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John Dominic Crossan’s 
lectures 
Michael Read participated with over 300 others 
in the lecture series in Sydney at the begiining 
of September: “The Power of Parable. How 
Fiction by Jesus became Fiction about Jesus”. 
Michael provided this report. 
 
Being educated can be like walking through 
a one-way door: once through, there is no 
going back.  John Dominic Crossan’s 
lectures had much the same effect: once 
heard and understood, it is impossible to go 
back to one’s pre-enlightenment 
understanding of parables or one’s reading 
of the four versions of the gospel1! 

Colouring all of Dominic’s approach was his 
belief that “progressive” thought involved 
reading documents from the past with an 
understanding of their matrix (we might say  

                                                
1	  There	  is	  only	  one	  gospel,	  but	  we	  have	  four	  versions	  of	  
it,	  according	  to	  each	  of	  the	  four	  writers	  –	  Mark,	  
Matthew,	  Luke	  and	  John	  (in	  that	  historic	  sequence).	  	  
	  

 
“context”), being the social, economic and 
political circumstances in which they were 
written. 
Parables are of four principal kinds 
(Dominic referred to the first three in his 
preamble but introduced the fourth 
subsequently): 

• Riddle parables or allegories, which 
have a long oral tradition in folklore 
but are typically associated with 
violence and death (e.g. the suitors 
who must answer three riddles to 
win the princess’ hand but who die if 
they fail – as in the opera Turendot), 
with Mark treating many of Jesus’ 
parables as riddles. 

• Example parables or moral stories, 
explaining what, or what not, to do, 
as with fables, which are moral tales 
using animals as characters, and 
with many of Jesus parables readily 
interpreted as example parables. 

• Challenge parables or 
provocations, where the parable 
uses traditional oral form but creates 
its challenge by subverting traditional 

“There are many vested interests to support charity as 
long as questions are not raised about justice” 

This quotation is one that Michael Read identified as “points we were left to ponder” after the 
lecture series by John Dominic Crossan in Sydney at the beginning of September. That 
report leads this Newsletter. The quotation probes our comfort and discomfort zones. 
 
The final page in the Newsletter promises more: it announces the PCNV meeting for October 
28 when Professor John Langmore from Melbourne University will address the topic “The 
contribution of radical Christians to a more socially just Australia”. An Australian with an 
outstanding career as a political economist ranging from Papua New Guinea, through 5 times 
elected to the House of Representatives, 5 years as Director of the UN Division for Social 
Policy and Development in New York to graduate teacher on socio-economic development at 
Melbourne University, he is unusually qualified to speak about justice and compassion. 
 
In his book, The Power of Parable, Crossan writes that if people came up to Jesus after he 
spoke to them and said, “Nice talk today, Rabbi”, Jesus would know he had failed. It is an 
uncomfortable question to ponder what actions express “progressive Christianity”. 
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or expected content or ending and 
illuminating. 

• Attack parables, where an apparent 
challenge parable has moved from 
non-violent language to language 
invoking violent attack. 

Parables, as Dominic2 pointed out, involve 
metaphor and narrative.  Whereas a typical 
narrative places the listener’s attention 
within the story, a parable directs the 
listener’s attention outside it (e.g. everyone 
knows that “the sower” parable is not about 
agricultural improvement in lower Galilee, 
but something else).  Parables are easy to 
identify as such if short, harder if long (e.g. 
Moby Dick or Pilgrim’s Progress). 
We were introduced to three OT challenge 
parables: the books of Ruth, Jonah and 
Job.  The Book of Ruth challenges religious 
edicts requiring forced rejection of all 
Ammonites and Moabites by pointing out 
that the once and future king of Israel, 
David, descended from a Moabite woman.  
The Book of Job is a challenge parable on 
three levels, the first and simplest being 
that the “holiest person in the world” is an 
Edomite, Edomites being seen as enemies 
of Israel (i.e. the holiest man in the world is 
not from Israel) (read the book for the other 
two levels of parable).  Jonah, the prophet, 
is childishly disobedient to God and 
unforgiving of the Ninevites, while the 
Ninevites (who God forgives) are 
unbelievably obedient. 

Dominic then introduced us to an 
interpretation of the four versions of the 
Gospel as parables, tracing each writer’s 
intent by considering the time of writing in 
relation to preceding and current political 
events (political conflicts within the Jewish 
church, destruction of the Temple in 70 CE, 
relations between orthodox Jews and more 
liberal Jews, including Christian Jews and 
God-followers, the latter not being Jewish 
                                                
2	  John	  Dominic	  Crossan	  –	  	  ‘Dominic’	  was	  his	  religious	  
name,	  ‘John’	  is	  his	  original	  baptismal	  name.	  	  I’ve	  used	  
the	  name	  “Dominic”	  to	  avoid	  confusion	  with	  the	  Biblical	  
author	  “John”	  

converts though worshipping in the 
Synagogue).  Each version of the Gospel 
was explained in terms of each writer’s 
attempt to provide a parable about the 
purpose of Jesus’ teaching.   

Some points we were left to ponder: 
• The apparent contradictions in 

Jesus’ teachings (“Did Jesus change 
his mind, or did Mark change 
Jesus”?) 

• John’s version of Jesus’ resurrection 
is Mark’s version but with John in 
complete control 

• Jesus was “a non-violent activist, not 
a pacifist”, evil was the Roman 
Empire 

• God’s Kingdom refers to “the ruling 
style of God”, or “how we do things”, 
it’s not about geography 

• “Should Christians be pacifists” is 
not the right question. Rather “what 
are we as a species going to do 
about the violence that is/can 
destroy our world?”  

• “The Bible is not a preferential option 
for the poor, it’s a preferential option 
for justice (the former leads to 
charity), it’s about “Is everyone 
getting enough?” 

• “There are many vested interests to 
support charity as long as questions 
are not raised about justice”. 

Finally, Dominic’s frequent point: “It’s easy 
to understand (i.e. Jesus’ message), it’s 
just hard to do!” 
 - Michael Read 

John Dominic Crossan, The Power of Parable. 
How Fiction by Jesus became Fiction about 
Jesus, is published by HarperOne. 2012. 259 
pages, hardcover. 
 
Available from Mosaic Resources 
http://www.mosaicresources.com.au 
or phone (03) 9470 6650. $29.75 plus $4 
delivery, or your favourite online book supplier. 
 
The first part on parables is superb for study in a 
group. The later part on the gospels as parables is 
more demanding. 
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Refugee on the road to Jericho (a parable) 
Andrew Hamilton. In Eureka Street. August 16, 2012 

 
In the time of the uprising a certain man fled from the Romans who were seeking to kill him and 
his family. For his brother had taken up arms against them. He went down from Jerusalem to 
Jericho, and fell among thieves, which stripped him of his raiment, and wounded him, and 
departed, leaving him half dead. 
 

And by chance there came down priests, scholars and rulers who came and looked on him, and 
passed by on the other side. 
 

But a certain Samaritan, as he journeyed, came where he was: and when he saw him, he had 
compassion on him, and went to him, and bound up his wounds, pouring in oil and wine, and set 
him on his own beast, and brought him to an inn, and took care of him. 
 

And on the morrow when he departed, he took out two pence, and gave them to the inn keeper, 
and said unto him, Take care of him; and whatsoever thou spendest more, when I come again, I 
will repay thee. 
 

But the innkeeper thought unto himself, 'Too many fugitives have died along this road. They 
greatly anger the people and must be prevented.' 
It so passed that in that hour a caravan halted at the inn. The innkeeper gave the fugitive into 
the charge  of the merchants, paid them 30 pieces of silver, and bade them, 'Take ye this man to 
a desert fort and bid the guards confine him there, never to see his wife and his children. They are 
to set him free only when the sun sets on the day when peace doth rule from coast to coast and 
the lion lies down with the lamb.' 
 
Reproduced with permission from “Eureka Street” 
 
Eureka Street is a free subscription magazine published by Jesuit Communications Australia. It 
offers daily or weekly issues by email providing informed ethical and theological commentary on 
matters in the news. To read the magazine or subscribe, go to www.eurekastreet.com.au 
 
 

A Zen Buddhist parable 
 
Tetsugen, a student of Zen, resolved on a mighty undertaking the printing of 7000 copies of the 
sutras which to then were available only in Chinese. 
 
He travelled the length and breadth of Japan to collect funds for this project. Some wealthy people 
offered him as much as one hundred pieces of gold but mostly he received small coins from 
peasants. Tetsugen expressed equal gratitude to each donor regardless of the sum of money 
given. 
 
After 10 long years of travel he finally collected the funds necessary for the task.  Just then the 
river Uji overflowed and thousands were left without food and shelter. Tetsugen spent all the 
money he had collected for his cherished project on these poor people. 
 
Then he began the work of raising funds again. Again it was several years before he got the 
money he needed. Then an epidemic spread all over the country so Tetsugen gave away all he 
had collected to help the suffering. 
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Once again he set out on his travel and twenty years later his dream of having the scriptures in 
the Japanese language finally came true. 
 
The printing block that produced this first edition of the sutras is on display at the Obaku 
Monastery in Kyoto. The Japanese tell their children that Tetsugen got out three editions of the 
sutras in all; and that the first two are invisible and far superior to the third. 
 
From The Prayer of the Frog by Anthony de Mello. Gujarat Sahitya Prakash. India. 1989. Page 68 
 
 

Spirituality and Being Presence 
 

Fred Plumer, described an experience of overwhelming joy and love while floating in warm ocean 
water on a holiday. What is your response when you can’t shout “Thank you!” to God? 

 
At one point after a long conversation with our friends, I swam out to one of the nearby reefs and 
did something I frequently do there. I just rolled over on my back, and floated in the warm tropical 
waters. I learned years ago that if you relax, breathe deeply and let your head be partially 
submerged, you can float this way indefinitely, at least in salt water. Sometimes I can do that until 
I am almost asleep and I imagine that I have returned to the womb surrounded by the amniotic 
fluid of “Mother Nature.” 
 
This time I was not sleepy for I was too overwhelmed with love. As I floated in this massive body 
of water, looking into some of the most beautiful blue sky in the world, I wondered how I could be 
so fortunate. I have such good friends; I have experienced such deep love; I know I will never be 
alone; my body can still be active…the list was just too long to continue to ponder. I was feeling 
such overwhelming joy and love; I wanted to cry with happiness. I wanted to give thanks. I wanted 
to repay. 
 
“As I continued to float in my imaginary womb, I wondered, “How could I repay for such 
abundance?” I no longer believe in a God that wants or needs anything from me…not my thanks 
nor my worship. I do believe in an Infinite Mystery, a constant Presence in all living things that can 
be experienced just as I was experiencing at that moment. But I wanted to yell at the top of my 
lungs, “Thank You!” Instead, I just floated quietly, relaxed and still in bliss. Suddenly I realized 
what I could do. I knew there was an action I could take. It was suddenly so clear that it was as if 
the words had come from outside of me. 
 
“I would dedicate my life to being that Presence as I move through whatever time I have left on 
this precious planet. I would intentionally try to be that Presence in every action, every 
relationship…even in my thoughts. I heard myself saying, “I want to be that Presence in 
everything that I do.” 
 
Later, when I was describing this experience to my beloved wife, it occurred to me that this should 
be the goal of every spiritual practice, of every religion. 
 
Fred Plumer, “Being Presence”. progressiveChristianity.org 
 
 

PCNV HELP WANTED WITH AUDIO RECORDING 
PCNV would like to have available a couple of people who can set up the audio recording 
equipment at PCNV meetings. An orientation/training session will be available from Adrian Pyle. 
When a speaker approves recording an address and making it available as a download from the 
PCNV website, audio recordings spread PCNV addresses across the world. If you are interested 
in this opportunity to help, please contact Adrian Pyle on 0408 550 491 
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EREMOS BOOK SETS FOR GROUPS 
 

Sets of books (usually 10 copies of each title) 
are available for hire from Eremos. 

 
The list of titles is extensive – Val Webb, Karen 
Armstrong, Joan Chichester, Dominic Crossan, 

Marcus Borg, John Shelby Spong, Henri 
Nouwen, Michael Morwood, and more … 

 
The cost for non-members of Eremos ranges 
from about $5 to about $13 with most titles at 

about $8. The hire includes postage to you. You 
pay the return postage. 

 
If you email the PCNV secretary: 

djmerritt@ozemail.com.au 
I can send you a pdf file of all available titles  

with a brief description and the contact details. 
 

Or contact Eremos direct: 
EmaiI: booksforgroups@eremos.org.au 

Phone (02) 4739 0632 
Mail: PO Box 198, Glenbrook NSW 2773 

 
 

INCLUSIVE CATHOLICS MASS 

 
 

Celebrant: Fr Greg Reynolds 
 

Every first and third Sunday at 5.00 pm 
at 

Glen Iris Road Uniting Church 
200 Glen Iris Rd, Glen Iris. 

 
To welcome all Catholics and Christians 

but especially 
the disenfranchised and the excluded. 

For details about times and places contact  
Greg Reynolds 0400 534 557 

and see the website: 
www.inclusive-catholics.com 

 

EMERGING CHURCH 
 

Anderson’s Creek Road Uniting Church 
152 Anderson’s Creek Road,  

East Doncaster 
 

Every third Sunday at 5.00pm 
 

NEXT SERVICE: September 21, 2012, 
5.00 pm – 6.30pm 

 

 
 

An opportunity to enter a sacred space 
and engage with the spiritual dimension of life, 

inspired by Jesus the Teacher 
and the God he loved. 

 
This will include music, images, readings, 

a reflection on the theme, 
song, ritual and silence. 

 

 
 

The liturgy will last for 45 minutes, 
followed by a blessing of bread and wine  
and conversation over a BYO light meal. 

 
Enquiries to John Bodycomb  

and Lorraine Parkinson, 
Phone 9852 2150 

Email: parki@netspace.net.au 
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The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to 

 

“The contribution of radical Christians to a 
more socially just Australia”. 

 

with 
 

 Professor John Langmore 
 

    WHEN:     Sunday 28 October 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 the street 

 

THE SPEAKER AND THE TOPIC 
Professor John Langmore is a distinguished Australian. He is an international political 
economist and author in the School of Social and Political Sciences, University of Melbourne.  
Between 1963 and 1976 he worked in Papua New Guinea as a public servant and university 
lecturer where he led the preparation of the first national plan.  Between 1976 and 1984 he 
was an economic advisor to the Australian Labor Party and proposed the negotiation of the 
Accord.  In 1984 he was elected to the House of Representatives and was later re-elected 
four times.  He chaired the committee which planned the first comprehensive committee 
system for the House of Representatives.     

 
He retired from parliament in 1996 to become Director of the UN Division for Social Policy 
and Development in New York for five years and then Representative of the International 
Labour Organization to the United Nations for two.  He was responsible for the organisation 
of the 24th special session of the General Assembly which was the first world conference to 
agree on the global target for halving serious poverty by 2015.   

 
Professor Langmore teaches graduate subjects on the United Nations and on socio-
economic development.  He has published extensively in books, journals and in the media, 
his most recent books being Dealing with America: the UN, the US and Australia and To 
Firmer Ground: Restoring Hope in Australia. In the latter book, Professor Langmore 
proposed a vision for this country that prioritises the well-being of all Australians, the 
common good of our society and a national contribution to global peace and justice. It 
offered practical solutions to the issues confronting Australia that require immediate 
attention. 
 
 Cost is $7 ($5 for members) 
 

“Open minds, open hearts, open hands” 
 


