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What progressive faith 
communities can look like 
 
The PCNV Learning Festival on Saturday 22 
September will feature an outstanding 
international progressive leader who will focus 
on a key practical issue about the future of 
progressive Christianity: 
 
“What progressive faith communities can look 
like in practice”. 
 
As well as qualifications as a scholar, Dr Eric 
Elnes is Senior Minister at a  large United 
Church of Christ congregation in Nebraska 
where he puts into practice principles of 
progressive Christianity. He is widely 
recognised for creating experiential worship 
and relating Christian faith to the realities of 
contemporary life. 
 
The program between 9.30 am and 4.00 pm 
includes two major presentations and an 
innovative process that empowers people to 
explore their own meanings around questions 
that are important to them – rather than focus 
only on a speaker’s perspectives. 
 

 
 
WHEN: SATURDAY 22 SEPTEMBER 
9.30 am to 4.00 pm 
 
WHERE: Kingswood College Senior School 
Centre, 355 Station Street, Box Hill 
Melway Map 61 C1. 
Parking in nearby streets or 10 minutes walk 
from Box Hill train station. 
 
COST: Early Bird - by 7 September: 
   PCNV Member: $30 
   Non-member $35 
 
September 8 to September 20: 
   PCNV Member: $40 
   Non-member $45 
 
Morning and afternoon teas and a light lunch 
will be supplied. 
 
Booking not later than 20 September is 
essential.  
 
Book online at 
http://www.learningfestival.eventbrite.com 
or use the form in the brochure that was sent to 
you last month or email PCNV for a brochure to 
be sent to you: info@pcnvictoria.org.au 
 

What comes after the talking? 
In the last survey in December 2010 of what PCNV members would like to see featured in 
PCNV activities, two related themes emerged: continue to stimulate our thinking about 
contemporary understandings of Christianity but also give more attention to practical 
implications of those new understandings. What difference does progressive Christianity 
make to the lives of individuals and churches? 
 
A recent book put the challenge starkly: “Of all the reasons given for the decline of the 
church in our time, the number one reason is often left unsaid: no one really expects 
anything important to happen.” … “For all our eagerness to love God and neighbor , what 
effect have we really had on poverty, divorce, addiction, estrangement, greed, duplicity, 
arrogance, abandonment, paranoia, pettiness, cruelty, or the destruction of the 
environment?” (Robin Meyers, The Underground Church). 
 
In a range of ways from the coming day program on practical  implications for churches to the 
address in October on the contribution of radical Christians to a more socially just Australia, 
the PCNV program both encourages positive action and points to ways to make a difference. 
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CHANGE IN PCNV PROGRAMS 

The topics previously announced for October 
and November have been swapped to suit a 

speaker and the date of the November meeting 
changed to the 4th Sunday. 

 
OCTOBER  28: The contribution of radical 

Christians to a more socially just Australia”. 
Professor John Langmore. 

 
A revised PCNV program brochure for 2012 

acompanies this newsletter. 
 

The Eremos Institute presents 
“Breaking the Silence on Spirituality 

in Australia” 
 

Lecture by David Tacey 
Music by Cathy Connelly, Celtic Harpist 

 
Thursday 16 August, 7 for 7.30 – 9.30 pm 
St George’s Hall, 296 Glenferrie Rd, Malvern 
Eremos members $15, Non-members $20. 

Pay at the door. Bookings appreciated:  
www.eremos.org.au 

____________________________________ 
 

INCLUSIVE CATHOLICS MASS 

 
 

Celebrant: Fr Greg Reynolds 
 

Sunday 19 August, 2012 at 5.00 pm 
At 

Glen Iris Road Uniting Church 
200 Glen Iris Rd, Glen Iris. 

 
To welcome all Catholics and Christians 

but especially 
the disenfranchised and the excluded. 

For details about times and places contact  
Greg Reynolds 0400 534 557 

and see the website: 
www.inclusive-catholics.com 

 

EMERGING CHURCH 
 

Anderson’s Creek Road Uniting Church 
152 Anderson’s Creek Road,  

East Doncaster 
 

FIRST SERVICE: August 19, 2012, 
5.00 pm – 6.30pm 

 
Then each third Sunday at 5.00pm 

 

 
 

An opportunity to enter a sacred space 
and engage with the spiritual dimension of life, 

inspired by Jesus the Teacher 
and the God he loved. 

 
This will include music, images, readings, 

a reflection on the theme, 
song, ritual and silence. 

 

 
 

The liturgy will last for 45 minutes, 
followed by a blessing of bread and wine  
and conversation over a BYO light meal. 

 
Enquiries to John Bodycomb  

and Lorraine Parkinson, 
Phone 9852 2150 

Email: parki@netspace.net.au 
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What do we mean by G-O-D? 
 

The topic of the PCNV meeting on 29 July attracted another large audience to hear three PCNV 
members share their personal ways of thinking about God. PCNV Committee member Lorraine 
Parkinson provided these introductory notes. The full text of what the three contributors said is 

available as a pdf file to download from the PCNV website – and will be sent to PCNV members. 
 

The three contributors (Durham Smith, Lorna Henry and John Bodycomb) approached the topic from 
their own personal and professional viewpoints, each adding their own insights to the observations of 
the others.  Each of them acknowledged that what they were saying were their own observations, and 
that the G-O-D they were talking about will always remain, ultimately, mystery. Their contributions 
were followed by a panel discussion with members of the audience. 
 
Durham Smith, an Anglican layman, brought his medical knowledge (from a distinguished surgical 
background) about the direction taken when the body is healing from wounds. He sees God as the 
life force behind the biological world, empowering it toward its potential for wholeness. There is 
something beyond physics and chemistry which cannot be turned ‘on’ by humanity. He cited the 
dormant life force in seeds bursting into life after fire and drought, or seeds lying dormant for 
hundreds of years whose life burst forth when the right conditions were present. Durham described 
life itself as “the manifestation of the Divine Presence”.  In the inanimate world, he says there are five 
‘forces’ upon which the phenomena of the physical world are built.  These five were the precursors for 
life to emerge.   If one of them had been even fractionally different, a different universe would have 
developed. “Is this the Mind of God?”  
 
Durham says the entity of G-O-D is seen in the creative physics which propel the process towards 
life. In personal life, he sees God as the universal Spirit present equally in all of humankind.  
Intercessional prayer is not directed to a God ‘beyond’, but to a God ‘within’. The prayer is that the 
person in need will open themselves to the God within, to the life force which will help them to healing 
and wholeness.  Human beings are free to respond to the source of that wholeness, or not. 
 
Lorna Henry brought to her insights about G-O-D her life experience as an Anglican and then 
Presbyterian church member, teacher, musician, leader of biblical discussion groups, wife and 
mother. As a child in the Anglican church, she saw God as awesome, goodness and beauty. God 
was always both loving and present. At University in the Evangelical Union, she came across a 
‘prescriptive God’ – defined by doctrinal statements. This she saw as ‘serious religion’.  On marriage 
she became Presbyterian, and found God again as awesome, goodness and beauty.  
 
The questions about where God is in tragedy were focussed in her teaching about God at a girls’ 
school.  She quoted William Sloan Coffin, whose son was killed in a road accident.  Was it God’s will?  
No!  It was an accident – at least partly the young man’s fault.  Coffin said he believed that God’s 
heart was the first to break.   Lorna endorses that view of where God is in tragedies.  In her own 
grieving on her husband’s passing, through quiet meditation Lorna found a sympathetic, 
understanding spirit within her. In her experience of a medical crisis, she found that meditation would 
deliver energy for the mind. Lorna’s thinking about God, the Bible and Jesus are very much focussed 
on them as inspiration for pursuing justice and healing, and for protesting about wrong-doing in the 
world.  She wonders what happens to a society with no view of God. Lorna is convinced that God 
does not intervene unless called on by individuals, but then does intervene, to provide mental energy 
and imagery as tools for activity on behalf of others. 
 
John Bodycomb brought his extensive reading in cosmology, his theological explorations and writing, 
plus his impatience with people who think they have ‘captured’ God in various kinds of formula. He 
points out that no one can prove or disprove whether there actually exists something called G-O-D.   
John says one of PCNV’s biggest challenges is how to liberate people from old ideas about the 
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transcendent that cling tenaciously.  John has repudiated almost all of what he learned in theological 
school about G-O-D.  The reason is that it fails to align with his ten criteria for thinking about the 
divine: 
   Metaphor: whatever we say about God can be said only in metaphor. 
   Theodicy: how do we ‘vindicate’ God in the mad, bad and sad things? 
   Cosmology: God-talk must take full account of modern cosmology. 
   Atheism: talk about God must consult the arguments for atheism. 
   Pluralism: we must be allowed to learn from other faiths. 
   Hemispheres (of the brain): both right and left hemispheres of the brain ought to be taken into 

account when thinking about G-O-D. 
   Risk: being true to oneself might mean becoming alienated from traditional thought and those  

who espouse it. 
   Spirituality: how do we pray to the ‘evolutionary’ God of the 21st century? 
   Humility: there is much more that we do not know and cannot know, about God. 
   Consequences: being aware of the social-ethical consequences of talk about God.  For example, 

the idea that Jesus was God, which led to the charge that the Jews killed Jesus, so therefore they 
killed God.  This led to the worst racial and religious vilification in history. 

 
In essence John says, “God is the surrounding, saturating sacred presence in whom dwells 
everything and everyone, who indwells everything and everyone.” John gives one name to the 
mystery – ‘the mind of the cosmos’, meaning God who imagines, intends, initiates (in the Big Bang), 
informs and influences everything that is. His spirituality is ‘listening for the holy whispers’, as he 
believes Jesus listened for the ‘holy whispers’. 
 
In summary, we were extremely well served and stimulated by the contributions of these three 
distinguished members of our network. 
 
Lorraine Parkinson. July 2012 
 
The full text of what each speaker said plus these summary notes and a contribution to the 
discussion from a PCNV member at the meeting will sent to PCNV members and can be downloaded 
from the PCNV website by others. PCNV panel on GOD.pdf at http://www.pcnvictoria.org.au 
________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

The danger of religious prayer 
 
An article by Dick Rauscher on the ProgressiveChristianity.org website challenges Christians to be 
more sensitive to the implications of public prayer and to avoid distinctively Christian concepts and 
language. He urges respect for the religious diversity of our increasingly connected world. 
 

We Live In A Religiously Diverse World 
“We live in a religiously diverse and interconnected world; a world that is rapidly growing smaller as 
we become more connected and interconnected through technology. We are no longer isolated tribes 
living on an isolated tribal island. 

How we communicate our religious beliefs, and what we choose to communicate matters. Not only 
because of the religious diversity that surrounds us, but because our words can be instantaneously 
communicated around the world. 

Unfortunately, … our prayers rarely respect the religious diversity of our global human family. They 
are often far too “religious” and filled with religiously “tribal” terminology and language that; 

• ignores the reality that others may not share “our” tribal beliefs and 
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• is insensitive and disrespectful to those who choose to not only believe differently, but to those who 
may choose to reject religious faith beliefs entirely. 
 
Atheism and agnosticism are “religious” beliefs about the nature of ultimate reality that also need to 
be respected. 

It is clear that tribal religious narcissism, a growing lack of humility, respect and compassion for 
strangers, and our judgmental insensitivity to those who have different faith beliefs, is creating much 
of the conflict and violence we see in the world today. 

If we want our behaviors to match our faith beliefs on the importance of unconditional love and 
compassion, then we need to be more conscious and sensitive to the possibility that those around us 
might belong to a different religious “tribe” and may therefore hold very different faith beliefs than we 
do. 

If our goal is to create a compassionate and peaceful global human culture, we need to replace our 
particular religion’s tribal prayer language with a more gentle and compassionate universal spiritual 
language. We all have the right to pray how we want to inside our faith communities, but it is 
important to remind ourselves that even inside of our faith communities “tribally specific” religious 
prayer is a form of human conditioning that unconsciously reinforces our “tribe’s” insensitivity toward 
those who choose to believe differently.”  
 
This is especially true for Christians who seem to have a deep need to pray publically, and whose 
prayers tend to be “tribal” or ethnically religious in both content and language. It is a rare Christian 
that asks for permission to offer public prayer, but even when permission is sought, the prayer 
language almost always reflects that of the Christian “tribe”. 

Public prayer, especially in the presence of strangers, needs to reflect spiritual prayer language, not 
the religious prayer language of a specific religious tribe.  … 
 
“If we could all learn to eliminate tribal religious prayer language, and embrace a more contemplative 
spiritual prayer language, it would be a giant step toward the creation of a peaceful and more 
compassionate global human culture.  … 
 
“If we could stop “selling” our tribal beliefs as “absolute truth”, and embrace the humility that we are 
talking about an ultimate reality that will remain a mystery to our finite human intellect, we would no 
longer be inclined to disrespect others by “assuming” that “we” hold the “right” understanding about 
the nature of “ultimate mystery”, or the “right” interpretation, accuracy, or relevance of “our” tribe’s 
religious scriptures. 

We would be to busy learning to be kind. 

We would be too busy learning to do no harm to those who believe differently. 

We would be to busy awakening our enlightened adult consciousness and taming the arrogant 
narcissism of our frightened primitive egos. 

We all live on the same planet. We are all members of the same tribe – it’s called humanity. 

Let’s see if we can learn to harmonize together… it is a beautiful melody.” 
 

Read all of this stimulating and thoughtful article at 
 http://progressivechristianity.org/resources/the-danger-of-religious-prayer-versus-spiritual-prayer 

 



Newsletter of the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria Inc. 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to 

 

 “Challenges for a progressive Muslim 
voice in Australia” 

 

by 
 

Tasneem Chopra 
 

 

   WHEN:     Sunday 26 August 2012.  
      3.00pm to 5.00pm 
 

   WHERE:   Glen Iris Uniting Church 
        Glen Iris Rd near the corner with High Street Road  

    (Melway Map 60 A9) Parking in church grounds and nearby streets 
 
THE TOPIC 

  Muslims are the second largest religious group in Australia but among the most frequently 
misunderstood in Australian media, particularly in terms of diversity among Muslims. As well 
as a core commitment to affirming other religions, Progressive Christians have a particular 
resoponsibility to understand and cooperate with progressive religious perspectives in other 
religions. This address will broaden our understanding of a matter important for the future of 
Australia. 

 

THE SPEAKER 
Tasneem Chopra is an independent Cross Cultural Consultant specialising in diversity 
training, provided over several years to varied audiences, including judges, bureaucrats and 
the welfare sector.  
 
Listed in The Age Magazines Top 100 as one of Melbourne’s most influential “Movers and 
Shakers” of 2008, Tasneem attributes much of her accomplishments through her work as 
Chair of the Australian Muslim Women’s Centre for Human Rights (AMWCHR). 
 
Tasneem recently completed her Masters in International Development and has a 
background in psychology and community development.  Together, these inform her broader 
outlook on our social landscape, in which Tasneem advocates for social change, particularly 
as these issues impact upon women. 
 
 Cost is $7 ($5 for members) 
 

“Open minds, open hearts, open hands” 
 


