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Val Webb 

 Since you've been sitting in this audience, you have probably had a whole bunch of doubts - 

I wonder if I made the right choice giving up an afternoon for this; I'm not sure I turned off the 

stove; did my cousin really mean it when she said I was grumpy; Why does that woman think that 

shirt looks attractive?  Doubt is an integral part of who we are, yet in the Christian tradition it has 

been treated as the enemy.  In many places right now there will be millions listening to stories of 

Jesus and secretly wondering how on earth they can make themselves believe them. I say Christian 

religion because I stumbled recently across the words of Eighteenth century Zen master Hakuin 

Ekaku who I wish I had encountered in my teenage years.  He said "At the bottom of great doubt 

lies great awakening.  Small doubt: small awakening. No doubt: no awakening."   

 Seventeen years ago, I wrote a book called In Defence of Doubt: an Invitation to Adventure.  

I can remember talking about it at one of these meetings in 2007.  Actually, I went back to see what 

I said then and was tempted just to say it all again but was afraid you all might have really good 

memories!   

 The original In Defence of Doubt was written in ''white heat,'' the summer of 1988 when we 

moved  back to the United States.  Such moves are dislocating because you leave behind old friends 

and familiar rituals, but they are also '' first day of the rest of your life'' moments where you have a 

chance to examine your life and priorities before getting engrossed in a new schedule.  I grew up a 

God-intoxicated, evangelical Christian like many of you in this audience.  I could not sit beside 

someone in a bus without feeling I had to witness to them before they got off at their stop.  Yet all 

the while I doubted many of the Christian ''truths'' that had to be believed from an infallible bible.  I 

blamed myself for both my weakness and also my arrogance in thinking I could question issues of 

such magnitude.  In my childhood Christian tradition, doubt was frowned upon -- the more you 

believed without question, the better a Christian you were.  Although Thomas asked a sensible 

question about seeing evidence before he believed, he was demonized as ''doubting Thomas'' 

because of the verse  that followed -- ''Blessed are those who believe without seeing the evidence''.  

 After a career in science and then in the arts, I went back to Queensland university in mid-

life to do religious studies, to find some satisfying answers to my questions.  I had decided I could 

no longer live with the emotional torture my doubts created and I was prepared to walk away from 
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God and the church should this prove necessary.  I might add that I first contacted my Queensland 

Uniting Church's Theological College but was told that theology courses were only open to those 

going for ordination.  At much the same time, I became Chair of the Uniting Church's Queensland 

Commission on education and communication which included its theological College, and, when I 

returned to the United States eight years later, 80% of students at the college were fee-paying 

laypeople simply looking for better answers.  'Why we're we told', the title of the book being 

launched today, became my angry question the moment I entered my first course of New Testament 

studies, offering the history of Jesus research.  Some of my classmates were Uniting Church 

ordinands, responsible for telling what they had learned once they graduated.  What further 

incensed me was that faithful lay people in the pews were giving sacrificially so these people could 

be educated for free, yet such laity would be kept in ignorance with respect to their doubts.  I went 

on to finish a Ph.D. in theology in the United States, and my passion ever since has been to ensure 

others do not go through the same trauma over doubt that I did. 

 So, in the summer of 1988, after relocating to another country, I began putting down on 

paper what had been composting in me -- that religious doubts were not negatives but the positives 

they were in other areas of life, the sand that irritates the oyster long enough to produce a beautiful 

pearl.  It was time to pay attention to my doubts, rather than shamefully hiding them and squeezing 

my feet into someone else's certainty. 

 Twenty-five years ago, when I began writing this, books for lay people celebrating doubt 

were still rare within church walls, unless they talked about people successfully overcoming their 

doubts once and for all.  In fact, when my book finally came out in 1995, many were uncomfortable 

with the title, even though they were doubters.  'Why didn't you call it 'in defence of questioning' - 

some asked, feeling more comfortable being seen as questioners rather than as doubters.  When 

religious historian Karen Armstrong finally wrote in 2005 about her doubts as a young nun in a 

convent, she said: 

For years I had told myself that black was white and white black; that the so-called ‘proofs’ 

for God’s existence had truly convinced me; that I might not be feeling happy but that I 

really was happy because I was doing God’s will … I had deliberately told myself lies and 

stamped hard on my mind whenever it had reached out towards the truth. i  

When she confronted a senior nun about the historicity of the resurrection, the sister agreed that it 

could not be proven but added, “please don’t tell the others.”   
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 I find it interesting to look back on one's religious journey and see the individual tides of 

influence and conflict that have swept over us.  Everyone's story will be different but it is this story 

that makes us who we are today and sets us on the paths we pursue.  Some people tell me they 

simply walked out of church in their teens or twenties when the doubts became too great and never 

went back, while others can fully identify with my long struggle with doubts that could not be 

heard.  The Billy Graham crusade of 1959 had a profound impact on Australia.  It was the first time 

we experienced high-powered, American style evangelism intent on converting all in sight and 

sending thousands back to church, yet just a few years later, Bishop John Robinson's little book 

"Honest to God" grabbed public attention, raising many of my questions, but was condemned in 

most churches. In the university Evangelical Union, of which I was a member, Robinson was to be 

silenced, yet across the road, the Student Christian Movement devoured his message.  Many of 

today's retired clergy were trained during those revolutionary times, yet somehow Robinson's 

message did not get through to the laity in the pews.  For clergy who did take his ideas on board, the 

attitude of ''Let's not pull the rug out from under the laity" seemed to prevail -- and continues to 

prevail in many churches today, even though the rug under many laity is threadbare.  It seems that 

there is more pastoral concern about keeping one group of church members in their innocence than 

about feeding the serious searchers who are quietly walking out the door. Why? 

 The sixties and seventies were also a time of great social change and my recollections of the 

American church in which we worshipped during the seventies was a focus on social concerns and 

the celebrations of our "gifts" as members of the body of Christ.  This "safe place" after the turmoil 

of the sixties allowed me to push aside my doubts for a while and get on with using my gifts -- the 

"doing" rather than the questions.  Not until the early eighties, when we returned to Australia for a 

period, did I go back to university and religious studies and the rest is history. 

 Today, hoards of people are walking away from church, scandals are perpetuated by God's 

representatives, new atheists preach in public places and progressive movements happily question 

everything, but the majority of churches still promote a Christianity that demands we just believe.  

For centuries, religion has done a first-class job of making ultimate, not-to-be-challenged claims 

and packaging them neatly in interlocking doctrines which, like a row of dominoes, may all 

collapse if one section falls.   In Alice in Wonderland, when Alice said to the Queen of Hearts “I 

can’t possibly believe that,” the Queen replied, “Perhaps you haven’t had enough practice.  Why, I 

have believed as many as six impossible things before breakfast!”  It was to reduce the number of 

impossible beliefs before breakfast that Hugh McGinlay and Mosaic Press asked me to update and 

expand this book when it went out of print. 
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 Honest creative doubt has long been central in religious history.  The psalmists raged against 

Divine absence and Job refused to be quiet.  Early Christianity was a ferment of doubt and opinions 

until Emperor Constantine insisted on one orthodox truth recorded in Church Creeds -- and still 

they argued.  Medieval theologian Peter Abelard said, ''The first key to wisdom is assiduous and 

frequent questioning ... for by doubting we come to inquiry, and by inquiry we arrive at truth''.  ii  

And Martin Luther finally spoke out after years of blaming himself .  ''For more than a decade," he 

wrote, "I curbed my thoughts with the advice of Solomon, 'Do not rely on your own insight' (Prov. 

3:5). I always believed there were theologians hidden in the schools who would not have been silent 

if these teachings were impious'''. iii  Luther's words should challenge all teachers and preachers who 

stay silent, hiding their own doubts while speaking with certainty on the outside.   

 The Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, with exciting new 

discoveries advancing the power of human reason, weakened religion's hold on the truth and 

theology has not been the same since -- the church was no longer the sole repository of both 

learning and revelation, and doubts flourished.  Theologian Frederick Schleiermacher declared the 

"experience or feeling of dependence on something" as authoritative for the individual at this time 

of great optimism and faith in human ability.  But two world wars would erode such confidence in 

European theology and the strong voice of reformed theologian Karl Barth turned twentieth century 

liberal theology upside down. It is not what humans think about God, he preached, but what God 

has to say about humans.  God was wholly other and we could only know anything about God 

through Jesus Christ as revealed in scripture and preached by the church.  Once again, doubt 

became a sign of weakness or arrogance.  Barth's emphasis on eternal truths as independent of 

human circumstances and interpretation was, according to theologian Paul Tillich, like "throwing 

the message at those in the situation, like a stone".  Yet anything read from scripture and preached 

is always interpreted  by human minds and some of Barth's critics felt he preached as if he had been 

somehow privy to look into God's cards.  

 It would take voices such as Rudolf Bultmann, Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Paul Tillich to 

loosen the certainty of Barth's overwhelming rebuttal of any human questions or natural theology 

and allow doubts to gush out once again, doubts that led to John T Robinson's Honest to God.  As 

Paul Tillich said: 

 Bultmann saved the historical question from being banished from theology ... He  showed it 

cannot be silenced, that our whole relationship to the Bible cannot be expressed in paradoxical and 

supernatural elements, not even if it is done with the prophetic power of Karl Barth. iv 
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 It is impossible in this space of time to do anything more than touch on a few events of 

history that highlight the struggles doubt has had in religion -- you will have to read the book -- but 

we can be assured that pockets of doubt have been everywhere from the beginning, even in places 

we least expect it.  Mother Teresa springs to mind whenever an example of great faith is needed, yet 

her letters to her confessor, published ten years after her death, tell of years of darkness and doubt, 

even as she accomplished so much.  As a young Loreto nun, she experienced a close union with 

God, but once she stepped out on her own and formed her Missionaries of Charity to work with the 

poor, darkness enclosed her.  She wrote: 

...this terrible sense of loss -- this untold darkness -- this loneliness -- this continual longing 

for God -- which gives me such pain deep down in my heart. --Darkness is such that I really 

do not see -- neither with my mind nor with my reason. -- The place of God in my soul is 

blank. -- There is no God for me. -- When the pain of longing is so great -- I just long and 

long for God -- and then it is that I feel -- He does not want me -- He is not there. v 

This was not some fleeting experience, but continued throughout her life. In 1985, she said to her 

confessor: 

Father, I do realize that when I open my mouth to speak to the sisters and to people of God 

about God's work, it brings them light, joy and courage.  But I get nothing of it.  Inside it is 

all dark and feeling that I am totally cut off from God.'' vi 
 

 A lot of water has flown under the bridge for progressive Christianity since the first 

publication of this book in 1995, seven years after I started writing it.  The first book from the Jesus 

Seminar which was formed in the 1980's, was published in 1993 and the following books in 1998 

and 1999, so the influence of the Jesus Seminar is relatively new.  The books that first projected 

Bishop Jack Spong into the public eye were published between 1988 and 1994 -- Living in Sin; 

Rescuing the Bible from Fundamentalism; Born of a Woman; and Resurrection: Myth or Reality.  

As for Marcus Borg, his ground-breaking book for the public market, Meeting Jesus Again for the 

First Time, was published in 1994, a year before my Doubts book.  So, the blossoming of today's 

progressive Christianity on a wider scale has happened within the last twenty five years, not very 

long in the scheme of things.  I can remember attending the first meeting of the Progressive 

Christian Network Victoria in 2006, having just spoken at the Canberra progressive group.  This is 

not to say progressive thinking is new.  As the handbook Why Weren't we Told points out, there has 

been a long line of progressive thinkers and doers in Australia, but the recent coordination of such 

groups around Australia through the Common Dreams conferences is a new and exciting stage in 

the journey and we need to thank a number of people here today for their faithful work in helping 

this networking happen. 
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 In Diana Butler Bass' book Christianity after Religion, she talks about the horrible decade 

for religion in America from 2000-2010 where the ugly side of organized religion challenged even 

the faithful to wonder if it is worth the effort.  In 2001, 9/11 not only highlighted religious terrorism 

but also the ugliness of the Christian response from people like Pat Robertson and Franklin 

Graham.  In 2002, the Roman Catholic sex abuse scandal broke in the Boston Globe newspaper, 

with five priests accused of abusing children in their care, and went it on to reveal centuries of 

sexual abuse and cover-up, such that, in 2010, only 53% of Americans thought their ministers had 

high or very high ethical standards. (BBass 79).  In 2003, the Episcopal Diocese of New Hampshire 

elected V. Gene Robinson, an openly gay priest with a long term partner, as their next bishop, 

pushing the issues of homosexuality and the church into the public arena and elevating, Butler Bass 

says, "ecclesiastical dirty laundry and theological meanness to a point not witnessed since the 

pamphlet wars of the Protestant Reformation". vii  2004 saw the re-election of President George 

Bush as a victory for conservative evangelical religion but also, she says, the alienation of an entire 

generation of young people by the Religious Right (BB 80).  In 2007, the great financial recession 

arrived at a moment when churches were already in a religious recession, woefully short on 

resources to help, both financially and spiritually.  While this was America's decade, Australia 

paralleled many of these events and has the statistics to prove it. 

 People are learning to trust their own experience and reason today, listening to the world 

around them.  Why do many people call themselves spiritual, not religious?  Because claims long 

protected by the authoritative scaffolding of religious tradition are being bombarded and many 

Church institutions are unwilling to let them fall.  In the decades since my original Doubts book, the 

public market place is full of books inviting us to think and, in the past two years, more than a 

dozen books on progressive thought have come from Australian authors -- Nigel Leaves, John 

Bodycomb, Lorraine Parkinson, Greg Jenks, Rex Hunt, Ray Barraclough, Michael Morwood, Peter 

Kennedy, John Smith, Gary Bouma, Norm Habel, to name a few.   Scholarship no longer belongs 

exclusively to religious institutions to selectively dispatch.  We can think, read and doubt for 

ourselves and know we are not alone.  

 Until recently, doubt has been promoted in hymns and sermons as the opposite of faith or 

belief.  St. Francis’ often quoted prayer says, where there is sorrow, bring joy; where there is doubt, 

faith; and we still sing hymns such as “drive the dark night of doubt away” which constantly 

reinforce this dichotomy.   Yet the opposite of faith is to be without faith.  The opposite of belief is 

unbelief.   Neither equate with doubt.  Although faith is a slippery word used for many different 

things, theologian John Cobb points out that the Greek word pistis is better translated as 

faithfulness, not faith.  Thus Paul's famous comment in Romans 3:22 about the righteousness of 
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God "through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe" is better translated as "through the 

faithfulness of Jesus for all who believe in his vision of the reign of God. viii   It is the difference 

between “What do you believe?” and “On whom or what do you set your heart?”  Doubt is the 

discrepancy between faith and belief,  between what we are taught and what we experience or intuit.  

Doubt emerges in the gap when belief systems do not line up with reason or experience.   

 We have also been convinced over the centuries that "having faith" equalled "certainty" as 

the religious goal.  The more certain we are, the greater the faith.  See how casually we use all these 

words!  A friend of mine was becoming increasingly excited exploring all the new progressive 

possibilities of thinking.  When I mentioned this to a mutual friend, our friend said "Oh, she's lost 

her faith".  More of us need to "lose our faith" if this is the case.  Richard Holloway, who resigned 

in 2000 as Bishop of Edinburgh and Primus of the Scottish Episcopal Church, wrote: 

 The perils of being right points to one of the dangers of religion: our certainties - in a world 

where so little is certain - can make us haters and persecutors of the certainties of others, something 

that religion is all too prone to.  But by contrast ... our doubts and loves can cause all sorts of lovely 

flowers to bloom, such as tolerance and compassion ... Faith has to be co-active with doubt or it is 

not faith but its opposite, certainty.   More faith and less certainty would make the religions of the 

world more humble and compassionate, something that is devoutly to be wished". ix 

 A few weeks ago in Brisbane, Rev. John Smith framed his presentation on being an 

authentic Christian in the Twenty-First Century around the progressive trinity of doubt, 

deconstruction and discovery.  Within progressive circles, doubt no longer causes the hairs on the 

back of the head to bristle as it once did. We are used to our hermeneutic of suspicion and think 

nothing of examining critically what is said to us. Once doubt has been accepted as friend rather 

than enemy, deconstruction takes over and has the habit of accelerating once the initial pillars of a 

literal, inspired bible and infallible church and creeds have been removed -- an exhilarating ride, 

until the reality of "what now" and "what's left" prevails.  For many people shaped in Christian 

churches, the move beyond a received faith is not an instant "once I was blind but now I see" 

experience.  It is a slow chipping away of layers of old truths, with recurring intrusions of 

uncertainty and fear as so much once treasured is discarded.  For some, church becomes an 

impossibility if totally encrusted in the language and theology one has abandoned, and yet many of 

us do not wish to leave friends as if we are the offenders.  As the survey of progressive groups done 

for Why Weren't we Told shows, many who declare their doubts have been ostracized or forbidden 

to raise such questions in church circles and many in small towns do not have alternative open-

minded places to go. 
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 The third of John Smith's trinity, discovery, is the stage in which we continue for a lifetime.  

There is so much to be said about this but let me suggest a few things that have been stirring in my 

mind of late. 

 (1) While progressive thinking has enabled many of us within churches or on the inside or 

outside edge, to think new thoughts and shake ourselves free from negative attitudes to doubt, there 

is a certain amount of circling of the wagons within churches, with declining numbers and many 

external challenges.  As a member of the Uniting Church, I will speak to that experience but it is 

happening in other traditions as well.  Although some of us have found safe havens in certain 

church communities in which to explore progressive ideas, the theology of many of our theological 

schools is hardly sympathetic.  Uniting Church theology at the academic level is strongly influenced 

by the writings of Karl Barth and continues to be, since the overwhelming majority of our 

theologians in faculty positions were trained in that tradition.  Our Basis of Union was constructed 

in 1977 under the same influence and at the height of the ecumenical  movement, which essentially 

required our emerging church to strongly champion the ancient creeds and practices of the Roman 

Catholic and Orthodox traditions, as well as traditional understandings of the sacraments.  

Progressive thought comes from the very different theological position of contextualizing theology 

-- allowing scientific knowledge, contemporary scholarship,  present circumstances, experiences 

and our global context to shape and correct our teachings, just as, if we are honest, traditional 

teachings were shaped by ancient and medieval scientific knowledge, scholarship, circumstances, 

political power struggles and contexts.  One only has to read about the formation of the Fourth 

century creeds through political intrigue, murder, exile and imperial interference, to establish this; 

and the Reformation battles that spawned so many different denominations reflects this as well.  

 Furthermore, the theology of Karl Barth insists on God as wholly Other and not known or 

incarnated outside the revelation in Jesus Christ, in contrast to progressive images of the Divine 

experienced within everything, including us and nature.   Barth's understanding of Jesus is 

uncompromisingly fully God and fully man, according to the Creeds, with the crucified God 

working towards an eschatological future; whereas progressive thought focuses on Jesus as the 

Jewish wisdom teacher to be rediscovered and followed through his sayings and who was killed 

because he threatened a peasant revolt.  I could spell out more differences, and what I have said is a 

truncated summary of a few points, but my concern is the need for those of us who find a place 

within progressive Christianity to also know the theology we may encounter in our churches, 

theological colleges and doctrine commissions.  We need some progressive writers to tease this out 

more fully such that we can "give reasons for our faith", not just by quoting progressive theologians 

and biblical scholars, but in dialogue with traditional authorities.  We can simply dismiss critiques 
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of progressive Christianity as "neo-Barthian" without always knowing what we are dismissing.  

Some of us encountered this recently in a consultation with Uniting Church officials and 

theologians in Brisbane.  We found ourselves hearing arguments from an entirely different page, 

which reminded me that, if we are to be a strong voice for progressive thought, we need to know the 

theology and theologians we are rejecting and why.  People in church pews may long for different 

theology, but opposition from those in authority promoting other views in theological jargon will 

soon silence their questions. 

 (2)  Progressive thought has been about recovery - recovering the Jesus of history from the 

overlays of the Christ of faith, done well for us by the Jesus Seminar.  A criticism of  progressive 

Christianity's dependence on the Jesus Seminar is that their work has been a narrow focus on 

uncovering the Jesus of history, whereas the story of Jesus also includes the ongoing story of people 

and communities who encounter the Jesus story in their own time and place.  I would therefore like 

to wave a few other banners from which we progressives draw.  The rise of contextual theologies is 

part of the progressive story, where the focus is on the context from which theology develops, rather 

than on eternal, unchanging truths regardless of the context.  Seventy years ago, one would hardly 

argue in a theology class that Augustine's theory of original sin had more to do with his own 

struggle with sexuality than something revealed from heaven; nor would we eagerly claim our own 

experiences as valid critique of the traditions, but contextual theology has given us that permission.  

The experience of Jesus as the man for the poor and oppressed has come to us through the language 

and concepts of liberation theology.  Images of God as Divine Activity or Presence within 

everything in the universe comes from Process theology through interpreters like John Cobb and 

Sallie McFague.  Reading the Bible with a hermeneutic of suspicion was inherited from feminist 

theology, which Marcus Borg calls the single most important development in theology in his 

lifetime, because it gave another vantage point from which to look at the Christian tradition. x  

Feminist theology challenged a God portrayed almost exclusively in male images and Christologies 

that depended on the maleness of Jesus.  It also challenged the dualistic gender bias of Trinitarian 

language fashioned on Greco-Roman hierarchical orders, where fatherhood and masculinity are 

permanently linked with divinity, eternity and spirit through a begetting Father God, and 

motherhood and femininity are permanently associated with the humanity, earth and matter through 

the human Mary.  What, Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza asks, would our Jesus story by like if we saw 

him as the son of Miriam or Mary and Sophia Wisdom's prophet instead? xi 

 (3)  Feminist theology learned to call itself feminist theologies when women of colour, 

indigenous women and lesbian women challenged white heterosexual academic explanations of 

women's  experience.  Contextual theology became contextual theologies when people realized that 
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different contexts produce different theological insights and pursuits.  I believe it is time for 

progressive theology or progressive Christianity to be called progressive theologies and progressive 

Christianities, in order to represent adequately the broad spectrum of ideas, emphases and actions.  

all progressives do not think alike.  At first, in feminist theology, this all sounded a bit awkward but 

it soon became common sense, that women of colour would have different issues of oppression 

from white western academic women.  For instance, womanist theology, as it came to be called, had 

concern for the whole black community oppressed under white domination.  It was not just women 

against oppressive husbands and male community leaders but all black people oppressed within a 

white favouring system.  From black women's experiences, they needed to boost up their men as 

much as struggle for their place as women, and white western middle class women were part of 

their problem, not their solution. 

 We have, in the past, resisted statements of what progressives believe in order to respect the 

diversity and keep open the future in this fluid time of discoveries.  Some affirmations and 

statements have emerged from individual communities but, more recently, as widespread 

summaries of progressive belief.   Quite obviously, there is need for some beginning statements that 

define progressive Christianity from other Christianities, but we have been rightly hesitant about 

general statements of belief, in part because we do not want to become locked into another "box" 

that will, in time, move from being a guide to being a confessional statement with power to bind 

and exclude.  

 The Uniting Church Basis of Union is a good and recent example of this.  It was initially 

seen as a statement to negotiate three different denominations into union, with the hope of more 

joining later.  Many understood at the time that the Basis' purpose would then have been 

accomplished -- it was to be "a launching pad, not a point of arrival or a retarding agent, designed to 

slow down new theological thinking", Methodist leader Rev. Dr. D'Arcy Wood said 10 years 

afterwards. xii Twenty years after that, Rev. Dr Davis McCaughey, the most influential player in the 

Basis, said, "I do not think that we could have expected to foresee the extraordinary confusion into 

which the church has thrown itself over the status of the Basis of Union".   In 1997, the Assembly 

changed the constitution of the UCA to read "that the Uniting Church was guided by the Basis of 

Union" and, in 2002, Past-President James Haire wrote "the UCA may not act, in any way which is 

overtly opposed to the contents of the Basis of Union". Discussing a recent collection of essays on 

the Basis, Rev. Dr. Williams Emilsen points to an increasing desire within the Church to shape the 

Basis of Union into "one of the great confessions of faith in our times".   In just thirty-five years, a 

statement to describe a fledgling emerging union is being suggested as a binding confessional 

statement, available to discipline and correct the faithful. 
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 While the Basis says that the Uniting Church receives the ancient Creeds as authoritative 

statements of the Catholic Faith, it also anticipated evolution within changing contexts.  It says that 

the creeds are " framed in the language of their day" and commits ministers and instructors to 

"careful study of these creeds and to the discipline of interpreting their teaching in a later age". xiii  

Furthermore, it says that "The Uniting Church lives within a world-wide fellowship of Churches in 

which it will learn to sharpen its understanding of the will and purpose of God by contact with 

contemporary thought. Within that fellowship the Uniting Church also stands in relation to 

contemporary societies in ways which will help it to understand its own nature and mission. The 

Uniting Church ...  prays that it may be ready when occasion demands to confess the Lord in fresh 

words and deeds. xiv  This is cause for a deep pause when church theologians argue these 

expressions of openness as always subordinate to statements in the Basis about the authority of the 

creeds. 

 (4)  I would suggest we look closely at the history and evolution of feminist theologies so 

that we concentrate less on statements of faith and more on the plurality of progressive voices, 

expounding their unique emphases, whether theological, feminist, liturgical or ecological.  This 

came across at a recent Brisbane meeting when four people presented the progressive movement.  

Each of us had a different emphasis as to what was important to them.  I, of course, focussed on 

theology; Rex Hunt's concerns was about how to do church and liturgy; John Smith talked about 

pastoral aspects of people trusting their reason and experience; and Noel Preston concentrated on 

ecology and ethics - what we do.  Progressive priest Terry Fitzpatrick from St Mary's in Exile, now 

divorced from his roots in the Catholic church, digs back into early Catholic Christianity and also 

the faith traditions of world religions to find new symbols of meaning.  Perhaps this is why many 

still struggle with the classification of "progressive" because it sets us up as a separate identity from 

others who struggle for the same issues of justice, integrity and faith, albeit with different 

understandings of Jesus and God. It makes us choose a box in which to sit.  Do I sit with others for 

justice and ecology, regardless of their Christology, or do I sit with progressives, regardless of their 

interest in justice and ecology?  Do it sit with interfaith dialogue partners, despite our different 

understandings of the Sacred, or do I sit with progressives who may or may not wish to explore 

other religious traditions?   

 (5)  Many progressive talk about "what we do is more important than what we believe".  I've 

no doubt said this before in your company because it is a bit of a habit of mine.  Although I 

understand perfectly what is being articulated in this phrase, I am not sure it is always as helpful or 

straightforward as it might sound.  I believe it is both...and.  The two cannot be set in opposition.  

Who we are as people contributes much to what we actually do, and who we are has evolved from 
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the plethora of experiences and teaching that make up our past. If we have suffered from crippling 

theologies that demeaned us as human beings and dismissed the planet as a place to trash as we pass 

through to eternity, this will influence what we do and how we think about ourselves and others.  

The "doing" has to go along with the learning or, more importantly, the unlearning that progressive 

thought offers.   Only as we begin to see God as Presence or Spirit within the universe can we truly 

learn to protect the earth, shedding the image of a divine policeman up there judging everything we 

do.  Only as we see the divine in each other, rather than trying to convert them, can we properly "do 

to others as we would have them do to us".   Only as we begin to live in this world as "Earth beings 

in solidarity with Earth”, to use Norm Habel's phrase, “not as God-like beings who happen to be 

sojourning on Earth”, xv can we see and live the sacred in the everyday.  Sister Chân Không (born 

1938), a Vietnamese pioneer of socially engaged Buddhism, wrote: 

 Sometimes I feel overwhelmed. But I try to work one day at a time. If we just worry about 

the big picture, we are powerless. So my secret is to start right away doing whatever little work I 

can do. I try to give joy to one person in the morning, and  remove the suffering of one person in 

the afternoon. That’s enough. When you see  you can do that, you continue, and you give two little 

joys, and you remove two  little sufferings, then three, and then four. If  you and your friends do 

not despise the small work, a million people will remove a lot of suffering. That is the secret. Start 

right now.” xvi 

This wisdom did not come from a belief system that dreams only of eternity or doing good works 

for a reward, nor did it come without great learning and meditation.  Our theology shapes and 

changes the way we act or do, and vice versa. 

 Which brings me back to In Defence of Doubt. While many of us here might have moved 

from doubt to deconstruction to discovery, billions still sit in theological prisons of others' making.  

Recently, Lauren Drain was banished from her family church, Westboro Baptist in Topeka, Kansas.  

These are the extreme folk who hold up banners at funerals of American soldiers saying "Thank 

God for dead soldiers" whom they claim God has killed in righteous judgment against an evil 

nation, in particular, homosexuality.  Lauren began to ask questions of this theology.  She says in 

her recent book, "I didn’t want to fight ... so I accepted that certain things were fundamental beliefs 

of the church, but I never felt satisfied. My name was already associated with words like tension, 

strife, and contention.   Church members liked to say that I stirred up strife. They thought I was 

trying to change the rules, that I was up to no good, and that I was trying to find loopholes. I was 

not intentionally trying to be contrary or malicious. I was just trying to logically understand". xvii 
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 This new edition of my book reflects on the past and celebrates the changes over the last few 

decades. There are chapters on famous doubters who changed the religious world; on some who did 

not survive the church's assault on their doubts; on paradigm changes in religious thinking and 

different stages of faith; on process theology, biblical criticism and progressive movements; on 

hospitable and inclusive church communities and on dialogue with other religious traditions -- and I 

have added a few chapters.  It is encouraging for us here to note how some things have changed, but 

even more imperative to spread this message about the healthy nature of doubt to a wider and needy 

audience. 

 After half a lifetime of struggle, I no longer think about doubt as a separate entity but a 

natural part of any healthy life, but it has taken years of study and unlearning to come to this place.  

This new edition retains the simplicity of the first edition, not offering obtuse theological 

explanations but simply granting permission to doubt, although there is plenty of theology 

undergirding my encouragement and plenty of new material to consider.  As one reviewer has said, 

'It continues to be a book which gives permission to us all to go on doubting and growing, but also 

throws a lifeline to those caught in oppressive and imposed theologies. I am even more enthusiastic 

now than I was when I first read it.'   

In defence of Doubt: an invitation to Adventure, second edition is available from Mosaic Press 

www.mosaicresources.com.au  
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