
April Robinson-Jesus as a spiritual guide: What might Jesus mean in a 
contemporary, pluralistic world? 

I will temper what I am about to say with a caveat that localises my knowledge on this 
subject. I have gained what little insight I have through my role as an interfaith worker, 
but also the surreptitious questioning of my faith-filled friends. I would also like to say 
that although my question is centred on Jesus – therefor imbuing my answer in 
Christendom, I believe that this subject can be applied to all those of various faiths and 
spirituality. I have a habit of not sticking to the prescribed topic (totally justified on my 
part), and, much to the chagrin of my university lecturers. However, I hope that you don’t 
mind if I broaden my scope to include all of our brothers and sisters of faith.  

My theoretical frame work for this talk, is the worship of god. The thesis of this talk is one 
of my favorite adages “If you can’t find god in all, you can’t find god at all”.  

I love my question. When I first received it, I was very excited – “what might Jesus mean 
in a contemporary, pluralistic world”?  The use of the word might left me to employ the 
breadth of my imagination, and imagine how I would conceive this multifaith world in 
perfect harmony. However, as I sat over breakfast, thinking about my imagining, I 
realised that I’m too pragmatic to conceive of this utopia.  

So I moved to the words contemporary and pluralistic. And wanting to qualify, for those 
theologians out there, I’m using pluralism in the sense of our multifaith reality, not as the 
tripartite theory which becomes part of the exclusivism/inclusivism debate. And for the 
semantics out there, I’m using contemporary (belonging to the same time) as 
synonymous with temporal (pertaining to time).  

My anti-prescriptive (some might say anti-authoritarian) nature, is delighted to see the 
pushing of boundaries within the faith structure. I don’t know if I believe that the world 
was ever so “simple” comparative to these complicated times. That once upon a time, 
we could except what we were told and we’re happy to remain in metaphorical silos. But 
what I do know is what I see in front of me. The want of diversification, the awareness of 
other “truths”, and the openness and willingness to share our sacred spaces. This is, of 
course, not to say that there aren’t those of us who still lay claim to supremacy. Those 
who worry about the diversity of faiths and the inherent reductionism: nobody wants their 
core foundation of being, reduced to nothing more than a set of beliefs. The 
immanence of spirituality involves more than a set of beliefs, a set of structures and 
being told that if you do not adhere to these certain beliefs and structures, you are 
condemned.  

It is an incredible, and personal act of trust, to give oneself over to the grace of ones 
god. It involves every sense of your being. It enables you to finally feel that you’re 
enough, to know that you are an integral part of the bigger picture….well, that’s how you 
should feel anyway – the ultimate acceptance. But the problem with this temporal setting 
is the staunchness of our structures in a time of comparative flux. Of course structures 
do tend to be staunch – to uphold the values and virtues of the old way, the right way. 
However, with the proliferation of knowledge available to us, and the visible changes of 
cultural norms – the old values, and the old virtues can become a hindrance to real 
worship…real acceptance – acceptance by god, by accepting yourself.  



And here lies the problem. The almost inherent need for bifurcation, 
compartmentalisation and necessitation, worryingly, become the main components of 
one’s faith. Instead of trusting in their own relationship with god, it is the explicitness of 
their religiosity, what the world can see, and how they are judged by their fellow 
community that becomes central focus.  

I see these problems as being trapped in a glass silo. From inside the silo, you can look 
out to see the rich diversity of expressions of faith, but you are also trapped from within 
the walls.  

The most enriching part of my job, is when I see, meet and listen to those who have 
broken free of their silo. Their faith is the strongest it has ever been, but in a paradoxical 
twist, there is a space that has been created, where you can feel open to question your 
own beliefs, you can feel open to question the beliefs of others and you understand that 
no one holds the truth. This is the temporal setting for faith. It sounds counterintuitive, 
and could even sound reductionist, but it binds us together because you see god in all.  

The most exciting part when coming into this kind of thinking, is that it encompasses 
what Jesus was about – the love of enemies, becomes the understanding of the “other”. 
Learning that it is ok, to give and not to expect anything in return. Our beliefs, whatever 
they are, enable us to have a different perception of our own behaviour. We all like to 
believe that this is the right way forward, and the story of Jesus is one avenue we can 
follow that will lead us there. But it’s not the only one. Whether he is seen as the son of 
god, a prophet of god or, just an incredible person. His story is worthy of our time. His 
courage, his empathy, his passion, are an integral part of this pluralistic world, as we 
look for affirmation of our own humanity.  

  

  



Alys Gagnon- Jesus as Social Prophet. 

Friends, thank you for having me with you today. I’m delighted to be here. 

Two weeks ago, a tweet popped up in my feed from someone I will refer to as Captain 
Evangelical. He says; 

“Serious question; could progressive Christianity exist without the LGBTQ cause? Just 
asking? What would progressive Christianity stand for?” 

This prompted a bunch of replies with people listing all sorts of progressive causes, all 
very close to my leftie bleeding heart. 

But I though, geez, that’s a bit cart before horse, isn’t it. 

“The heart of progressive Christianity isn’t about politics, it’s about God” I says to him. 
Sure, there’s interplay between faith and politics, but you get that across the spectrum. 
It’s like asking, “would there be an evangelical movement if women just accepted that 
they shouldn’t be ordained or be authorised to lead in Church?” 

Of course the truth is, if I may be so bold, progressive Christianity doesn’t start with 
progressive secular causes. Progressive Christianity starts with a purposeful and 
deliberate exploration of who Jesus was, and potentially what the concept of what Christ 
means and how those two elements lead us to live in the world, rather than finding a 
theology that suits our secular values and politics. 

I tell you this, because I have been doing an awful lot of thinking, over the course of 
several months, about what I was going to say to you today. In all honesty until now had 
been, as Captain Evangelical suggests, my faith had been based in the secular causes 
that suited me and my chardonnay sipping pinko ways. 

I suppose I got lucky in a way over the past three months – I believe that an exploration 
of who Jesus was and what Christ means in the course of preparing to speak with you 
today, has lead me back to those secular progressive political values and causes. To be 
clear, my faith doesn’t start with progressive politics and end with God, but rather, it 
starts with God, and the person of Jesus which then leads to me my progressive politics. 

So, Captain Evangelical gets a vote of thanks from me, as do you all in the PCNV, for 
prompting me to seriously think through my faith and my values and how they fit 
together, and coming, I think, to a more grounded and mature theology based on Jesus 
first, and politics second. 

I’ve been asked to explore whether or not Jesus as social prophet and son of god 
metaphors are still a useful model for how to act justly in the current World? I think the 
answer is yes. I think he was quite an incredible social prophet, and I’m planning to 
explore what sort of social prophet he might have been. 



In terms of son of god metaphors, I want only to say that the answer to whether or not 
these metaphors are useful for how to act justly in the world is NO. 

And YES. 

Does Jesus need to be the son of god in order to be a model for how to act justly? No, 
He can be human and still be that model. 

But, if he isn’t a “son of God” – if he isn’t somehow special, then what sets Jesus apart 
from a bunch of other people who have said largely similar things throughout the course 
of human history? 

My guess is that this will be a lifelong grapple for many of us. 

My discussion today about Jesus the social prophet assumes a bit about you. It 
assumes that you’re au fait with Marcus Borg’s work, comfortable with the search for the 
historical Jesus, and that you’re familiar with the socio-political elements to the life and 
times that Jesus lived in. What those assumptions allow me to do, is to introduce you to 
the new shiny political narrative tool that is being rolled out right now in Australia – the 
same which has been used by progressives and progressive organisers in the States for 
about a decade now. 

By way of background, I’m currently working for the Uniting Church in what I’m 
describing as my first real job. That’s because for the past 12 years, I’ve worked, in one 
form or another, for the Labor Party – as a junior administrative assistant to an equally 
junior backbencher in the ACT Territory Government in 2002, through to a National 
Organiser with senior responsibility for the local campaigns in two states at the last 
election. 

I live and breathe politics, for better or worse. But I’m hoping that in the future, it will be 
my hobby and not the thing I rely on to pay my mortgage. 

Marshall Ganz is a political progressive, an organiser and a Harvard academic. He is 
Jewish, the son of a rabbi who took his family to Germany to work with Holocaust 
survivors after World War 2. His early career was spent organising farm workers in the 
midwest to demand better pay and conditions. He was also an organiser in the 
Mississippi Democratic Party. In the early 80’s he started working as a campaigner for 
the Democrats. Apparently he worked on Nancy Pelosi’s first congressional campaign – 
now that’s something to tell your kids. 

In 1991 Ganz went back to Harvard to complete the undergraduate degree he started 
but never finished, and he’s stayed there ever since, now a senior lecturer at the 
Kennedy School of Government. 

Marshall Ganz is an incredibly influential figure in progressive circles right now because 
of his public narrative model. 



Ganz’s theory is that inspiring leaders draw on a specific narrative model to motivate 
supporters to action. He calls it a story of self, us and now. He says that everyone has a 
story, a moment and awakening or a series of experiences in their lives that bring them 
to where they are now, and that that story will be part of the story of the community 
(whichever community that might be) and that these two stories will have relevance for 
the challenge currently being faced. 

Let me read from an essay he wrote on the subject: 

A story of self communicates who I am – my values, my experience, why I do what I do. 
A story of us communicates who we are – our shared values, our shared experience, 
and why we do what we do. And a story of now transforms the present into a moment of 
challenge, hope, and choice. This articulation of the relationship of self, other, and action 
is also at the core of our moral traditions.  

This is exactly the public narrative model that was so effectively employed by President 
Obama throughout his career. He gave an absolutely incredible speech to the DNC 
Convention in 2004 – seen as a critical turning point in his career. He tells the story of 
his father, who went to America seeking opportunity, he describes very poignantly how 
his father is like so many Americans who came before him and have come after him, 
and then pivots to a discussion of how there is a challenge to keep that opportunity open 
for the years to come. In short, his father’s story becomes the story of America and then 
becomes inspiration for keeping that story alive for the future. 

It’s heartstrings stuff, but Obama and Ganz both know that we are fundamentally 
emotional beings, we’re human. We are deeply motivated by the emotional, and deeply 
inspired by the emotional. 

There, I think, tends to be a generally accepted, perhaps not amongst this group, but 
certainly reasonably widely accepted, mythology about Jesus – that people were simply 
attracted to him and flocked around him without coordination or planning. That it wasn’t 
deliberate. That it sort of happened by magic – the divine hand reaching down from the 
sky, picking people up and putting them in Jesus’ way. 

What rot. 

Here’s the thing that I’ve learnt over a 12 year political career. Movements don’t just 
come out of nowhere. Even when they look like they come out of nowhere. They are 
deliberately and purposefully designed. 

There is admin work to do, logistics to organise. Movements need advocates. They need 
leaders. They need a spokesperson. Even the most devolved, grassroots, bottom up 
groups still need a basic direction. Almost a midwife, if you will. 

This is the point I want to make. To build the movement Jesus built, to attract the crowds 
of people that came to hear him speak and for the way the news of him spread in the 
way it did, I can’t imagine that there wasn’t some purpose to it, some strategy thought 
out, even if just rudimentary and basic. 



One of the most essential pieces to the movement building puzzle, is the piece that 
describes what you’ll say and how you’ll motivate people – a social prophet. 

I think Jesus must have been a very engaging speaker. Borg touches on Jesus’ flair for 
public speaking. He certainly understood the power of a story – you need only read the 
parables to know that. He was obviously well practised in the art of rhetoric. The Sermon 
on the Mount is a triumph of it. His conversation with Pontius Pilate is worthy of a 
barrister in the tradition of Cleaver Greene, the protagonist of the ABC series Rake. And 
all of it, almost all of it, was used to challenge the social and political structures of the 
world he lived in. 

I want to do something a bit cheeky. I want to tell you Jesus’ personal story, applying the 
Ganz model of public narrative. In doing so, I want to acknowledge, what I feel could be 
the sin of blasphemy I’m about to commit, and the dozen heresies I’m about to stray into 
and seek both the forgiveness of God, and of you all here today, in advance. 

So. Let’s begin.  

 

It’s said that my mother is a direct descendent of David. The circumstances of my birth 
would never have given any clues as to that fact, though. She’s a remarkable woman, 
my mother. There are not many women amongst us who would ride miles and miles and 
miles on a donkey while heavily pregnant and give birth in a barn, with the horses, pigs 
and chickens. This woman, a princess of the house of Israel, brought lowly in this way, 
but still maintains a quiet dignity that inspires many many people who come across her. 

My father, is a carpenter. He’s a quiet man, and he doesn’t say much, but he loves my 
mother with all his heart. He’s a real craftsman, my father. He’s strong, strong-hearted 
and generous. He taught me his craft and has shown me how to honour my mother in 
the same quiet and gentle way he does. 

Together we lived a pretty quiet life in Nazareth. We were not wealthy but we managed. 
We went to temple. We lived the laws. We were a good Jewish family. I learnt my 
father’s trade, became a carpenter too. I imagined I would live out my days in Nazareth. 

A few years ago, I turned 30. I went to John, who had been baptising people, washing 
them in the River Jordan, as a symbolic act to cleanse them of their sins. He was an 
extraordinary man, with an extraordinary message – calling people to confess their sins 
and be washed in the waters of faithfulness, to be clean. He spoke out against the 
oppression and sins being committed by the leaders in the temple, people who were 
using the positions to manipulate faithful people and keep them downtrodden and 
marginalised. 

Something happened when I met John. He baptised me, yes. But something else 
happened. Something deep and permanent. An awakening. Something profound and life 
shattering. I went from the River Jordan into the wilderness. I wrestled with my faith, with 



the devil, with everything I knew about the temple, the leaders of the temple, the Jewish 
law and how to live a faithful life. 

And then my friend John was arrested. For speaking truth and repentance John was 
arrested, taken away. For speaking the truth about our law, and about the Kingdom of 
God, John was executed. 

John’s message must live on, and so, I take up his mantle. Now I say to you, “Repent, 
for the kingdom of heaven has come near.” 

Most importantly, I learnt from John and from my time in the wilderness about the way to 
truly live a faithful Jewish life. I learnt that it is worthy to be poor in spirit, to mourn, to be 
meek, to truly seek righteousness. I learnt that it is worthy to be merciful, to be pure in 
heart, to seek and make peace. And I learnt that the kingdom of heaven belongs to 
those who are persecuted for righteousness sake – those who are like my friend John. 

We face a choice, my friends. In this day and age. We can continue to live as the temple 
leaders, the Pharisees, the Sadducees, the scribes and the teachers, would have us 
live. To adhere to the law in an empty technical way. To use the laws to garner profit and 
power for those who are already wealthy and already powerful. To use the laws to 
perpetuate injustice in our community. 

Or we can engage with the spirit of the law, and with the spirit of our faith. A faith that 
builds people up, that honours them. A faith that challenges the unequal social 
structures that have been created around our temples. A faith that honours the women 
amongst us. A faith that would have us care for the least of us. A faith that asks us to 
seek God by acknowledging the wrongs we have committed, and a faith that redeems 
us with love. 

I was hungry and you gave me food. I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink. I 
was a stranger and you welcomed me. I was naked and you gave me clothing. I was 
sick and you took care of me. I was in prison and you visited me. For whatever you do 
for the least amongst us, you do for it for me . 

 

  



Laura Cregan (Lindsay) - Jesus as Movement Maker.                 

Good afternoon everyone and thank you for the opportunity to present this afternoon. 

“In 1993, Garrett W. Sheldon and Deborah Morris published, the book What Would 
Jesus Do? A contemporary retelling of Charles M. Sheldon’s classic, In His Steps. 

In the novel Rev. Henry Maxwell encounters a homeless man who challenges him to 
take seriously the imitation of Christ. The homeless man has difficulty understanding 
why, in his view, so many Christians ignore the poor. 

He says: “I heard some people singing at a church prayer meeting the other night, 

‘All for Jesus, all for Jesus, 

All my being’s ransomed powers, 

All my thoughts, and all my doings, 

All my days, and all my hours.’ 

  

and I kept wondering as I sat on the steps outside just what they meant by it. It seems to 
me there’s an awful lot of trouble in the world that somehow wouldn’t exist if all the 
people who sing such songs went and lived them out. I suppose I don’t understand. But 
what would Jesus do? Is that what you mean by following His steps? It seems to me 
sometimes as if the people in the big churches had good clothes and nice houses to live 
in, and money to spend for luxuries, and could go away on summer vacations and all 
that, while the people outside the churches, thousands of them, I mean, die in 
tenements, and walk the streets for jobs, and never have a piano or a picture in the 
house, and grow up in misery and drunkenness and sin.” 

This leads too many of the novel’s characters asking, “What would Jesus do?” when 
faced with decisions of some importance. This has the effect of making the characters 
embrace Christianity more seriously and focus on what they see as its core — the life of 
Christ”. 

Before we start to unpack in any great detail “What Jesus would do”? We need to, for 
the sake of today’s argument define who we are referring to when we say Jesus. Does 
our understanding (or own creation) of Jesus and what we think he would think and do in 
any given situation create a space that illuminates the person of Jesus that brings us life, 
enthusiasm, vigor and encouragement (for ourselves and others)?  Or, do our 
constructions create a climate of judgment, pressure and criticism? If we morph Jesus 
into a one-dimensional, controllable figure and then try to squash every person into that 
mold, are we nullifying the ability to see the value of our uniqueness and our own sense 
of divinity? 



A crucial distinction exists that needs to be named before I continue. The crucial 
distinction is that the name Jesus has two referents. Borg defines these in the following 
way: 

1. Jesus the human figure of the past: Jesus of Nazareth, a Galilean Jew of the first 
century. 

2. Jesus the divine figure of Christian theology devotion and worship. Jesus of the 
present, the risen living Christ who is one with God. 

Definition one refers to the pre-Easter Jesus and definition two refers to the post Easter 
Jesus. Today, I wish to answer the question referring to Jesus the movement maker 
through the former lens .I choose to do this as it allows me to practically elaborate on 
how a sense of divinity can be found if the emphasis is placed upon the historical Jesus, 
Jesus the human figure, movement maker and Jewish mystic. 

Before I delve any further into unpacking the question I have to say I was a little troubled 
by the statement in the question about Jesus detracting from a sense of divinity in us all. 
Not because I felt the overwhelming urge to jump to Jesus defence but because, as 
Marcus Borg puts it in his book ‘Meeting Jesus for the first time’, “it is about a 
relationship with God that involves us in the journey of transformation”. I was disturbed 
because making a blanket statement about the divinity in “US ALL” assumes that we 
are all the same and our experience of this sameness is called divinity. If we think about 
the quote: 

“Jesus taken seriously is the permission to break the habit of Christianity”, then we really 
should talk about how diverse the sense of divinity is within us and how unique it is. Not, 
how the presence of God is a carbon copy for all. 

 Every individual is entitled to engage in their own personal journey of 
transformation?  How can we talk about the divinity “in us all”, when this divinity is so 
uniquely personal and individual? I think that our own sense of the transcendence of 
God is between the individual and God. 

 Yes, it is true we have churches whereby we gather together as a community because 
we all collectively share a sense of belonging about the story of the Christian faith. But is 
this senses of divinity exactly the same for every person? No I don’t think so. If we take 
away that blanket statement we are able to include into the conversation those that fit 
outside of the habit of Christianity, for they too have a voice in talking about the sense of 
divinity they experience. This is demonstrated in the excerpt I shared with you at the 
beginning from the book ‘In his steps’ when the homeless man was describing his 
observations of church worshippers. 

So I ask you. Does Jesus get in the way of what Jesus has to offer? Let’s reflect on 
‘Jesus the movement maker’ for a moment. Let’s focus on this person called Jesus 
whose “wisdom teaching spoke of another way that appealed to the marginalised and 
was inclusive of all. He was inclusive and egalitarian; he was a ‘movement maker’ 
because his social prophecy indicated an oppressive and exploitative domination 



system. His movement undermined the sharp social boundaries of his day” (Borg). Is 
this sounding like someone getting in the way of what they have to offer? 

 I make that comment off- the -cuff because what I am doing is creating an argument 
that does not wrestle with the problematic language of the post-Easter Jesus, the 
language that does get in the way of what Jesus has to offer. Once we transport our 
thinking away from the amazing human person of Christ into what he became after his 
death we have an entirely different argument on our hands. This is not to say it is any 
less significant in constructing our theology. In David Galston’s words “the great tragedy 
of Christianity was and is to take all the living vitality of the historical Jesus and kill it with 
a resurrection that creates a thematic Christ”. I don’t insert these words to be 
inflammatory and I am not sure that I agree whole heartedly but they certainly hit at the 
heart of what we are talking about today. 

In his article ‘Postmodernism, the Historical Jesus, and the Church’, David Galston 
makes some statements that really resonate with me and an experience I would like to 
share with you. 

In his article, (which I am drastically paraphrasing), Galston refers to the freedom in 
empty spaces, in nothingness, the breaking away from confessing Christianity towards a 
life-centered Christianity. Emptiness and nothingness mean the end of theme and the 
beginning of presence. 

I really think if we are trying to find a sense of divinity in what Jesus has to offer in the 
historical Jesus hermeneutic, then this is where we find it. I say this because one of the 
greatest places I found a sense of divinity lived out through a reflection of ‘Jesus the 
movement maker’ was not in a church on a Sunday, it was in the back streets of 
Wollongong, NSW serving food at a housing commission estate every Tuesday night for 
the two years. 

In 2011 and 2012, I was invited though a combined Church network to join an 
interdenominational team that included other volunteers from the community. The team 
would go down to the housing estate with a caravan that served food every Tuesday 
night to the residents. Initially, it was purely just serving food. There was no advertising, 
nothing that suggested we even belonged to a church. Obviously, after a while the 
residents who came for food become inquisitive and asked questions about who was 
paying for the food? And who we worked for? We would tell them that the funds for the 
food van were raised through the various churches in Wollongong and cooked in one of 
the Church kitchens by volunteers. 

Over the course of two years I felt this overwhelming sense of going into a place of 
nothingness and embracing what I felt to be a new sense of presence. Week after week 
I would hear the stories of truly broken people and each week I would watch 
conversations between team members and residents about faith and prayer simply as a 
consequence of being relational with the residents. 

I had this wonderful Aboriginal man who would come each week and talk to me through 
very drunken words. He would always say “I don’t understand why you come here with 
all of us, I’m sure you have something better to be doing than feeding drunks?” He 



would always make the comments with a smile on his face and for some reason he 
would always ask me if I knew about the story of Nebuchadnezzar in the Bible. The 
remarkable thing was, over the course of time, he starting to tell me and other team 
members that he had been reading the Bible. During the last few months in particular I 
noticed something different in him. He appeared to be sobering up. Our conversations 
were getting much more coherent and he looked physically different; by this I mean he 
started to look well and alert. If I’m not mistaken, I believe this is what Borg is referring to 
when he speaks of a relationship with God being transformational. The beautiful thing 
about this is that the resident was not aware that my interactions with him were 
transformational for me and my relationship with God, too. 

There were so many others like him. I could talk you through other great stories, but the 
point I am trying to make here is that we weren’t trying to force doctrine and we weren’t 
demanding attendance at church. We went into an empty space and found a sense of 
presence, not because of what we did but because of who those residents were. 


