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“Imagination, vision and 
spirituality” 

 
At the PCNV meeting on 22 June there was 
a lively response to the address by 
Professor David Tacey of La Trobe 
University on this theme. 
 
Professor Tacey described the environment 
in which we find ourselves in the Western 
world: 
 
“The majority of people in Western societies, 
already believe that gods, angels, spirits, 
miracles and wonders are metaphors, and they 
discount them. This is why they are no longer 
interested in religion, and see it as a fraud, or as 
a God Delusion as Richard Dawkins put it. They 
see the big images of religion as ‘only 
metaphors’, or ‘just symbols’, not as images that 
have any reality in themselves, or that point to 
anything essential, but as signs that point to 
nothing real. By ‘real’, of course, most people 
mean physically, literally, tangibly real. And on 
this matter, the secular and atheistic mainstream 
are correct. There are no gods, spirits, angels or 
demons out there, there is no physical place 
called heaven or hell, and no god sitting on a 
throne above the sky.” 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
In response, Professor Tacey argued 
forcefully for the crucial role of symbolic 
thinking. “…for me, a symbolic thinker, the real 
magic begins once we discover (or rediscover) 
that the miracles are metaphors. This is because 
I could never ‘believe’ in them as facts in the first 
place, and as such they were far-fetched and 
easily dismissed as make-believe.” 
 
He quoted theologian Paul Tillich on the 
need for symbols: “All religious symbols are 
designed to open up a level of reality which 
otherwise is not opened at all, which is hidden. 
We can call this the depth dimension of reality 
itself. Religious symbols open up the experience 
of depth in the human soul”. … 
 
“ … when we existed in the era of belief, and all 
we had to do was believe in the miracles and 
wonders that were told to us by churches and 
religious leaders. But since this world of belief 
has collapsed, we have to do some of the work 
ourselves. In the past, we were handed a 
miraculous world and asked to believe it. Now 
we cannot believe this world, which we discover 
was false anyway, as presented to us. Now we 
have to produce some of the magic ourselves, 
and not rely on ministers or priests to do it all for 
us, to generate the magic of spiritual 
transformation.” 
Notes from the address are on the PCNV 
website: www.pcnvictoria.org.au 

 

A changing Christianity 
Most people probably become involved with the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 
because of some disillusion with traditional Christianity combined with a hope that there is 
an alternative that retains some positive aspects of the Christian tradition. As the number 
of people around the world who are involved in exploring this hope increases, the clearer it 
becomes that this is an ongoing quest with no fixed destination. We are part of the 
evolution of culture – the amazing and wonderful expression of human knowledge, 
creativity and imaginaton. 
It is eight years since PCNV was formed to link people engaged in this quest. There are 
still many questions and no one compelling  answer. Of course, in spite of the mythologies 
of church and creeds, that has always been the case. The following pages reflect a liitle of 
the diverse scenarios of change in contemporary Christianity. 
 
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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How can limping churches re-engage society? 
“The church must face a growing humanity that simply does not believe that Jesus died for their 
sins, because we know that we are an evolving species, not a “sinful” or “depraved” one. People 
everywhere are tapping into their spiritual nature, and crave lovingkindness and joy, rather than 
frankly unbelievable stories about resurrection or men living in the belly of a whale. So many 
spiritual people want to embrace a community where spirituality and science are not exclusive of 
each other. Just because something is a myth does not make it necessarily untrue; there can be 
lessons learned from many Bible stories. But even back in the days of the early church, many 
believers did not take these myths literally; they were but one way to get a point across. 

What to do today? How can limping churches re-engage society? Some Christian leaders say 
“stay the course” or they make moderate changes that end up failing. Others say that we should 
keep reciting the ancient language and creeds and simply learn to reinterpret the myths. However, 
I agree with Christian leaders such as Bishop John Shelby Spong and Gretta Vosper who say we 
must create and walk into a whole new Christianity, without all the cultural, historical, and linguistic 
barriers. 
Mark Andrew Nouwen, Silver Linings Playbook: Aging & The Christian Church, Progressive 
Christianity.org 13 May 2014 
 

Communicating Christianity in our world 
 

In response to a question about what biblical commentaries would be most beneficial for 
sermon preparation in contemporary teaching for the 21st century, Bishop John Shelby 
Spong included the following in his reply: 
 
First of all, there is no single commentary on the Bible that is worth the paper on which it is printed 
any more that there is a single volume guide to the practice of medicine that a doctor might follow. 
The Bible, not including the Apocrypha, consists of 66 books written over a period of 1000 years, 
roughly from 1000 BCE to 140 CE, by a wide variety of authors living in a wide variety of human 
situations. Not one of them by itself will carry ultimate truth. … 
 

I think you and all who preach regularly need to engage the best scholarship available to you. It is 
a lifetime process not a Sunday by Sunday process. You must also be conversant with history, 
science and with the inevitable process of change that life brings. I do not believe that Sunday 
worship services are the proper place to accomplish this task. People do not have the proper 
setting in worship to process the things that you would be saying. They cannot in that setting 
disagree with you verbally, they cannot ask questions, they cannot object. This means ultimately 
that they cannot really learn in that setting. Churches need to offer their people a format for 
learning. In my opinion this will be a classroom setting, in which questions and challenges are 
welcomed and in which things can be explained over and over again, ideas repeated and 
consensus built. A worship service with a preacher behind an elevated pulpit speaking to 
worshippers sitting below is not that kind of place. 
If we do not recognize how deeply the world has changed since the Bible was written, we will 
never achieve the goal of communicating Christianity in our world. Copernicus, Kepler and Galileo 
removed from us the idea that we live in the center of a three-tiered universe and that God was a 
being who dwelt above the sky. The traditional theistic view of God died in that advance of 
knowledge, but most people in church do not yet recognize it and we still pray, “Our Father, who 
art in heaven.” 
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“The work of Charles Darwin ended forever the idea that there was an original perfection from 
which we have fallen and that, in turn, ended forever our pious talk about original sin and how God 
overcame it in the death of Jesus. Bible commentaries do not tend to address issues about 
changing perceptions of the world so without the study of the world, they are very inadequate 
resources. 
There is finally the problem that so many parts of the church are so firmly attached to traditional 
ideas of God that for you to challenge those ideas from the pulpit would result only in the 
destruction of that congregation. People grow only when issues are explained, when they can 
process new ideas over a period of time, when they can ask questions and even when they can 
disagree. New ideas need to be presented in a classroom setting and for this kind of learning, a 
Bible commentary to assist your preaching will be of very little assistance to you. 
In conclusion, I think you have the right goal, but the wrong tactic to arrive at that goal. That is also 
the problem I see reflected in almost every part of the church. That is why the task before the 
Christian Church today is so hard and why success using the patterns of the past is so limited.” 
John Shelby Spong, Q&A for 10 July 2014. ProgressiveChristianity.org   Used with permission. 
You can sign up for the weekly, free Questions & Answers email on johnshelbyspong.com 
 

Creating meaningful and enlightening ritual 
And what of new ritual that emerges in small groups? Clearly, the members of such a group need 
to agree on what would constitute a meaningful ceremony, and they must realize that whatever 
they come up with may not have meaning for others. This could make it hard for the group to 
grow. On this basis there most likely will never be any new ritual accepted by the whole church, 
which is fine. 

Perhaps the greatest challenge confronting us is how, using the most general definition offered by 
Webster, we can create meaningful and enlightening ritual that includes all of us, religionist and 
humanist, spiritual and secular. In fact, given its customary religious connotation, suppose we 
drop the word “ritual” and replace it with words less intimidating, such as “structured gathering”. If 
it is true that we all seek a loving and purposeful life, that this search too often takes a hurtful turn, 
that we all want and need true community, and that we all have encounters with the divine- 
recognized as such or not- then it must be possible to develop a “customarily repeated series of 
acts” that builds on these basic human characteristics. Imagine an event that appeals to and 
includes everyone simply because they are human. Impossible? Not at all. We all like to eat and 
drink, listen to and create music, share our most heart-felt experiences, dance and laugh. We like 
to be uplifted and to uplift others, and it matters not that some come with a faith in God and others 
do not because we are, indeed, one family. 
 
Carl Krieg, 20 May 2014.  ProgressiveChristianity.org 
 

Why do we need symbols? 
In his Theology of Culture Tillich asks: ‘Why do we need symbols at all?’i He answers: ‘The main 
function of the symbol is the opening up of levels of reality which otherwise are hidden and cannot 
be grasped in any other way’.  

Every symbol opens up a level of reality for which non-symbolic speaking is inadequate. All 
religious symbols are designed to open up a level of reality which otherwise is not opened at 
all, which is hidden. We can call this the depth dimension of reality itself. Religious symbols 
open up the experience of depth in the human soul. 
 

Quoted by Professor David Tacey in his address to PCNV on 22 June 2014 
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Bernard Brandon Scott to speak in 
Melbourne 

PCNV is pleased to announce that Professor 
Scott will lead a day seminar on Saturday 6 

September. on the theme,  
“The future of the Jesus tradition”.  
A PCNV newsletter will bring you more 

information closer to the time. 
Professor Scott will also lead events in NZ, 
Sydney, Brisbane and Perth. 
A Common Dreams on the Road-type 
conference will be staged 29 - 31 August 
2014 at St Luke's Presbyterian Church, 
Remeura in Auckland. It will feature Bernard 
Brandon Scott plus NZ and Australian 
presenters. Rev Glynn Cardy is leading the 
organisation of this event.  For information: 
www.stlukes.org.nz/ 
Professor Scott will travel on from Auckland 
to do a speaking tour of Australia in the first 
two or three weeks of September. He will be 
in Melbourne on 5 - 9 September for the 
events described above. 
Some details are still to be finalized. 
However, he will be at Pitt Street Uniting 
Church, 264 Pitt Street, Sydney from 
Wednesday, 10th , Thursday, 11th and 
Sunday, 14th September and at Gordon 
Uniting Church, The Highway, Gordon on 
Saturday, 13th September 2014.  For 
bookings for these events go to: Scott in 
Sydney . He will also be visiting Brisbane 
and Perth - dates and venues to be advised. 
 

 

MEET OTHER PROGRESSIVES 
The idea of arriving half an hour early to meet 
and talk with others attending PCNV meetings 
has been well supported. So this opportunity will 
continue to be available at PCNV meetings at 
Glen Iris, 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. 
 
 

 

EMERGING CHURCH 

meets on Sunday 20 July 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 
 

 

New songs and hymns 
After a successful workshop on 30 March 
2014 sponsored by PCNV in which The NZ 
Hymnbook Trust introduced some of their 
progressive song resources, the Progressive 
Christian Network of Victoria has agreed to 
become an Australian source for selected 
Trust resources. 
 
Hope is our Song – 158 new hymns, songs 
and carols. Words and music. Published 
October 2009. PCNV price: $35 plus $3 
postage. 
CDs – choral presentations of songs. 
Hope is Our Song - 27 hymns and songs 

 Alleluia Aotearoa – 22 hymns and songs 
 Faith Forever Singing – 27 hymns and songs 
 Carol Our Christmas – 24 carols 

PCNV price: each $26.50 plus $2.50 
postage. 

 
Winter Soul Food 

Wednesday evenings fortnightly until 10 Sept. 
Come to all or any. ‘Soul Matters’ seminars 
exploring eco-feminist theology alternate with 
‘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; and website 
http://sophiasspring.unitingchurch.org.au 



 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to  

“Wisdom Ways” 
with 

Dr Graham Ogden 
and 

Rev Dr Coralie Ling 
 
 

WHEN:      Sunday 27 July 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 
Recent biblical scholarship has given increased attention to a neglected part of Jewish and 
Christian traditions about Wisdom that open fresh understandings of Jesus with implications 
for progressive Christianity. 
 
GRAHAM OGDEN will discuss the special features of Old Testament Wisdom literature 
(Job, Proverbs and Ecclesiates) that make it unique in the Old Testament. It ignores the 
features of ancient Israelite history and its traditions and leaders and instead derives its 
advice from human experience. There are insights for a more progressive Christian theology. 
 
Graham has academic qualifications from Australia, Durham in UK and Princeton in USA, is 
the author of a number of biblical commentaries, and has missionary experience with CMS in 
Japan, Singapore and Taiwan. He is currently working on a new Chinese Study Bible. 
Graham is a long term member of PCNV. 
 

CORALIE LING will speak about the liberating Sophia/Wisdom experience that she has 
had along with many feminist theologians, members of discussion groups and some 
congregations. Wisdom theology has strong ecological and mystical dimensions and shares 
these dimensions with process theology. Coralie’s address will conclude with a 
Sophia/Wisdom meditation.  
 
Coralie is a feminist liberation theologian with an interest in creative liturgy and multifaith 
perspectives. She currently convenes the women’s committee of the Jewish Christian 
Muslim Association (JCMA). She is a Uniting Church minister, ordained 45 years ago, and 
has worked in a number of country and city churches. Coralie is on the Committee of PCNV. 
 

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


