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“IS IT POSSIBLE TO BE CHRISTIAN  
IN THE 21ST CENTURY?” 

 
A panel presentation to a meeting of the Progressive Christian  

Network of Victoria on 22 February 2015 
 

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? 

 
 

1. Evolution has changed our understanding of humans.  
 
What could a Christian understanding of human life be in the 21st century?  
            
 Speaker: DAVID MERRITT   Pages 3 – 9 (handout notes 10 -11) 
 

2. 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?      
 
Speaker: CHRIS PAGE       Pages 12 - 15 

 
3. 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? 
                        
Speaker: LORRAINE PARKINSON    Pages 16 – 20 
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THE SPEAKERS 
 

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. 
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What could a Christian understanding of human life be 

in the 21st century? 
 

David Merritt 
 
How you answer the question that is today’s topic depends on how you understand the 
21st century and how you understand being Christian. 
 
Today I want to talk about how our understanding of evolution has changed our 
understanding of humans – the evolution of the universe, the evolution of life, and the 
evolution of culture – language, knowledge, religion, art, science, technology ….  
What could a Christian understanding of human life be in the 21st century?   
 
As we meet here today, a short distance away a remarkable achievement of human 
intelligence is on display. I will use a few visuals that will be more vivid than my 
words. The spacecraft Rosetta is heading back towards a small robotic craft named 
Philae that it sent to the surface of a comet in November last year.  
 
The 4 kilometre wide comet is made of dust and gas left over from the formation of the 
sun and planets in our solar system.  To reach the comet, the spacecraft Rosetta was 
launched by the European Space Agency in March 2004, 10 years before, and travelled 
through 6 billion kilometres of space at 135,000 kilometres per hour.  Its orbit took it 
up to one billion kilometres from earth. 
 
The purpose of landing the small robot on the surface of the frozen comet is to gain 
knowledge of the formation of our solar system about 4.6 billion years ago – to help 
answer the questions: Where do we come from? Where does our solar system come 
from? 
 
I started by saying this remarkable achievement of human intelligence was taking place 
“a short distance away”.  In relation to the size of our universe that is indeed close to 
us. Another spacecraft that was in the news in 2013 was Voyager 1 launched in 1977. 
 
 After sending data about the planets Saturn and Jupiter, it was the first human made 
object to leave our solar system and head into space in our galaxy.  
 
What gives you perspective is not only how far it has travelled since 1977 - over 
19,000,000,000 kms - but how far it would have to travel to reach our nearest star. To 
reach the closer of the two Centauri stars would take 73,000 years. 
 
This is a brief glimpse of the universe as educated people in the western world 
understand it. Our solar system of sun and planets is near the edge of the Milky Way 
Galaxy which is just one among millions of galaxies. 
 
It is the picture of ‘our world’ in the minds of school children.  
 
One humanity, one home, one future. It is a recent perspective on our planet home. 
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Religion 
But our religious tradition was shaped by people who had a very different ‘picture of 
our world’ in their minds as they expressed their religious insights. That applies to the 
Hebrew scriptures, the Christian Bible, traditional Christian creeds (and the Qu’ran. It 
is only a few centuries since the most common assumptions about the world which 
humans inhabit was of a flat earth with a dome of heaven above and objects and people 
made in historical time by a divine being.  Such assumptions make much of traditional 
Christianity seem strange and not related to the real world. 
 
A similar clash of assumptions applies to how we understand humans – where we come 
from, why we are like we are, what causes our behaviour, and how we can best live. 
 
I have given you printed notes that outline the broad sequence of evolution of the 
universe, planet earth and life on earth (see the last two pages of this text) I am not a 
scientist and could easily make errors (especially trying to outline 14b years on one 
page!). And an astrophysicist, a palaeontologist or biologist could correct any mistakes. 
But the broad sweep of developments of life on that page give the mainstream picture 
of human life as understood by scientifically educated people in the western world. 
 
There are two time scales in those notes. One down the centre of the page is in billions 
of years - 13.8b years since the origin of the universe. I have typed those numbers in 
full as I think 13 followed by 9 zeroes is a more vivid statement than “13b”. 
 
The second time scale, at the left of the page, is the Cosmic Calendar developed by 
Carl Sagan and updated by Neil  deGrasse Tyson. All time to the present is presented as 
a one year calendar, January to December. The origin of the universe is on 1 January at 
midnight. The first life does not appear until 1 September. Primitive humans appear on 
31 December at 24 minutes past 10pm. Modern humans (that is, “us”) evolve on 31 
December at 8 minutes to midnight. And all of what we call “history” during 5,500 
years takes place in the last 13 seconds of the year – and modern science in the last 2 
seconds. 
 
I want to make just a few key points arising from that data that have implications for 
how we understand our life as humans: 
 

• This is a wonderful, awesome new story of us and our universe that is at least 
as awesome as many ancient stories! 

 
• Life is innovative and takes random directions. Development of species and 

within species is more like a spreading tree than a straight line – a spreading tree 
with many branches some of which die out or are killed off.  

• Everything comes from the material that made the stars – everything on our 
planet, including the planet itself and all life, including humans. 

 



	   5	  

• There are some hugely destructive events in the story of life on our planet - 
at least 5 great extinctions, each of 60% to 90% of all species. There is a very 
brief outline at the bottom of the page of notes I prepared for you. The most 
recent extinction of much life was about 65-66 million years ago when a large 
meteor hit earth and 75% of all species were extinguished, including over 
centuries the dinosaurs which were the dominant life form on the planet in the 
preceding centuries. It was this extinction that gave space for the development of 
the mammals, including us.  

 
• The development of consciousness marks a significant point in the history of 

life. It is not yet fully understood but is associated with a larger brain and skull. It 
is, as many have said, the point at which the universe becomes conscious of 
itself. It is when religion, the product of humans, begins. 

 

• The evolution of culture has become more influential for humans than 
physical evolution. It follows the development of consciousness and language. 
The invention of writing (about 3000 years BCE) provided new ways to 
accumulate knowledge. That became exponential with the invention of printing 
and even more so in our day with computers and electronic storage and analysis 
of data. We are living at a time when the results of accumulated knowledge are 
mind blowing! And the accumulation and diversity of technology, music, art, 
literature, drama, religion – all the products of human intelligence, imagination 
and creativity - have transformed human life. The present for humans is 
extraordinarily different from the past. The future will be even more different. 

 
I think there are so many implications of this new and wonderful story of us humans 
that we could spend many hours exploring them. There are implications for ethics, 
religions, politics, and personal behaviour. In just a few minutes I will mention a few 
that seem to me to relate directly to how we understand human life as Christians in the 
21st century. 
 
Some key implications 

1. We humans are all related, regardless of ethnicity or religion. We have 
common ancestors. If our religion does not encourage seeing other humans as 
relativess (sometimes puzzling and offensive relatives but still part of our family) 
we are not recognising the truth about us and will not be able to meet one of the 
key challenges of our newly globalised world. In the past, religions have too 
often contributed to emphasis on differences or even conflict. Our new 
understanding of our common origins and new common challenges should make 
us rethink those parts of our religion that are barriers to celebrating our common 
humanity. Jesus taught about this in one small geographic area; we have to work 
it out globally. We are finding it difficult! 

 
2. Disabilities and differences are part of OUR life story. We will see that many 

disabilities are the result of random errors in the genetic process that made most 
of us free from disabilities. We owe people with disabilities support on the basis 
of shared humanity. While compassion is desirable, understanding our shared 
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humanity and a basic sense of justice are powerful motivators for inclusion in our 
society of people with differing abilities. 

 
3. The ideas of ‘original sin’ and a ‘fall’ from a perfect beginning are 

unhelpful/erroneous myths that distort our understanding of human behaviour. 
This is what John Shelby Spong wrote (his words are in the handout notes): 

 
“For example what does it mean when we speak of God as “in heaven” when we 
live not in a three tiered universe, which that phrase assumes, but a space age in 
which we embrace the vastness of the universe. Where is heaven? What does it mean 
to talk about the human “fall” and “original sin” when we embrace the insights of 
Charles Darwin, who has taught us that there was no original perfection from 
which we could have fallen, but rather an evolutionary process that occurred over 
billions of years as life moved from a single cell to intelligent, self-conscious 
complexity? We are always being forced to acknowledge that the way we 
understand both God and religion moves in dialogue with changes in human 
culture, changing knowledge and stages of life and expanding consciousness.” 

 
4. We are related to the planet - both because we are made of the same “stuff” 

and because we are the products of this habitat and need it for our survival. 
Unless our religion encourages us to protect our planet home it is not a force for 
the well-being of humans (or of other species with whom we share the majority 
of our life-shaping DNA). 

 
5. Human culture and spirituality are essentially related. Human culture is the 

most amazing - and is now the most influential -evolutionary factor in our lives. 
This is the clue to the changes in contemporary spirituality. At times, our 
ancestors spread on foot across the planet during times when ocean levels were 
much lower than now. When ocean levels rose dramatically, some populations 
were isolated in Africa, Europe, Asia, East Asia, southern Asia/Pacific Islands 
(including Australia). Mutations caused a variety of changes in different 
populations showing in skin colour, hair, eyes and body build. But even more 
dramatic were the differences in language, music, art, skill, knowledge and 
religion – all we call “ethnic culture”. 

 
Within modern societies such as ours, much of this great diversity in culture is 
basic to our society and contributes greatly to the difficulty that churches or an 
organization such as PCNV face in celebrating and nurturing the aspects of 
culture that most enrich being human – which is what the search for a 
contemporary spirituality is about. 

 
Just think about the differences between older age groups and teenagers in music, 
social patterns and communal gatherings! Yet even within this room today where 
there is a comparatively narrow age range we will have a wide range of 
preferences for what we find refreshes the spirit of being human – solitude or 
group gatherings, classical music, country music or hard rock, chello or guitar, 
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silence or conversation, active engagement to respond to human need or space to 
withdraw from the pressures of life, bonding in community or treasuring 
solitude, critical reflection or meditative contemplation. That range of 
preferences applies if you change what I have just said about what refreshes the 
human spirit to what enables us to be open to the divine spirit that pervades all 
life and all things. Our genetic and experiential history largely shape what each 
of us will find appropriate for us. 

 
Just as there is no one culture there is no one spirituality or path to refresh 
the human spirit or experience the divine. Our needs – and what works to 
meet those needs – change with our experiences in our culture. The experience of 
many churches in finding they are no longer recognised as primary places of 
spiritual renewal is powerful testimony to this truth. 

 
If I had to pick one point to emphasis from all my ramblings in this brief address, 
I would choose this one about the implications of evolution of culture for 
spirituality. Views of spirituality from earlier cultures are often unhelpful. 

 
6. One reality or two? One of the most formative assumptions we make is whether 

there are two kinds of reality – matter and spirit, body and mind, world and God– 
or one reality. Nearly all our religious traditions were shaped by people who 
assumed two realities. Increasingly in our day it is assumed there is one reality – 
more amazing than we dreamed of and not yet fully understood - but still one 
reality. Assumptions about this have far-reaching implications for how we 
understand human life – and what we mean by religion, Christianity, or 
spirituality. 

 
Recently on his website Bruce Sanguin wrote this (his words are in the handout 
notes): 

 
Over twenty years ago, on a silent sea-side retreat, the universe revealed itself to me 
as a living, radiant display of Spirit-in-matter, involved with this great adventure of 
becoming that we call evolution.  The illusion of separation between spirit and 
matter, humans and Earth, G_d and the universe, dissolved as my eyes and my heart 
opened to the mystery of the evolutionary process as a sacred story. I saw that very 
atom, amoeba, plant, every creature, including humans, played an integral role—
each an intimate and beautiful expression of the evolving universe. Everything 
changed. I knew that I would spend the rest of my life coming to terms with this 
evolutionary awakening. 
Bruce Sanguin, “Joining Love’s Evolution”.  http://brucesanguin.com 

 
7. The choices we humans are now making are affecting the sustainability of 

quality human life. There is no guarantee of life continuing. We have reached 
the point in the evolution of knowledge where we have unmatched capacity to 
create and destroy. We can achieve marvels of healing, health and agriculture 
that our ancestors could not dream of. But we may already be contributing to the 
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sixth great extinction. And the decisions will probably we made by us humans 
through our political and social structures. I say “probably” because there are 
also possible external events like those of the previous great extinctions that 
could occur.  

 
Science has enlarged our understanding of the causes of much that was 
previously mysterious and thought of as “acts of God”. 

 
“It is over to us, as humanity come of age, to shoulder responsibilities we once 
expected the heavenly parent to do for us”. Lloyd Geering 

 
The theme of Michael Dowd’s recent internet series on evolutionary spirituality 
was: “The future is calling us to greatness.” 

 
8. The teachings of Jesus that the writers of the gospels emphasise speak to my 

mind and heart as I try to live this new story of our universe and of human life. 
They are about the practice of generosity, about good news for people in need, 
food for the hungry, healing for people who are sick, love of God and love of 
neighbour - a way of living that puts into practice a vision of a better world. 

 
Jesus illustrated love of neighbour with a story of kind actions by a foreigner of 
another religion. 

 
“Jesus’ vision was that we would lead the way in changing the world, not stop 
the change!”  Paul R Smith 

 
The other speakers will speak about this so I will move on to a conclusion. 

 
So: is it possible to be Christian in the 21st century?  
 
Not for me  
if it means trying to fit the square peg of old Christian ideas and practices into the 
round hole of 21st century  thinking and living. 
 
Yes for me  
if I live as a 21st century person  

enriched by the wisdom of some of Christianity’s insights and practices  
and value communities of people formed around commitment to a better 
world. 

 
To conclude: if you are able to without compromising what is important to you, will 
you join me in a reflective prayer by one of Australia’s progressive Catholics, Michael 
Morwood (his words are in the handout notes as well as on the screen): 
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As evolving “christians”  
we commit ourselves as Jesus did 
to dream of new possibilities; 
to find new meanings; 
to leave baggage behind; 
to free ourselves from fear;  
to take risks;  
to co-operate and share to end violence  
and to live the dream of the Spirit’s reign  
in the human community  
here... now...  
We pray earnestly 
that Jesus’ story and his practices  
may become our story and our practices. 
-Michael Morwood 
 

Concluding summary 
 

The story of the universe, life and culture is about new things emerging from the past – 
connected but creatively new. 
 
I think that is what is offered by emerging or open Christianity. 
 
We are in an era of unprecedented change to everything – food, communication, 
entertainment, health and medicine, technology, travel, education, warfare, global aid 
… The list could be long. 
 
So we need to draw from our religious and Christian heritage not definitions and limits 
and prescriptions but bases or launch pads for new kinds of faith and hope and love. 
 
Inspiration used to come to people from reflecting on their experiences or from sudden 
insights. Often it was beautiful and good guidance for living. Sometimes it was 
prejudicial to fairness and was unethical. When they identified their insights with the 
Divine, as Word of God, they claimed too much for themselves and resisted desirable 
changes. 
 
Today evidence is the new inspiration, the guide to how things really are and what 
matters. 
 
As one of the people I quoted said, “Jesus’ vision was that we would lead the change, 
not stop it”. 
 
When the insights of our tradition  
and the best wisdom of contemporary creativity  
are tested against the evidence of how things are,  
we have a guide to being Christian in the 21st century  
that will enrich the human spirit in a spirit-hungry world.
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CAN WE BE CHRISTIAN IN THE 21ST CENTURY? 
IMPLICATIONS OF EVOLUTION FOR OUR UNDERSTANDING OF HUMAN LIFE 

Notes by David Merritt 
 
“… what does it mean when we speak of God as “in heaven” when we live not in a three tiered 
universe, which that phrase assumes, but a space age in which we embrace the vastness of the 
universe. Where is heaven? What does it mean to talk about the human “fall” and “original sin” 
when we embrace the insights of Charles Darwin, who has taught us that there was no original 
perfection from which we could have fallen, but rather an evolutionary process that occurred over 
billions of years as life moved from a single cell to intelligent, self-conscious complexity? We are 
always being forced to acknowledge that the way we understand both God and religion moves in 
dialogue with changes in human culture, changing knowledge and stages of life and expanding 
consciousness.” 
- John Shelby Spong 
 
Over twenty years ago, on a silent sea-side retreat, the universe revealed itself to me as a living, 
radiant display of Spirit-in-matter, involved with this great adventure of becoming that we call 
evolution.  The illusion of separation between spirit and matter, humans and Earth, G_d and the 
universe, dissolved as my eyes and my heart opened to the mystery of the evolutionary process 
as a sacred story. I saw that very atom, amoeba, plant, every creature, including humans, played 
an integral role—each an intimate and beautiful expression of the evolving universe. Everything 
changed. I knew that I would spend the rest of my life coming to terms with this evolutionary 
awakening. 
- Bruce Sanguin, “Joining Love’s Evolution”                                       http://brucesanguin.com 
 
In the course of evolving to our present state of self-consciousness, we humans have come to 
recognise that we are only a tiny part of a self-evolving universe in which we are a self-evolving 
species. From one point of view we are a self-made species. For what makes us human is not 
our DNA, the majority of which we share with the other higher animals. What makes us human is 
what we have collectively created, including language, ideas, culture, knowledge, religion and 
science. All this is so much a part of what we are and what we live in that we have no particular 
name for it. It not only shapes the way we see reality but it also largely becomes the world in 
which we live.  
- Lloyd Geering, Coming Back to Earth. Polebridge Press. 2009. Pages 16 – 17. 
 
One thing we have learned in our contemporary world is that while we can speak for ourselves 
and define what is true for us, we cannot do it for everyone and for all time because we are 
forever limited by the relativity of our own culture, worldview, and knowledge. The grand old days 
of universal truths are gone, even though we might, in faith, still clutch some that seem almost 
universal and certainly work for us. 
- Val Webb, Like Catching Water in a Net. Human Attempts to Describe the Divine. 
Continuum. New York. 2007. Page 210. 
 
As evolving “christians” we commit ourselves as Jesus did 
to dream of new possibilities; to find new meanings 
to leave baggage behind; to free ourselves from fear  
to take risks; to co-operate and share to end violence  
and to live the dream of the Spirit’s reign  
in the human community here... now...  
We pray earnestly 
that Jesus’ story and his practices  
may become our story and our practices.      -Michael Morwood 
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COSMIC        EVOLUTION OF THE UNIVERSE    Years ago (billions)     Figures are approx  
CALENDAR  (Carl Sagan and Neil deGrasse Tyson) 
 I JAN       13.8  (13,800,000,000) Big Bang 
15 MAR      11     (11,000,000,000) Milky Way galaxy formed 
31 AUG       4.57    (4,570,000,000) Our solar system formed - Sun, planets, earth’s moon 

 
     EVOLUTION OF LIFE ON EARTH   Years ago (billions) 

21 SEPT      3.8     (3,800,000,000) First life 
29 OCT            2.4     (2,400,000,000) Oxygenation of atmosphere 
14 DEC            0.67     (670,000,000) Simple animals 
18 DEC            0.5       (500,000,000) Fish 
20 DEC            0.45     (450,000,000) Land plants 
21 DEC            0.4       (400,000,000) Insects and seeds 
23 DEC          0.3       (300,000,000) Reptiles 
26 DEC       0.2       (200,000,000) Mammals 
27 DEC       0.15     (150,000,000) Birds 
28 DEC       0.13     (130,000,000) Flowers 
30 DEC 06:24        0.065     (65,000,000)    Cretaceous-Paleogene extinction event: non-avian 

dinosaurs die out 
   HUMAN EVOLUTION     Years ago (millions) 

30 DEC                 65         (65,000,000)    Primates 
31 DEC 06.05        15          (15,000,000) Apes 
31 DEC 22:24        2.5           (2,500,000) Primitive humans and stone tools 
31 DEC 23:44        0.4              (400,000) Domestication of fire 
31 DEC 23:52        0.2              (200,000) Anatomically modern humans 
31DEC 23:59:32    0.012             (12,000) Agriculture 

 
    ‘HISTORY’ BEGINS       Years ago (thousands) 

31 DEC 23:59:47    5.5    (5,500) First writing 
31 DEC 23:59:48    5.0    (5,000) First dynasty of Egypt, Sumer, astronomy 
31 DEC 23:59:49    4.5    (4,500) Alphabet, wheel 
31 DEC 23:59:51    4.0    (4,000) Code of Hammurabi, Middle Kingdom of Egypt 
31 DEC 23:59:53    3.5    (3,500) Mycenaen Greece, Iron Age in Near East, India, Europe 
31 DEC 23:59:53    3.0   ( 3,000) Kingdom of Israel, ancient Olympic games 
31 DEC 23:59:54    2.5    (2,500)       Buddha, Confucius, Qin Dynasty, Classical Greece, Askokan 

Empire, Vedas completed, Euclidean geometry, Archimedean 
physics, Roman Republic 

31 DEC 23:59:55     2.0   (2,000)        Ptolemaic astronomy, Roman Empire, Jesus, invention of  
numeral 0 

31 DEC 23:59:56    1.5   (1,500)         Muhammad, Maya civilization, Song Dynasty, Byzantine 
Empire 

31 DEC 23:59:58     1.0   (1,000)         Mongol Empire, crusades, Christopher Columbus voyages to 
Americas, Renaissance in Europe 

31 DEC  23:59:58    0.5    (500)          Modern science and technology, American Revolution, French 
revolution, World war I, World war II, Apollo on Moon  

5	  MASS	  EXTINCTIONS	  OF	  LIFE	  ON	  EARTH	  (Causes:	  volcanoes,	  sea-‐level	  falls,	  asteroids	  …)	  
1. 450 - 440 million years ago:The first great mass extinction event - 60 - 70% of all species killed.  
2. 375 - 360 million years ago in the Late Devonian period: 70% of all species eliminated. 
3. 251m years ago. “The great dying”: a staggering loss of life: perhaps 90–96% of all species went 

extinct. All life on earth is descended from the 4-5% of species that survived. 
4. 200m years ago: The end Triassic mass extinction of estimated 70 - 75% of all species. 
5. 65 million years ago. The end Cretaceous mass extinction is famously associated with the demise 

of the dinosaurs. Virtually no large land animals survived. 75% of all species became extinct. 
Mammals and birds emerged as dominant land vertebrates. 
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How could a meaningful understanding and experience of the Bible 
enrich our Christian life and practice in the 21st century? 

 
Christopher Page 

 
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?  
 
Introduction 
The reading of an ancient text like the Bible in the 21st Century demands what we 
might call Pre-enlightenment skills.  As Karen Armstrong suggests we need an 
understanding of the difference between two words; two ways of being - Mythos and 
Logos: 
 
Mythos deals with story, art, song and even dance.  Mythos provides an entrance into 
the big issues of life. 
Logos is interested in the logic and practice of daily life. 
 
Armstrong argues that these two ways of being were in harmony until the modern era. 
And we are aware that in the modern era Logos won over Mythos. 
 
But I want to take it further than that. Mythos did not vanish in the post-enlightenment 
world.  Rather it made a reappearance in the form of the modern novel – in fact it 
remerged in what we call fiction.  I have often been perplexed that the experience of 
say sadness, when a character in a novel is killed or injured that.  Why would I shed a 
tear for someone, he or she who exists only in the imagination of the writer and the 
reader?  The facts maybe contrived and yet I am moved and my emotions react. 
	  
The other area Mythos has made a comeback is in contemporary cinema.  Again 
engaging the imagination in a contrived story the viewer is drawn out to a place where 
her or his life can actually be changed.  The film Birdman starring Michael Keaton is 
an extraordinary example of this kind of poetry in motion; of fantasy mingled with an 
engagement with reality. And when we leave the theatre, the question is not where we 
will have our coffee, rather it raises the question of the meaning and purpose of some 
aspect of our own lives.  I suppose that that is the purpose of mythology.  Just to stay 
with film for a moment, movies will try to make the connection with logos/facts by 
placing the beginning of the film, based on a true story. But for a story to work it 
doesn’t have to be “based” on a true story, it has to be a true story, that is it must be 
“true to the great myths of existence”. 
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Reading the Bible in the 21st Century 
 
Ok so I should get to the Bible. First, a couple of personal opinions.   
Reading the gospels and imbibing their content is not enough to live and practice the 
Christian life;  
Centring on the person of the historical Jesus of Nazareth is not enough to experience a 
meaning life that we may call Christian   
 
I think history is more informative and descriptive but it is not prescriptive.  As my 
introduction suggests narrative, story, art, music, poetics and fiction can have more 
influence in our lives than facts and figures and even historical evidence which in the 
case of the Bible is minimal. So for the text of the Bible to inform, reform, transform 
and shape our lives we must have a Mythos encounter.   
 
But do we want the Bible to do that to us?  As many will remind us, there is stuff in the 
Bible that we don’t want to mimic and we don’t want to shape us.  So I don’t believe 
the Bible can be a “stand alone” text book for how we live our lives.  While it may be 
significant among many texts, we must include other narratives and other texts.  And of 
course none the less important than the story/the narrative of the universe.   
 
But for even an emerging form of Christian “faith,” if it is to be rich and alive it seems 
impossible to relegate the Bible to the bottom of the bookshelf.  I think we must find a 
way to recovery the best the Biblical story has to offer.  I would almost say that we 
must fall in love with the Bible again.   
 
This calls for a hermeneutic – an interpretation, that puts poetics, metaphor and 
personal experience before dogma and literalism.  
A new way of reading the Bible in the light the known cosmos, other faiths, literature 
and even film. 
The Bible is a thoroughly human Bible that stores the wisdom and struggle of the 
relationship between the human and the sacred/divine/God. 
 
The question “Can I be a Christian in the 21st century” can morph into “Can I go to 
church in the 21st century,”  so reading the Bible in the 21st century and being a 
Christian may mean that we need to select a canon within a canon.  And that it should 
be chosen and understood by its capacity to encounter our deepest human need for 
meaning.  What will set many in the church against this is that it can be seen as 
subjective and idiosyncratic.  So: 
 
We need to love, value and experience a “selective” Biblical narrative.  And it is a 
theological enterprise rather than a literary of historical one. 
The great meta-stories of religious, spiritual and human experience, must be a part of 
this; the creation Mythos; the flight to freedom; the wilderness; the parables from Jonah 
to Jesus and so forth.  
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But we need to be selective about what we fall in love with and the stories we reflect 
upon in the context of the human values of love, compassion; kindness; reconciliation; 
forgiveness; mercy…. 
 
While there is obvious historical events, characters and places in the Bible they are 
subservient to an encounter with the Sacred and the divine/human in the text.  The path 
to this encounter, I believe is a richer experience of poetics, metaphor, symbol, wisdom 
and parable. 
 
There needs to be communities of interpretation and a recovery of subjectivism.  A 
personal knowledge as Michael Polanyi suggests: 
“We do not accept a religion because it offers us certain rewards. The only thing that a 
religion can offer us is to be just what it, in itself, is: a greater meaning in ourselves, in 
our lives, and in our grasp of the nature of things...a religion exists for us only if, like a 
piece of poetry, it carries us away. It is not in any sense a 'hypothesis.”1  
― Michael Polanyi, “Meaning” 
	  
Final Questions! 
 
What do we keep and what do we leave behind? 
What do we do with the violence we read in the Bible? 
Keep it? 
Accept it? 
Explain it – as a human evolutionary process? 
 
How do we explain to those coming after us the importance of literary 
fiction/Myth/poetics/story  
In the sense that I have been using it can fiction/metaphor/symbol change me but 
perhaps more importantly can it change the world? 
Can poetry change the world? 
 
Are we stuck on history and the quest for the Historical Jesus? 
 
Are we stuck on science as the panacea of internal truth? 
 
We don’t need miracles to live in a miraculous world (“There are only two ways to live 
your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a 
miracle.”  Albert Einstein) 
 
Do we believe that all ancient wisdom is time bound, the Bible included? And how do 
we communicate that? 
 
 
 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Michael	  Polanyi,	  Meaning	  
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Conclusion 
If we approach the Bible with a Poetic stance then we place the poetics and imagination 
into an historical setting, rather than the other way around.  Poetics is distinguished 
from hermeneutics by its focus not on the meaning of a text, but rather how a text’s 
different elements come together and produce certain effects on me the reader.2 And 
that means it (the Bible) doesn’t have to be the source of all morality, wisdom or 
science,  
 
Cecil Day-Lewis in his poem, On Not Saying Everything, ends with these rather 
enigmatic words, 
 
Love’s essence, like a poem’s, shall spring 
from the not saying everything.”…. 
  
The greatness of Christianity is its capacity to assimilate whatever the findings of the 
human spirit are…..  William Everson 
	  
Wild Geese 
By Mary Oliver 
 
You do not have to be good. 
You do not have to walk on your knees 
For a hundred miles through the desert, repenting. 
You only have to let the soft animal of your body 
love what it loves. 
 
Tell me about your despair, yours, and I will tell you mine. 
Meanwhile the world goes on. 
Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain 
are moving across the landscapes, 
over the prairies and the deep trees, 
the mountains and the rivers. 
 
Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air, 
are heading home again. 
Whoever you are, no matter how lonely, 
the world offers itself to your imagination, 
calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting -- 
over and over announcing your place 
in the family of things. 
 

 
 
 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Culler,	  Jonathan	  (1997).	  Literary	  Theory:	  A	  Very	  Short	  Introduction.	  
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What Could a Christian Understanding of Jesus be 
in the 21st Century? 

 
Rev Dr Lorraine Parkinson 

 
Recently I heard about a conversation between a person with a conservative Christian 
approach and another person who’s exploring ways that Christianity is evolving.  The 
conservative Christian was quite sure he knew where his conversation partner was 
placed.   “You don’t believe in God, and what’s more, you don’t believe in Jesus”, he 
announced.   Given that he hadn’t actually enquired about the other person’s faith, his 
outburst did seem a trifle overstated.  But his view of people with an open, or evolving 
approach to Christianity, is not unusual.  Many people assume that ‘throwing the baby 
out with the bathwater’ (Jesus being the baby and the bathwater being God) is an 
accurate description of what many Christians are doing.  
 
The first thing to say about that, is that in trying to explain how Christianity is evolving 
in the 21st century, the name ‘Christian’ is at least half the problem .    
The name derives first from the Greek name ‘Christianos’, through the Latin name 
‘Christianus’, to the English name ‘Christian’, which means ‘belonging to Christ’.  In 
practical terms the meaning would be more accurately stated as ‘believer in Christ’.  
Followers of ‘Christ’ believe in a series of dogmatic and doctrinal propositions about 
‘the Christ’.   
So when a Christian states that he or she no longer believes in ‘Christ’, it’s fairly 
obvious that the name Christian has become redundant.  But not just the name!  For the 
person walking away from belief in Christ, the whole theological and ecclesiastical 
edifice built on Christ has become meaningless.   These days, when someone claims to 
be a ‘Christian’, there’s a good chance they belong to a Pentecostal or Evangelical 
church.   Catholics will generally just say, “I’m a Catholic.”  Recently a Jewish man 
asked if John and I were Catholics or Christians.  I wanted to say, “I’m neither.  I call 
myself a follower of Jesus.”  But that would have confused him even more. 
 
Occasionally, when I’m talking with groups about what John and I choose to call the 
‘evolving’ faith of the church, someone will assume that because I do not profess to 
‘believe in Christ’, I have rejected Jesus, as well.   Those of you who went to Common 
Dreams 3 may remember that I talked about the equating of the two names ‘Jesus’ and 
‘Christ’.  This is extremely prevalent in Christian discourse.  Just recently an order for a 
church service contained these words in the call to worship: “Jesus calls us to follow 
and when we do, we are set free, free to care for the world as Christ does.”   
Confusion like that is all around us.   Clergy and laity alike seem to be confused about 
whether to use the name Jesus or the name Christ.   So they have a bob each way and 
use both!  Very often they’re used together - Jesus Christ!   There seems to be very 
little consciousness of the enormous differences the two names represent.  So for 
countless Christians, Jesus is the Christ, and the Christ is Jesus.   Because of that, 
separating Jesus from Christ is a bit like trying to unscramble two eggs.  But it’s a 
necessary task - if we’re going to be able to talk about Jesus as source of wisdom and 
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spirituality for the 21st century.  So far there hasn’t been much progress made in 
distinguishing between Jesus and Christ.  That’s why the bottom line for many 
Christians still is, that if you reject Christ, you reject Jesus.   If you invoke Christ, you 
invoke Jesus.    
  
But the whole movement away from traditional Christian ways of understanding God 
and Jesus means that work must be done to separate Jesus from the edifice called 
‘Christ’.  If this is not done, there will always be confusion and misunderstanding.  
There’ll be no clear understanding of what it means to follow Jesus in the 21st century.  
There will be roadblocks obstructing the development of spirituality built on the God of 
love encountered in Jesus’ teaching.  Some scholars try to reinterpret ‘Christ’ so he 
sounds more like Jesus, and thereby hang on to the name Christ.  But that only creates 
even more confusion.  With all that in mind, I’m going to offer you three ways of going 
about the essential task of understanding Jesus separately from ‘Christ’.  These ways 
come in the form of questions.  
 
FIRST question.   Can you find a depiction of Jesus as the Christ in the Sermon on the 
Mount?   In case you’re not sure, the answer is, “No, you can’t.”  The Sermon on the 
Mount has nothing in it about Jesus the Christ.   That’s one of the reasons we regard 
those teachings as from Jesus himself.   But it begs the question: ‘Who or what is 
Christ?’   I prefer ‘what is Christ’.  Christ is an idea, a concept, a messianic tradition, a 
Greek-styled myth about a divine God-man, upon which was created a whole new 
religion.  In the fourth century that religion was formulated and codified according to 
doctrinal propositions.   
 
From then on, converts to the new religion spent three years studying those doctrines, 
and then professed belief in them at their baptism.  The new believer was saying, “I 
believe in Christ”!  For two thousand years, the ‘Christ’ has grown in size and 
influence, while Jesus has been increasingly sidelined as the mere man who came 
‘before Christ’.   The time before Jesus was born was not dubbed BJ – before Jesus.  
From the sixth century on it was called BC – ‘before Christ’.  
 
After a period of arguing between first century Jews about what sort of Messiah (or 
Christ) Jesus was, ‘Christ’ became more and more the creation of Gentiles.   The reality 
of Jesus’ Jewishness was downgraded and even denied, by a church that preached 
contempt for the Jews.   And so Jesus of Nazareth himself faded from view - further 
and further into the mists of time.    
 
In the meantime, the gospels still included Jesus’ teachings – thank God!  But when it 
came time to face up to the more difficult teachings of Jesus, people preferred to rely 
on ‘salvation offered through the death of Christ’.  The emphasis was on life after 
death, not life on earth.  Christ’s divinity was regarded as an easy way out when Jesus’ 
teachings were thought to be too difficult.  “It’s all very well for him, but he was 
divine, wasn’t he?  We can’t be expected to do that.”  And there of course you have the 
equating of Jesus with Christ. 
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For those who say, but Christ taught us to love each other, I would say, “Christ taught 
nothing: Jesus did.”   For those who say, but Christ gave his life for us, I would say, 
“Christ did not die on a cross to obtain God’s forgiveness for human sin.   It was Jesus 
who died, because his humanitarian teaching was threatening to the top-down authority 
of empire.”   
 
Christ is not a human being.  Christ is a human/divine creation of first to fourth century 
theologians.  So for me, the answer to the question, “What could a Christian 
understanding of Jesus be in the 21st century?” is clear: a positive 21st century 
understanding of Jesus is one that has been liberated from the ancient doctrine of the 
Christ. 
 
SECOND question: is the depiction of Jesus as the Christ compatible with your 21st 
century understanding of God?  Does it have any congruence with 21st century 
knowledge of life and of the universe itself?  The first thing we have to acknowledge is 
that Jesus himself was a man of the first century CE.  Thinking back then still included 
the idea of a flat earth as the centre of the universe, with heaven above and hell 
beneath.  We don’t need to pause for very long to see that this three-tier universe is 
essential for the thinking about God that was abroad in the pre-scientific first century.   
It certainly was an age of great philosophers and writers and thinkers about human life 
and society.  It was also an age of myth-making, belief in gods and goddesses and the 
divinity of Roman emperors.   
  
About 24 years before Jesus was born, Gaius Julius Caesar Augustus became the sole 
ruler of the Roman Empire.  He created a tradition of divine Roman rulers that lasted 
until the fourth century and the reign of Constantine the Great.  Some people think 
Augustus was influenced by the imperial cult of Alexander the Great.  That sounds 
feasible – because Alexander claimed to be the son of Zeus, the ‘father of the gods’ and 
ruler on Mount Olympus.     
John Dominic Crossan tells us that the Apostle Paul chose to call Jesus by divine names 
that had already been given to the Roman emperors.    In every city in Roman Asia, the 
good news or gospel of Augustus was proclaimed – the gospel of his birth, his advent, 
his epiphany and his presence – the good news of a global Lord, divine Son and cosmic 
Saviour.  Those titles were handed down to succeeding emperors.  But Paul of Tarsus 
wanted to differ from that.   For him, Caesar was not divine; the risen Christ was the 
divine Son, global Lord and cosmic Saviour.   
 
Regardless of whether it was about Augustus or Christ, at the heart of God-thought in 
that era was a deity who looked down on earth and intervened into its events and the 
lives of human beings.  This kind of God was in the habit of sending his sons ‘down to 
earth’ to sort out its inhabitants.   Augustus the son of God was believed to have carried 
out that role through his conquering of the known earth and creating the Pax Romana – 
the peace of Rome.  The fact that he did this through the slaughtering or slavery of 
anyone who objected to his rule, was simply dismissed as rebellion against divine 
Caesar – and quickly squashed under the Roman heel. 
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On the other hand, developing Christian tradition understood that it was Christ who 
was sent down from heaven, to bring peace through his sacrificial death. Unfortunately, 
the violent God of Roman imperialism was still present in that understanding. The price 
of peace on earth was the violent death of the Son of God.   And even the end of the 
first century, the violent God lived on in the book of Revelation.   The brutal imagery 
of chapter 19 shows a rampaging Christ, returning from heaven on horseback to 
establish the kingdom of heaven on earth.  There is a double-edged sword coming from 
Christ’s mouth, with which he will ‘strike down the nations.’  His robe has been dipped 
in the blood of the unbelievers. 
 
In the 21st century there has been a mass movement away from inherited religious 
thought of that kind.   The God of the Greeks and Romans and New Testament has 
been dismissed by the church’s ‘alumni’ – the name Bishop John Spong gives to those 
who used to belong.  For many people the persistence of triumphalist ideas about Christ 
in the liturgies and doctrines of the church is the reason they have become atheists.  For 
them, the church still believes in all of that, and naturally enough they want no part of 
it.   But neither do we!   If there is to be continuing interest in Jesus in the 21st century, 
the church has to make it plain that it does not link following Jesus with the violent, 
interventionist ancient God of the three-tier universe.   Wherever possible, those who 
remain in the church have a responsibility to stamp out this kind of God-talk.  They 
owe it to people who are searching for a meaningful spirituality for their lives, and still 
want to look to Jesus for guidance. 
 
So to the THIRD and most important question.   Can Jesus’ ethical teachings relate 
to life as we know it now?   Is it possible to follow him now?  What about same sex 
marriage, or terrorism in the name of religion, or bullying on the internet?  Of course 
Jesus’ teachings don’t mention those things.  But what he taught is timeless, and 
universal in its meaning and application.  Because of that, it contains clear links with 
the needs and aspirations of 21st century people.  It is inspiring, and radical, and 
different, and difficult!    
 
But the teachings do offer guidance in personal life and relationships, including the 
power of forgiveness.  They give direction on issues of justice for the priorities of 
individual governments.  They state clearly that the bottom line for individuals and 
nations is the application of compassion - for all people and for the other species with 
whom we share the earth.  They teach the power of non-violence in relationships 
between individuals and nations.  They proclaim the equality of all human beings.     
 
So what am I saying?   I’m saying that because of its primitive associations, ‘Christian’ 
is not the best word to describe followers of Jesus in the 21st century.   The world is 
becoming more and more multicultural and secular, as well as multi-religious.  In that 
kind of world, Jesus’ teachings have the potential to make basic ethical connections 
with people in all walks of life.  His teachings also lend themselves to linking his 
followers with people of other religions, and with people of no religion.   Because of 
that, people who follow Jesus have a crucial role to play in helping create a harmonious 
and peaceful world.   
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They may not call themselves ‘Christians’.  They will not believe in the manipulating 
God associated with Christ.   
They will be bearers of hope for the future.  They will find themselves connected with 
the universal power of creativity called Love.   
They may call that power of love ‘God’.   
And they may be known as ‘Followers of the Way’. 
 

Concluding Summary 
 
Jesus is not the only source of ethical guidance for human living.  However, his 
teaching has come down to us from before the beginning of the religion called 
Christianity.   It therefore ‘belongs’ with us, although it does not belong solely to us.  It 
is not time-bound, it is universal in its scope and influence.  Very importantly, it is not 
dependent on Christian dogma, especially christological doctrine. 
 
To be a guide for the 21st century Jesus does not have to have been a perfect man, or 
different essentially from any other human being.  His knowledge of human beings and 
their frailties and strengths stemmed from his own self-knowledge.  His teachings may 
be hard, but they are not impossible for ordinary people to carry out.  They are needed 
as much now as they were two thousand years ago.  And they indicate that Jesus had a 
very positive view of the people to whom he gave his teaching.  He expected that they 
would be able to follow him and bring to reality the vision he had for human life – what 
he called the kingdom of heaven on earth. 
 
That also reveals his view of God. Regardless of exactly how he might have imagined 
God from his first century perspective, Jesus’ teaching tells us that he had faith in a 
God who has faith in humanity.  His God is always ready to encourage the best in us 
and forgive the worst. 
   
As Dylan Thomas put it in ‘Under Milkwood’, when the Rev Eli Jenkins prays for his 
people:  
We are not wholly bad or good 
who live our lives under Milk Wood, 
and Thou, I know, wilt be the first, 
to see our best side, not our worst. 
 
On the other hand, pre-occupation with human sinfulness led to the church’s creation of 
the mutually supporting twins – the doctrine of Original Sin and the doctrine of the 
Saviour Christ. 
 
In the name of Jesus and the forgiving God who speaks through his teaching, the time 
has come to liberate Jesus from the church of the past and follow him wholeheartedly, 
into the future. 


