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The Progressive Christian Network 

of Victoria Inc 
 

2016 ANNUAL GENERAL MEETING 
 

At Blackburn North/Nunawading 
Uniting Church, Nunawading, on 
Sunday 27 November at 4.45pm 
following the PCNV public meeting. 
 

Notice of the AGM is being sent by 
email or mail to all members of PCNV. 
 
 

 

“The changing faith of Australians” 
The Christian Research Association has just published a book “Charting the Faith of 
Australians” in which author Rev Dr Philip Hughes describes the many ways in which 
culture and religion have changed in Australia, particularly in the years since the 1970s. 
His contemporary picture of the faith of Australians both helps to explain the increase in 
interest in progressive Christianity and also challenges us to consider appropriate 
priorities for future developments. 
The faith of Australians, based on recent research, is described in four categories: 
20% Traditional Religious Culture: Members of mainstream, Orthodox and immigrant 
religious groups; 
5% Post Traditional Religious Culture: The Pentecostal and charismatic response; 
25% Post Traditional Spiritual Culture; 
50% Traditional and Post-Traditional Non-Religious Non-Spiritual Culture. 
The author adds that 84% of Australians are not involved in religious activities on a regular 
basis (monthly or more often). 
 
This book is reviewed later in this newsletter where there is more detail about the 
implications of these categories. But the general picture above provides the background 
for this edition of the newsletter to focus on some of the themes that emerged in the 
recent Common Dreams conference in Brisbane with the title “Progressive Spirituality: 
New Directions”. This fourth international conference of progressives from around 
Australia and New Zealand during September 16 to 19 brought together the perspectives 
of a range of Australian and international leaders. Some impressions and personal 
outcomes are shared in the following pages.  

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Reflections on Common 
Dreams, Brisbane September 

2016 
“Progressive Spirituality: 

New Directions” 
 

The fourth national gathering of 
progressives brought together 325 

people from around Australia and New 
Zealand. We asked four participants 

from Victoria to reflect on the 
significance for them. Additional 

reflections were provided at the PCNV 
meeting on Sunday 23 October. 

 

Peter Fensham 
After the feast that Common Dreams 4 
offered here are some immediate 
reflections. The venue was excellent and 
the way the local organising committee 
together with their many friendly volunteers 
ensured smooth passage for all of us 
participants. 

Now just a few of the new thoughts from 
the programme. The two Memorial lectures 
for Nigel Leaves (Val Webb) and Marcus 
Borg (Diana Butler Bass) were prefaced in 
a very wonderful and  moving way by Julie 
Leaves and Marianne Borg.  

Lorraine Parkinson presented her grounds 
for an adaptation of each of the nine 
Beatitudes from Matthew’s Gospel.  She 
then made a claim that, together, they form 
a complete and continuing basis for 
creating the best possible Australian and 
world society. Furthermore, she suggested 
that being non-Christological, they have 
the potential to be accepted by persons of 
other faiths and of no faith. 

This bold claim reminded me of the similar 
one Karen Armstrong made in Twelve 
Steps to a Compassionate Life, made 
for compassion and the negative form of 
the Golden Rule being at the heart of all 
the world’s great religions.  

Such universal claims are arresting and I 
found myself immediately trying to think of 
examples in contemporary life that require 

more than Lorraine’s set of nine ways of acting.  
My interest in making the work of theologians like 
those at the conference accessible to lay 
Christians immediately recognised that her ideas 
offered the possibility of deepening our lay 
appreciation of this centrepiece of Jesus ministry. 

I was frustrated that too many of the presenters 
could not contain themselves to allow genuine 
interaction. This was, however, redeemed on the 
last morning when Diana Butler Bass again spoke 
with much humour, lots of examples, and the 
telling metaphor of a lift or elevator about the way 
we hang on to a vertical sense of “God up there”. 
Instead she argued that we personally need, and 
the Church needs, to move from this vertical 
sense to a horizontal sense of ” God here and 
amongst us”. She introduced the metaphor of a 
Moebius Strip (take a paper strip and giving it a 
half-twist, and then join the ends to form a loop) to 
evoke an awareness that the inside (the presence 
of God within us) is also the outside (the presence 
of God around us).  

Her dimensions of the horizontal were Neighbour 
and Nature, and they immediately evoked for me 
the challenges Australis now faces about our 
multi-religious society, asylum seekers here and 
on Manus and Nauru, marriage equality, and our 
laggardly moves about the threat of climate 
change.  At last, we then had time in small groups 
to formulate questions that were then put to 
Dianna for her response and further clarification. A 
really great finale! 

Judith Heale 
Through the whole conference, one recurring 
theme stood out for me. Christian and non-
Christian speakers alike, were at one in talking 
about meeting god in our community. We find god, 
or the Kingdom of God, or the way of Jesus, or the 
spiritual part of life, by looking around us, and 
discovering it here. In other people, in our world, in 
everything we have, we will find all this, if we look. 
If we live the life that so many have advocated 
before us, including Jesus, we will find it. 

As Diana Butler Bass colourfully put it, we used to 
consider a vertical pattern, with God up there, the 
priest-class above the multitude, then the people 
down here, then  further down . . . (we won’t speak 
of that !) 



Now we have a horizontal image, with the 
world we live in, and the others we share it 
with, as our source for inspiration. Our 
hopes and aspirations are right here. I find 
that a very exciting, and deeply challenging 
notion. As Saara Sabbagh, a Moslem 
speaker, told us, one rule is to consider the 
one before you as better than you are.  

Jana Norman gave us an important view of 
our ecological responsibilities, in the 
Ecozoic Era. We are interconnected, not 
just with other people, but also with our 
world and universe, and everything in it, 
both large and small. We must take 
responsibility, as we are the beings with 
‘conscious awareness’. We can find 
spirituality in our ‘sense of being part of a 
greater whole, and a sense of unity of 
nature and purpose’, to quote her. 

Lorraine Parkinson fired us up with her 
discussion of the Beatitudes, and her 
modern interpretation of them. She says 
she has not found anyone in years, who 
has found another rule needed for modern 
life, and not mentioned in the Beatitudes.  
Again, we were looking at our need to live 
well in our community, and to find our 
spiritual home right here. 

It was an inspiring conference, and has 
given plenty to mull over, and learn from, 
and be challenged by, for weeks and 
months ahead.  

Michael Read 
The fourth Common Dreams conference 
(Brisbane 16th-19th), explored over two full 
and two half-days a wide range of some of 
our where-from history, our where-now 
situation and  some of our possible where-
to choices.  Speakers and leaders came 
with a wide range of academic, theological 
and practical experiences.   

More particularly, the conference explored 
three themes: 

• How, speaking broadly, has our 
spiritual understanding been shaped 
by past practices?  

• How religion and spirituality are now 
reflected in social practice and 
commitments 

• What choices do we have for the future of 
spiritual practice? 

My Take-Away from the conference   What 
have I gained from this conference?   
The search for an understanding of the Divine is a 
journey that is ongoing and will be helped by one 
remaining open minded and, if necessary, being 
prepared to move on from traditional practices and 
customs.  Society is changing and the Church will 
be forced to face change, but that will not herald 
the end of our journey but will require us to find 
new ways to travel. 

Perhaps most importantly was the pleasure we 
received by spending time with so many like-
minded people who had come together to explore 
or further-explore the theological issues and 
practical approaches to a progressive approach to 
understanding the message we can gain from 
Jesus’ teachings. 

Our Where-From History 
Jesus message has always been subject to 
interpretation and re-interpretation over time.  It 
has been affected by such context matters as how 
the Church has sought to place itself in relation to 
Empires (initially Rome), i.e. against or with; how 
the message has been communicated - orally, 
scrolls, hand-written books, printed books and 
electronic documents - all of which have different 
effects on the need for accuracy, the ability to 
correct and the spread of readership. 

Our Where-Now Situation 
Our where-now situation (I think this applies 
largely to western churches) is affected by the 
changing character of the community post-1960s 
with a decline in church attendance and a greater 
nomination on spirituality rather than religiosity, 
advances in and a greater community 
understanding of the differences between a 
traditional Christian and a scientific explanation of 
the world. 

Our Where-To Choices 
We were given insights into range of different 
approaches to Christian understandings and 
practices.  In summary, stop worrying about the 
millennials (young adults), they have already 
moved too far away from our practices to join our 



churches but have not lost the desire to 
seek the divine; we should trust them (but 
help them?) to find their own way.  We 
were shown a wide variety of different 
forms of radical or mystical spirituality 
vs/with religion, including: Jewish, Muslim 
(Sufism), Unitarian-Universalist, communal 
festivals (“The Burning Man” festival, which 
seeks to promote “awe-inspiring and joyful 
ways that lift the human spirit, address 
social problems and inspire a sense of 
culture, community and personal 
engagement.”). 

Lorna Henry 
Thinking ‘out there’. 

Diana Butler Bass is a lively, engaging 
and humorous speaker.  She spoke of the 
major change in the conception of God, 
which has been taking place for some time 
now.   

In the past, she said, the assumption was 
of God ‘up there’, us ‘down here’, and 
something bad ‘down below’. A vertical 
universe, its parts connected by the ‘Holy 
Elevator’, manned by specially trained Holy 
Elevator operators known as clergy.  (This 
part of her talk was very funny).  The old 
question used to be, ‘How do we connect 
with God up there and avoid being sent 
down below?’  The answer was ‘through 
the church and its specially trained people.’  

That sort of concept is, of course, 
nonsense to any thinking person, but it still 
persists.  The current question is ‘Where IS 
God (if not up there)?’ 

A horizontal model is proposed. Butler 
Bass means that we find God in what is 
around us – ‘out there horizontally, not up 
there vertically’ – (and she spread her 
arms wide to illustrate the point.)  What IS 
around us is the wonderful natural world 
and other people, our neighbours.  This is 
where God is, directly accessible through 
our own experiences.  

This idea is not news for a lot of Christians, 
but such an energetic, funny, well-
illustrated presentation caused me to think 
more fully about its implications. 

How does it work, this notion of God around us? 
God in all my neighbours, the friendly and the 
irritating? God in all of nature, beautiful and 
destructive? 

A horizontal view of God should produce radical 
changes in the way Christians live and think.  
Since the conference, reading the paper, watching 
the news, seeing spring unfold and meeting up 
with friends has renewed significance, a sense of 
being more involved and having greater 
responsibility for my surrounding world. 

For more Common Dreams reports go to 

www.commondreams.org.au 

_________________________________________"

‘Honest to GOoD: Discerning the Sacred 
in the Secular’ 

by John W. H. Smith. 194 pages. 
Published by Morning Star Publishing, 

2016. $24.95.  
Review by Lorraine Parkinson  

 
In his 2016 book, Australian scholar John W. H. 
Smith takes his readers on an in-depth journey 
through his own life and individual process of 
spiritual discernment.  His engaging style will 
encourage readers to see their own spiritual 
struggles in the scenarios he paints.   He sets out 
in no-nonsense style a clear renunciation of 
theological tradition handed to him through the 
church of his youth.  But his intention is positive; 
he also articulates his hope for a faith sustainable 
now and into the future.   
 
A compelling aspect of this book is the author’s 
extensive explanation of how his empathy for 
people with physical or intellectual disabilities was 
inspired and developed, culminating in his 
establishing a ‘Centre for Inclusive Spirituality’.  In 
part, his illumination in this regard came from the 
discovery that people with intellectual disabilities 
were capable of reflective spiritual awareness.  
This has contributed to his view of progressive 
spirituality and thought as profoundly inclusive.  
The chapter on ‘The Healing Narratives in the 
Light of Progressive Christianity’ takes the reader 
to the core of the author’s deeply inclusive 
understanding of Jesus as healer. 
 



The final chapter, ‘In Search of an Adult 
Faith’, sets out many aspects of traditional 
faith the author has found to be without 
legitimacy for life in the 21st century.  The 
reader may well find there signposts 
pointing to a new spirituality that he or she 
is also discovering, and so receive 
encouragement along the way.    
 
John Smith’s book will hearten and 
resource those within and outside the 
church who struggle with their own 
questions about Christian faith and about 
Jesus.  As the author states it, an ‘adult 
faith’ for today’s secular world can develop 
from following the Way of Jesus.   
 
This is a timely and topical book from a 
man of faith for people of faith, but 
addressed also with clear-eyed intention to 
an increasingly secular humanity. 
 
 
!What Love Can Do. Following the 

Way of Peace, Justice and 
Compassion, by Gerard Guiton. 

Morning Star Publishing, Melbourne 
2016. 164 pages.!

In the words of the author this book aims 
‘to create space for The Way to be openly 
discussed and acted upon, because it was 
THE central focus of the Gospel of Jesus, 
and also because we and the Earth 
desperately need the positive, life-giving, 
unifying and compassionate change The 
Way guarantees’. 

The author writes ‘for anyone in search of 
an exciting, liberating worldview 
characterized by a progressive, down-to-
earth politics, economics and eco-theology 
inspired, among other things, by the 
Sermons and Beatitudes as well as by a 
spiritual faith and practice unencumbered 
by creeds, dogmas, unnecessary liturgies, 
bibliolatry and moralistic dictates’. 

This book is scholarly in tone, but carries a 
personal and practical message.  
Throughout, numerous words and phrases 
from original texts in Hebrew, Aramaic and 
Greek are translated and explained, 

grounding them in their cultural context.   The 
personal message is a call to embrace The Way, 
for the benefit of self, the community and the 
environment. 

The Way of Love is presented as containing five 
main elements: The Spirit loves, reaches out, we 
often hold back, we return, we grow in healing 
wholeness and unity.  Living The Way of Love 
celebrates beauty, truth, faith and trust, creating 
community, peace and justice. 

There is a glossary of terms, a table of non-
English words and meanings, an annotated list of 
post-biblical writers quoted and a set of questions 
for personal reflection or group discussion. 

Dr Guiton has worked for World Vision and is a 
spiritual counsellor with graduate qualifications in 
education, theology and spiritual counselling. He 
has published other books about Quakers and 
meditation. 

-Lorna Henry. 

RRP $24.95 plus domestic shipping $9.50 from 
Morning Star Publishing (03) 9469 3316 or  

http://morningstarpublishing.net.au 

________________________________________ 

NEW BOOK FROM ROBERT CROTTY 
South Australian progressive New Testament 
scholar Robert Crotty has released a new book: 
'Jesus, His Mother Mary, Her Sister Mary and 
Mary Magdalene: The Gnostic Background to the 
Gospel of John.'  Dr Norman Habel introduces it 
as: 'Robert Crotty demonstrates by means of 
historical-critical and literary research that John's 
Gospel is radically different to the other three 
gospels.  It is grounded not only in early Christian 
traditions but also in non-canonical Gnostic 
writings that were never officially recognised by 
the Christian church.  This book is a bold, brilliant 
unearthing of the religious roots of the Gospel of 
John.'  

The book is available from David Lovell 
Publishing, PO Box 44, Kew East, Vic 3102, Tel: 
98590000. Special launch price is $35. 

Email: publisher@davidlovellpublishing.com. 

 



“CHARTING THE FAITH OF 
AUSTRALIANS” BY PHILIP 
HUGHES. Christian Research 
Association, Nunawading. 2016.  
172 pages. 

Review by David Merritt 
Since 1985 Rev Dr Philip Hughes has 
occupied a unique position in Australian 
research into religion and culture through 
his position as senior researcher with the 
Christian Research Association. Now as 
he enters retirement he has published a 
volume which brings together an overall 
perspective on religion in Australia. 

It is informative and challenging reading for 
anyone interested in what is happening to 
traditional religion and in contemporary 
trends in religion and spirituality. 

20% of the population are involved with 
mainstream, Orthodox or immigrant 
religious groups; 5% with Pentecostal and 
charismatic groups; 25% describe 
themselves as “spiritual but not religious”; 
and 50% are neither religious nor spiritual. 
Just 16% of the population are involved in 
religious practices such as going to church 
services monthly or more often. 

Philip Hughes provides a discussion of 
how these cultures have developed and 
the ways these different categories of 
people understand their lives. 

The author’s research identifies the ways 
in which immigrant groups have brought 
with them their particular religious 
traditions, often markedly different from 
long established Australian religious 
traditions and have increased the numbers 
of people involved with religious practices. 
“Understanding the shape, development 
and interactions of immigrant cultures has 
been one of the major aspects of charting 
the faith of Australians.” (page 31) 

A particularly interesting section of the 
book draws on research to focus on the 
culture of young people aged 13 to 24. 

“At the heart of youth culture is the fact that young 
people see themselves as putting their own lives 
together. Most contemporary young Australians 
expect to make up their own minds … about what 
to believe and what religious practices, if any, to 
adopt.” “Even more than is the case among adults 
… most young Australians do not have firm ideas 
about God and religion and most are not 
interested in the questions.” 

“… while young people have widely different ideas 
or little idea at all about what the universe is all 
about, they have common ideas about what 
personal life is about. Most young people see  
family,  friends and  fun as central to the life they 
want to attain. The most common way of attaining 
such a life is through getting a good job which is 
interesting in itself and through which one makes 
some friends, but which also provides sufficient 
financial resources for one’s family, for enjoying 
oneself with one’s friends, and for special fun 
experiences such as travel, extreme sports, or 
whatever one finds to be fun.” (pages 38-39) 

In his reflections on what research shows, Philip 
Hughes comments on the dominant impulse of 
self-preservation shown by many churches. “… it 
has … been evident in many places that people in 
the churches have been more concerned with 
preserving traditions and buildings than in serving 
the communities in which  they lived, or even 
supporting each other.” (page 60) 

In a more personal reflection he writes: “I have 
learned that the real challenges for the world do 
not lie in exactly how one formulated one’s beliefs, 
or how one’s religious institution is organised. The 
human glimpses of the divine occur mostly 
through human relationships, and can never be 
adequately contained in personal beliefs, however 
formulated, nor in institutions. 

“Rather, the challenges lie in overcoming people’s 
selfishness and self-centredness, the ways they 
succumb to the pressures of a consumerist world, 
and their lack of empathy for and trust in those 
who have a different religious or ethnic 
background to themselves.” (pages 60-61) 

Parts of the book are historical and technical but 
there is plenty to inform any reader. 

Available from the Christian Research Association 
03) 8819 0123 or their website: cra.org.au for $38 
hard copy including postage or $9.50 pdf 



 
 

EMERGING CHURCH 
20 NOVEMBER 2016 

 
Emerging Church is a progressive 
worship service, non-traditional in its 
format and theology.  Attendees are 
invited to consider new ways of thinking 
about their faith in a relaxed, meditative 
style, with different music styles, images 
and film, a short reflection and silence.   

At Manningham Uniting Church, 

152 Andersons Creek Road, 

East Doncaster (Melway 34 E6), 

on the third Sunday of each 
month, February to November, 5.00pm to 
6:30pm, including an informal shared light 
meal - a small plate of food is requested. 

The gathering of Emerging Church on 20 
November will address the theme of ‘A 
Progressive Approach to Advent’, using 
music, imagery and reflection. 
 

 

News from Beyondering 
Firstly, have you thought about the 
Christmas cards you'll be sending and 
receiving this year? Thanks to the 
Hallmark treatment, rampant 
consumerism, and less and less holiday 
time, often the messages on the cards we 
share bear very little resemblance to the 
counter-cultural, radically inclusive 
message of Christmas.   So we've created 
our own! 

This Christmas make sure it is the thought 
that counts  with Beyondering's 
Theologically Thoughtful Christmas Cards. 

 They're a little bit subversive, a little bit 
challenging, a lit bit funny and a whole lot 
of awesome. Just as all things 
Beyondering are!   Get yours (and some for 
friends and family!) at the Beyondershop 
now. Contact us if you'd like to put some 
out for sale at your church or elsewhere. 

ELIE WIESEL, AUSCHWITZ SURVIVOR 
The death of Elie Wiesel in July marked the 
passing of one of the 20th century’s greats.  
His book, “Night”, seared consciences world-
wide.  John Shelby Spong in July wrote: 

“He changed the conscience of the entire world, 
yet he never held a public office. Even Nelson 
Mandela, perhaps the only other 20th century 
figure to move the world as deeply as Elie Wiesel 
did, finally achieved political power and served as 
the president of his nation, newly born out of 
intense racial strife. Wiesel accomplished this task 
without the accoutrements of power by focusing 
the illuminating light of his spirit on the darkness of 
human depravity, while being a victim of the evil 
he opposed. That is what made him unique, a 
citizen of the world and one who snatched 
humanity from the pits of depravity. In the long 
run, he was by my standards the most influential 
life produced in the 20th century. His death earlier 
this month was mourned by people of every 
religious persuasion and by every ethnic strain in 
the human family.”  

John Shelby Spong, 21 July 2016 

THREE NEW COMMANDMENTS                             
On January 27, 1998, Yehuda Bauer, professor of 
Holocaust studies at the Avraham Harman 
Institute of Contemporary Jewry at the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem, delivered a speech to the 
German Bundestag in which he said, "I come from 
a people who gave the Ten Commandments to the 
world. Time has come to strengthen them by three 
additional ones, which we ought to adopt and 
commit ourselves to: Thou shall not be a 
perpetrator; thou shall not be a victim; and thou 
shall never, but never, be a bystander.” 

The missing newsletters 
A number of members have inquired about 
missing newsletters in the months since June, 
some wondering if their or our email was faulty. It 
has been the editor who is missing. During my 
wife’s terminal cancer and after her death at the 
end of June I have not been focussed on 
preparing the newsletters. I have tried to keep up 
information about program events. I will slowly get 
back into editing mode, I hope. 

David Merritt, editor. 



 

 
The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to 

 

“Don’t'save'the'world:'Just'get'Involved!”''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''''
with 

Adrian Pyle 
'

WHEN:    Sunday 27 November 2016  
             3.00pm to 4.45pm 
 

WHERE:      Blackburn North/Nunawading Uniting Church 
  Corner of Whitehorse Rd and O’Shannessy St. Nunawading. Melway 48 F9 
   Parking in church carpark, O’Shannessy St. and Whitehorse Rd service lane      

THE TOPIC 
Activism inspired by a progressive faith is as much an inner as an outer journey. It’s about 
understanding our own voice and capacities, realising where we need to hear the voice and 
receive the capacities of others and making room for all the voices and capacities to coexist.  
 
So it is less about “saving the world” and more about knowing what we offer, showing up to 
offer it and creating the conditions where others can too.  
 
Using video content from Quaker wise elder and Beyondering participant Parker Palmer; 
feminist, activist and author of the Book “Do it Anyway: The New Generation of Activitists” 
Courtney Martin; and Poet and Theologian David Whyte, we will enter an afternoon of insight, 
reflection and conversation about our collective role as activists, whatever our age! 
 
Following on from Robin Meyers visit to Melbourne we’ll explore five habits of inner life that 
help us play our part. 
  
Format: Short live introduction to the video components followed by the videos and then some 
table questions. 
 

THE PROGRAM LEADER 
Adrian Pyle is, among other things, a husband, father, innovation and relationship 
development explorer for the Uniting Church in Australia, Synod of Victoria and Tasmania, 
emeritus chair of a major Melbourne community service agency, founder of a national awards 
program for young people who are sensitively tackling the challenge of poverty and an energy 
reduction and ecological sustainability advocate. He has a deep interest in community 
development, particularly as it relates to increasing grassroots connections between 
neighbours and the link between community and spiritual development. He is exploring what 
will be the new "local neighbourly spaces" of the next fifty years - the places where 
conversations and skills pass amongst generations. 

 

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


