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Here is an edited version of how one church journal reported the Common Dreams conference

PROGRESSIVE RELIGION SHOWS GROWTH STREAK
The growth of progressive religion has been clearly felt with strong viewpoints at the
Common Dreams 2 conference advocating a real need to understand theology in new ways,
or to understand traditional ways differently.

The conference, held in April in Melbourne, brought together people from Australia, New
Zealand and other parts of the world to look at ways religion can enhance human life, rather
than diminish it.

A host of speakers from a range of progressive theological stances presented, including
keynote speaker and Canadian author Rev Gretta Vosper, Brisbane’s St Mary’s-in-exile
priest Father Peter Kennedy and Uniting Church Rev Francis Macnab.

“Whether we agree with aspects of the movement or not, we ignore it at our own peril. There
are a number of people who have followed their religion for a long time and feel alienated
because they feel they can’t bring in new ideas to the church and there are definitely people
who have left the church and not returned,” said Adrian Pyle, director of relationships
innovation at the Commission for Mission (CFM).

 “People have been angry that there were deeper ways the Christian movement could have
been explored in the past, but wasn’t,” he said.

“The church often asks how to connect with younger people. But taking notice of the number
of people in their 50s, 60s, 70s and 80s who want more questioning and conversation about
faith will help us connect better with people of all ages.”

The conference hosted a plethora of different progressive religious and theological views
brought by Anglo and Roman Catholic, Uniting Church and Salvation Army speakers, as well
as representatives from the Muslim and Jewish faiths.

But Mr Pyle said the object of the conference was to ecumenically develop new ideas rather
than to push single agendas.

Open minds, open hearts, open hands
This issue of the Newsletter brings you some accounts of the Common Dreams 2 conference.
Over 4 days, more than 460 people participated in a diverse program of speakers and groups
on the scholarship and practices of progressive religion – sometimes taking us beyond our
comfort zones. Most of the addresses will be available soon on CDs. Meanwhile this
Newsletter provides some initial reports.

On 23 May, our next meeting is about prayer – an important and sometimes puzzling practice
for people who have moved beyond the idea of a God who intervenes in human affairs. “God
consciousness: Why, when and how we pray”. The details are later in this Newsletter.
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“Although human nature seems to compel us to offer our own perspectives as something for
others to ‘pick up’, this conference was about people sharing different opinions and not trying
to convert each other,” he said.

Mr Pyle said there was a growing number of people becoming aware of Progressive
Christianity through events like Common Dreams.

He said the progressive religion movement will grow considerably before the next
conference – slated for either 2012 or 2013.

From Crosslight.  Monthly journal of the Uniting Church in Victoria and Tasmania. May 2010.
Reproduced with permission. Adrian Pyle is a member of the Committee of the Progressive Christian
Network of Victoria.

DIVERSE RESPONSES
There will soon be CDs and website files with most of the presentations at Common Dreams 
so that those presentations will be available to you. Meanwhile, the editor of the Newsletter 
asked five very diverse participants in the Common Dreams Conference to express 
something that they found of value to them. They are three women and two men; they come 
from three different denominational backgrounds; three are lay people, two are ordained.  
Here are extracts of what they reported:

CHRISTINA HART: My take-home messages from three provocative,
encouraging days

The carefully planned program for the Second Common Dreams conference ensured that
almost every speaker and workshop leader gave me a challenge to ponder, a hope to be
reached for.  But two messages, and two questions raised were particularly relevant to me
where I am in my journey of faith and life.

The messages
1. It is time, not only to reject atonement theories, but to repent publicly for our past
adherence to the idea that we are born imperfect, deserving of punishment by a vindictive
God.
For me personally, ‘atonement’ was the reason I abandoned the Catholic faith I grew up with.
At a difficult time in my life, weekly confrontation with the idea that my sinfulness demanded
that Jesus suffer the unspeakable atrocity of crucifixion, became life-denying.  So I felt like
cheering when Fred Plumer passionately asserted that atonement theories had damaged
people, causing suffering, fear and humiliation.  On Saturday evening Getta Vosper echoed
Fred’s point, with equal passion.  I wonder if we are ready to take seriously their suggestion
that the churches, or at least those of us in the progressive movement, should repent
publicly for a theory whose true purpose was to promote the power of Church rather than
bring about the kingdom of God.

2. It is time to rethink the role of the bible in shaping our understanding of God, and its place
in our liturgies.
There isn’t anything new in the idea that the bible tells the story of how a group of people
grappled with the questions of what it means to be human, in their particular historical and
social context.  There is much wisdom in those stories.  As Margaret Mayman put it: the
stories of those who have gone before us are bread for the journey.  But there is also much
in the bible that is unhelpful to us in our struggle, in our own historical and social context, to
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answer the same questions.  However, Gretta articulated for me a corollary of this
understanding that immediately seemed obvious: that we should not privilege the bible in our
liturgies.  We can still read those stories that offer life-giving wisdom to us, being grateful for
the heritage of our Christian and Jewish past.  But we should reject those stories and
understandings that are life-denying, while also incorporating the writings, poems and art of
other human authors that have the potential to challenge and inspire us, providing bread for
the journey in our time.

The questions
1. Why have our churches kept us in the dark about the insights from decades of biblical
scholarship?
The most heated moment I experienced came at the end of Lloyd Geering’s first workshop.
Lloyd set before us some insights from biblical scholarship that have accumulated over
several decades.  The question asked has been asked before at PCNV gatherings: why
weren’t we told?  Why have we been kept in the dark, left with no alternative to traditional
interpretation of the meaning of both the old and new testaments?  I could not work out what
the argument was about that erupted in response to the question: I couldn’t hear the words,
only the raised voices.  My hunch is that the clergy (nearly half the audience) was on one
side and the lay people on the other, each expressing the different burdens, constraints and
longings of their roles.  The conversation remained unfinished, the challenges left hanging,
unheard, barely articulated.

2. What language do we now use to name our experience and understanding of ‘God’?
Gretta proposed that we should no longer use the word ‘God’ at all, as it now carries too
many oppressive connotations.  Margaret Mayman considered it was better to reclaim the
word, while working to expand its meaning.  She feared that, if we abandon it, we leave its
definition to the conservatives and extremists, allowing their picture of God to be the one
visible to society, a picture easy to reject, attack, ridicule.
During conversations at the conference, it also became clear that people varied considerably
in their willingness to let go of a ‘personal God’, with some attacking Gretta’s opening
address as ‘awful’.  Perhaps this is another challenge for the progressive movement: we
define ourselves as being inclusive – can our inclusiveness extend to allowing incompatible
ideas of God among us?  Can we actually live the beliefs the progressive movement asserts,
that there is no one ‘truth’?  Can we gather, without some attacking those who seem to be
abandoning what they cherish, without others being disdainful of those who have not
ventured as far as they along the progressive path?  Can we as a progressive community
live the uncertainties of being human?

                
JEAN SIETZEMA-DICKSON: An encouraging journey of discovery

St Kilda Town Hall was a buzz of noise, people everywhere, meeting, talking sharing
Buying books by the hundreds.  I found the busyness a bit exhausting, but the experience of
mixing with and hearing from so many others who are on the same journey of discovery was
encouraging.

What I found particularly valuable was what was called a workshop, but was really a
presentation by Val Webb of the findings of her research for her recent book on Florence
Nightingale.  Far from being just the Lady with the Lamp, Florence was a feisty, strong
minded woman who rejected all thoughts of marriage in favour of following the calling she
had from God to better the lot of the poor.  Originally she thought this was to found a new
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religion but she realised that the poor needed education. On her return from the Crimea she
persuaded her father to give her an allowance with which she set herself up in a house and
retired to her bed upstairs while a male secretary downstairs dealt with her voluminous
correspondence.  Without ever again being in the limelight she used the influence she had
because of her work in the Crimea to direct those involved in parliament as to how to push
important bills through. Her theology was progressive with a feminist edge.  I am eager to
read the book.

Another gripping but also entertaining speaker was Jewish Rabbi, Aviva Kipen.
A few quotes:  We have to live the dream and it is a lifetime journey.
The paradox of having great faith is to know ones limitations. Trust has to sit with risk.. .You
are not entitled to finish the work but neither are you entitled to desist.

The renowned Lloyd Geering, now over 90 gave an impressive summary of the founding and
work of the Jesus Seminar.  Also of value was to hear of the work being done to prepare
material suitable for children.  We hope to get a set of this material for use at Habitat UC
when it comes out.

I found the concluding service, though a bit long on words, was quite inspiring in the drama
of bringing the colours of earth air sea and plants into the sacred space.

I am very thankful to all those who worked so hard to make the conference as interesting
and well run as it was.

                
JOHN BODYCOMB: Some gripping speakers
To be genuinely gripped is fairly rare today.   I rate three speakers at Common Dreams 2
especially ‘gripping’.  Fred Plumer, progressive christianity rep’ from the US held me
precisely because he was plainspoken about the forces of non-change.  What he said was
interesting but truthful, realistic but good humoured.  Hugh Mackay was his typically warm
and winsome fount of information about human quirks and foibles; he left us in no doubt that
people are desperate to ‘believe’ something, and that many will believe rubbish if given
nothing better.  Sherene Hassan was richly informed but understated in her account of
movements for change in Islam, with women among key actors in this process.  ‘Extra-
curricular’ times over coffee at one of the many eating places in walking distance made for
good connections with old friends and new friends, adding a piquancy to the week-end.

                
MARGARET RAY: Three sessions that impressed

The emphasis on living the dream was not obvious to me except in the presentation of Karen
Walsh, manager of the Micah project at St.Mary’s Brisbane. What an amazing ‘living out’ of
the Way of Jesus! Here there appears to be a commitment far beyond tokenism – a ministry
of capital I Inclusion. I look forward to hearing more from Peter Kennedy himself on other
aspects of St.Mary’s when he returns to Melbourne to address PCNV on June 27th.

In one of the workshops Lloyd Geering gave a fascinating and clear account of the work of
the Jesus Seminar. I was interested that so many of the latest remnants of ancient texts now
being studied are concerned with the teachings of Jesus (previously squeezed out of the
Canon) rather than the supposed events of his life.  He noted that generally Jesus taught by
offering ‘indirect counselling’, forcing his hearers to think and find their own solutions and
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that the rule of God arrives as soon as we respond by walking the way of love and
compassion.

Greg Jenks keynote on imagining a future for the bible in tomorrow’s churches and in a post-
Christian world was stunning in its possibilities and, for a ‘technological kindergartener’, a bit
daunting.

My conclusion after attending the Interfaith Panel workshop is that this is an area where we
need to clarify what we are trying to do – is it indulging our curiosity about
difference/similarities? Is it co-operating towards some humanitarian end?

                

CHRIS PAGE: An uplifting and worthwhile experience
I found Common Dreams 2 an up lifting and worthwhile experience.  Each presentation
provided a rich diversity of opinion and ways in which progressive faith can move ahead.
Gretta Vosper’s emphasis on belonging and right relationships, rather than just believing in
particular doctrines was very helpful.  Her contribution with her husband Scott helped me see
the important connection between progressive faith and poetic expression.

Dr Val Webb was an inspiration and one of the best theological minds we have in Australia.
Her statement, “to know only one religion is to know none,” took me to the heart of my
Christian theology.  I am sure that my faith will be deeper through encounters with friends
from other religions and those from no religion at all.  Hugh Mackay shifted my
understanding of sociology from human behaviours and structures to an exploration of love.
At one stage he said that “love is the greatest thing of all – transforming love – God is love
and perhaps Love is also God.” It was great to hear a social commentator encouraging us
and our society, to put compassion and justice, rather than just the forces of the market
capitalism.

Another important Australian voice was Dr Greg Jenks from St Francis Theological College
in Queensland.  Greg expertly led us through the current uses of the Bible and the internet
as well as on-line religious communities and discussions.  It seems significant that if the
progressive movement is to reach the next generation then we must pay attention to current
and emerging forms of communication
Common Dreams 2 was great.

THE CASE FOR GOD
The text of the brief addresses from the
five people who presented responses to
Karen Armstrong’s book, The Case for
God, can be downloaded as pdf files from
the PCNV website:
www.pcnvictoria.org.au
See the menu on the right hand side of the
opening page and click on the bottom
item, “Texts and podcasts from past
events” and scroll down to  “The  Case for
God”.

APOLOGY
Originally intended for April, this newsletter
was delayed by the editor’s involvement in
Common Dreams and other activities. So it
is too late for notices for significant events
at the end of April and in early May by the
Sea of Faith in Australia, the Temple
Society Australia, and the Centre for Faith,
Life and Learning.



Newsletter of The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria Inc.

Communicating with young adults

The membership of PCNV is mainly of older
adults. For some this is a concern – that we
are failing to communicate with younger
people. That concern is reasonable if it is
based on attendance at meetings. But in
recent months we have given a lot of
attention to contemporary communication
other than at meetings.

We have also tried to provide a range of
processes at meetings to vary the long
formal lecture followed by questions. There
is more to be done in this area of activity.

However the front line of PCNV
communication with younger generations is
the website. If you haven’t had a good look
at it recently and followed some of the links
you may not realize how dramatic the
change has been. And more importantly you
may not realize how much our audience has
changed.

On the website are Facebook links and a
PCNV blog updated every few days, links to
radio broadcasts, interviews with Common
Dreams speakers, blogs by a well known
atheist who attended Common Dreams and
provided an interesting and challenging
perspective on what he experienced there,.

In April there were 1400 hits on the PCNV
website. At the time of writing this, we have
1015 followers on Facebook. The daily blog
is networked to 40 other sites. All of this
spreads progressive Christian perspectives
to a much wider audience than our
membership whose support makes it all
possible.

Your ideas
The Committee recognizes this is just a
beginning. – but it is a significant beginning.
Your ideas and the responses of young
adults in your family or with whom you have
contact in the community could help with the
development of better communication with
the wider community.

Email your ideas to:
info@pcnvictoria.org.au

Memorable words
from Common Dreams 2

Einstein’s definition of insanity, as quoted by
Fred Plumer: ‘Doing the same thing over and
over and expecting different results.’

‘If we simply grow around our roots we will have
nothing to offer. We need to grow up and out.’
Gretta Vosper

‘Creeds are divisive. They mark a switch from
how we want to be with one another, to what we
believe.’ Gretta Vosper

‘Traditional Christian beliefs are like beads on a
string. They fall apart when the string is cut. We
are left with a handful of beads and bits of
frayed string.’ Val Webb

‘Exclusivity used to be the name of the game. It
dies hard…
We speak of new ideas about the sacred, which
have long been central in other religions. We’re
the newcomers …’ Val Webb

‘We must try to be lights which cast no
shadows.’
‘You are not required to finish the work, but
neither are you entitled to desist from it.’
Rabbi Aviva Kipen

The huge banner at St Mary’s church in
Brisbane: ‘Everyone has a place in this church.
Every person without exception should be able
to feel at home and never feel rejected.’

‘You don’t have to always talk about doing
something, just do it.’  Karen Walsh, St Mary’s

Two speakers raised the question of why
anyone would go to church. Margaret Mayman
suggested some possible answers:

o Spiritual search on your own is lonely
o Being part of a faith community expands

our world
o The inter-generational aspect of church
o Opportunities to create liturgy with others
o A beautiful sacred space where various

community events such as baptisms
have been held

o Reinforcing of values
o The minister’s expectation that everyone

has something to offer.
Notes by Joy Merritt
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The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria

invites you to

. “God consciousness: Why, when and
how we pray”

with
Rev’d Dr John Bodycomb

Ms Harriet Ziegler
WHEN: Sunday 23 May 2010.

3.00pm to 5.00pm
WHERE: Glen Iris Uniting Church, Glen Iris

Glen Iris Rd. near the corner with High Street
(Melway Map 60 A9) Parking in church grounds and nearby streets

THE TOPIC
Hebrew and Christian traditions each present two broad images of God to us. One
is the "strict father" model and the other is the sense of divinity found in "nuturant
community." Progressive or generative Christian perspectives tend to favour this
later image of God. So how can prayer - focussed attention on the divine - be
shaped accordingly, leaving behind the appeal to the father figure and joining the
sense of divine in community?

  THE SPEAKERS
John Bodycomb
John Bodycomb is well known to PCNV members as lecturer and author.  He has
53 years experience as an ordained minister in parishes, university chaplaincy
and theological education. His doctorate was in Sociology of Religion. His latest
book, “No Fixed Address: Faith as Journey”, published earlier this year explores
understandings and practices for contemporary Christians.

Harriet Ziegler
Harriet Ziegler is chaplain and coordinator of pastoral care at Epworth Eastern
Hospital in Box Hill.  She was formerly chaplain to the Liver Transplant Unit at
Austin Hospital after undertaking clinical pastoral training at the Peter McCallum
Cancer Centre.  Through her personal and professional experiences, she has
developed a keen interest in prayer and how we can approach it as progressive
Christians. Harriet holds the M.Div. from the Melbourne College of Divinity.

Cost is $7  ($5 for members)


