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In this second session, I will highlight/expand a few points I made in my presentation and raise 

some other issues to take into groups to discuss together.   

 

Traditional theology has painted a composite picture of a Divine Being creating humans, 

forbidding them to eat a certain fruit, then punishing them for doing what came naturally to curious 

human nature.  This strangely unimportant act of eating fruit has been interpreted as the origin of human 

sin and the reason an angry God expelled humans from the Divine realm.  Only much later does God 

decide to solve this estrangement by sending His Son who, according to tradition, is God in human shape.  

Although the Gospels focus mostly on Jesus’ teachings and sayings, his sole purpose, according to 

Christian tradition, was not what he said or did, but that he was killed and rose again from the dead, a 

cosmic event that somehow satisfied the offence of a loving God.   

 

Major and rather obvious questions arise out of this scenario: 

1. Where is this actually spelled out as such in the Bible? 

2.  Why are “sin” and “fall” not even mentioned in the Genesis story if this is its central point? 

3.  Why, if it is so pivotal, did the Hebrew Bible, whose story it was, never mention Adam and Eve or 

their actions again after Genesis 6? 

4.  If God was so angry, why did God make skin clothes for Adam and Eve as they left the garden and 

was also present at their first act outside the garden – it says Eve gave birth “with the help of the Lord?” 

5.  If Adam and Eve’s “fall” made Jesus necessary as a redeeming second Adam, why did Jesus never 

mention Adam and Eve in the Gospels, except once as a positive example of a partnership, not sin or fall?   
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6.  Why did this “fall” story become central to orthodox Christian belief; and how did a Jewish man, 

Jesus, become described as a Divine pawn in a cosmic transaction to repair the damage? 

 

In answer to this last point about the cosmic significance of Jesus’ death, Paul, whose writings are 

the earliest in the New Testament, simply said that this Jewish man Jesus “died for our sins.”  Not until a 

century or so later did theologians try to explain what this meant, beginning a series of atonement theories 

across the centuries, shaped by the culture, language and worldview of their time.  Second Century 

explanations of Jesus’ death involved a cosmic transaction between God and the Devil who was holding 

humanity in bondage as a result of the fall – that word again.  The devil was finally tricked and defeated 

when Jesus, a perfect man, died and went to hell, but was rescued by God, breaking the Devil’s power 

over humans forever.  A variation on this called Jesus a ransom payment to the Devil, thus breaking the 

Devil’s power.  These explanations, which took hold in the Eastern Orthodox church, completely freed 

humans from the curse of the “fall” once and for all, allowing humanity to again become like God.  

Fourth Century St. Augustine, however, modified this explanation, convinced that human beings were not 

free from sin’s bondage, but eternally flawed.  His proof?  Despite his own strenuous efforts, he could not 

control his sexual energies as a celibate man and thus decided there was an “original” or genetic 

predisposition in humans to sin.  Augustine’s enemy was not the Devil, as in earlier explanations, but the 

perversity of human will, an “original sin” inherited like a bad gene at conception from Adam’s tainted 

seed, because of the “fall.”  The atonement did not free humans from this curse, according to Augustine, 

but simply allowed God to forgive the sinners.  In each of these explanations, the worldview and personal 

experience of the theologian dictated the metaphors.   

 

Other atonement theories followed to explain the point of the cross, but the one that traditionally 

holds away today, reflected in creeds and hymns, is a Divine Lord-of-the-Manor who demanded payment 

to satisfy the offront to his majesty brought on by His disobedient, puny serfs, Adam and Eve.  Such 

offront could only be satisfied by the death of the offender, but no lowly human peasant was satisfaction 

enough.  This loving Father thus solved His own offront by demanding the death of one from His class, 

His perfect Son, returning this victim to life after the transaction.  Where did this explanation or 
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atonement theory of ruling medieval Lords and lowly serfs come from?  None other than the pen of 

Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury, at the height of England’s medieval feudal culture with its powerful 

lords and lowly serfs.  If I were to ask you for your explanation of the atonement, you would probably 

give me a mix of these various explanations, developed from isolated verses of the Bible picked at 

different periods of history, according to the ideas of the time.    

 

This is illustration enough to show that our doctrines reflect the eras within which they arose.  

They should thus be open to reinterpretation in another age.  This should allow us to reconnect with the 

metaphorical wind-spirit in Genesis brooding over the waters speaking creation into being and dialoguing 

with human beings who grow up, challenge parental authority (don’t eat that fruit) and leave home, 

dressed in warm outfits to populate their own adult world with the help of the Lord.   It should allow us to 

see the Hebrew creation story as one of many beginning stories from around the world, even two different 

versions in Genesis.  It should allow us …. but it doesn’t, because our creedal statements, doctrinal 

formulae, hymns and liturgy, still reflect outdated metaphors and descriptions of God and God’s intent.  

For centuries, systematic theology has been ordered around the theme of creation, fall and redemption, a 

system developed by theologians and totally dependent on interpreting the Genesis story as a “fall into 

sin,” necessitating a Divine rescue mission by Jesus.  By still using these traditional doctrines and 

categories to talk about God, we are committed to talk in ancient, obsolete imagery, preserving ancient 

metaphors of sin, fall, demons, cosmic battles, blood sacrifices and substitutionary death, while 

pretending they still work in a Twenty-First Century scientific age.  As Australian sociologist of religion 

Gary Bouma says, “It doesn’t feel right today to have God punish his son instead of us – it sounds 

emotionally immature and unacceptable.” (Gary Bouma, Australian Soul: Religion and Spirituality in the 

Twenty-First Century. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006, 101) 

 

No one can deny that there is a problem.  Mainstream denominations are dying in numbers, held 

together for the most part by the elderly who have been raised in the traditional language, hymns and 

liturgies.  On the other hand, churches like Sydney’s Hillsong pull thousands of young people with high 

tech media and rock style performances, yet the language and theology – if there is any there at all – are 
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still medieval with almighty lords and kings demanding substitutionary sacrifices and, according to the 

statistics a 50% turnover of people.   

  

We need to find new ways of defining ourselves, not by our borders but by our roots.  What 

might our roots as progressive thinkers be?  Gordon Lynch in his book The New Spirituality: An 

Introduction to Progressive Belief in the Twenty-first Century (London: I.B. Tauris & Co., 2007, page 11 

onwards) lists four “roots” or commonalities shared by progressives as he sees it: 

1. the desire for a religious approach appropriate for modern, liberal societies that does not demand 

a lower level of open and critical thinking from that in other areas of life  

2. rejection of patriarchal forms of religion that depict a God ruling from somewhere external to the 

world, manipulating natural laws and sending punishments and rewards 

3. the search for religious forms authentic and liberating for women as well as men 

4. a move to re-sacralize science, to find a spirituality that sees the universe as constant, 

interconnected interaction and movement, with the human story part of this rhythmic, cosmic dance, 

rather than the earth simply being made for humans.  The universe imaged as the presence of the Divine 

hopefully might avert ecological catastrophe and inspire humans to care about justice for everyone and 

the earth.   

Some of you may add to this list, or to take some points away.  Progressive spirituality is not about a 

universally shared ideology, but rather a tool-kit or set of guidelines that many different groups with 

different political, religious and social concerns can use as shared roots, not new borders.   

 

I am particularly interested in Lynch’s inclusion of finding authentic and liberating religious 

forms for women.  A very significant progressive Christianity movement in recent decades has been the 

movement for inclusion of women in leadership and the feminist theologies that supported this argument.  

Having written a book on feminist theology and also teaching it, I am totally familiar with the silent 

groans and glazing over of eyes at the mention of this topic.  We have successfully demonized the term so 

that ordinary people in the pews, women and men, feel a cringe coming on and simply switch off.  Yet 

the definition of feminist theology with which I work is “the desire that all men and women are included 
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in and can participate in every conversation of life.”  I don’t think this is radical – it sounds like Galatians 

3: 28 to me – “There is no longer Jew nor Greek, slave or free person, male and female: for all of you are 

one in Christ Jesus.”  Other dualisms can also be added to this list – classism, racism, human superiority 

to creation, economic privileging, to name a few.  Feminist and eco-feminist theologians have produced 

some of the most creative, adventurous, honest and sophisticated thinking from some of the world’s best 

theologians and yet these women theologians are hardly even read by men – it is considered a side or 

specialist issue, a women’s issue.  Just imagine if women had not read the writings of male theologians all 

those centuries, assuming their ideas were just a male problem!  Feminist theologians have much to teach 

progressive Christians because they have already walked this path for decades, challenging outmoded 

theologies that excluded and exiled them and developing wonderfully fresh new ways of the thinking and 

talking about the Divine.  Such woman – and men – have recognized the debilitating effects of theologies 

that no longer make sense and even are harmful to certain groups of people, and have paved the way to 

the type of questions progressives are now raising.  In many ways, the progressive movements of today 

are reinventing the wheel that is already well and truly rolling in feminist theological circles.  I challenge 

every one of you here today to make the next book you read a book by a feminist theologian – they have 

much to say to everyone from their rich experiences and wisdom. 

 

And so, the question continues -- what do we do as progressive Christians?  Where do we go 

from here?  How to we translate progressive ideas into practical living?  How can our voices be heard in 

our churches?  Should we even stay in churches that refuse to accept twenty-first century thinking?  How 

can we live with uncertainty and openness, rather than dogmatic truths?  To whom do we pray if God is 

the ground of being?  So many questions.  If we study the history of any successful reformation, whether 

Luther, the Enlightenment or feminist theology, we find a series of new, small steps, rather than the baby 

out with the bath-water approach.  One small step in challenging traditional “biblical” God-ideas is to go 

back to the Bible to find the many biblical metaphors that can work in our contemporary world, 

remembering always that these too are only metaphors.   God-images of breath, Divine Lure, Presence, 

Love, Life, are all biblical and can find a place within a world of contemporary science.  Just as quantum 

physics allows for spontaneity and chance within natural laws and uses their metaphors to describe this 
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ambiguity or possibility, theologians can also use their metaphors for this ambiguity or possibility without 

making God-claims that refute what is known through science.  This is about choosing whether our 

worldview will, or will not, contain a God-space, about choosing God-metaphors within a contemporary 

worldview, not over against it.   

 

Science studies the natural world and seeks explanations through observable events and 

measurements, its self-imposed limits.  Good science does not launch into philosophical or religious 

arguments involving metaphysical or supernatural speculation beyond these limits.  Since we cannot do 

experiments to prove or disprove God, the Divine cannot be a question for scientific endeavour.  We can, 

however, if we choose, listen to science and then ponder how and where a God-space could fit or not, 

albeit in very different metaphorical forms from images of medieval beings.  Science cannot deny us 

permission to do this, since metaphysical and spiritual ideas are beyond their job description, but this still 

does not prove God scientifically or otherwise, nor can we make any such claim.  Including or not 

including God in our world view is a faith statement and different people come up with different 

conclusions.   

 

(This was not in the talk but introduced in question time)  Professor Nigel Leaves from Perth in 

his book The God Problem: Alternatives to Fundamentalism (Santa Rosa, California: Polebridge Press, 

2006) has summarized various moves made by people leaving traditional God-talk. 

1. Panentheism.  Rather than a Being outside the world intervening in the world to help some and 

not others, and change natural laws as rewards and punishments, God is in everything in the 

universe but more than just the universe and not limited to it.  God is within, around and beyond 

us, an integral part of all things.  We can talk therefore of the Divine Urge, Love, Ground of 

Being, Spirit, retaining the idea of Something at work but within natural laws, not against them. 

2. Some people go beyond God-talk altogether.  Don Cupitt and Lloyd Geering talk of non-realism, 

lying between the realms of atheism and realism.  They do not want to abandon God-talk in some 

form because we need religious language to describe our deepest concerns and ideals.  However, 

they do not talk about a metaphysical being but about how to live religiously.  We can stay in 



 7

ecclesiastical structures but reinterpret the language.  Lloyd Geering expands this to “living 

religiously” as being ultimately concerned with all the issues that confront humanity – poverty, 

ecological disasters etc.  This is “living abundantly.” 

3. Grassroots spirituality – the host of alternate spiritualities where people will say “I’m not 

religious but I’m spiritual.”  They are looking for the sacred or an inner sense of being, whether it 

be in meditation, ecology, Christian spirituality, mysticism.  This is often the path of those who 

have left the church but not the faith as it were. 

4. Religious naturalism.  Here, nature and the whole universe is seen as the object of our concern.  

Human needs are secondary to those of the planet as a living organism.  This whole complexity of 

meaning serves as ultimate meaning and purpose such that the importance is here and now not in 

an escape to the beyond.  We live in a good creation and are stewards to keep it that way. 

5. I would add another category -- those who are fortunate to be in a church or spiritual community 

that allows them to search in safety and acceptance, a fairly rare commodity but one that does not 

demand a surrender of intelligence or conformity to a certain set of outdated doctrines.  Such 

people do not feel it necessary to seek elsewhere as they can seek just where they are.  They are 

the lucky ones.  So many others who are disenchanted by talks still residing in middle-eastern 

deserts or medieval monasteries have had to leave their communities and are lucky if they find a 

verandah outside on which to stand, let alone a new room for their spiritual journey.   

 

What is important however, whatever we choose to do, is to take responsibility for our own faith, not 

allowing others to dictate their experiences as a substitute for ours.  This is the beauty of our 

contemporary world – we have freedom to trust our own truths.  Let me wind up this reflection with the 

words of feminist theologian, Carol Christ which could be read as wisdom from many religious traditions, 

but is certainly very much in line with much biblical imagery: 

Nurture life; walk in love and beauty; trust the knowledge that comes through the body; speak the 

truth about conflict, pain and suffering; take only what you need; think about the consequences of 

your actions for seven generations; approach the taking of life with great restraint; practice great 
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generosity; and repair the web. (Carol Christ, Rebirth of the Goddess: Finding Meaning in 

Feminist Spirituality, New York: Routledge, 1997, 167)  


