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The role of the Bible 
 
Following are a few extracts from the address 
on “The role of the Bible” by Professor Bill 
Loader to the PCNV meeting on 24 June: 
 
“What has made the Bible life-giving is not 
just its ethical values or its concepts and 
ideas, but its embedding them in spirituality.” 
 
“The situation should not exist where adult 
education means unlearning what I learned in 
Sunday School.” 
 
“One of the challenges is to find a careful 
balance between deleting everything from 
which we rationally dissent and simply letting 
the tradition roll on unexamined. The music of 
a fine old hymn may do things for me because 
of its history with me, but only if I engage a 
willing suspension of disbelief.” 
 
“People leading worship need to see 
themselves as administering myth and so 
especially to examine where what they 
choreograph and perform is incongruent with 
core values and beliefs. If this is so in biblical 
readings, those preaching should say so 
openly.” 
 

 
 
 

Emerging Church 
 
It is a common story for progressive 
Christians to search for a community of 
faith where they can participate with hearts 
and minds fully engaged – and to end their 
search unsuccessfully.  
The Committee of PCNV is clear that it is 
not part of its charter to start and lead 
alternative communities or regular 
alternative services. An annual progressive 
liturgy at Easter has modelled some of the 
possibilities for a different style of 
gathering. As a network we can encourage 
the explorations of people in many different 
ways. 
It is therefore with special interest that we 
accompany this Newsletter with an 
announcement from some members of 
PCNV that they plan to start in August a 
monthly “Emerging Church worship 
opportunity for people from any church or 
none to explore questions about faith and 
life.”  See the flyer Emerging Church.pdf 
 

Being part of an emerging church? 
Three meetings since the previous Newsletter have highlighted the space between traditional 
Christianity and those who are exploring a more open Christianity. The two public meetings 
in May and June adopted different approaches to understanding and using the Hebrew 
scriptures and New Testament writings.  
 
David Tacey stressed non literalism and the lens of myth and metaphor. His address sent as 
a pdf file to all members and made available to others on the PCNV website brought email 
messages of appreciation. Bill Loader took a more nuanced approach considering factors 
which distance ancient scriptures from us in the 21st century and factors which point to 
proximity so that they may in some sense be read and heard by us with meaning. He also 
addressed key issues about using those ancient scriptures in gatherings today. We hope to 
receive a text of the address which was a Powerpoint presentation. 
 
The meeting of leaders of progressive discussion groups demonstrated the vitality of the 
many groups meeting on a regular basis. See some reports in this Newsletter.  For some 
members, there is a less than satisfying relationship with traditional church services. 
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LEADERS OF PROGRESSIVE 

GROUPS 
24 people from 12 progressive groups met on 
16 June to share experiences in their groups 
and explore ideas about leadership and 
programs. The enthusiasm and skills of the 
group were impressive. 
 
One report of a group is given in the following 
pages. “Seekers” at St Leonard’s Uniting 
Church in Brighton East, a Melbourne suburb, 
has a 14 year record of effective meetings as a 
progressive group that will be of interest to 
many others. 
 
There was strong interest in resources for 
groups. PCNV has circulated in the past week 
lists of resoucres it has available – DVD, CD 
audio, CD text, and books. The PCNV website 
also has many resources available for 
download. 
 
There is an annotated list of progressive 
groups known to PCNV on the PCNV website. 
The descriptions are provided by a person 
from each group. A recommended procedure 
for someone interested in participating in a 
group is to contact the indicated contact 
person and check the extent to which there is 
a match between expectations and what is 
offered. 
http://www.pcnvictoria.org.au 
 

 
A COMPASSIONATE LIFE 

One program described to the leaders of 
progressive groups is now available for wider 
use. Carolyn Sutherland has made available to 
PCNV members the study guide she prepared: 
“An experiential Guide to Karen Armstrong’s 
Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life”. The 
study guide can be printed as a 50 page A5 
booklet or 24 pages A4. It will be available on 
the PCNV website in Word.doc (A4) format 
and pdf (A5 booklet) format; 
http://www.pcnvictoria.org.au 
 
The Guide is impressive in using processes 
that involve gentle reflection on experience, 
individual preparation and reading, and shared 
experiences in the group and in pairs. 
 
Karen Armstrong, world famous international 
author and initiator of the Charter for 
Compassion (http://charterforcompassion.org) 
published Twelve Steps to a Compassionate 
Life in 2011. It can be ordered from Mosaic 
Resources in Preston, Victoria 
http://mosaicresources.com.au/ telephone (03) 
9470 6650 or from other internet suppliers. 
 
A great deal has been spoken about the 
importance of compassion in the major 
religious traditions. Twelve Steps to a 
Compassionate Life is about how actually to 
live with compassion. 
_______________________________ 
Religion Education in Secular Schools 
Alternatives to ACCESS ministries? 
 
A Public Conversation with Scott Hedges, key 
advocate for FIRIS (Fairness in Religion in 
Schools)   
Sunday July 29 3.00-4.30 pm 
Nunawading Uniting Church,  
355 Whitehorse Road, Nunawading 
with discussion following over coffee at 
MacCafé. 
This conversation, introduced by Rev Dr Paul 
Tonson, will explore the history and 
development in state schools of SRI – Special 
Religious Instruction. Why are Christians and 
others concerned about ACCESS ministries? 
What constructive alternatives exist? 
Donations will be welcome. 
 

	  
“We	  do	  not	  think	  ourselves	  into	  new	  ways	  
of	  living,	  we	  live	  ourselves	  into	  new	  ways	  
of	  thinking.”	  
Richard Rohr 
 
Moved	   by	   a	   reverence	   for	   life	   to	   pursue	  
justice	   for	   all,	   we	   inspire	   one	   another	   to	  
seek	   truth,	   live	   fully,	   care	   deeply	   and	  
make	  a	  difference.	  
The Mission statement of West Hill United 
Church, United Church of Canada 
www.westhill.net 
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A passionate memoir of a Christian journey 
 

Richard Holloway, Leaving Alexandria. Text Publishing. Melbourne 2012. 
Paperback 408 pages. Review by David Merritt 
 
The writings of Richard Holloway have been an inspiration to many progressive Christians as they 
have explored the possibility of Christianity that is open to the realities of contemporary life and 
knowledge. When I heard that Richard Holloway had published an autobiography I was eager to 
read it and was not disappointed. 
 
Leaving Alexandria was published in 2012 and tells the story of Richard Holloway's life from early 
days in the small town of Alexandria, north of Glasgow  in the west of Scotland, to his eventual 
resignation as a bishop in the Scottish Episcopal Church. In the book he describes frankly the 
internal questions with which he wrestled and the problems that he encountered with some of the 
ways the Church organised its life and in particular in the troublesome ways it dealt with 
contemporary questions and challenges to its traditional beliefs and practices. 
 
I was struck at one point by his use of the parable of the Good Samaritan as a model for thinking 
about how the Church generally, and Christians in particular, responded to cases of clear need in 
our society. He draws a stark comparison between the representatives of religion who passed by 
the wounded man on the road and did not offer help because of their traditions, and the person 
from another race and another religion in the parable who responded from the heart and acted to 
help the wounded man.  
 
“The problem for the Church in the 20th century was that many of the pressures for human 
emancipation were coming from the secular rather than the religious sphere, and Christianity is 
always suspicious of moral imperatives it did not invent, seeing itself as the uniquely qualified 
conscience of humanity. It is hard for institutions that believe they are divinely inspired and guided 
to admit they are wrong about anything, especially in areas of moral evolution. This is why 
campaigners for reform within the Church have to go out of their way to prove that the new 
challenge is not only consistent with the old convictions but is actually mandated by them. The 
Church can never just do the right thing because it is the right thing to do; it has to find religious 
reasons for doing it. It can't just abandon its rigid code, like the Good Samaritan, and go to the aid 
of the needy person on the side of the road; it has to find theological reasons for doing so. Code 
always has to justify compassion.” Page 213 
 
The book gives us a rare glimpse of the struggles of a sensitive person to the tensions between 
what religion exists for and how it often functions. 
 
“All institutions over-claim for themselves and end up believing more in their own existence than in 
the vision that propelled them into existence in the first place. This is particularly true of religious 
institutions.  Religions may begin as vehicles of longing for mysteries beyond description, but they 
end up claiming exclusive descriptive rights to them.”  Page 151 
 
He concludes his memoir with a passionate vision of what religion can be. 
 
“I wanted to keep religion around, purged of cruelty, because it gave us a space to wonder and 
listen within. Purged of the explanations that don't explain, the science that does not prove, the 
morality that does not improve; purged, in fact, of it’s prose, religion’s poetry could still touch us, 
make us weep, make us tender, and take us out of ourselves into the possibility of a courageous 
pity.“ Page 345 
 
For people interested in progressive Christianity who also enjoy autobiographies, whether or not 
you have read any of the author’s numerous earlier writings, this book is a moving account of one 
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man’s journey. There are experiences, questions, tensions, and discoveries that resonate with our 
experiences in this country on the opposite side of the planet and in a very different culture. It is a 
rare privilege to be invited into the inner world of a thoughtful Christian with such wide experience 
of the church and such integrity, honesty, and passion. 
 
I purchased my copy of Leaving Alexandria from Mosaic Resources for $28.00 plus $3.50 
postage. RRP $32.95  http://mosaicresources.com.au 
 

How one progressive group works 
 
At the meeting of leaders of progressive groups in June, Norm Brasch described how The 
Seekers – St Leonard's Uniting Church, Brighton Beach, worked. The lists of key factors were 
stimulating for the 24 people at the group leaders’ meeting and could be helpful to other groups 
thinking about their program. 
 
Seeker's Success Factors 

• discussion subjects relevant to group needs 
• challenging and stretching questions 
• e-mailed notices one week before each meeting 
• orderly contribution from all 
• safe environment – goes no further 
• strong respect and friendship between members 
• regular meeting timeslot 
• leadership is a given and creates/facilitates the above 

Structure and History 
• 22 members/50+ to 80+ years/couples and singles/all church members/mostly progressive  
• Well educated, enquiring minds, some dissatisfaction with the traditional church "party line" 
• Started as Bible study group and morphed into progressive group about 14 years ago 
• Meetings 3rd Tuesday 7:30pm to 9:30 and supper ( bring a plate ) 
• Meeting notices - time, place, subject matter and questions e-mailed one week prior 

Preparation 
• search for topical subjects relevant to current group interests 
• books, sermons, discussions, articles up to 20 book pages of reading each meeting 
• set probing questions that test boundaries and stimulate discussion 

The Meeting 
• Host opens with a reading or prayer and hands over to the leader 
• with good preparation, leader leads from behind with minimal input – compares & questions 
• we explore, debate, argue, laugh and disagree but never seek consensus 
• intent is to test our individual beliefs safely without fear or ridicule and to learn from others 
• we are all on the Jesus road, but we all respect our individual differences 

Leader’s Guidelines 
• know each of your members and the boundaries of their individual faith 
• meeting in a lounge room is much more conducive to discussion than in a hall 
• choose articles et cetera that are of current common interest to your members 
• design tough questions that will stimulate discussion and stretch the boundaries 
• hand out or e-mail articles and questions to each member well before each meeting 
• organise different people to provide a reading or prayer to open each meeting 
• if your preparation is good, you won't need to say much to keep the discussion going 
• ensure that everyone has a fair say and always resist the temptation for consensus 
• have some fun: it facilitates discussion between people of different viewpoints 
• keep your minister and congregation aware of what you are studying – sell it 
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Valuable Resources 
• individual chapters of books by Spong, Geering, Parkinson, Borg, Tolle etc. 
• your own minister’s sermons - tear them apart and feedback questions  
• web listed sermons -Christopher Page, St Matthew-in-the-City, 
• interesting newspaper articles that challenge faith and Christian living 
• Web based interviews by Rachel Kohn, 
• Search the web for Progressive Christianity e.g The Beatitudes Society 

Some of our Best Discussions 
• Chapters from Spong's book "The Sins of Scripture" 
• Living the Questions 
• Karen Armstrong/Richard Dawkins debate "Where does evolution leave God 
• Try to design a modern Progressive Creed 
• Honest to Jesus by Robert Funk Chapter 14 "Resurrection and Return" 
• Lloyd Geering  "Being Religious in the 21st Century" 
• Lloyd Geering  " How Did Jesus Become God?" 
• The Jesus Seminar  -  "The Gospel of Thomas" 
• Katie Ford sermon  pp234 "A New Christianity for a New World" Spong 
• The New Faith, Dr Francis Macnab 
• Seekers Meeting with our Minister 

Members’ Comments 
• My faith is constantly being disturbed 
• We don't get bogged down on the nature of God 
• I enjoy looking at the historical influences of Jesus' time 
• I like sharing one's faith and / or doubts regarding one's faith 
• I trust that what I say in the group won't get out of the group 
• We have different beliefs about a non-personal God who still pours blessings on us every 

day 
• We have differing emphasis on the impact of science and evolution on our faith 
• I think that how we live is more important than what we believe. 
 

Living the Beatitudes 
 
After 3 discussion meetings focussed on the Beatitude section of Dr Lorraine Parkinson's book, 
"The World According to Jesus. His blueprint for the best possible world", the St Leonard's 
Seekers produced this 21st century interpretation of the ancient Beatitudes in the Gospels. 
 

1. Develop humility in mind and spirit putting other's needs before yours. 
2. Acknowledge your losses, then move on positively. 
3. Resist all violence with measured and organised non-violence. 
4. Oppose injustice, and work to bring justice wherever you can. 
5. Practice empathy so that you cannot become indifferent to others in need. 
6. Be consistently pure-in-heart, in every thought, word and deed. 
7. Practice sincere and permanent forgiveness in all areas of your life. 
8. Love unconditionally.  
9. Live the Jesus way and you will be free of fear. 
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The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to 

 “What do we mean by G-O-D?” 
 

personal views by a panel 
 

Lorna Henry 
Durham Smith 

John Bodycomb 
 

   WHEN:     Sunday 22 July 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 & THE SPEAKERS 
Three members of the Progressive Christian Network will share with us some of 
the ways God is part of their lives. Rather than describing the work of scholars, 
they will speak of their own experiences, wonderings and tentative personal 
conclusions and what they mean when they use the word “God”, especially now 
that most people have abandoned the notion of a supreme being in a remote 
heaven who can can intervene in the affairs of humans and nature.  Three 
different views will be a stimulus for those present to reflect on the meaning of 
“God” in their own lives. 
 

Lorna Henry is a retired teacher, mother, musician, and leader of the group 
“Something for the Spirit” at Ewing Memorial Uniting Church. 
 

Dr Durham Smith is a retired consultant Pediatric Surgeon from the Royal 
Children’s Hospital, Melbourne, an Anglican, and author of “Search for 
Understanding”. He was awarded an AO in the Order of Australia Awards 1991. 
 

Rev Dr John Bodycomb is a retired Uniting Church minister and author of 
books on contemporary Christianity including recently, “No Fixed Address”. 
 
 Cost is $7 ($5 for members) 
 
 

“Open minds, open hearts, open hands” 
 




