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“Dreams of a church with modern, 

inclusive views” 
 

Bob Douglas, Canberra Times,  
25 September 2013 

 
For most Australians, religion is not a central 
part of their lives. No longer is the Christian 
church Australia's key moral arbiter or its 
principal source of spiritual energy. For a 
variety of reasons, church pews are nowadays 
inhabited by a steadily declining number of 
elderly lifetime Christians. 

In this, Canberra's centenary year, a group of 
400 religious ''progressives'' from across 
Australia, Canada, the US, New Zealand and 
Britain met at ANU last weekend to review the 
evolution of ''progressive'' Christian thought. 
Progressive religious thinking is about critically 
reviewing religious beliefs and practices in the 
context of modern scholarship, understanding 
and human relevance. 

Participants in the conference included a large 
sprinkling of current or former practising clergy 
and theologians from across the 
denominational spectrum, as well as many 
people from the pews, who have discarded 
their earlier belief in God as a ''being'' who 
presides over the world and relates personally 
to what we do as individuals. 

 

 

It is now 50 years since Bishop John Robinson 
published a little book entitled Honest to God 
which called for a revolution in Christian 
thinking and understanding about God. 

A British journal commented at the time: ''It is 
not every day that a bishop goes on public 
record as apparently denying almost every 
Christian doctrine of the church in which he 
holds office''. 

Robinson, influenced by a group of German 
theologians, called for a reconfiguration of the 
sacred, a de-emphasis of the supernatural and 
a new focus on the reality of our ''being'' and 
what lies underneath it. He highlighted the 
irrelevance of belief in a ''God out there'' who 
created the world and pulls our puppet strings. 

Robinson's revolutionary views found fertile soil 
and helped to cement a new culture of spiritual 
rediscovery in small segments of the Christian 
church. 

But most of Christendom, including most of the 
church hierarchies and the fundamentalist 
wings of the church, have persisted with 
traditional Christian theology that the 
progressives claim was developed long after 
the death of Jesus and is really the very 
antithesis of what they think Jesus, the man, 
was trying to accomplish. 

 

  

“Dreams of a church with modern, inclusive views” 
      

The third national Common Dreams gathering of religious progressives was held in 
Canberra from Thursday 19 September to Sunday 22 September. Over 400 people 
signed up for the full conference sessions. Another 100 plus participated in the evening 
keynote addresses. A wide variety of addresses and workshops opened fresh 
perpsectives on Christianity in the contemporary world. Many of the addresses will 
become available soon from the Common Dreams website: www.commondreams.org.au 
 
Future Newsletters will keep you informed. Something of the flavour of the conference is 
conveyed by an article in the Canberra Times that is reprinted below. It conveys  the 
sense of new developments and fresh possibilities that pervaded the conference. 
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Conventional theology can be summarised in 
shorthand by the statement ''Jesus was God in 
the flesh and he died as the price for all our 
sins so that we could go on to heaven after our 
earthly death''. 

The progressive voice would prefer to say 
''Jesus was a real man on a mission to 
transform human society into a better world. 
His teachings, when understood in their 
context, spell out the personal characteristics 
that we should all seek to cultivate, to help 
reach that end''. 

In recent decades, two Americans, Bishop John 
Spong (who has made several previous visits 
to Australia) and Professor Marcus Borg (who 
participated in the Canberra conference), have 
helped to provide international leadership of the 
progressive Christian cause and have, as 
members of a large community of ''Jesus 
scholars'', helped to unpick the mythology built 
up over centuries by the church, which they say 
has promoted implausible concepts like virgin 
birth, the Trinity and the bodily resurrection. 

The Canberra ''Common Dreams'' conference, 
subtitled ''Midwives of Change: Progressives 
shaping religious communities'', came at a time 
when many Australians are concerned at our 
failure as a species and as a nation, seriously 
to address issues like climate change, inequity 
and empathy for other humans and for the 
environment on which future human survival 
depends. 

The disestablishment of the Climate 
Commission, downplaying our role as a foreign 
aid donor, brutality to refugees and 
discrimination against people with sexual 
differences were mentioned repeatedly at the 
conference, as evidence of the urgent need for 
transformative change in the Australian polity. 

What role will Christians play in promoting this 
essential social change? Progressive 
Christians are uncomfortable with the role 
currently played by the Australian Christian 
Lobby in its response to social issues. 
Underpinning that organisation is a 
conventional theology and a belief in the literal 
truth of the Bible as the word of God. Such a 
view has led to the alienation of gay people and 
encouragement to seek salvation in the next 
world rather than this one. 

It is easy to conclude from what has been 
happening to it in recent years that the 
Christian church has now surpassed its ''use-
by'' date. 
Then, along comes a Pope with what appear to 
be increasingly progressive views on social 
questions and a meeting like this one, which 
presented a vision for a different kind of church 
- one that goes beyond secular humanism and 
beyond conventional God talk and builds upon 
real ''Jesus wisdom'', offering real hope for a 
future through the limitless creativity of the 
universe and its human inhabitants. 
http://www.canberratimes.com.au/comment/dre
ams-of-a-church-with-modern-inclusive-views-
20130924-2ubyz.html - ixzz2hVJKtEUI 
 

Bob Douglas is a member of the ACT 
Centre for Progressive Religious Thought. 

The Common Dreams conference website 
is www.commondreams.org.au 

PCNV AGM 

The support of members is invited for the 
Annual General Meeting of the Progressive 
Christian Network of Victoria Inc to be held on 
Sunday 27 October at 4.30 pm at Glen Iris 
Uniting Church, Glen Iris.  
The AGM follows the PCNV meeting from 
3.00pm to 4.30pm. See the final page of this 
newsletter. 
Members will receive a report on the activities 
of PCNV for the year to 30 June, elect the 
Committee for the following year, and vote on 
acceptance of changes to the rules of PCNV to 
bring the organisation up to date with the 
Associations Incorporation Reform Act that 
came into effect in December 2012. 
 

EMERGING CHURCH 
Emerging Church meets on October 20 and 
November 17 (third Sunday of the month) 
5.00pm to 6.30pm at Manningham Uniting 
Church, 152 Anderson’s Creek Road, East 
Doncaster. 
An opportunity for those who are exploring 
alternatives to traditional worship. 
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The unending conversation 
 
To a large extent, the Christian tradition is constituted by language, by words. Of course, it also 
includes rituals and practices, but these are a kind of language. The key question is: How are we 
to understand this language that comes to us from the past?  … 
 
“Where does the drama of history get its material? From the “unending conversation” that is going 
on at the point in history when we are born. Imagine that you enter a parlour. You come late. 
When you arrive, others have long preceded you, and they are engaged in a heated discussion, a 
discussion too heated for them to pause and tell you exactly what it is about. In fact, the  
discussion had already begun long before any of them got there, so that no one present is 
qualified to retrace for you all the steps that had gone before. You listen for a while; then you put 
in your oar. Someone answers; you answer him; another comes to your defence; another aligns 
himself against you, to either the embarassment or gratification of your opponent, depending on 
the quaility of your ally’s assistance. Hoever, the discussion is interminable. The hour grows late, 
you must depart. And you do depart, with the discusion still vigorously in progress.” (1) 
 
So also being Christian involves us in an unending conversation – with the Bible, the Christian 
tradition, and each other. … The task is the ongoing construction of what it means to be Christian. 
 
Marcus Borg, The Heart of Christianity. HarperSanFrancisco. 2003. Pages 19 – 20. 
The quote is from Karen Armstrong in a lecture at Trinity Episcopal Cathedral in Portland, Oregon, 
in February 2002. 
 

ORIGINAL SIN 
 

Original sin died in the writings of Charles Darwin. Maybe that is why traditional churches have 
been so threatened and so frightened by Darwin. Original sin implies an original perfection, from 
which we have fallen. Darwin makes us aware that there was no original perfection but an 
evolution of life from single cells to self-conscious complexity. The traditional way of telling the 
Christ story falls apart with that insight. No original perfection means no fall into sin. No fall into sin 
means that there is no need to be rescued or saved. No need to be saved means that the idea 
that Jesus “died for my sins” or brought about my salvation through his pain and suffering is little 
more than a guilt-producing control technique. Once that medieval worldview has been 
dispatched, perhaps we can begin to see God as life, love and being and Jesus as the human 
experience of that divine presence. On that basis, a new Christianity for a new world will be 
created. 
 
John Shelby Spong, Question & Answer, 26 September 2013. johnshelbyspong.com 
 

 
We give thanks for Jesus and for all people who have taught  
and shown us how to live what we believe:  

• we are to act justly;  
• we are to walk humbly with our God;  
• we are to love our neighbour as ourselves;  
• we are to expand our notions of neighbour;  
• we are to care for all of material creation;  
• we are to forgive and be merciful;  
• we are to give God’s Spirit freedom to act in us;  
• we are to make the “reign” of God evident in our world;  
• we are to love as Jesus would love - generously and wholeheartedly.  

       Michael Morwood, Praying a New Story 
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“What I understand of progressive Christian thought” - Piet’s story 
 

It is always good to share the story of PCNV members 
whose experiences can stimulate reflection 

 
Piet Bart Sietzema, born in Holland in1929 was the youngest of five children. His parents were 
positive Christians (not evangelistic). The dualism of much of the Christian church was not his. He 
did not see life as divided into sacred and secular, nor did he adopt the Greek soul and body split. 
 
He spent two years at the Free University of Amsterdam and two years working in Holland before 
migrating in 1952. He started a degree in Chemical Engineering at the University of Queensland 
and completed it at the University of NSW in 1959.  
 
After graduation he moved to Melbourne where he has lived ever since. 
 
Piet married Jean Dickson in 1963 and together they frequently entertained university students in 
their home. Piet used this opportunity to challenge them to see the sacredness of their calling in 
each chosen field of study, rather than thinking they should spend their time evangelising fellow 
students. This was also in contrast to the prevailing view in many Christian circles that only the 
ordained ministry, the medical profession and perhaps teaching could be seen as sacred callings. 
After 30 years as members of the Reformed Church of Box Hill Piet & Jean are now members of 
Habitat (formerly David’s) Uniting Church. 
 
One of the things that irritates him is that the sin of greed (the basis of modern and widespread 
economic rationalism) is rarely mentioned from the pulpit.  The focus seems to always be on 
sexual sins. At least the Uniting Church is more vocal about our social transgressions.  
 
What follows is not an attempt at a creed to settle who belongs or not but my reflections on what I 
understand of progressive Christian thought. A lot of my full list of 44 points sound negative. Here 
are just a few. However God, the ground of all being and existence, is in us to care for others, 
ourselves, and the creation, including animals. 
 

1. Do not believe in the divinity of Jesus, therefore do not hold a Trinitarian position. However, 
Jesus was totally filled with God’s spirit, and after his resurrection became part of Divinity.  

 
2. Genesis Story, fall.  Man was never perfect but evolved as life on earth developed.  

Humans were on earth in approximately the present form around 100,000 years ago. 
 

3. No Original Sin. Original Blessing instead. 
 

4. Belief in the bodily resurrection (resuscitation) of Jesus is debatable. 
 

5. NO substitutionary death of Jesus, otherwise God is a child abuser. 
 

6. NO virgin birth.  He was born as an ordinary human being. 
 

7. NO Ascension.  This is based on belief in a three-tiered universe.  Even Jesus has the idea 
that God is “up there” in heaven but he also said God is in our hearts, and we are in God, 
and God is around everywhere whether we are aware of it or acknowledge it or not. Jesus’ 
knowledge was consistent with his being a man of his time. 

 
A slightly longer biography and the full 44 points mentioned may be obtained from Piet by email at 
poeticachristi@netspace.net.au or by phoning 98905885.  
 
 



 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to  

 

“Re-enchantment With What?” 
A Time to Reflect 

 

with   

Lorraine Parkinson, Lorna Henry,  
John Bodycomb and Coralie Ling 

  
WHEN:     Sunday 27 October 2013  
              3.00pm to 4.30pm 
 

WHERE:       Glen Iris 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 
At the June PCNV meeting on 'Where is Progressive Christianity At?', Rev Dr 
Chris Page's contribution on the need for 'Re-Enchantment'  drew a positive 
response. The priority follow up questions about progressive Christianity from 
participants in that meeting frequently referred to the need for re-enchantment 
and how it could be encouraged. 
 
This October meeting will pick up the 're-enchantment' theme.   The meeting 
will take the form of thinking about the spirituality of progressive Christian 
thinkers. In particular it will unpack the idea of 'Love is God', using music, 
imagery, scripture, reflection, video, ritual and short discussion. 
 

THE LEADERS 
Rev Dr Lorraine Parkinson, Lorna Henry, Rev Dr John Bodycomb and Rev Dr 
Coralie Ling are well known to PCNV members. All have addressed PCNV 
meetings. All have experience in leading progressive groups – with Lorna 
Henry the leader of the pioneering group “Something for the Spirit”. They 
combine breadth of scholarship with practical experience that equips them to 
lead experiences that can enrich spirituality. 

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


