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AUDIO OF SPEAKERS AVAILABLE 

 
Audio recordings of the recent addresses 
by Dr Val Webb, “Still Defending Doubt”,       
Professor David Tacey, “Resurrection for 
Non-literal Thinkers” and Dr Anna Halafoff,  
“Buddhism in an Australian Context” are 
now available for downloading from the 
PCNV website: www.pcnvictoria.org.au 
where there is a growing collection of audio 
and text files of addresses to PCNV.  
 
Members were sent the transcript of Dr 
Webb’s address last month. 
 

IT IS TIME TO REGISTER  
FOR THE NATIONAL  

COMMON DREAMS GATHERING 
IN CANBERRA  IN SEPTEMBER 

 
WHEN: Thursday evening 19 September to 
Sunday afternoon 22 September 2013. 
 
WHERE: Manning Clark Centre, Australian 
National University, Canberra, ACT. 
 

 
 
 

 
Early bird registrations give you a lower 
registration price up to the end of July. The 
Canberra floral festival Floriade is on at the  
same time so booking accommodation 
early is recommended. 
 
Marcus Borg and Bruce Sanguin head a list 
of impressive speakers from Australia, New 
Zealand, USA, Canada and UK for the 3rd 
Common Dreams Conference. 
 

THEME: “Midwives of Change: 
Progressives Shaping Religious 

Communities” 
 
The brochure for Common Dreams 
accompanies this newsletter. 
 
To register online and for more information 
including all guest speakers, key event 
times, program outline and suggestions for 
accommodation, visit the website: 
www.commondreams.org.au 
 
 

 A feast of offerings 
     There is an unusual feast of events this month for progressives as two     

outstanding overseas speakers are in Melbourne. 
 

• Dr Amy-Jill Levine will speak on “Jesus’ Parables through Jewish Eyes” at the 
PCNV meeting on Sunday 26 May at 3.00pm at Glen Iris Uniting Church 
and also on   
“How Jews and Christians Read the Scriptures Differently”  on Wednesday 
29 May at 7.30pm at a meeting sponsored by The Council of Christians and Jews 
in Kew. 
See details on the last page of the newsletter. 
 

• Bishop Gene Robinson will address a meeting on Thursday 30 May at 7.00pm on 
“Straight Talk about Gay Marriage” at The Edge, Federation Square. 
See more details of this and other meetings on page 2 and in the accompanying leaflet 
which tells you about venues, costs and registrations. 
 

• Emerging Church meets on Sunday 19 May. Details on page 2. 
 

•  
 

• PCNV Annual Report 2012 presented to the Annual General Meeting of the 
Progressive Christian Network of Victoria late last year with a description of activities  
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EMERGING CHURCH 
 

Sunday May 19, 5:00pm – 6:30pm 
 

Manningham Uniting Church  
152 Anderson’s Creek Road, East 

Doncaster 
Parking on site.   

 

The  liturgy is meditative, with images, 
music, silences and a short reflection. 

It is followed by a sharing  of bread and 
wine (not a eucharist) and a light shared 

meal. Please bring food to share. 
 

Pentecost: can this be interpreted 
as referring to today’s emerging 

church? 
 

An opportunity for those who question 
traditional worship and are exploring the 

meaning of faith for 2013. 
 

 
 

INCLUSIVE CATHOLICS MASS 

 
Celebrant: Fr Greg Reynolds 

 
Every first and third Sunday at 5.00 pm 

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

 
On 19 May at 2.30pm the regular Mass will be 
preceded by a special formation/discussion 
session dealing with issues relevant to the 
identity and vision of Inclusive Catholics 
Incorporated. 

To welcome especially 
the disenfranchised and the excluded. 

 
For detail contact  Greg Reynolds 0400 534 557 

Website: www.inclusive-catholics.com 
 

 
 
VISIT OF BISHOP GENE ROBINSON 
 
Bishop Gene Robinson, the world’s first openly 
gay person to be ordained a bishop in any 
mainstream Christian denomination, will visit 
Melbourne to discuss LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, 
Bisexual, Transgender) issues with politicians, 
theologians and public audiences 29 May – 2 
June this year.  
 
The recently retired US Episcopal bishop has 
been celebrated widely for his advocacy for 
LGBT people and his passion for clergy 
wholeness, racism, poverty and AIDS. 
 
Bishop Robinson will  

- appear on the ABC’s Q&A TV program 
on Monday 27 May;  

- address the title of his recent book God 
Believes in Love: Straight Talk about 
Gay Marriage at The Edge at Federation 
Square on Thursday 30 May,   

- conduct an ecumenical service at Toorak 
Uniting Church on Sunday 2 June;  

- speak at a forum for clergy and church 
leaders to be held at the Centre for 
Theology and Ministry in Parkville on 
Wednesday 29 May;  

- address a closed gathering of LGBT 
Christians who have experienced 
discrimination in a church context. 

 
Bishop Gene has been invited to Melbourne by 
the Not-for-Profit organization The Centre for 
Faith, Life and Learning Inc., a network of 
progressive Christians that runs seminars in 
Melbourne exploring an open and thoughtful 
approach to Christianity. 
 
PCNV is a supporting partner for this visit. 
 
Visit www.generobinsonvisit.org.au for more 
information. 
 
See also the list of events, venues, costs and 
registration procedures in the leaflet that 
accompanies this newsletter. 
	  
 
 



Newsletter of the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria Inc. 

“THE FUTURE OF THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION” by The Jesus Seminar. 
Polebridge Press, California. 2007. Paperback 264 pages. Review by David Merritt. 
 
In 2004, the Westar Institute, the sponsoring organisation of the Jesus Seminar, held a special 
meeting to consider what had been learned from nearly 20 years of study of the historical and 
biblical origins of Christianity as background against which to look ahead at prospects for the 
Christian tradition. “The time was right to pause in order to assess the present condition of the 
Christian tradition in light of what we have learned about its past and to articulate our hopes and 
fears for the future life of the Christian tradition as it confronts the challenges and opportunities of 
the global age and the new millennium.” (Introduction, page 1) 
 
Contributors were invited to choose topics and work independently of each other in four 
categories: (1) An Authentic Christian Faith, (2) Wisdom for the Global Age, (3) Religion, Science, 
and the Future of Life on Earth, and (4) The Moral Imperative: Sources and Sanctions. 
 
The resulting collection of 18 essays by some of the top scholars in the field is superbly 
stimulating in its breadth of topics and depth of scholarship – and sometimes frustrating in the 
different levels of academic language and uneven quality of the writing. There are some familiar 
names: Robert Funk, John Shelby Spong, Joe Bessler-Northcutt, Robert J Miller, Richard 
Holloway, Don Cupitt, and Lloyd Geering, to name a few. The essays are focused on where the 
Christian tradition is at now and where it could be heading. 
 
One of the brilliant features of the book is that as well as traditional tables of contents and 
contributors, the editor has provided an introduction with a lucid synopsis of each essay in half to 
two thirds of a page. It is possible to peruse the 13 pages of synopses and decide what most 
interests you as a reader. Also, after a particularly stimulating essay, the reader can go to the 
synopsis to read a summary of the line of thought.  
 
In “An Enlightened Faith for a Contemporary Age”, Robert Funk, a founder of the Jesus Seminar, 
outlines the outcomes of work on the historical Jesus and some revolutionary insights of the 
changed world of knowledge since around 1600 – a kind of fly-over of modern science and 
philosophy. He hopes for a Christianity that can meet the challenges of this “second 
enlightenment”. His article concludes, “We have before us an old choice: we can let the old time 
religion encumber us with a new dark ages or we can embrace the second enlightenment and 
continue our spiritual odyssey. I much prefer the latter.” (Page 33) 
 
In “Beyond Theism but not Beyond God: Beyond Incarnation but not Beyond Christ”, John Shelby 
Spong argues passionately for moving beyond doctrines, miracles or formulations of truth. 
“Christianity is about entering the transcendent depth of life, love and being in a human 
experience with a man named Jesus of Nazareth and calling that experience God”. (Page 44) 
 
There is also an interesting passage where Spong expresses why he is “at times less than 
comfortable as a fellow of the Jesus Seminar”. “I am not one who is passionately motivated by the 
eternal human search to get to the Jesus of history”, rather wanting to discover what it was about 
Jesus’ life that made people say remarkable things about him. (Page 43) 
 
In most essays there were insights that hit home and demanded a thoughtful response. Roy 
Hoover, for example draws attention to the serious implications of churches’ neglect or denial of 
changed understandings of the world we live in. “What Galileo’s church tried to ban the later 
churches have largely ignored. In their liturgies, theologies, forms of worship and piety, the 
churches have for the most part continued to resort to traditional ideas and practices. Even though 
almost everyone would agree with Richard Tarna’s characterization of the Copernican revolution 
as “the epochal shift of the modern age,” the churches have largely maintained the traditional 
forms of their faith and religious understanding as though nothing much had happened. This holy 
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narcolepsy has brought about a crisis of credibility for the churches. … The very life of the church 
is at stake.” (Page 88)  
 
Which essays stand out will depend on where each reader’s interests are focussed. For me, there 
were satisfying and challenging times reading Funk, Spong, Hoover, Miller and Geering, among 
others. There were also times when the complexity and detail of arguments, for example about the 
philosophy and theology of Don Cupitt, made reading less satisfying. But always there were 
perspectives that were relevant to the overall theme of the future of the Christian tradition. 
Because of its importance and the breadth of the issues addressed, it would be unreasonable to 
expect discussion of this subject could be both adequate and simple. 
 
On the crucial question reflected in the book’s title, the authors provide a variety of answers, none 
of them superficially optimistic. All of the promising futures require substantial changes of direction 
by traditional churches.  The authors do not offer much help on the pressing practical issues of 
personal lifestyles and communal gatherings that will replace the seriously damaged practice 
called “worship service”. However, this is a collection of essays that will continue to be a source of 
stimulus and provocation for many who wrestle with those issues.  
 
Available from Mosaic Resources for $28.86 plus postage: www.mosaicresources.com.au 
Phone (03) 9470 6650 
 
David Merritt, May 2013. 
 

 
“A SCANDALOUS JESUS: HOW THREE HISTORICAL QUESTS CHANGED 
THEOLOGY FOR THE BETTER” by Joseph A. Bessler. Salem: Polebridge 
Press, 2013. P/Back, 250 Pages, $27.00. Review by Revd Rex A E Hunt 
 
I have been waiting for this book since late 2006. 
 
A group of us (John Smith, Dick Carter and myself) met with Joe in Santa Rosa, CA. in 2006 to 
invite him to come to Australia in 2007 to the first Common Dreams Conference in Sydney.  We 
shouted him a beer and he told us about the book he was writing.  He accepted, came, and was 
brilliant. 
 
Bessler is a theologian, affectionate known as the ‘Jesus Seminar theologian’, stationed at Phillips 
Theological Seminary in Tulsa. 
 
His book covers each of the three quests of the historical Jesus—from the original quest in the 
early 20th century, through the new quest of the 1940 and 50s, to the renewed quest in the late 
20th early 21st centuries, initiated by the Westar Institute and its famous ‘Jesus Seminar’.  He 
seeks to capture the historic questions that surround and shape each of these research 
endeavours and assess the impact of these differing quests on theological and cultural life. 
 
He is critical of neo-orthodoxy—justifiably so I reckon—because in their rejection of the historical 
or human Jesus in favour of the Christ of faith, they missed something.  What they missed was the 
possibility that the question of the historical Jesus was in fact, “not only a historical question but 
also a historic question—a question that created a series of profound social, political, and 
theological impacts that have continued to shape and reshape our world” (Page 2). 
 
In short, the ‘quest’ for the historical Jesus “is not (and was never) simply about the historical 
Jesus; it was always already about larger issues involving churches’ theological self-
understanding and their relation to broader society.  And… the theological rejection of historical 
Jesus research was almost always a refusal to deal with those larger issues” (Page 3). 
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Moreover, there was not simply one quest, but differing quests that emerged within distinct 
periods and places.  Quest One: 18th and 19th century and Reimarus, Strauss, Schweitzer, and 
medieval background, and emergence of new tensions; Quest Two or ‘New’ Quest: Bultmann, 
Kasemann, Robinson, Kung; and Quest Three or ‘Renewed’ Quest: as expressed in the work of 
Funk, Patterson, Taussig, Crossan, Scott, and the Jesus Seminar. 
 
There is theological continuity across these quests “in that they press the Christian institutions of 
their period to alter long-held theological assumptions in order to make room for a new depth and 
range of discourse” (Page 4). 
 
How have they challenged the institution?  Q1—move beyond the use of ecclesiastical power to 
control civil society and embrace greater religious freedom; Q2—embrace the full historical 
humanity of Jesus and be open to the full range of human experience in modern life; Q3—reject 
the politicised power of Christian fundamentalism and open up modes of faith beyond the too-
narrow confines of ‘right belief’. 
 
The publication of such historical Jesus scholarship has often created a climate of scandal.  
“Blaming scholars for confusing and disturbing the faith of the simple believer, outraged officials 
have sought to mock and suppress such inquiry as a kind of treason against the church.  Historic 
questions are often the most scandalous precisely because they raise basic, fundamental 
challenges about the assumptions governing their societies” (Page 5). 
 
Bessler has written an important book.  It deserves to be widely read and internally digested.  I am 
grateful for his research and publishing efforts.  For, in each time and place where a ‘quest’ has 
become important theological inquiry, “what has appeared initially as a threat and as a scandal, 
has brought both greater openness and vitality to discussions of faith” (Page 227) even as it has 
brought the human Jesus and his teachings into clearer view. 
 
As Bessler says: “if one can see the importance for models of faith that go beyond official claims 
of right belief and supernaturalism to speak in publicly assessable ways, then what appears to 
others as scandal assumes the weight of a risk worth taking” (Page 227). 
 
Rex A E Hunt, May 2013 

 

EVOLVING SPIRITUALITY 
Margaret Ray is a member of PCNV and has served on its committee. 

Her story will evoke memories for many. 
 
There have been no dramatic changes in my religious life, just a gradual evolution. I began with 
parents who were theologically liberal. My father was a boy at the time of the union of the various 
strands of Methodism and his life experience (early death of his parents, war experience and 
theological training in the 1920s under Dr.E.W Sugden at Queens College) was not conducive to 
rigid religious beliefs.  My mother had not processed her faith as much but was very persuaded by 
his attitudes and was deeply spiritual. 
 
 Leaving home (Tasmania) at 17 to attend Melbourne University was a big change. I was 
fascinated by the ideas expounded by Boyce Gibson in Philosophy 1 and found my religious ideas 
needing reassessing to accommodate new insights. 
 
In my second year Canon Bryan Green (UK) conducted a Mission to the University which I 
attended every day for the week. He put the kind of intellectual framework which I was looking for 
at this time round the life and death of Jesus – all based on the idea of atonement and 
reconciliation of course. I held this view for sometime despite the total rejection of it by my 
“science” based brother. In my early 20s I attended adult camps and was exposed to Cliff Wright 
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SCM type theology more liberal than that in my local church where I continued to attend until I was 
in my late 40s. 

 
 By this time I was married with 4 children, had returned 4 days a week to teaching at Greythorn 
High School, was a solid participant in Worship in the Round at the Blackburn Uniting Church and 
secretary of the council of the local primary school which all our kids attended.   
 
This foray into the world outside the church politicised me.  I was invited by a member of the 
school council to join the ALP. I was aware that this was a big step beyond my comfort zone and 
made the decision carefully. I saw it as an opportunity for the effective pursuit of a social justice 
agenda. 
 
 In the 10 years that I held political office (1982-1992) as the Member for Box Hill after election to 
the Victorian Parliament my Christian faith remained steady. I had a strong sense of vocation, but 
I gave up going to church.  Many people at my particular church were either baffled by my career 
change or openly hostile.  So our bush block near Broadford became a wonderful haven on many 
weekends!  
 
I resumed church attendance at St.David’s Uniting Church, Mont Albert, when my husband 
George became a member of the choir. and because a vicar friend said he hoped I would observe 
Easter by attending church! (c1995) 
 
Several events, but most significantly the death of our grandson and the steady development of 
our son’s life in a strong spiritual direction, have challenged me to re-examine my spiritual practice 
and tidy up my doctrinal baggage. Now I would say the intellectual framework is much less 
important and much simpler and the devotional aspects more important. I read widely in this field 
but selectively. I like the robust, the mystics, the searchers.  I feel encouraged by other people’s 
recognition of our common destiny in God and the constant reaching out towards it. I am intrigued 
by the fact that each person’s journey is unique, and respectful of the fact that some things I don’t 
find helpful are right for others. 
 
The theology which was introduced by Ron Rosinsky, John Bodycomb and reinforced by Adrian 
Pyle so that we called Alex Sangster to ministry at St. David’s, reading the new theology which 
was brought to my attention through the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria and which in so 
many places overlaps with my son Stephen’s spirituality  -  all have been crucial to making sense 
of and strengthening my faith in old age. 
 
Margaret Ray  2013 
 
THERE WAS A TIME WHEN I THOUGHT CHRISTIANITY WAS THE ONLY WAY 
“As a Christian, there was a time when I thought Christianity was the only way – the only true 
religion. It was part of the inherited belief of my childhood. There came a time when this belief 
crumbled, and all religions looked like human inventions. The disappearance of my belief in the 
uniqueness of Christianity was accompanied by a skepticism about religions in general. In more 
recent years, my appreciation of religious pluralism – my acquaintance with a number of the 
world’s religions, and my studies of religious experience across cultures – has reversed that 
skepticism. The parallels among the religions (especially at the level of experience and teaching 
about “the way”, though not very much at the level of doctrine) suggest that there is something 
here worth taking seriously.” 
 
Marcus Borg in his preface to “Jesus and Buddha: The Parallel Sayings”, page 11. 
 
From: pluralismsunday.wordpress.com 
Sponsored by the Centre for Progressive Christianity: ProgressiveChristianity.org 



 

The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to 

 

“Jesus’ Parables through Jewish  Eyes” 
 

with 
 Dr Amy-Jill Levine 

     

WHEN:     Sunday 26 May 2013  
              3.00pm to 5.00pm 
 
WHERE:       Glen Iris Uniting Church,  

   Glen Iris Road near the corner with High Street Road 
   Melway Map 60 A9. Parking in church grounds and the street 
 

DR AMY-JILL LEVINE is University Professor of New Testament and Jewish Studies at 
Vanderbuilt Divinity School, Nashville, Tennessee, USA. .  Her books include The 
Misunderstood Jew: The Church and the Scandal of the Jewish Jesus, and The Meaning of 
the Bible: What the Jewish Scriptures and the Christian Old Testament Can Teach Us.  In 
2011 Professor Levine became Affiliated Professor at the Centre for the Study of Jewish-
Christian Relations at Cambridge, UK.   She describes herself as a “Yankee Jewish feminist 
who teaches in a predominantly Christian divinity school in the buckle of the Bible Belt.”  She 
is committed to eliminating anti-Jewish, sexist and homophobic theologies. 
 

Professor Levine will address the topic: ‘Jesus’ Parables through Jewish Eyes’.   
She will reveal the many layers of Jewish meaning in the Parables which are not apparent to 
Christian readers.   She will discuss how the Parables would have sounded to Jesus’ own 
people. 
 
PCNV meeting cost is $7 ($5 for members) 
 

 

Also 
“How Jews and Christians read the Scriptures 

Differently” 
 

A meeting sponsored by the Council of Christians and Jews 
 

     WHEN:     Wednesday 29 May 2013, 7.30pm 
 

    WHERE:   Genazzano College, Cotham Road, Kew.  
                      Furlan Room in Madeleine Centre  
 
    Cost $10. Bookings essential: Phone 9429 5212 Email: ccjvic@bigpond.net.au 


