay friendly language the huge spectrum of thinking across twenty-one centuries of Christianity, 
constantly changing with new knowledge and different contexts.  It challenges laity to do their 
own theology and take responsibility for finding a theology that fits their context and experience. 

In most places I visited, the PCN group was well established, but for some, this was a new 
experience and they were excited to discover, through local advertising, many like-minded 
neighbours who joined them for the event and will now continue on with them.  Such new groups 
were relieved to know they are not alone in their doubts and questions.  Stories emerged of 
people whose lives have been hurt by institutional churches and how PCN has become their life-
blood.  It was wonderful to walk into such settings with everything so well organized and be so 
welcomed.  For the most part, we stayed in the homes of members which added an extra 
dimension to the experience. 

Smaller groups were pleased that my tour included them - most overseas people come just to 
major locations, they told me.  One minister said, "We have met Marcus Borg, Bishop Spong and 
others through videos and books. It is nice to meet someone in the flesh". The opposite was also 
true - it was encouraging for us to meet so many people in different places who struggle with the 
same questions and are moving towards new ways of thinking.  Many clergy and lay leaders we 
met were encouraged to be affirmed by a voice from elsewhere - progressive leadership can be a 
hard and lonely road if opposition outstrips affirmation; and progressive thinking is also hard for 
laity if they are opposed by their church leadership.  As biblical scholar Elisabeth Schussler 
Fiorenza says when asked why she stays in the Catholic church which has been so negative 
towards women, "I will not walk away and leave the naming of God to others who will name it 
against women".  

Almost all the groups visited were affiliated in some way with local churches, some members 
very involved in their church leadership, while other groups functioned on the fringes.  Many 
denominations were represented  - we met in Reformed churches, Church of England, Methodist 



and Baptist churches and Quaker meeting places.  Some people travelled great distances to be 
present, one older woman rushing to catch the 11pm train alone for her hour's journey home. 
Older women in particular are enthused by such meetings and the permission to say what has 
been in their hearts for years - women have not always been in places of power in religious 
institutions from which they can speak easily.   

Some attendees had suffered persecution in their churches, whether from their ethnicity or 
sexual orientation, or because of their challenges to traditional doctrines.  As churches 
haemorrhage members, a fortress mentality often takes hold, as if enforcing "correct" doctrine 
will swell numbers, rather than being open to new ways of thinking for the twenty-first century.  
Many UK churches are dealing with massive expenses to keep crumbling heritage buildings 
intact and do not want to disturb traditional givers by challenging the "ever-true old, old story".  
One clergy said he had trouble getting lay people interested in theological questions but, from my 
experience, laity have suffered for so long being told not to ask questions that many have simply 
given up asking.  They have internalized that questions are wrong and will need encouragement 
to recover from such silencing. 

Familiar questions emerged: How do you talk to a conservative-fundamentalist relative or friend?  
Should we even worry about theology and just get on with doing? How do you build hospitable 
communities when people differ so strongly on theology? How do we get young people into the 
church, or maybe, how do we get out into the community where they are? How can science and 
religion talk together? Why do American style mega-churches attract young people?  Why are 
pew-sitters not exposed to the scholarship taught in seminaries? What progressive Sunday 
School material is available and what can we tell our grandchildren? What about the creeds? 
What is prayer to a non-theistic God? 

Great ideas and creativity thrive in different communities.  I met street pastors who work from 
10pm until 4am, helping young women get home or finding their friends if they need help. One 
group developed a monthly get together in a home, not "religious" as such, but each person 
bringing something to share around a theme, ethical or literary, creating stimulating discussions 
about life matters.  Other groups had well developed lecture series that attracted an audience far 
beyond the church.  For some, attracting new church members now took second place to being a 
presence in the wider world. 

In many progressive movements globally, there is a diversity of theological positions.  The term 
"progressive" reflects more the walking away from, or challenging of, tradition, freeing people to 
take their faith in a direction relevant and transforming for them, rather than developing new, 
homogenous theological statements.  The problem emerges, however, when such diverse 
expressions under one umbrella begins to demand a new "orthodoxy".  Theology is always about 
language and metaphor and we will always struggle with meaning and interpretation.  Today, 
some progressives are calling themselves "atheists", which raises the question "What do you 
mean by atheist?" - a rejection of an all-powerful, all-knowing theistic Being that controls both the 
universe and individual fate, in favour of panentheism, which sees God as energy/life-force/ love 
in the universe, affecting and affected by choices humans make; or the rejection of anything at all 
besides human endeavour.   Traditionally, the term "atheist" means the latter, a certainty I find 
difficult given our ever-expanding knowledge of our amazing universe and our inability for our 
minds to encompass it all with such statements - even scientists resort to mystery and wonder at 



the unknown.  By using this term "atheist" in progressive circles, without any adequate 
description of what we mean by it, alienates many taking first steps in progressive thinking, given 
the common and confronting interpretation of the word.  I think we need to stay open to all ideas 
and be on the journey together.  If this seems like my broken record, it is a record worth playing! 

The UK progressive organization with its national organization of regional groups is different from 
our Australian scene where each state has its own movement with groups meeting mostly in 
capital cities.  I think a national organization and a website is something we need to develop to 
encourage smaller groups through country areas as part of something bigger than themselves.  
We do have our wonderful three yearly national event, Common Dreams, with overseas and local 
presenters.  Australia also has an impressive line-up of progressive authors  published by 
international publishing houses and also Morning Star Publishing an Australian company 
committed to making serious theology available for Australia's small market. 
http://www.morningstarpublishing.net.au 

Thank you, PCN UK for a wonderful experience.  I look forward to 2017 when I have been invited 
back again!  

Dr Val Webb    http://www.valwebb.com.au 

Australian theologian Dr. Val Webb holds a graduate degree in science and a Ph.D. 
in theology.  She has taught religious studies in universities in both the United States 
and Australia and has written eleven books, including Like Catching Water in a Net: 
human attempts to describe the Divine which won the religion category of the 2007 
Best Books USA Awards.  Her books are available in the UK through Amazon.com 
and Book Depository or through the publishers.  Her website is www.valwebb.com.au 
and her facebook page "Dr Val Webb theologian and author". 

PCNV MEETINGS SEPTEMBER TO NOVEMBER 2015 

• SUNDAY 27 SEPTEMBER:, 3.00pm to 5.00pm. “Turning Points on my Life Journey: 
Personal reflections on being Christian”. Panel: Lesley Taylor, Denham Grierson and 
Anneke Oppewal.  

      Venue: Blackburn North/Nunawading Uniting Church, Whitehorse Road. Nunawading 

• SUNDAY 25 OCTOBER: REGIONAL MEETING IN BALLARAT: 3.00pm to 5.00pm. 
 Val Webb, “Breaking Free: Embracing a Liberating Faith”.  
 Venue: Wendouree Uniting Church. 1022 Gillies Road. Ballarat 
 

• WEDNESDAY 28 OCTOBER, 7.00PM. Val Webb, “Testing Tradition and Liberating 
Theology.” Address and book launch.  

       Venue: Stonnington Community Uniting Church, 76 Coppin Street, Malvern East 

Dr Val Webb will also speak at the Centre for Theology & Ministry, 29 College Crescent, 
Parkville, on Monday 26 October, 6.30pm to 9.00pm 

 

• SUNDAY 22 NOVEMBER: 3.00pm to 4.45pm. “Human Rights and Peace between 
Nations”. Joseph Camilleri.  
Venue: Blackburn North/Nunawading Uniting Church, Whitehorse Road. Nunawading             
PCNV AGM at 4.45pm. 



Emerging Church September 20 

If you are looking for a thoroughly progressive worship experience, it is happening each month 
from February to November.   Emerging Church meets monthly on the third Sunday at 
Manningham Uniting Church, Andersons Creek Road, East Doncaster (Melway 34 E6), from 5pm 
- 6:30, including a light shared meal.   Plenty of parking is available at the rear of the 
church. Team-led by lay and ordained people, these services are not conducted in accordance 
with traditional worship practices.  They offer an experience of the sacred through many kinds of 
music, imagery, video, silence, meditation, ritual and reflections on the theme of the day.  This 
year the focus is on the parables of Jesus and how they invite us into the world as he imagined 
it might be. 

Emerging Church is non-denominational and open to all who seek a meaningful faith for the 21st 
century. For further information, email: parki@netspace.net.au 

“God, Ethics and the Secular Society. Does the church have a future?” 
by John Gunson. 

PCNV member John Gunson has written a book exploring a new way of understanding  
Christianity in light of contemporary knowledge. It was reviewed by Rev Colin Johnston in the 
UCA journal Crosslight in May. Following are some extracts from that review. 

In God, Ethics and the Secular Society, John Gunson critically examines what we mean by ‘God’, 
who is Jesus of Nazareth, what light does contemporary scientific knowledge in the fields of 
physics/cosmology, evolutionary biology, brain research and psychology, throw on our 
understanding of God, of ourselves and of our universe, and what this means for Christian faith. 
He argues that while most Christian theologians claim to accept evolution as a scientifically 
established explanation of our origins they fail to acknowledge the logical disconnect between 
this and belief in a benevolent and loving creator. 

Gunson, unlike many religious commentators, argues that the secular society, rather than being 
anti-religious and a bad thing, is both inevitable and a good thing; and that though religious 
language (which is essentially mythological) is no longer meaningful, the values to which it points 
can still be retained. 

The author argues cogently that a new way of understanding Christianity and being the church in 
fact takes us back before Nicaea to our New Testament roots, and that we lose nothing of value 
in the process but gain the possibility that the world might listen to us again. He also introduces 
us to a new, and I believe helpful, concept which he has coined, called ‘ethical ecology’ or 
‘ecological ethics’ as the answer to the question “How should we live?” 

Best of all, for those interested in the recent and contemporary scholarship that supports the 
thesis of the book, scholarship regrettably ignored or dismissed by the church’s leaders and 
scholars, in a series of Appendices this book helpfully summarises, interprets and critiques the 
work of a dozen scholars, including Bonhoeffer, Tillich, and the ‘Death of God’ theologians, 
Crossan, Borg and Spong. 

Published by Australian eBook Publisher, and distributed by Amazon, ibooks, Google and Kobo. 
 



 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to 

“Turning	  points	  on	  my	  life	  journey:	  
Personal	  reflections	  on	  being	  Christian”	  

with 
Lesley Taylor 

Denham Grierson 
and 

Anneke Oppewal	  
	  

WHEN:      Sunday 27 September 2015  
               3.00pm to 5.00pm 
 

WHERE:      Blackburn North/Nunawading Uniting Church 
    Corner of Whitehorse Rd and O’Shanessy St., Nunawading. Melway 48 F9. 
     Parking in church carpark, O’Shanessy St. and Whitehorse Rd service lane 
 

Hearing stories about what has made a difference. Following a popular pattern 
from an earlier PCNV meeting, each speaker will share significant personal experiences for 
about 15 minutes. The audience will then have two opportunities to go to one of three 
locations where one of the speakers will be available for questions and discussion for 15 
minutes each. After coming back together, the audience will hear each panelist speak for 3-4  
minutes on “The top life issue I am exploring now”.  
THE SPEAKERS 
Lesley Taylor works in pastoral care and palliative care. She initially trained as a primary 
school teacher and later completed training in Clinical Pastoral Care at the Austin Hospital. 
Actively involved in the church, she was project manager for the 2013 Australian visit of 
Bishop Gene Robinson to speak about gay, lesbian and transgender issues. She continues 
to be closely involved with transgender issues in her family and the community. 
 

Denham Grierson is a retired Uniting Church minister. He served in two parishes and 
then was Director of Youth Work in Victoria and Tasmania with the Methodist Church. He 
studied in Chicago and completed Masters and Doctoral degrees. On return to Australia he 
taught for 30 years on the United Faculty of Theology. He has taught in seven countries, 
including three times in USA seminaries, and is the author of a number of books. 
 

Anneke Oppewal is a Uniting Church Minister, currently at North Balwyn Uniting Church. 
She grew up in the Netherlands and studied theology at the Universities of  Utrecht, 
Groningen and Nijmegen. After working as a minister in the Netherlands Reformed Church 
for 10 years, she moved overseas and lived and worked in Australia and the UK, moving to 
Melbourne in 2003. She has published several books on biblical and liturgical topics. 
 

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


