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THE PROMISE AND PRACTICE OF
PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIANITY

Where are we at? Where do we want to go?

Address by David Merritt *

TOPIC INTRODUCTION BY THE CHAIR:
We have asked our speaker to provide an overview of where the progressive Christian
movement is at today, to help us see where we have come from and to raise some of the
issues the movement is facing around the world. We asked if he could include in the
address some of the differences between conservative Christianity, liberalism and the
progressive movement.

The address will be the background for the second part of the afternoon when we think
about what the members of PCNV value most about the progressive movement and
what would most help each of us to develop practices that express the promise that
progressive Christianity offers.

In a surprise development today we have three speakers. I will introduce each in turn.

The first speaker is a young man named David, aged 21, who is at
University here in Melbourne. He speaks to us from the 1950s.

My family brought me up to believe in the truth of God’s Word. It is important to me to
hold to the fundamental beliefs of the Christian faith. What is important is to spread the
message of salvation. “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son that whoever
believes in him shall not perish but have everlasting life.”  I am the president of the
Evangelical Union and we have a mission to bring as many people as possible to know
salvation through the atoning death of Christ.

Because of my studies in history and philosophy and working as a labourer for 18
months when I met people with very different ideas about life, I’ve started to ask some
questions about some of this - but my evangelical friends respond by telling me they
will pray for me. Kind of reassuring, maybe?

But I fear that some of you are in a worse spiritual state and have been led astray by
worldly ideas and are risking your immortal souls. You may not be ready for when the
Lord returns. I will pray for you.

The second speaker is in his 50s, a minister working in the national
education agency of the Uniting Church. He speaks to us from the 1980s.
He is also named David.

Yes, I’m definitely older. It’s always hard to tell whether one is wiser! Those of you
who notice these things will see I have moved to the left!

Theological studies in Australia and the US opened my eyes to the great diversity of the
biblical documents and the ways that Christian beliefs have changed through 20
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centuries. I have become more liberal in my theology than that young bloke you just
heard. In fact there are people like him who take pot shots at me now for backsliding
and departing from the true faith. In the Church education job I’m in I am told by the
conservatives that I’m too liberal and by some liberals that I’m too conservative.

My denomination, The Uniting Church in Australia, was formed a decade ago through a
long process that gave us a Basis of Union that is both conservative and liberal. It gave
a central place to the Bible but not as itself the Word of God – that language is used
only for Jesus Christ. It stated that the traditional Creeds are “authoritative statements of
the Catholic Faith” but “in the language of their day”. It values “literary, historical and
scientific inquiry”.

The growth of interest in the ecumenical movement has meant that some of the
theologians in my denomination don’t emphasise contemporary scholarship that
conflicts with the traditional positions of the older Orthodox and Catholic Churches. So
some beliefs, such as the Trinity and the divinity and resurrection of Jesus Christ don’t
receive much public scrutiny.

For myself, I’ve discovered that the Bible is not one book with one message; it is a
varied collection of writings about the religious experiences of the Hebrews and of
some of the Christians of the first two centuries. Scholarship makes it impossible for me
to take a lot of the biblical material literally about what happened – and I don’t think it
was meant to be taken literally. A lot of it was written to get across a message rather
than to describe what happened.

And I have discovered that some beliefs that are held up by some people as “always
true”, such as the Nicene Creed, were sometimes in fact the result of quite a battle
between conflicting parties in the churches, with the Roman Emperor sometimes
playing a big role. It is not only history that is the story told by victors. That also applies
to lots of doctrines. And some of them don’t seem to hold much relevance for us in the
1980s.

There seems to be a growing gap between the scholarly stuff and what happens in the
churches. It has become harder to have an understanding of what it means to be
Christian now in the 1980s. It wouldn’t surprise me if some of you have been at the
place I am now– well up on the scholarship that shows earlier generations expressed
their faith in the largely prescientific ideas and language of their day, but looking for
something more about being Christian now.

The third speaker you know a bit about. He is the secretary of an
organisation called the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria and
edits their newsletter that is pretty enthusiastic about progressive
Christianity. He says he has made it into 2009 so is glad to be able to be
here today. We’re in a name rut because he too is called David.

I know body position is important but if I move any further to the left, I will have to
shout from outside the building!

At last I’m talking to friends! Some of you know what a relief and encouragement it is
to be with people who think that the search for meaning is more important than
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achieving certainty and that living with questions about life and faith is more important
than the answers some people want to promote. We don’t need to accept answers that
somebody worked out for situations that don’t really take account of our own life
journey.

I hope you’ll excuse me if I get a bit enthusiastic here!

For me progressive Christianity feels like the next step on a journey from
fundamentalism through liberalism to something that values our Christian tradition but
invites me to new ways to experience and think about the point of it all.

Progressive Christianity has been a breath of fresh air – mainly because it has helped me
remove the last barriers to reflecting critically on the contemporary meaning of
Christianity. I read recently of a major liberal denomination in USA that ran a campaign
with the slogan that we would translate as, “Don’t put a full stop where God puts a
comma”.  Progressive Christianity has helped me remove the full stop after old
doctrines. There is more than they express!

In particular, progressive Christianity has helped to free me from the restrictions that
arose from the strange idea that the Mystery at the heart of the universe and human
spirituality were defined for all time by a conference of around 300 senior male clergy
in the town of Nicea (in modern Turkey) in the fourth century.

o It’s like walking through a door into a house you’ve thought you’d like to live in
one day.

o It is like realising that I have been driving a car with a small windscreen with
restricted vision, a large rear view mirror and a small engine manufactured by
Tradition Ltd with most other modern cars passing me. Now it feels like I am
driving a car with a large windscreen with a wide view, a small but useful rear
vision mirror and a powerful engine manufactured by Life, Science and Culture
Unlimited.

o For me progressive Christianity is a way to hold together some really important
stuff about religion and life without having to fit the bits into somebody’s
system of thought.

o It has involved not just accepting ambiguity but saying welcome to ambiguity
and uncertainty and goodbye to fooling myself that I have beliefs that are
definitive and authoritative.

o For me it opens a way to respond to a hunger that has grown stronger as the
years pass for a way of life that is open-minded, involved in community, aware
of my links to all of life and to the planet itself, and responsive to the presence
of “God” everywhere.

Incidentally, I have just illustrated two of the attractive aspects of progressive
Christianity for me. We are a mob that like and use metaphors of different kinds
because that is all we have available to talk about what is beyond description, and we
focus on what makes a difference to people’s lives rather than on “correct” doctrines.
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The metaphor emphasis has some profound implications that mark one of the
differences from much liberalism that focuses on a more narrow rationalism.
John Dominic Crossan puts it beautifully for me:

“We began with the Enlightenment to think that ancient peoples (“other” peoples)
told dumb, literal stories that we were now smart enough to recognize as such.
Not quite. Those ancient people told smart, metaphorical stories that we were now
dumb enough to take literally.”

        John Dominic Crossan, A Long Way from Tipperary p. 148

So what is progressive Christianity about for me?
I will mention briefly some key points for me. They are listed on the handout notes you
have.

o It is not a particular position or set of ideas I have to adopt or defend. It is a
way of moving beyond some earlier ways of being Christian. One writer speaks
of Progressive Christianity as a family of perspectives united in a desire to go
beyond the liberalisms and conservatisms of the immediate Christian past.
(Delwyn Brown)

o I know the scholarship stuff is important because it clears away a lot of
superstition and magic about religion while maintaining appropriate recognition
of mystery. And scholarly research gives us a new knowledge basis for our
understanding of Christianity. But we also need something more than
scholarship, something that touches our inner lives, evokes hopes and stirs
imagination.  I find the exuberance about metaphor and images in progressive
Christianity to be food for the spirit.

o We affirm the importance of open-minded inquiry and intellectual integrity
and we expect our religious ideas to develop and evolve in the light of changing
scientific, historical and biblical knowledge. After I gave a talk about my
changing theological journey, someone asked if I thought I would change my
ideas again in the next 10 years. I replied, “I hope so! Given the rate of
developments in scientific knowledge, if I don’t change my ideas it will mean I
have stopped thinking”.

o We recognize in ourselves and in others a hunger for a spirituality that
involves deep personal experience – a way of life rather than a religion that
requires accepting ancient beliefs.

o We have found that many traditional Christian doctrines do not survive
informed critical examination. They were expressions of something important
in the ideas of their day but they don’t necessarily communicate something
important now. In fact, some communicate ideas it is important to oppose now.
For example, the “fall” of humanity and the sinfulness of all humans or the need
for salvation though the atoning sacrifice of Jesus.

o The Bible is about the life-shaping experiences of some ancient peoples over
a thousand years in the ideas and languages of their day. Their reports of
those experiences are sometimes inspirational and evoke awareness of personal
and social issues for us, sometimes they are tediously irrelevant for us, and
sometimes they are ethically offensive (for example, the subordination of
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women, support for slavery, and anti-Jewish attitudes that have contributed to
anti-Semitism). And always they are just a part of a big picture of life and
meaning. For example, when I read the two creation stories in the book of
Genesis in the Old Testament, I know that centuries before those stories were
written, Aboriginal people in this land told stories about beginnings, a great
empire had flourished in Egypt and left huge pyramids as part of their belief
system, and impressive civilisations in China flourished with beliefs about life
and death.

o Talking about God as a supernatural being (“theism”) is not helpful or
convincing for some of us but seems to be useful for others. If and when I use
the word “God” (which I do rarely because of its old associations) it does not
refer to a being  “out there” who may intervene in the world from time to time
but to the presence of the “Divine” everywhere that we experience, for example,
in the richness of the human spirit and our sense of connection to all of life.

o Jesus is important in our tradition as a person with a deep experience of
God who invites us to our own experience of living open to God. We
recognise that in other traditions there are other ways to experience the
divine/the sacred. To me, one of the most interesting outcomes of recent study of
the New Testament is that the message of Jesus was not so much about religion
as about a transformed society, a different way of living. What in the first
century they called “the kingdom of god”.

o We are open communities welcoming people with views and life styles
different from ours.

I seem to have come quite a journey from the first young bloke you heard, and since my
classic liberal days have moved to a different way of valuing and appropriating my
Christian tradition.

A comment on those three people

There is, of course, no one set of beliefs and practices that can be described as
definitively “conservative evangelical” or “liberal Christian ” or “progressive
Christian”. For example, my list of what progressive Christianity means to me will not
apply to all progressive Christians. I assume some of you will hold different views at
some points. Those three brief portraits of stages in my theological journey are
reasonably accurate for me. That is where I have been. The labels should be regarded as
useful for pointing to an approach or cluster of ideas but not as definitive.

NOW for a few things about the progressive Christian movement,
where it is at and the issues it is facing not just here but in other
countries.

I will mention briefly just six points. For most of them I have given a website reference
for you to follow up and explore in more depth. Those website addresses will be in the
text of this address which will be available for download on the PCNV website
www.pcnvictoria.org.au by Wednesday.
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1. It is early days about what to call this movement. There are
plusses and minuses about the term “progressive” but it is what we’ve
got at the present time. It is used by Christians in at least Canada, USA,
Britain, New Zealand and Australia – and in Judaism. One of the least
useful things we can do at this stage is to worry too much about the label
on the box. The important stuff is about what is in the box labelled
“progressive” and what it can mean for our lives and possibly for the
churches.

Incidentally, most of the other “label” terms widely used are far from 
definitive and cannot be used to imply their opposites: “evangelical”, 
“liberal”, “conservative”, “reformed” etc. If you call yourself “liberal” 
does it necessarily imply that all others are illiberal (narrow-minded or 
bigoted)? If you call yourself “Reformed” does it necessarily imply that 
everyone else is not reformed (has not changed for the better)?

2. There are differences between those exploring progressive
Christianity and those exploring progressive religion. That
is an important topic to be explored at another time. In the six years I
was Moderator of the Education Committee of the World Council of
Churches, one of their most interesting projects was titled: ‘How to live
in a world of many cultures, faiths and ideologies while remaining
grounded in one culture, faith and ideology.’ Those of us in the
progressive Christian movement recognise we have a spiritual heritage in
Christianity that is our base for exploration of spirituality in the
contemporary world.

3. Progressive Christianity is growing rapidly in Britain,
Canada, USA and Australia – and probably in other places where
I don’t know what is happening.  In 2007 at the first Australian national
“Common Dreams” conference, 1500 people attended. The membership
of this network, PCNV, doubled last year.

In USA, The Centre for Progressive Christianity that has played a 
leading role in the progressive movement, recently reported a huge 
expansion not just of interest but of requests for resources for 
congregations and groups. A report a few months ago stated:
‘In the last two and a half years the “unique visitors” on the 
website have grown from under 5,000 visitors a month to well 
over 60,000. The mailing list has more than doubled to over 
6,000 and the email activity has grown eight-fold. Today, there 
are 17 different denominations, as well as independent and 
ecumenical groups, that are represented by the TCPC affiliates.’
TCPC Strategic Plan 2008 page 2. www.progressivechristianity.org

In Canada the progressive movement has begun a course for 
leaders of progressive congregations about leadership and 
liturgy for gatherings. and they are producing more resources for 
groups. www.progressivechristianity.ca/ccpc/index.php
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The Progressive Christianity Network in Britain has a large number of 
local groups. www.pcnbritain.org.au

Some great websites and a rapidly growing stream of publications have 
reached critical mass to sustain and stimulate the growth of this 
movement.

4. There is widespread agreement that the movement should
avoid becoming a separate organisation like a
denomination. Its roles are to contribute to the possibility of
contemporary spirituality for people who have given up on traditional
churches and religion and to offer new possibilities for people within
their church traditions. It is about vitality of experience not
organisational structure. But the question of how to stimulate and sustain
groups is very important for us.

5. The recent studies of Christian origins have been very
influential. In this the Jesus Seminar has played a significant role. In
the 1990s it put great effort into making the results of critical scholarship
about the Bible and religion widely known and readily accessible.  (That
is a task most of their critics have not undertaken). They systematically
identified all known documents relating to the origins of Christianity in
the first centuries of the Common Era. They then adopted a cooperative
approach by large numbers of qualified scholars to interpret the
significance of those documents. This scholarly work has introduced
many people to a picture of the beginnings of Christianity that is
radically different from popular ideas. 

http://westarinstitute.org/Seminars/seminars.html

There are plenty of scholars who disagree with the assumptions and 
conclusions of the Jesus Seminar. However, the Jesus Seminar has 
helped to make clearer the context of the early Christian writings in 
Jewish, Greek, Roman and Coptic cultures of the first two centuries of 
the Common Era. Their work shows the influence of the politics and 
religions of those times on what was written by the very diverse writers 
included in the New Testament. Those documents were not written for 
us or for a world like ours. The New Testament writings are not always, 
or indeed often, a plain guide to informed, responsible or vital 
Christianity today.

6. There is a strong sense at least in Australia, Canada and
USA that the urgent questions now for progressive
Christianity (and more broadly for progressive religion)
are about practice rather than theory.

o How do we pray if we do not believe in God as a supernatural being who
sometimes intervenes in the world? Do we pray?

o What kind of community gathering will deepen and support spirituality,
nurture compassion, and equip us to play a role for justice and peace?
The very concept of worship is based on recognition of a supernatural
being to be worshipped, so what concepts can now guide our community
gatherings?
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o How do we relate to people of other religions whom we respect as
spiritual people from whom we can learn much and with whom we can
share common cause for the world’s well-being?

o Where do we find the resources we need for groups, some of which are
beginning the progressive journey and some of which are ready to
explore new developments that will take them and us further?

o What are the most useful roles for networks such as the Progressive
Christian Network of Victoria?

Conclusion

There is much more that could be said. But I hope that is enough to stimulate your
thinking about the promise and practice of progressive Christianity. What it has gifted
to some of us is already substantial. What it promises is a further journey of discovery -
with no maps but impressive signposts. I think it will be in our practices that we will
work out the extent to which the promises will make a difference to us and to the
churches.

Finally, as an expression of the promise of progressive Christianity, I invite you to join
me in a brief litany “Power to imagine Progressive Christianity” on the second page of
the handout notes. It was written by Aussie Ian Lawton and taken from the impressive
website of Christ Community Church in Michigan.

It is a litany for one and all.

It is preceded by the wonderfully evocative words of Friedrich Nietzsche:

‘And those who were seen dancing were thought to be mad by those who could not
hear the music’.

One: Imagine a religion that brings together, rather than tearing apart.
All: Imagine the peace.

One: Imagine a religion that celebrates diversity, rather than fearing difference.
All: Imagine the justice.

One: Imagine a religion that deeply respects this life, rather than waiting for the
next life.
All: Imagine the integrity.

One: Imagine a religion that lives the questions, rather than enforcing the
answers.
All: Imagine the openness.

One: Imagine a religion that engages the intellect, rather than trusting in
superstition.
All: Imagine the empowerment.

One: Imagine a religion that seeks to be the change it wishes to see in the
world.
All: Imagine the spiritual awakening.
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Power to Imagine Progressive Christianity
Sunday, November 23, 2008, Christ Community Church. www.christ-community.net

If we can imagine it, we can begin to live it!

David Merritt
22 February 2009

* Dr David Merritt is a retired minister of the Uniting Church in Australia. He studied
history and philosophy at Melbourne University and then completed degrees in
education and theology in Australia and USA. Before retirement he was the director of
the national education agency of the Uniting Church. He was moderator of the World
Council of Churches Education Committee for six years. He is a foundation member of
the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria and is currently the Secretary of that
organisation and editor of its Newsletter.



THE PROMISE AND PRACTICE OF
PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIANITY

Where are we at? Where do we want to go?
Outline of an address by David Merritt

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria, 22 February 2009

Meet three people:
o A conservative evangelical Christian
o A liberal Christian
o A progressive Christian

What is progressive Christianity about for me?
o Not a particular position or set off ideas – a way of moving beyond some earlier ways

of being Christian.
o Scholarly findings are important – but so too is something that evokes hope and

imagination
o Open-minded inquiry and intellectual integrity
o Spirituality that involves personal experience – rather than accepting ancient beliefs
o Many traditional doctrines do not survive informed critical examination
o The Bible is about the life-shaping experiences of some ancient peoples over a

thousand years in the ideas and languages of their day, sometimes inspiring, often
irrelevant, sometimes ethically offensive.

o Talking about “God” as a supernatural being (“theism”) in not helpful for me  (It may
be useful for others)

o In our tradition Jesus is a person with a deep experience of “God” who invites us to
our own experience of living open to “God”

o We are an open community welcoming people with views and lifestyles different from
ours.

Where the progressive Christian movement is at
Six points:

1. It is early days about what to call this movement. “Progressive” is used in at least
Canada, USA, Britain, New Zealand and Australia – and in Judaism.

2. There are differences between those exploring progressive religion and those
exploring progressive Christianity.

3. Progressive Christianity is growing rapidly in at least Britain, Canada, USA and
Australia.

4. There is widespread agreement the movement is about vitality of experience rather
than organisational structure. We want to avoid becoming a separate organisation
like a denomination.

5. Recent studies of Christian origins have been very influential. The emerging
picture of the beginnings of Christianity is very different from popular ideas. The New
Testament writings were not written for us or for a world like ours and are not
necessarily a guide to Christianity today.

6. The urgent questions now for progressive Christianity are about practice rather
than theory.

We began with the Enlightenment to think that ancient peoples (“other” peoples) told
dumb, literal stories that we were now smart enough to recognize as such.
Not quite. Those ancient people told smart, metaphorical stories that we were now
dumb enough to take literally. John Dominic Crossan, A Long Way from Tipperary p. 148



In my opinion, Christians who can’t cope with metaphors have done their best,
perhaps unintentionally, to spoil the faith for the rest of us. Part of progressive
Christianity’s task is to reclaim the classic metaphors for what they are: figures
of speech that inspired beautiful legends.
James Adams “Metaphorically-Challenged” www.tcpc.org

We affirm the variety and depth of human experience and the richness of each person’s
search for meaning, and we encourage the use of sound scholarship, critical inquiry, and all
intellectual powers to understand the presence of God in human life.
We are opposed to any exclusive dogma that limits the search for truth and free inquiry, and
we encourage work that eases the pain, suffering and degradation inherent in many of the
structures of society, as well as work that keeps central to the Christian life fair, open,
peaceful, and loving treatment of all human beings.
The Centre for Progressive Christianity (USA) tcpc.org/resources

While Dawkins and Hitchens are justified in their challenges to a desert tribal God and
offended, medieval feudal Lord, the only alternative is not their “no-God-at-all” conclusion,
but rather an openness to new ways to think and talk about the Something More in light of
current knowledge and experience -- how the Sacred is evidenced (or not at all) within our
world today.  The Bible is a guide in this but not an eternal archetype into which all
contemporary experience and knowledge must fit.  When today’s questions demand different
answers from those of Biblical times, such answers are not rebellion or heresy but an
acknowledgement of contemporary encounters with What inspired our ancestors in their day.
The question is … can we live with such openness to the new?  I can, because I can do no
other.  It is the way I live with everything else, an ongoing juggling of a few certain facts,
constant new experiences, diverse opinions, and faith in many things, some scientifically
verifiable and others not -- it is the adventure of being alive.

Val Webb, “The (Im)possibilities of God Talk”.  Address to UCA, NSW, Sept 2007

And those who were seen dancing were thought to be mad by those who could not hear the
music.  Friedrich Nietzsche

One: Imagine a religion that brings together, rather than tearing apart.
All: Imagine the peace.

One: Imagine a religion that celebrates diversity, rather than fearing difference.
All: Imagine the justice.

One: Imagine a religion that deeply respects this life, rather than waiting for the next
life.
All: Imagine the integrity.

One: Imagine a religion that lives the questions, rather than enforcing the answers.
All: Imagine the openness.

One: Imagine a religion that engages the intellect, rather than trusting in superstition.
All: Imagine the empowerment.

One: Imagine a religion that seeks to be the change it wishes to see in the world.
All: Imagine the spiritual awakening.

Power to Imagine Progressive Christianity
Sunday, November 23, 2008, Christ Community Church. www.christ-community.net


