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AFFIRMING OTHER FAITHS 
 
PCNV includes programs to contribute to  
understanding of contemporary Judaism, 
Islam, and Buddhism. This is especially 
important when acceptance of religious 
diversity is aggressively questioned by some 
elements in Australian society. 
 
This month we welcome Saara Sabbagh to 
speak on “The Beauty of Islam”.  See details 
of the meeting on 23 August on page 5. 
 

INTERNATIONAL GUEST LEADER 
 

PCNV has combined with Common Dreams 
to bring Canadian Dr David Galston to 
Melbourne at the end of this month. He will 
deliver a lecture on Friday evening 28 
August at 7.00pm and will lead three 
sessions of Saturday 29 August starting at 
10.00am. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There is a description of the topics for each 
session and details about the venue on 
pages  6 to 8 of the newsletter and in the 
accompanying flyer which you can forward 
to friends. All sessions are at Toorak Uniting 
Church. The Saturday event includes lunch. 
Bookings are essential and can be by mail 
(print the third page of the flyer) or online at 
https://www.eventbrite.com.au/e/dr-david-
galston-the-future-of-religion-jesus-christianity-
tickets-17889549123?ref=estw 
 
If you book before 21 August, there is a 
significant earlybird saving and you assist 
event organisers and the caterer to plan for 
the meetings. 
 
David Galston takes the conclusions of 
modern scholarship seriously to look for 
ways to experience religious value outside of 
traditional, supernatural, beliefs. This is an 
opportunity to consider a future that is 
different from the past.  

 

“Christianity is a journey into the future” 
When a PCNV member asked Bishop John Shelby Spong about the implications of 
understanding that “traditional” and “literalized” interpretations of the gospels provided us 
with a simple story but one that is no longer literally believable, he received an answer 
that describes the challenge of emerging Christianity.  
 
“The  certainties  of  yesterday  are  not  viable  today.  Christianity is  a  journey  into  the  future,   
the  unknown,  a  journey  beyond  our  familiar security  patterns.  So  we  relativize  yesterday’s   
truth  and  walk  into  tomorrow’s world.  We  cannot  read  the  Bible  the  way  we  once  did,  we   
cannot  say  the  creeds the  way  we  once  did  and  we  cannot  worship  the  way  we  once  did.” 
 
The lead article in this newsletter gives Michael Read’s question and Bishop Spong’s 
answer in full. They provide food for thought for us individually and for our churches. 
 
That article is also an appropriate lead into our announcement of our featured international 
visitor for 2015, Dr David Galston, a leading author and scholar from Canada. The theme 
of four events he will lead towards the end of August is “The Future of Religion, Jesus, 
and Christianity”. Everyday we are reminded of the huge economic and cultural changes 
we are living through. They are clearly adversely affecting traditional churches. David 
Galston’s sessions will explore implications for Christianity if we do not ignore the 
consequences of modern day scholarship about history and science. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



The problem facing 21st century Christians 
Q & A from Bishop John Shelby Spong 

 
QUESTION from Michael Read, Hawthorn, Victoria 
 
I have followed with great interest your series of articles on the Gospel according to Matthew, in 
which you set out your understanding and interpretation of the metaphors and biblical 
references within this gospel. I find your arguments entirely convincing. 
As I understand what you are saying, your understanding is that this story was originally written 
to be read by people who were familiar with the Jewish Bible, and who could as a consequence 
understand Matthew’s references and his symbols. Our later “traditional” and “literalized” 
interpretations of the gospels have, in contrast, provided us with a very simple, story, but one 
that is no longer literally believable. Matthew’s narrative, however, sets out a clear objective 
within a simple story line. It was therefore, easy to respond to a non-believer’s question with a 
clear answer in a few brief sentences. 
In contrast, the new way of reading the gospels appears to demand that the reader bring much 
thoughtfulness and insight to the task. There does not seem any longer to be an explanation 
which can be summed up with any brevity or which lends itself to such powerful images as the 
traditional story. 
My question then is this: Is it still possible to tell this new story with the simplicity and boldness 
of the traditional gospel reading or should we approach this task differently and, if so, how might 
this be? Or am I missing some point? 

ANSWER 
Dear Michael, 
You are not missing any point. You have stated the problem facing 21st century Christians very 
clearly. What we must do today, however, cannot be done by a simple re-telling of the “old, old 
story.” Let me state it specifically. 
We Christians are facing the world of the 21st century armed with a Bible written between 1000 
BCE and 140 CE, with creeds fashioned in the dualistic, Greek-thinking world of the 4th century 
CE and with worship forms constructed primarily in the 13th century. 
The Bible makes assumptions that we cannot make. Among these assumptions are: 
1) God is a supernatural being, dwelling above the sky and invading the world from time to time 
to accomplish the divine will or to answer our prayers. 
2) Whatever we do not understand must be attributed to miraculous divine intervention. 
3) Human life was created perfect only to fall into original sin from which we must be rescued. 
4) Sickness and natural disasters are sent as a divine punishment for our misdeeds. 
5) Mental sickness and epilepsy must be understood as demon possession. 
The 4th century creeds assume that there is a gap between the human and the divine and that 
the human cannot go to the divine, but the divine can come to the human. Salvation depends on 
the divine doing exactly that. Jesus thus becomes a “person from outer space.” 
Our 13th century worship forms portray God as either a punishing parent or a hanging judge 
who confronts us with our sinfulness, making it inescapable. This all-seeing God keeps a record 
of every misdeed, every evil thought and every carnal desire. It suggests that we are to relate to 
this God as a slave relates to a master, as a beggar relates to the source of his or her next meal 
or as a serf relates to the Lord of the Manor. We are to be on our knees and constantly in the 
mode of confessing, of facing our own shortcomings and therefore of begging for mercy. 



Unless we break out of these patterns of the past, I am convinced that there will be no Christian 
future. The church does not have the answers that it once professed to have. The certainties of 
yesterday are not viable today. Christianity is a journey into the future, the unknown, a journey 
beyond our familiar security patterns. So we relativize yesterday’s truth and walk into 
tomorrow’s world. We cannot read the Bible the way we once did, we cannot say the creeds the 
way we once did and we cannot worship the way we once did. 
We have to move and when we move, we will inevitably break open the ecclesiastical forms of 
yesterday, but we still seek the truth to which those forms once pointed so inadequately. There 
is after all only one truth, but none of us possesses it. 
Any church that does not confront the reality of this new world is not a church that will survive. 
To pretend that nothing has changed is a stance of disaster, but that is the stance in which most 
church life is lived today. It is not easy to be a Christian in the 21st century. It demands hard 
work, difficult thinking, the embracing of radical insecurity and the possession of a faith deep 
enough to know that God is real and to journey into the unknown in search of that reality. 
Our task is to develop these things. It is a task only for the brave of heart and for the heroes of 
faith. When I look at the church today, I no longer see primarily a community willing to take up 
this challenge, what I see is an entrenched attempt to preserve the past and to return to the 
good old days of yesteryear when faith was simple and when answers were easy. I do see 
increasingly in many churches, however, a small cell or core made up of people, hopefully 
including the priest, pastor or congregational leader, who recognize the problem. These people 
are then willing to engage it despite the risk of failing and of being misunderstood by “the 
faithful.” It will be from that within these “cells,” I now believe, that the future of Christianity will 
be secured. 
Thanks for your letter. 
John Shelby Spong  
16 July 2015. Quoted with permission. Colour emphasis added. 
 

 

WORKSHOP ON CELTIC SPIRITUALITY 
 

Uniting Church minister, The Rev Gwen Masters, will lead a Workshop on Celtic 
Spirituality at Bayswater Uniting Church, 654 Mountain Highway, Bayswater on Sunday 
16 August 2015 from 2pm until 5pm. 
 
 Gwen holds an MA in Celtic Christianity from the University of Wales, Lampeter, and lectures 
and leads discussions on Celtic Spirituality.  
 
She has now published her book “Reclaiming an Ancient Heritage” which explores how Celtic 
Spirituality has lessons for today’s world.  
 
The cost for the workshop is $38 or $50 for couples. The workshop includes one copy of the 
book together with afternoon tea. 
 
Bookings are essential. For a brochure and booking information contact 
 
 Bronwyn Mitchell blmitchell@optusnet.com.au or  
 Bayswater Uniting Church, PO Box 354, Bayswater VIC 3152 
 

 
 



A NEW BOOK FROM DR VAL WEBB 
 

Testing Tradition and Liberating Theology. Finding you own voice, by Val 
Webb.       Published by Morning Star Publishing, Northcote. 2015. 285 pages. Paperback. 
Review by David Merritt. 
 
This is a rare book that makes the story of how Christianity has developed over 20 centuries 
accessible to interested people in language most can readily understand. The author’s purpose 
is not primarily to help us understand history but to encourage us to do what people have done 
in every period of history - make sense of our heritage under the new circumstances in which 
we live.  The author sets out her purpose in the introduction: 
 
I wrote this book because I meet so many people that either know very little about the development of 
theology within their own church tradition; or else have left their church because what they hear there 
makes little sense to them, or is even harmful to them. Like Richard Dawkin’s attacks on Christianity, 
they only know one version and have no idea that theology has changed considerably over the centuries 
and keeps on changing. My goal is to help lay people in particular to see that there has never been only 
one way to think about God and that traditional arguments have often been held in place by power and 
authority against other more refreshing theologies. My aim is to keep people ‘doing their own theology’ – 
finding something that works for them and is transforming in our contemporary world.  (Page1) 
 
Val Webb’s style is to interweave scholarly descriptions of significant figures in the story of 
Christianity with very personal and at times painful memories of her own journey from childhood 
in a conservative protestant family in Queensland to become a widely travelled speaker about 
contemporary ways of being religious and Christian – and always in the language of everyday 
life rather than the specialised language of academic theologians. 
 
A glance through the detailed and very helpful index (pages 277 – 285) illustrates the 
extraordinary scope of the discussion: creeds, Karl Barth, creation, Martin Luther, prayer, 
Trinity, Reformation, the Basis of Union, salvation, spirituality, feminist theology– to pick almost 
at random. The index alone will make this a valuable resource for people with inquiring minds. 
 
At times the cavalcade of people with different theologies through the ages becomes a bit 
overwhelming. But the main insight is reinforced again and again: there has never been only 
one way to think about God. And some chapters stand out as examples both of how new 
perspectives require new wisdom and of the results of “doing theology”. In particular, Chapter 
12, ‘The change to contextual theology’, Chapter 13, “Liberation theologies’, Chapter 14, ‘The 
emergence of feminist theologies’, and Chapter 16, ‘Emerging and progressive movements’. All 
make interesting reading as we live in a period of dramatic change. 
 
The work of theology is never done because the world keeps changing and theology is both a 
reflection on the Christian story and also on the world.  (Page 271) 
 
’Certainty’ is a big issue dividing Christians today. At this point, I could lose some readers, but if 
certainty is essential for you, you are unlikely to still be reading anyway. Certainty is a safe 
place to be, but it has not been my experience in religion or in other aspects of life unless I 
close my brain. (Page 229) 
 
The book ends with a quote from Asian theologian C S Song: Theology done with imagination 
and passion in the midst of a human community, inspired by a vision of a better tomorrow, will 
have to be done over and over. It has to start again – a new journey, a new adventure, a new 
pilgrimage, in short, a new beginning. 
 
With this book Val Webb has added to her reputation as one of the most helpful Australian 
voices about how to find a faith that works rather than walk away from what is unbelievable. 
 
RRP $39.95.  $36 at PCNV meetings. Plus $4 postage from PCNV, 76 Coppin St. Mavern East 3145 



 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
 

invites you to 
 

“The	  Beauty	  of	  Islam”	  
with 

 

Saara Sabbagh	  
	  
	  

WHEN:      Sunday 23 August 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 grounds, O’Shanessy St. and Whitehorse Rd service lane 
 

THE TOPIC 
The religion of Islam is built on mercy, however this is not often the 
image we see today. We invite you to join us for an inspiring talk by 
Saara Sabbagh on The Beauty of Islam, it's depth, meaning and 
relevance in today's world. 
 
"God is Beautiful and loves beauty" - Prophet Muhammad (peace be 
upon him) 
 
 

THE SPEAKER 
Saara Sabbagh has worked in the field of youth and community in 
Melbourne for over 20 years. She has been a voice for Muslim 
women in the areas of domestic violence, discrimination, social 
justice and equality. She works extensively with government, media 
and the wider community. She is currently the Founding Director of 
Benevolence Australia - a community based organisation that aims to 
create the space, knowledge and support for converts, reconnecting 
Muslims and the wider community. 
  

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



 

THE PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIAN NETWORK OF 
VICTORIA 

& 
COMMON DREAMS ON THE ROAD 

 

PRESENT 
 

A LECTURE & SYMPOSIUM BY 
 

Dr David Galston 
“The Future Of Religion, Jesus, & Christianity” 

 

     
 
 
 
 
 
 
David Galston is an outstanding Canadian leader. He is the Academic Director 
of the Westar Institute, the Ecumenical Chaplain at Brock University, and an 
Adjunct Professor of Philosophy at Brock. He is also an Advisor for the SnowStar 
Institute of Religion (Canada) and the Quest Learning Centre (Hamilton, Ontario). 
He has played a key role, both in Canada and the United States, in the 
development of progressive forms of religion and theology, including being a 
founding member and chair of the Westar Institute’s new Seminar on God and 
the Human Future. David has published two books (Archives and the Event of 
God, McGill-Queens Press, and Embracing the Human Jesus, Polebridge Press) 
as well as written several articles for the Westar Institute magazine The Fourth R 
and academic journal Forum. 

Venue: Toorak Uniting Church, 603 Toorak Rd, Toorak 
Lecture: Friday 28 August 7.00 pm, “Has Religion a Future?” 

Symposium (incl light lunch): Saturday 29 August: 
10.00am  “Has Jesus a Future?”  
11.30 am  “Has God a Future?”  

1.30 pm  “Is There a Post-Christian Christianity?”  
Bookings Essential – See following pages 



 

 
The Future of Religion, Jesus, and Christianity 

 

Lecture: “Has Religion a Future?” 
 
Friday 28 August: 7:00 - 8.30 P.M. 
 
Humanity has always lived with religion in one form or another. Religion expresses both the 
greatness of our imagination and the errors of our presumptions. In Christianity there is value 
to the Church as a community. Within the Church it is possible to experience a sense of 
mystery and wonder in life. On the other hand, the Church often ignores the consequences of 
modern day scholarship about history and science. A case in point is the way the Church 
remains largely disconnected from scholarship about the Jesus of history. Christianity can hold 
an inspiring future but must get beyond fundamentalism about scriptures, doctrines, and ethical 
beliefs. 

Symposium: Saturday 29 August 
 
Saturday 10.00 A.M. - 11:00 A.M. “Has Jesus a Future?” 
 
Jesus as a figure of history has been lost behind the theology of the Church. The Christian 
gospels were written as confessions about Jesus, expressing beliefs about who he was, with 
little attention to what he said. Finding the historical Jesus behind the gospels is a challenging 
but worthwhile task. If Christianity is to have a future, it must have something to do with the 
historical Jesus. A look at the basic humanity of Jesus and what he had to say is the 
foundation for re-creating a Church for the future. 

Saturday 11:30 - 12:30 “Has God a Future?” 
 
God is a bigger problem than Jesus for the future of Christianity. It is comparatively easy to 
encounter the historical Jesus and to imagine his setting in life. God, on the other hand, is 
historical only in the way that the idea of God relates to human cultural history and systems of 
thought. As human beings have grown and changed through the course of history, so has God. 
With the advent of the Age of Enlightenment and the continued advance of science, it is harder 
and harder to accept that a God exist. Still, is it possible to talk about God as a value rather 
than an existing thing? Is there a future for God as meaningful discourse? 

Saturday 1:30 - 2:30 “Is There a Post-Christian Christianity? Taking What is 
Great Forward” 
 
People who take the conclusions of modern scholarship seriously look for ways to experience 
religious value outside of traditional, supernatural, beliefs. This raises many challenges, 
including how to relate to Jesus as a human being of history, how to celebrate life within a 
Christian community, how to talk about the Bible and God in a postmodern and post-theistic 
age, and how to develop and enjoy new forms of theology. All of these questions form the 
basis of a new, post-Christian form of Christianity. 
 
 

BOKINGS ARE ESSENTIAL 
 

DETAILS NEXT PAGE 
 



 

 
 

Bookings 
 
 

Book on line at  
https://www.eventbrite.com.au/e/dr-david-galston-the-future-of-religion-jesus-christianity-
tickets-17889549123?ref=estw 
 

 
OR 

 
Book by mail to PCNV, 76 Coppin St, Malvern East, Vic, 3145 

 
Friday Evening Lecture – PCNV Member: $10 ea   Number      ……..         $ …….          
                   -  Non-member:    $13 ea   Number      ……..         $ ……. 

 
           Lecture & Symposium (incl Saturday lunch) - Earlybird (book by 21 August) 
 
                                                   - PCNV Member:  $50 ea  Number  ………           $ ……. 
                                                   - Non-member:     $55 ea  Number  ………           $ ……. 
 
           Lecture & Symposium (incl Saturday lunch) – Regular (after 21 August) 
 
           - PCNV Member:  $60 ea  Number  ………           $ ……. 
           - Non-member:     $65 ea  Number  ………           $ _____ 

                                                                
      Total:            $ _____                                                                                    

 
            Cheque            payable to PCNV; 
 
   or 
 
           Credit Card – Visa               or Mastercard    

 
Number:  _  _  _  _  / _  _  _  _  / _  _  _  _  / _  _  _  _       CVV: _  _  _ 
 
Expiry (MM/YY):  _  _  /  _  _ 
 
Name on Card: ………………………………………  Signature: …….…………………… 
 
Address (for Tickets): 
 
NAME    ……………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
ADDRESS   ……………………………………………………………………………………           
 
…………………………………………………….               Phone: ………….................... 


