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A FAITH FOR ADULTS
Diarmuid O’Murchu in the first of his
Essays on Christian Life offers a
challenging conclusion about the need in
our day to contextualise Jesus afresh within
the big story of creation, reinforcing the big
vision of God’s creative Spirit:

Over the past 2,000 years the Jesus story
has been bedevilled with patriarchal co-
dependency. The Gospel narratives have
been simplified and domesticated for
children and for adults of childlike
disposition. Subservience has been the
desired outcome and in many cases has
been effectively achieved. But it leaves us
with an adult population, many of whom
have abandoned the Christian faith or find
its patronising propaganda intolerable and
oppressive. The old plot is becoming
increasingly dysfunctional.

I wish to suggest that incarnational
Christianity is a faith first and foremost for
adults, for people mature and visionary
enough to embrace the daring praxis of a

subversive adult Jesus, seeking to honour
an adult God. Rightly, therefore, Jesus
needs to be contextualised afresh within
the big story of creation, reinforcing the big
vision of God’s creative Spirit. Nothing
short of this will satisfy the spiritual hunger
of our age, nor indeed will anything less be
of much use to humanity on the threshold
of a new evolutionary leap. 

Diarmuid O’Murchu, “Christian Life Essay
1”.
www.diarmuid13.com/christian-life-essay1

Recording of Dr Leaves available
The audio of the address by Dr Nigel
Leaves on 27 April, “Religion Under Attack“
is available for downloading from the PCNV
website: http://www.pcnvictoria.org.au/

The address discusses the reasons for
both the increase and variety of attacks and
points to some implications for Christians
who want to communicate an alternative
understanding of religion.

Characteristics of Progressive Churches
Participants at the PCNV meeting on 27 April were asked by the speaker, Nigel Leaves, to
discuss, among other topics, the five characteristics of progressive churches proposed by
Hal Taussig (in A New Spiritual Home. Progressive Christianity at the Grassroots. 2006). In
summary form:

o Spiritual vitality – participatory and expressive worship, reclaiming ancient rituals
o Intellectual integrity – ‘God’ and ‘Jesus’ talk that is honest, science and religion
o Transgressing gender boundaries – equal rights with regard to sexual orientation
o Vitality without superiority – respect other faiths, promote dialogue between faiths
o Justice and ecology – confront social and systemic injustice, promote ‘green’ issues

Apart from minor quibbling about a few words, the discussion focused on the type of religion
and living that is authentically Christian and contemporary. It was effective counterpoint to
the type of religion that has been at the forefront of recent vocal attacks on religion. Both the
lecture on how and why religion is under fresh attack and the consideration of the
characteristics of progressive churches brought into focus the role of networks such as
PCNV. The Committee welcomes suggestions from members about helpful strategies!
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COMING IN JUNE

SUNDAY JUNE 24: 3.00pm to 5.00pm

“The role of the Bible for Christians and
churches – facing the practical questions”

How can ancient scriptures be read today with
integrity? Are traditional liturgical formulas
about the ‘Word of God’ appropriate? What
are useful concepts and language to refer
to the significance of the Bible? What are
implications for use of the Lectionary? And
much more …

Speaker: Professor Bill Loader
Venue: Glen Iris Uniting Church

NEW DATE FOR
LEADERS OF PROGRESSIVE

GROUPS
THE SEMINAR FOR LEADERS OF
PROGRESSIVE GROUPS announced in the
last Newsletter has been changed to Saturday
16 June. The previously announced date
clashed with a long weekend.

WHEN: Saturday 16 June
10.30 am to 4.30 pm

WHERE: East Doncaster Baptist Church.

The seminar brings together a leader from
each progressive Christian discussion group
to exchange ideas and explore common
interests about programs, resources, group
methods to encourage participation, and
promotion, etc. This seminar follows up the
successful seminar for group leaders last year.

Intending participants must register by 11 June
so that arrangements can be made for the
day’s program including catering for morning
tea and lunch.

Invitations have been sent to leaders of all
progressive groups for whom PCNV has
contact details.

Inquiries to Dick Carter
Email: rcarter3@bigpond.net.au
Phone: 0416 006 671

BOOKS WITH A PROGRESSIVE
CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVE

As a service to members, PCNV carries
stocks of significant books with a
progressive approach. They are usually
available on the bookstall at PCNV
meetings or can be ordered by phone at
the PCNV office on weekday mornings and
paid for by credit card.
Phone  03 9571 4575.
Books ordered for dispatch by post incur a
postage and handling cost.

Included among current titles in stock are:

“The Once and Future Bible: An
Introduction to the Bible for Religious
Progressives”, by Gregory C. Jenks $25

Like Catching Water in a Net: Human
Attempts to Describe the Divine, by Val
Webb $35

Stepping Out with the Sacred: Human
Attempts to Engage the Divine,
by Val Webb $30

Why We’re Equal: Introducing Feminine
Theology  by Val Webb $25

 In Defense of Doubt: An Invitation to
Adventure by Val Webb $25

John’s Message by Val Webb $10

Search for Understanding, 2nd Ed.
by Durham Smith  $20

INCLUSIVE CATHOLICS
Fr Greg Reynolds is initiating a community of

Catholics who feel disenfranchised or
disconnected from the institutional Church.
All are welcome to join the community. See
http://www.inclusive-catholics.com/Default.aspx

The website lists two upcoming events for
May 16 and May 19.

Enquiries: greg.reynolds@gmail.com
Greg’s mobile: 0400 534 557
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TAKING THE BIBLE SERIOUSLY BUT NOT LITERALLY
In November 2011, the year of the 400th anniversary of the publication of the King James Bible,
leading Australian scholar Dr Gregory Jenks delivered a significant lecture to the Westar Institute
in USA. In the address he considered the wide range of developments since that time in how the
Bible is understood. The full lecture deserves to be widely read and can be accessed in the ways
described below. Meanwhile, Dr Jenks has provided permission for the PCNV Newsletter to
reproduce the following important concluding section of the address.

“Re-imagining the Bible now and for the future
All of this has implications for theologians, for churches, and for everyday people of faith. The first
and most far-reaching implication is that the Bible is simply not capable of sustaining all the
demands made of it. The more we know about the Bible, the worlds from which it derives, and the
dynamics of reading any text in our own time and place, the less the Bible is able to live up to our
expectations. For its own sake as much as for ours, the Bible needs a demotion.

In our concern to defend, protect and retain the Bible we may too easily find ourselves engaging
in a biblical version of the ‘God of the gaps’ strategy. Rather than seeking to defend the Bible by
protecting it from critical attention, we may be best to liberate the Bible from the unfortunate and
unsustainable expectations of the religious. Neither the Bible nor God is well served by any tactics
that seek to protect the Bible from scrutiny.

We must, therefore, resist any temptation to treat our sacred texts differently than the way we
treat other people’s sacred texts. Legend and self-serving fiction are to be found in the Bible just
as surely as they are in the sacred traditions of other communities. Ancient texts, and indeed all
written texts, are ambiguous preparations for an act of communication that will necessarily be
driven and controlled by the reader (rather than the author). This dynamic needs to be embraced,
not ignored. It cannot be obscured by an appeal to divine inspiration.

There is a kind of kenotic (self-limiting) principle that applies to the Bible as much as to Jesus. If
God chooses to communicate with humanity through written documents, then that communication
is necessarily constrained by the implicit dynamics of the process. The human origins of the texts,
and the vulnerable circumstances of the Bible’s preservation and transmission, will necessarily
need to be taken into account. So will the complex processes of reading and interpretation
through which a reader creates meaning. Even an inspired book requires a very human reader in
order to have any meaning.

When it comes to the question of historicity—that ‘Holy Grail’ to which western culture has
mortgaged so much of our concept of truth—we shall need to accept and work within the
methodological constraints of ancient historiography. As ancient oriental literature, the Bible
comes from times and places that are profoundly foreign to us, and will forever remain strange;
even when we delude ourselves into imagining that we are comprehending and practicing biblical
values.

The biblical narratives may well preserve memories of ancient events and relationships, but their
primary character is to proclaim the worldview (the faith and the practices) of ancient Jewish and
Christian communities, not to address our misplaced obsession with history. They are sacred
texts for us because of their religious value, not their historical worth.

Although we feel the loss that necessarily follows from such a decision, we shall need to embrace
a methodological bias towards skepticism in our reading of our own sacred texts. Minimalist
historical claims will be matched with modest theological claims, in part as reparations for the past
excesses of theological triumphalism. Better to take our place lower down the table and be called
up higher, than to overreach ourselves and be shamed into a public confession of religious hubris.
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The value of our religious traditions will not be their assumed superiority over the traditions of
other religious communities. Nor will we make the mistake of thinking that the validity of our
tradition is derived from either its historicity or the capacity of earlier generations to express
themselves in ways that we moderns find cogent or convincing. Rather, the value of our
tradition—and ultimately of the Bible itself—will be generated by the capacity of Christianity to
facilitate human transformation and ecological justice; taking us beyond ourselves for the sake of
the larger web of life at whose center we find God.

The God celebrated and proclaimed by this kind of Christianity will draw us beyond the Christian
Scriptures, but we shall never leave them behind. They will not need to be defended from
criticism, but neither will they be invoked as a simple recipe for a successful life in the present
time. Theologians, churches and everyday believers will find ourselves drawn into fresh
explorations of truth in a quest for holy wisdom.

Such a process will be challenging, and even confronting, for the churches. Not only will we need
to learn how to read the Bible differently, we shall need to rewrite so much of our creeds and
liturgies.

Instead of rehearsing the mighty acts of God in times past, we shall focus on discerning the
wisdom of God for the present times. Canonical boundaries will not vanish, but their significance
may once again decrease as the function of Scripture changes from enforcing the boundaries of
acceptability to enlarging the boundaries of our spiritual imagination.

Such re-imagining of the Bible is hard work, and we see something of the pain of that struggle in
the tone of complaints protesting this or that development as having gone too far from traditional
forms of orthodoxy. The pain is inescapable, but so is the duty to re-imagine the Bible in fresh and
credible ways; in other words, taking the Bible seriously, but not literally.”

From “Taking the Bible seriously but not literally” by Gregory C. Jenks.  ©2011 Gregory C. Jenks
Senior Lecturer, School of Theology, Charles Sturt University.
Academic Dean, St Francis Theological College, Brisbane,
Australia Fellow, Westar Institute, Willamette University.

The full lecture can be downloaded as a pdf file from the PCNV website: www.pcnvictoria.org.au

The lecture is adapted from the opening chapter of Gregory C. Jenks, The Once and Future Bible.
Polebridge Press, 2012. The book can be purchased for $25 at PCNV meetings or ordered for
$25 plus $5 p&h from PCNV, 76 Coppin Street, Malvern East, Vic 3145, phone (03) 9571 4575.

The PCNV meeting on June 24 will explore the issues further when Professor Bill Loader will
speak on “The role of the Bible for Christians and churches – facing the practical questions”.

CHRISTIANS AND RESPONSIBLE USE OF SCRIPTURE
Amy-Jill Levine is an international Jewish scholar and Professor of New Testament Studies at
Vanderbuilt University Divinity School. She has twice been a speaker at PCNV meetings in
Melbourne. Her books and lectures have opened new perspectives on Jesus in the context of first
century Judaism.

In an opinion piece on the ABC Religion and Ethics program in April this year she described the
problems that can arise when Christians read in church services the New Testament passages
that depict Jews as killers of Jesus. In Matthew, the Roman Pilate washes his hands but the
Jewish people cry out for Jesus’ crucifixion: “His blood be on us and on our children” (Matthew 23:
27). In John’s Gospel the Jews are described as “from your father the devil”. (John 8: 44). In Acts,
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Peter accuses “the entire house of Israel” of crucifying Jesus and having “killed the Author of life”
(Acts 2:36; 3: 14-15).

Professor Levine stated that every time the Passion narratives are read, the threat of anti-Judaism
reappears. She described six strategies to deal with this, in order of usefulness, and assesses the
likely impact of each:

Excision
Retranslate
Romanticise
Allegorise
Historicise
Admit the problem

Her conclusions under the final heading are especially important for all Christians.
“We come finally to our sixth option: admit to the problem and deal with it. There are many ways
congregations can address the difficult texts. Put a note in service bulletins to explain the harm
the texts have caused. Read the problematic texts silently, or in a whisper. Have Jews today give
testimony about how they have been hurt by the texts.

Those who proclaim the problematic verses from the pulpit might imagine a Jewish child sitting in
the front pew and take heed: don't say anything that would hurt this child, and don't say anything
that would cause a member of the congregation to hurt this child. Better still: educate the next
generation, so that when they hear the problematic words proclaimed, they have multiple contexts
- theological, historical, ethical - by which to understand them.

Christians, hearing the Gospels during Holy Week, should no more hear a message of hatred of
Jews than Jews, reading the Book of Esther on Purim, should hate Persians, or celebrating the
seder and reliving the time when "we were slaves in Egypt," should hate Egyptians.

We choose how to read. After two thousand years of enmity, Jews and Christians today can
recover and even celebrate our common past, locate Jesus and his earliest followers within rather
than over and against Judaism, and live into the time when, as both Synagogue and Church
proclaim, we can love G-d and our neighbour.”

Amy-Jill Levine, “Holy Week and Hatred of the Jews”. ABC Religion and Ethics. 4 April 2012.
www.abc.net.au/religion/articles/2012/04/3470618.htm
Her most recent book is The Misunderstood Jew: The Church and the Scandal of the Jewish
Jesus.  Harper Collins, 2006. Amy-Jill Levine is expected to visit Australia next in May 2013.

PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIANITY AND ALLIANCES OF PEOPLE
Progressive Christianity has been seriously hampered by at least two illusions.

One is that the triumph of progressive ideas is pretty much inevitable. The other is that
progressive ideas are inherently persuasive. Neither is true. The progressive Christian witness will
not triumph inevitably or under its own power. Convictions prevail when they are part of social
movements. Progressive ideas may be intrinsically credible, but they are actually believed only
when they are effectively stated and lived, and embedded in alliances of people who act together
with informed intentionality.

Delwin Brown, “Progressive Christianity: Reconstructing Our Theological Witness”.
www.ProgressiveChristianity.org
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The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria

invites you to

. “Christianity through the lens
of myth and metaphor”

by

Dr David Tacey

WHEN: Sunday 27 May 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 SPEAKER

Dr David Tacey is known to many PCNV members from a previous address and his
books. He is Associate Professor, Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences,
School of Communication, Arts and Critical Enquiry, Latrobe University.

Dr Tacey has been researching and publishing in the emerging academic field
called spirituality studies, an area which has emerged out of the interactions of
religious studies and theology, depth psychology, sociology, philosophy, and
education theory. He has taught courses on spirituality, analytical psychology,
environmental psychology, and literature. He is the author of numerous articles and
books on Jung and spirituality including Edge of the Sacred: Transformation in
Australia (1995),  ReEnchantment: the New Australian Spirituality (2000), The
Spirituality Revolution: The Emergence of Contemporary Spirituality (2004), How to
read Jung (2006), and Edge of the Sacred: Jung, Psyche, Earth (Revised
International Edition, Switzerland 2009).

Cost is $7 ($5 for members)

“Open minds, open hearts, open hands”


