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THE OTHER SIDE OF
DECONSTRUCTION
In a sermon the week before Easter,
commenting on what follows from
beginning to question the literal truth of all
of the Bible and opening up questions
about traditional religion, Ian Lawton said:

“Many of us have been there. We know
that at the bottom of this slippery slope you
can either crash and burn or you can
gather momentum for a run back up the
hill of reconstruction where your beliefs are
more inclusive, more focused on THIS life
and more self aware and responsible than
ever. Maybe you know both the anxiety
and joy of giving up beliefs that used to
give you comfort, and skiing free style up
and down the hills of life. Maybe, like me,
you find more meaning than ever in life.
You find glimpses of things that endure in
every day moments. Those of us reveling
in the joy of our own freely formed spiritual
path know that on the other side of
deconstruction there is enormous hope
and meaning. Without the fear of hell, you
are free to live fully in this life and find

meaning where it shows itself without
needing to be told by any religious
authority what to believe and how to
exper ience the God of  your
understanding.”
Ian Lawton. April 17, 2011
www.c3exchange.org

ECOLOGICAL CRISIS

“If Jesus was conducting his ministry in
today’s world, I believe his circle of
concern would include the ecological crisis
facing our planet. Cological degradation
results from the same dynamic that causes
injustice in the human realm. We are out of
relationship with God, self, neighbour, and
the planet.  … If Jesus is to be relevant to
us today, we need to interpret his teaching
through an ecological lens.”

Bruce Sanguin, Darwin, Divinity, and the
Dance of the Cosmos. An Ecological
Christianity. CooperHouse. Canada. 2007.
See the fuller quotations on ecology and
Christianity on the next page.

Challenging what we’ve known
One of the songs composed by Scott Kearns and sung at the Common Dreams 2 conference
in Melbourne last year included the words: ''As we travel on . . . much we leave behind, yet
much we hold as treasure.  Change can enrich us yet challenge what we've known.''  This is a
familiar theme for progressive Christians but one that is often not easy to deal with. What
some of us might want to hold as treasure others may want to leave behind.

Some of the biggest challenges facing our society are ecological. The next PCNV meeting on
15 May explores some dimensions of those challenges and considers implications for
progressive Christians: The Brewing Storm: Eco-justice. Climate Change & What
Progressive Theology Has To Do With It.  See the details of the topic and the speaker on
the last page of the Newsletter.

As a stimulus to thinking about ecological issues, the Newsletter includes some quotes from
two leading progressive scholars about beliefs, human behaviour and the future of our planet.
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An increasing number of contemporary Christian writers are challenging Christians to face
issues about a sustainable world. Some of those issues are uncomfortable when it is suggested
that other-worldly emphases of traditional Christianity have deflected us from responsibility for
our earth; some issues are discomforting because they ask us to change from a way of life with
unsustainable patterns of consumption that are destroying our planet.

The ecological crisis facing our planet
“Jesus didn’t have to contend with global warming, overpopulation, the extinction of species, or
the toxic soup in which we live. As a Jewish mystic and social prophet, his ministry was a
response to the concrete realities of his day and age: the imposed transition from an agricultural
village culture to the imperial system of the Roman Empire. Caesar’s empire introduced a new
urbanisation; a new economic system; an egregious tax burden; and foreign ownership of land,
with its accompanying displacement of people from their ancestral lands. The result was
widespread poverty, social displacement, and physical disease. The religious leaders of the day
were dealing with the temptation to accommodate the imperial worldview. Jesus was
contending with a popular expectation that God would act soon and decisively to restore Israel’s
independence nd rid the land of these imperial intruders. The focus of his ministry was on
alleviating human suffering, not on the plight of the land itself.

“If Jesus was conducting his ministry in today’s world, I believe his circle of concern would
include the ecological crisis facing our planet. Ecological degradation results from the same
dynamic that causes injustice in the human realm. We are out of relationship with God, self,
neighbour, and the planet. Our biblical narrative confirms that we are in bondage to a way of life
that is destroying our planet; we are addicted to unsustainable patterns of consumption. If Jesus
is to be relevant to us today, we need to interpret his teaching through an ecological lens.”

Bruce Sanguin, Darwin, Divinity, and the Dance of the Cosmos. An Ecological Christianity.
CooperHouse. Canada. 2007.  Pages 167 – 168. Editor’s comment: The book provides useful
material for individuals or groups to consider these claims, including considering Jesus
teachings and his major parables in an ecological perspective .

How the story of earth unfolds depends on humankind
“Thus the ‘other-worldly’ hopes so treasured in the traditional Christian world may now be
turning out to be a threat to our planetary future in that they can deflect us from our eathly
responsibilities. Earlier Christians could afford to be uninterested in the future of the earth for
they saw their own destiny elsewhere. Failure to care for this earth now appears to be
endangering the future of those who will succeed us.

“Only in the last 150 years has the new story of the earth begun to be told and, as a result, to
become the foundation of a new global world being formed in our minds. We now find, perhaps
to our alarm, that while we humans had little to do with the story through most of its four billion
years, we have now become responsible for how the story is to unfold from here onwards.
Since the earth, in a sense, has become self-conscious in us humans, it now has the
opportunity to plan its own future. Instead of blundering along by blind chance, as it apparently
did in the past, it now has the possibility of moving forward purposefully to an eve more fruitful
future. But will it do so? Or will it, through us, blunder on to disaster? The end of the story of the
earth has yet to be unfolded and it increasingly depends on humankind.”

Lloyd Geering, Tomorrow’s God. How we Create our Worlds. Bridget Williams Books,
Wellington. 1994. Page 204.
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Rev Dr Chris Page, pastor of East Doncaster Baptist Church, wrote the following article for East
Doncaster Baptist Newsletter. It is reproduced with his permission.

Still Thinking – Hell

Written over the entrance of Dante’s Hell

Last Thursday an article appeared in Time Magazine that has caused a major stir among
American Evangelicals.  A month ago Pastor Rob Bell the founder of the Mars Hill Bible Church
in Grand Rapids Michigan, published a book titled Love Wins, in which he suggests that there
may not be an actual place called Hell, rather, because of God’s reconciling love everyone gets
to Heaven, whatever that is, says Bell.

There is of course nothing new in that statement.  In theological circles it’s called Universalism
and it was eloquently argued in the early 20th century by Harry Emerson Fosdick a champion of
the pulpit and theological liberalism.  But what is new and what is causing consternation among
the theologically conservative is that Bell has a conservative theological pedigree and is the
pastor of a 10,000 member church with a median age of 30.  Some have suggested that this
may be the largest generational shift in American Christianity since the 1950s. Bell himself says,
“I have long wondered if there is a massive shift coming in what it means to be a
Christian…something new is in the air.”

Albert Mohler, head of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary is furious with Bell.  He wrote
in his weekly blog after the book was released, "when you adopt universalism and erase the
distinction between the church and the world, then you don't need the church, and you don't
need Christ, and you don’t need the cross.  This is the tragedy of non-judgmental mainline
liberalism.... we dare not retreat from all the Bible says about hell."  Mohler is particularly upset
because in his view, if you don’t believe every word of the Bible literally, then you can’t believe
any of it.  Bell on the other hand, like most contemporary scholars, recognizes that much of the
Bible, both New and Old Testaments is best understood as narrative, poetics, metaphor and
wisdom as well as history and factual reporting.

It is not just that hell is unpalatable to a modern audience, it is rather that we have through the
20th and 21st centuries experienced such a cosmic shift in our consciousness that the concept of
a real place where human beings are eternally tortured and punished for being born Hindu,
Buddhist, Islamic, Secularist, or maybe even Catholic or Protestant is at best ridiculous and at
worst obnoxious.

Albert Mohler does have a point that when one part of the edifice of fundamentalism begins to
crumble it won’t be long before the whole house will come tumbling down.  Where he is wrong
though is that it is not Christianity - the living, breathing faith - that will be destroyed, but rather
the slender version of it to which he subscribes.  The idea of hell we find in the gospels and in
other New and Old Testament writings is fundamental to our understanding of being human and
Christian in our world.  But it is a concept and not a place; it is an image of the darkest
experience a person can imagine, not the actual abode of demons and devils. In fact, many of
our images of hell don’t even come for the Bible they are literary constructions drawn from
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Dante’s Inferno in his book The Divine Comedy or the writings and drawings of the 18th century
mystic William Blake.

My friend in California, Jim Burklo says it well.  “If belief in hell is what keeps the church alive,
that would be bad news for Christianity.  But it isn't true.  Left out of Mohler's calculus is the
fastest growing religious demographic category in America: the religiously unaffiliated, many of
them disgusted by preaching about eternal damnation. If we can get hell out of the church, there
will be room in the pews for people who have been turned off from Christianity in the past.”
(www.tcpc.blogs.com/musings)

Christopher

Everlasting life: one progressive perspective
 “Progressive Christians are typically humble about the afterlife.  As progressives, we are clear
about what we don't believe. We critique the following traditional images of the afterlife,
identified with popular and conservative forms of Christianity: 1) the traditional dualism of
heaven and hell, 2) eternal punishment in hell for finite sins, 3) a heaven that excludes anyone
who doesn't confess the traditional tenets of Christianity and doesn't accept Jesus as their
savior or receive the sacraments in the correct way, 4) the use of the afterlife as a fear
technique and evangelistic tool, and 5) spiritual and theological visions that are so heavenly
minded that they are no earthly good! 
 
For the most part, we accept the Marxist critique of the afterlife as a way of encouraging people
to accept the unjust status quo to focus on eternal life.  We know what we don't believe and the
good news is that such disbelief has liberated many people from superstitious, supernatural,
and shame-based theologies.  Our disbelief has freed people from fear of hell so we they can
focus on social transformation and planetary well-being.”   
By: Bruce Epperly
bruceepperly.com  
In TCPC ebulletin 23 March 2011

What happens when we live
“Of course, no one knows the answers to what happens when we die...but one thing we can
know for sure is what happens in this life.  What happens when we open our hearts to the
abundance of love that is available to us? What happens when we recognize that there is
infinite love within each of us, that we are not empty and needing to be filled by something or
someone?  There is much suffering in this world. And we must take some amount of
responsibility for that, for we are co-creators.  Are we co-creating the Heaven and the Hell within
in our own lives?  Or are we learning and growing in this life, so that we can continue to evolve
in the next life? All I know, is that I look around me and I see that we have everything we need
right within reach to live in paradise. Now, if only the humans would stop getting in the way of
that! “  
Fred Plumer. TCPC ebulletin 23 March 2011

Progressive Christianity.org previously known as The Centre for Progressive Christianity in USA
provides one of the major websites for progressive Christian resources.
www.progressiveChristianity.org
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The Practice of the Mystical Path
At the PCNV meeting on 19 June, Greg
Crowe, a Uniting Church minister, and Beryl
Jones, a Quaker, will help participants
explore the practice of the mystical path.
Venue: Glen Iris Uniting Church. 3.00pm to
5.00 pm

Easter liturgy
About 70 people participated in the PCNV
event on 10 April “A New Beginning with
Jesus” - A different liturgy for Easter. It
involved music, visuals, silence, singing,
and responses.

The text of the liturgy was emailed to
members a week before Easter. More of you
who were not able to be at the actual
service responded with emails of
appreciation than to any other email sent by
the Secretary.

The text of the liturgy will soon be on the
website as a downloadable pdf file.
Copyright material, such as songs for which
permission had been negotiated only for use
in the service and not for other publication,
has been removed but the song titles have
been identified.

The recent meeting of the PCNV Committee
reviewed responses to the liturgy on 10 April
and decided that such an event should be
part of next year’s program. Liturgies are
one way of address the significant question
of how to express progressive
understandings of Christianity in ways that
connect with our lives.

Read it electronically
For those of you who read with an ebook,
the popular book on contemporary
Christianity, No Fixed Address, b y
Australian Dr John Bodycomb, is now
available to read electronically via
Kokobooks.   Go to the address
www.kokobooks.com    and then enter
'Bodycomb'. Print copies of this book and
other recommended resources are available
at PCNV meetings.

The Centre for Faith Life and Learning
presents

Heaven, Hell and the Whole Damned
Thing:

The cycle of  life and death. What’s it all
about?

Christianity often seems concerned, at the
exclusion of all else, with the question of
death and an afterlife. While the crucifixion
of Jesus is central to Christianity a variety of
perspectives of his death shape how
Christians understand life, death and what
an afterlife, if they believe there is one,
might look like.

Take part in a lively conversation over two
nights, together with Dr Merrill Kitchen,
former principal of the Churches of Christ
Theological College on 19th May. Explore
varied understandings on death, dying,
euthanasia and  “the afterlife” from both
religious and secular viewpoints.

Thursdays 12th and 19th May, from 7.30pm

at East Doncaster Baptist Church
47-53 Tunstall Road
East Doncaster

Bookings 9842 8466.  Enquiries to
cpage@netspace.net.au

Cost $15 for the two nights or $10 for one
night .

"Peace: A Buddhist Perspective."
 
This public lecture will be presented to the
Melbourne Sea of Faith Network by Dr.
Diana Cousens (Former Vice-Chair,
Buddhist  Counci l  of  Victor ia -
www.bcv.org.au ), at 7.30pm Thursday 19th
May 2011.
VENUE: Carlton Library Meeting Room,
corner Rathdowne and Newry Streets, North
Carlton.  
Melways Map: 2B J2.
All are welcome.   Gold coin donation
appreciated.
www.sof-in-australia.org  
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The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria

invites you to

. “The Brewing Storm: Eco-justice.
Climate Change & What Progressive

Theology Has To Do With It.”

by
Rev Dr Morag Logan

WHEN: Sunday 15 May 2011.
3.00pm to 5.00pm

WHERE: Glen Iris Uniting Church, Glen Iris
Glen Iris Rd. near the corner with High Street
(Melway Map 60 A9)
 Parking in church grounds and nearby streets

THE TOPIC
Climate Change – present and predicted – is indeed a brewing storm with extensive
ramifications for our world, its societies and for each of us individually.  It will bring
profound change, either in combating it or adapting to it.  What, though, does Climate
Change have to do with theology? Is there a role for a theological perspective in the
global discussion?  I will consider questions of justice - to all humanity faced with the
challenges of climate change and justice to all of creation.  Reflecting on this from my
standpoint as a biblical scholar leads into an exploration of Environmental, or Ecological
hermeneutics.  The debate about Climate Change has been particularly fraught.  I
believe it is worth considering this from within the standpoint of a community of faith.

  THE SPEAKER
Morag Logan is a Uniting Church Minister, ordained in 1987.  She has been placed
mostly in Chaplaincy positions in the University setting.  After spending time in Princeton
gaining a Ph.D., Morag was Chaplain to the University of Melbourne (1997-2004) and
lectured in Biblical studies at the United Faculty of Theology.  Married to Peter Rayner, a
climatologist, the two spent 6 years in France (2004 – 2010), where Morag worked in the
area of the co-ordination and management of a couple of large European scientific
projects studying climate change.  This combination of work settings brings some
important perspectives on the theological and scientific issues of Climate Change.

Cost is $7 ($5 for members)

“Open minds, open hearts, open hands”


