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TRYING SOMETHING DIFFERENT 
 
The first PCNV meeting for 2015 will try a 
different format that should provide a variety 
of stimulating presentations and 
opportunities for those attending to engage 
the panelists of their choice in discussion. 
The topic is about the contemporary 
relevance of Christianity: 
 

“Can we be Christian in the 21st 
century?” 

The answer from one point of view is simply 
that there are Christians in the 21st century, 
so clearly it IS possible. But when we 
remember that most of the core ideas and 
practices of Christianity developed in a world 
vastly different from ours, the question 
raises issues about what we mean by 
‘Christianity’. 
 
The topic also addresses the feeling of many 
people today that somehow at least parts of 
Christianity are out of touch with life and  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
thinking in our century. Why is Christianity 
under so much public attack? Why are there 
so few people in Australia born in the 
second half of the 20th century and in the 
21st century who are involved with 
traditional Christianity? 
 
Are there ways of being Christian that reflect 
the realities of 21st century life AND nurture 
the human spirit? See details of the topics 
and panelists on page 7. 

 

Christianity, spirituality and change 
The rate of change in most aspects of our lives is increasing. Much of the present is very 
different from the past; observers of social and technological change tell us that the future 
will be even more different from the present. Amid such change it is not surprising that 
traditional sources of spiritual renewal do not always connect with people today. Two-
thirds of Australians claim that a spiritual life is important to them. (Australian Church Life 
Survey website). What do these observations mean for Christianity? 
The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria was established in 2006 to provide a safe 
place for people to explore alternatives to traditional Christianity, to provide a network of 
stimulus and support for people who sense there are better possibilities in our Christian 
tradition than we commonly experience. PCNV is thus essentially a network of people who 
are hopeful. The great 20th century theologian Reinhold Neibuhr said: 

Nothing worth doing is completed in our lifetime; therefore we are saved by hope.  
Nothing true or beautiful or good makes complete sense in any immediate context of history; 

therefore we are saved by faith.  
Nothing we do, however virtuous, can be accomplished alone;  

therefore, we are saved by love. 
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IN MEMORY OF DR MARCUS BORG 
Died on Wednesday 21 January 2015 aged 72 

 
One of the giants of the progressive Christian scene has died. He was a 
prominent leader and supporter of the Jesus Seminar, Professor of 
Religion and Culture at Oregon State University, scholar, lecturer and 
author. Many people found his books guided them to a new and liberating 
understanding of the Christian way. His book, “The Heart of Christianity” 
published in 2003 is probably the most widely read book by Australians 
exploring progressive Christianity. Others have been inspired by his video 
introductions in the series “Living the Questions”. Those who attended the 
Common Dreams Conference in Canberra in September 2013 will 
remember both the content of his addresses and the warm spirit of the 

man that shone through all he said and did. 
 
In his writings and speeches Marcus Borg expressed the conviction that what matters most is not 
issues or beliefs but putting into action in our lives the kingdom of God that Jesus talked about so 
that relationships with one another are transformed and communities that celebrate joy, 
possibility, and renewal are created. 
 

Some tributes 
 
"In	  the	  death	  of	  Marcus	  Borg	  the	  Christian	  world	  has	  lost	  one	  of	  its	  theological	  giants	  and	  one	  of	  its	  best	  
communicators.	  Marcus	  was	  also	  a	  lovely	  human	  being.	  One	  could	  disagree	  with	  Marcus,	  but	  it	  was	  very	  
difficult	  for	  anyone	  to	  dislike	  him.	  I	  have	  not	  only	  lost	  a	  friend	  I	  have	  lost	  a	  theological	  soul	  mate."	  
-‐	  John	  Shelby	  Spong	  
 
It	  will	  be	  impossible	  to	  ascertain	  just	  how	  big	  of	  an	  influence	  Marcus	  has	  had	  on	  the	  Progressive	  Christian	  
movement,	  but	  I	  believe	  his	  biggest	  gift	  was	  the	  fact	  that	  he	  was	  a	  consummate	  teacher.	  It	  did	  not	  matter	  
if	  it	  was	  one	  of	  his	  books,	  one	  of	  his	  lectures	  or	  if	  you	  were	  lucky	  enough	  to	  experience	  it,	  one	  of	  his	  quiet	  
conversations,	  he	  always	  wanted	  to	  communicate	  in	  such	  a	  way	  you	  would	  get	  it.	  
-‐	  Fred	  Plumer,	  ProgressiveChristianity.org	  
 
“	   …	   	   Borg,	   one	   of	   the	   leading	   Jesus	   scholars	   of	   our	   time,	   has	   influenced	   and	   re-‐engaged	   countless	  
Christians	  in	  the	  mainline	  church	  with	  his	  work	  on	  the	  historical	  Jesus	  and	  the	  Bible.	  He’s	  the	  author	  of	  20	  
books,	   including	   The	   God	  We	   Never	   Knew,	   Speaking	   Christian,	   and	   the	   best-‐selling	   Reading	  the	   Bible	  
Again	  for	  the	  First	  Time,	  and	  The	  Heart	  of	  Christianity.	  His	  newest	  book	  is	  Evolution	  of	  the	  Word,	  in	  which	  
the	  books	  of	  the	  New	  Testament	  are	  printed	  in	  the	  chronological	  order	  in	  where	  they	  were	  written	  (did	  
you	   know	   that	   the	   book	   of	   Revelation	   wasn’t	   actually	   the	   last	   written?).	   He	   has	   appeared	   on	   NBC’s	  
“Today	   Show“	   and	   “Dateline,”	   ABC’s	   “Evening	   News”	   and	   “Prime	   Time,”	   and	   PBS’s	   “Newshour”	   and	  
“Fresh	   Air”	  with	   Terry	   Gross.	   Borg’s	   historical	   and	   metaphorical	   approach	   to	   biblical	   and	   Christian	  
language	  has	  made	  him	  arguably	  the	  leading	  voice	  of	  contemporary	  Christianity,	  earning	  him	  both	  legions	  
of	  fans,	  as	  well	  as	  his	  critics.”	  
-‐Deborah	   Arca,	   Managing	   Editor	   of	   The	   Progressive	   Christian	   Channel	   at	   Patheos.	   19	   October	   2012.	  
www.patheos.com	  

	  
“He	  had	  the	  ability	  to	  teach	  us	  startlingly	  new	  perspectives	  with	  a	  gentle	  touch.	  His	  calm,	  inviting	  delivery	  
let	  us	  see	  what	  he	  was	  suggesting	  about	  our	  fundamental	  understanding	  of	  the	  historical	  Jesus.	  We	  were	  
able	  to	  see	  how	  he	  modeled	  critical	  thinking	  and	  reflection.	  He	  made	  us	  comfortable	  with	  our	  discomfort	  
at	  relinquishing	  cherished	  notions	  and	  opinions.	  He	  taught	  me	  that	  when	  we	  think	  critically,	  no	  one	  has	  
to	  suffer,	  no	  one	  has	  to	  be	  made	  the	  enemy.”	  
-‐	  David	  Dykes,	  Executive	  Director,	  D.L.	  Dykes,	  Jr.	  Foundation	  and	  Faith	  And	  Reason	  
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In his own words 
 
"I	  let	  go	  of	  the	  notion	  that	  the	  Bible	  is	  a	  divine	  product.	  I	  learned	  that	  it	  is	  a	  human	  cultural	  product,	  the	  
product	   of	   two	   ancient	   communities,	   biblical	   Israel	   and	   early	   Christianity.	   As	   such,	   it	   contained	   their	  
understandings	  and	  affirmations,	  not	  statements	  coming	  directly	  or	  somewhat	  directly	   from	  God.	   .	   .	   .	   I	  
realized	   that	   whatever	   "divine	   revelation"	   and	   the	   "inspiration	   of	   the	   Bible"	   meant	   (if	   they	   meant	  
anything),	  they	  did	  not	  mean	  that	  the	  Bible	  was	  a	  divine	  product	  with	  divine	  authority."	  	  

- Marcus	  Borg	  
	  

“Myth	  is	  stories	  about	  the	  way	  things	  never	  were,	  but	  always	  are.”	  
―	  Marcus	  J.	  Borg	  
 
“When	  somebody	  says	  to	  me,	  “I	  don’t	  believe	  in	  God,”	  my	  first	  response	  is,	  “Tell	  me	  about	  the	  God	  you	  
don’t	  believe	  in.”	  Almost	  always,	  it’s	  the	  God	  of	  supernatural	  theism.”	  
―	  Marcus	  J.	  Borg,	  Jesus:	  Uncovering	  the	  Life,	  Teachings,	  and	  Relevance	  of	  a	  Religious	  Revolutionary	  
	  
“The	  Bible	  is	  a	  human	  product:	  it	  tells	  us	  how	  our	  religious	  ancestors	  saw	  things,	  not	  how	  God	  sees	  
things.”	  
―	  Marcus	  J.	  Borg,	  Convictions:	  How	  I	  Learned	  What	  Matters	  Most	  
	  

“When	  we	  read	  Paul,	  we	  are	  reading	  somebody	  else’s	  mail—and	  unless	  we	  know	  the	  situation	  being	  
addressed,	  his	  letters	  can	  be	  quite	  opaque…It	  is	  wise	  to	  remember	  that	  when	  we	  are	  reading	  letters	  
never	  intended	  for	  us,	  any	  problems	  of	  understanding	  are	  ours	  and	  not	  theirs.”	  
―	  Marcus	  J.	  Borg,	  The	  First	  Paul:	  Reclaiming	  the	  Radical	  Visionary	  Behind	  the	  Church’s	  Conservative	  Icon	  
	  

“The	  Christian	  life	  is	  not	  about	  pleasing	  God	  the	  finger-‐shaker	  and	  judge.	  It	  is	  not	  about	  believing	  now	  or	  
being	  good	  now	  for	  the	  sake	  of	  heaven	  later.	  It	  is	  about	  entering	  a	  relationship	  in	  the	  present	  that	  begins	  
to	  change	  everything	  now.	  Spirituality	  is	  about	  this	  process:	  the	  opening	  of	  the	  heart	  to	  the	  God	  who	  is	  
already	  here.”	  
―	   Marcus	   J.	   Borg,	   The	   God	   We	   Never	   Knew:	   Beyond	   Dogmatic	   Religion	   To	   A	   More	   Authenthic	  
Contemporary	  Faith	  
	  

When	  I	  was	  a	  child,	   I	   thought	  that	  being	  a	  Christian	  was	  about	  "believing,"	  and	  belief	  was	  no	  problem.	  
When	  I	  was	  an	  adolescent	  and	  young	  adult,	  I	  struggled	  with	  trying	  to	  believe,	  and	  finally	  was	  no	  longer	  
able	  to	  do	  so.	  Now	  I	  see	  that	  it	  is	  not	  a	  question	  of	  belief,	  and	  there	  is	  much	  that	  I	  do	  not	  believe.	  I	  do	  not	  
believe	  that	  Christianity	  is	  the	  only	  way	  of	  salvation,	  or	  that	  the	  Bible	  is	  the	  revealed	  will	  of	  God,	  or	  that	  
Jesus	   was	   the	   unique	   Son	   of	   God.	   Rather,	   I	   now	   see	   that	   the	   Christian	   tradition—including	   its	   claims	  
about	   Jesus—is	   not	   something	   to	   be	   believed,	   but	   something	   to	   be	   lived	   in.	   I	   see	   that	   Bible	   and	   the	  
tradition	  as	  "icons,"	  mediators	  of	  the	  sacred.	  The	  point	  is	  not	  to	  believe	  them,	  but	  to	  be	  in	  relationship	  to	  
that	  which	  they	  mediate:	  God,	  the	  Spirit,	  the	  sacred.	  My	  own	  journey	  has	  thus	  been	  "beyond	  belief."	  It	  
has	  moved	  from	  belief	  through	  doubt	  and	  disbelief	  to	  relationship.	  For	  me,	  to	  be	  a	  Christian	  is	  to	  be	  part	  
of	  a	  community	  that	  tells	  these	  stories	  and	  sings	  these	  songs.	  It	  feels	  like	  home.	  
-‐	  Marcus	  Borg,	  “Me	  &	  Jesus	  –the	  Journey	  Home”,	  The	  Fourth	  R,	  July/August	  1993.	  
 
“Christianity’s	  goal	  is	  not	  escape	  from	  this	  world.	  It	  loves	  this	  world	  and	  seeks	  to	  change	  it	  for	  the	  better.”	  
―	  Marcus	  J.	  Borg,	  Speaking	  Christian:	  Why	  Christian	  Words	  Have	  Lost	  Their	  Meaning	  and	  Power	  –	  And	  
How	  They	  Can	  Be	  Restored	  
 
“So,	  is	  there	  an	  afterlife,	  and	  if	  so,	  what	  will	  it	  be	  like?	  I	  don't	  have	  a	  clue.	  But	  I	  am	  confident	  that	  the	  one	  
who	   has	   buoyed	   us	   up	   in	   life	   will	   also	   buoy	   us	   up	   through	   death.	  We	   die	   into	   God.	  What	  more	   that	  
means,	  I	  do	  not	  know.	  But	  that	  is	  all	  I	  need	  to	  know.”	  	  
-‐	  Marcus	  Borg	  
 
                  Compiled by David Merritt, 28 January 2015, drawing on Progressive Christianity.org 



KAREN ARMSTRONG, FIELDS OF BLOOD. RELIGION AND THE 
HISTORY OF VIOLENCE. The Bodley Head, London. 2014. 500 pages. 
Review by David Merritt 
 
This was the most challenging and interesting of my reading over the summer holiday 
period. Three of Karen Armstrong’s previous books have been significant for me – “The 
History of God”,  “A Short History of Myth” and “Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life” – 
so I approached this volume with high expectations. It is a large and impressive book – 
366 pages of text, 70 pages of notes, 42 pages of bibliography plus a comprehensive 
index. It deals with a topic of major importance in the contemporary world – the extent to 
which religion is responsible for violence. 
 
The author presents the issue in her introduction:  
 
“In the West the idea that religion is inherently violent is now taken for granted and seems 
self-evident. As one who speaks on religion, I constantly hear how cruel and aggressive it 
has been, a view that, eerily, is expressed in the same way almost every time: ‘Religion 
has been the cause of all the major wars in history’. I have heard this sentence recited like 
a mantra by American commentators and psychiatrists, London taxi drivers and Oxford 
academics. It is an odd remark. Obviously the two world wars were not fought on account 
of religion. When they discuss the reasons people go to war, military historians 
acknowledge that many interrelated social, material and ideological factors are involved, 
among the chief of them competition for scarce resources.” (Page 1) 
 
The book examines in considerable detail the patterns of violence throughout human 
history from hunter-gatherers to modern empires. The picture that emerges is surprising. 
War is a relatively recent human development as hunter-gathers ‘could not afford the 
organised violence we call war’. It was not until humans learned to grow and store grain 
that civilisation developed and with civilisation came warfare. (Pages 9 – 10) 
 
We are given descriptions of empires and civilisation from the first agrarian empire in 
Mesopotamia in 2330 BCE to our time. In India, China, the area around the Mediterranean, 
and Europe similar patterns appear.  Larger populations required larger forces to protect 
them.  Strong forces allowed acquisition of territory or resources and pursuit of honour. 
Empires depended on force. Where there was hope for peace it was sometimes for a ruler 
strong enough to deter others from war and therefore bring peace.  
 
Again and again insightful leaders and movements spoke up for ideals of compassion, 
justice and peace, sometimes seeking humanitarian objectives through association with 
political parties. “But as we have seen throughout this story, even the most humanitarian 
traditions are unable to implement their ideals if they identify with a state ideology that 
depends upon force.” 
 
The long historical story is full of interesting ‘meetings’: Zoroaster (Page 38ff), the 
Upanishads (Page 53), Buddha (Page 58ff), Confucius (Page 78), the Pentateuch and the 
Hebrews (Page 93ff), Jesus (Page 122ff), the destruction of the Jewish Temple in 70 AD 
(Page 130), the Quran (Page 165ff), the Crusades (page 189ff), the Spanish Inquisition 
(Page 217), the Protestant Reformation (Page 223), the Thirty Year War that killed 35% of 
the population of central Europe (Page 230), the development of industrialised technology 
and empire that created a global form of systemic violence (Page 259ff), the Holocaust 
(Page 310). The list could go on. There are frequently fresh perspectives, many of them 
confronting, to familiar parts of our human story. 
 
Two outcomes of this long historical study stand out: 



• Through most of human history religion permeated all aspects of life. What is 
commonly meant by ‘religion’ in the modern Western world, a system of beliefs, 
institutions and rituals separate from secular activities, is unknown through most of 
history. (Page 2) That came only after a modern separation of church and state. 
“Before that time there simply was no coherent way yet to divide religious causes 
from social causes; the divide is a modern invention.” (John Bossy)  “People were 
fighting for different visions of society, but they had as yet no way to separate 
religious from temporal factors.” (Page 232). 

 
• The development of the nation state involved ‘a fundamental contradiction: the 

state (the governmental apparatus) was supposed to be secular, but the nation 
(‘the people’) aroused quasi-religious emotions. … The state had been devised to 
contain violence but the nation was now being used to release it.’ (Page 267). Just 
think of the concept of the Fatherland.  

 
If we can define the sacred as something for which one is prepared to die, the 
nation had certainly become an embodiment of the divine, a supreme value. Hence 
national mythology would encourage cohesion, solidarity and loyalty within the 
confines of the nation. But it had yet to develop the ‘concern for everybody’ that had 
been such an important ideal in many of the spiritual traditions associated with 
religion. The national mythos would not encourage citizens to extend their sympathy 
to the ends of the earth, to love the stranger in their midst, be loyal even to their 
enemies, to wish happiness for all beings, and to become aware of the world’s 
pain.” (Page 267) 
 
“ … the first World war heralded a century of unprecedented slaughter and 
genocide that was not inspired by religion as people had come to know it, but by an 
equally commanding notion of the sacred: men fought for power, glory, scarce 
resources and, above all, for their nation.” (Page 234) 
 

Conclusions 
 
At the end of this long historical survey Karen Armstrong draws some conclusions that 
seem strongly relevant to us in 2015 as individuals and as a society. 
 
“The problem lies not in the multifaceted activity that we call ‘religion’ but in the violence 
embedded in our human nature and the nature of the state, which from the start required 
the forcible subjugation of at least 90 per cent of the population.” (Page 360) 
 
“The sectarian hatreds that develop within a faith tradition are often cited to prove that 
‘religion’ is chronically intolerant. These internal feuds have indeed been bitter and 
virulent, but they have nearly always had a political dimension.” (Page 361) 
“It is simply not true that ‘religion’ is always violent. Sometimes it has actually put a brake 
on violence.” (Page 362) “If the colonial powers had observed the Golden Rule in their 
colonies we would not be having so many political problems today.” (Page 363) 
 
“When we confront the violence of our time, it is natural to harden our hearts to the global 
pain and deprivation that make us feel uncomfortable, depressed and frustrated. But we 
must find ways of contemplating these distressing facts of modern life or we will lose the 
best part of our humanity. Somehow we have to find ways of doing what religion - at its 
best – has done for centuries: build a sense of global community, cultivate a sense of 
reverence and ‘equanimity’ for all, and take responsibility for the suffering we see in the 
world.” (Page 366) 
 
David Merritt, 1 February 2015 



	  
Emerging	  Church	  2015	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

The	  Upside-‐Down	  
World	  

	  
Exploring	  the	  world	  Jesus	  

imagined	  
	  

Every	  third	  Sunday,	  February	  to	  
November,	  5:00pm	  –	  6:30pm	  including	  

meal	  
Manningham	  Uniting	  Church,	  152	  Andersons	  

Creek	  Road,	  East	  Doncaster.	  
Service	  is	  followed	  by	  a	  light	  meal.	  	  If	  you	  are	  able,	  please	  

bring	  a	  plate	  of	  finger	  food	  to	  share.	  
	  

Emerging Church is a once per month (every third Sunday, February to 
November) service where you are invited to enter a thoughtful, meditative 
place, where music, imagery, prayer and silence conduct you into the thought-
world of Jesus of Nazareth.  In 2015 the theme 'The Upside-Down World' will 
help participants experience the world Jesus imagined as he told his 
parables.  The March service will explore a meditative Lenten theme: 'The Gift 
of Lent for You'. 
	  



 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to 

  

“Is it possible to be Christian 
in the 21st Century” 

with a panel presentation by 
 

David Merritt 
Chris Page 

Lorraine Parkinson 
 

WHEN:      Sunday 22 February 2015  
               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 
The core understandings of traditional Christianity were developed within a worldview 
dramatically different from informed contemporary worldviews. Is it possible to be Christian 
today? What could a positive and passionate contemporary Christianity look like? 
 
★  The biblical writers assumed the earth was flat beneath a dome in which sun, moon and 
stars were set and above which was the realm of heaven. Life on earth including human life 
was divinely created. 
 
Evolution has changed our understanding of humans. What could a Christian 
understanding of human life be in the 21st century?             DAVID MERRITT 
 
★   Biblical writings were regarded by many of our ancestors in the faith and some 
commentators today as the divinely inspired Word of God and an exclusive guide to all truth. 
 
Contemporary studies and human experience have shown that there is a great diversity of 
ethical and theological assumptions among the Biblical authors reflecting the knowledge and 
context of these ancient writers. How could a meaningful understanding and experience 
of the Bible enrich our Christian life and practice in the 21st century?     CHRIS PAGE 
 
★   In the creeds of the early Christian centuries Jesus is depicted as a divine figure securing 
salvation through his sacrificial death. 
  
More recent biblical and historical studies have shown the varied understandings of Jesus in 
the first centuries of Christianity. What could a Christian understanding of Jesus be in 
the 21st century?                        LORRAINE PARKINSON 



 

THE PROCESS 
 
The three panellists will present personal understandings of a relevant Christianity 
for today. They will focus not on the science or scholarship that has transformed 
contemporary knowledge but on the implications for a Christianity that is meaningful to them 
that takes account of the science and scholarship. 
 

• Each will speak on their topic for 20 minutes. 
 

• The audience will then have an opportunity to engage two speakers of their choice for 
20 minutes each, in different spaces, with questions. 

 
• In a final plenary session the speakers will have 5 minutes each to summarise why 

they think their offered perspective can make a difference to faith and life today. 
 

THE PANEL 
 
Rev Dr David Merritt 
David Merritt is a UCA minister who was director of the national education agency of the 
Uniting Church until his retirement in 1995. He was Moderator (chair) of the Education 
Committee of the World Council of Churches for 6 years. He was a founder and long-time 
director of the experimental youth program Camp Cooinda in which 7000 teenagers have 
participated. He is a founding member of PCNV and has been Secretary and Editor of the 
PCNV newsletter since the inception of PCNV in 2006. 
 

Rev Dr Christopher Page 
Christopher Page studied for the Baptist ministry at the University of Queensland and the 
Baptist College of Queensland graduating in 1980.  Soon after Chris and his family moved to 
Melbourne where Chris became the associate minister at Canterbury Baptist Church.  With a 
growing interest in the philosophy of Religious Education, Chris again, with his family, 
travelled to Canada where he completed a Doctorate in Education. 
 
Returning to Australia in 1995 after 10 years in Ontario, Chris took up the position of Senior 
Chaplain at Carey Grammar School.  After 2 years in this position Chris returned to the 
pastoral ministry and for 14 years was the minister of East Doncaster Baptist Church. In 
2011 Chris became the Minister of Toorak Uniting where he is presently.  Chris was for 4 
years the Vice-President of the PCNV and worked on the DVD series “Open Christianity” 
published by the PCNV. 
 

Rev Dr Lorraine Parkinson 
Lorraine Parkinson is a UCA minister, who since retirement has been working as a ‘locum’ in 
parishes, writing and lecturing in seminars on issues in Progressive Christianity and 
Christian-Jewish relations.  She is Vice-President of the Progressive Christian Network of 
Victoria,  Chair of the UCA Victas Synod’s Working Group on Christian-Jewish Relations, 
and a member of several inter-faith organisations.  
 
Her 2011 book, The World According to Jesus, concerns the world-wide implications of the 
Sermon on the Mount, and its potential as foundation for the Emerging Church of the 21st 
century. She is Vice-President of the PCNV. 
 
 
 

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


