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PCNV Sunday 13 April 2008  Response to David Tacey:  

‘Changes in Australian Spirituality – Challenges to traditional Churches’ 

 
Thank you, David, for your presentation – I think you’ve managed to pluck chords of 

relevance on the heartstrings of many of us here today. 
 

I liked David’s image of respiration, as we think of what religion and faith mean today.  

It’s interesting to reflect (if we take that concept a little further) that in an emergency, 

when you’re resuscitating someone, it’s the breathing in (the inspiration) that needs active 

intervention; once the lungs have been expanded with air, emptying out (the expiration) is 

a reflex action that requires no assistance, no conscious willpower.  
 

Familiar with CPR?  You blow air into the lungs, don’t you, not suck it out as well? 
 

So think about David’s words:  Any legitimate inward turn is followed of necessity by a 

turn to the world and its human and social needs.  I see the ‘interiority’, as David put it, as 

the impetus for compassionate action in the world – not separate ‘churches’, separate 

traditions, but an integral whole.  If the inner spirit is sincerely nurtured, we’ll reflex-ly 

express God’s love in the world (as was the way - and the command - of Jesus.  

Remember? ‘Love God, and love your neighbour AS YOU love yourself.’)   
 

I’ve been a medical practitioner for more than 40 years.  I’ve tried as a family GP to link 

physical healing with total well-being: a body, mind and spirit approach to health. I like to 

think my life in the church has been an extension of my professional vocation, both 

pastorally and liturgically: that wholeness (fulfilment of potential) is the goal in all the 

church does. There are many liturgical resources available to help us focus in this way; 

there are many church members fruitfully doing their own small part in achieving it.  I 

think something of the wholeness approach, for which David yearns, is in a small way 

already abroad in the church today, already starting to stretch the edges of traditional 

conformity, already offering exciting possibilities in innovative ministries. No doubt much 

more is needed, but I do rejoice in some signs of hope, at least in the parts of the church 

with which I’m familiar.  
 

I recognise that David, a male, comes from a Roman Catholic involvement in the life of 

the church, whereas mine is through the reformed and evangelical traditions which gave 

birth to the Uniting Church in Australia, and as a woman privileged to serve in leadership 

roles therein. So I guess it’s understandable that we see things a little differently, each 

through a prism of our personal ecclesial kaleidoscope.   
 

For instance, the passing on of faith from one generation to another – David spoke of this 

as no longer possible, in the way religions have relied upon this generational succession 

for centuries.   
 

But from my perspective, it’s been the modelling of the Christian way, in the lives and 

attitudes and faith of those whom I love and respect and admire, which helped me come to 

faith and has kept me passionate about continuing in the way of Jesus. I see no other way 

for faith to be kindled, without heroes of the faith demonstrating what it can mean in the 

reality of daily living (simple, ordinary people as heroes of the faith often are). So I see the 

passing on of faith from one generation to the next, not only as NOT ‘no longer possible’, 

but as the only way the church will survive. 
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Of course everyone must discover her/his own connection with the divine.  I do agree with 

David’s assertion that we have to turn within for reconnection with the sacred – but I am a 

little bemused by his repeated reference to the hierarchical authorities, dominated by men, 

who often frown on such an approach, … religious authorities in the West who continue to 

warn us that the inner journey is an unnecessary indulgence, dangerous or unethical, … 

the constant assertion from established quarters that this cannot be our way forward, that 

the internal mode is morbid, unhealthy, narcissistic, un-Christian.  

Such active antagonism to spiritual formation and nurture is not my experience in the 

church. I’d like to hear a bit more about why David feels so strongly about it. 
 

I did find it quaint that having started off by bagging the tradition of the church as out-

dated and obstructive, once David started to speak of the inner spiritual experience he 

turned our focus back to the great mystics – from where?  The early church traditions! 

Remember? Religion will have to start speaking the language of religious experience, as 

found in the writings of the great mystics.  And later: The mystical science of the God 

within is found in the old dusty books on the spiritual life. 
 

Even David’s suggested new metaphor, of religion needing to move on from water to fire 

to demonstrate conversion at the core – that’s not a new image!  That’s exactly what 

happened in the Pentecost experience recorded in Acts ch. 2, when the church was 

catapulted into being; and it’s been the experience of countless thousands who’ve found 

their hearts ‘strangely warmed’ as they’ve discovered the living Christ for themselves. 

Perhaps there’s something in the old traditions that can be re-interpreted, rather than 

discarded, for the new way forward. 
 

I want to thank David for some memorable phrases, any one of which beckons us into 

further reflection, to unpack all that’s within and behind it.  Here are some I noted: 
 

It is impossible to follow a religion based on perfection if one is called to wholeness... 
 

Many of us are stuck between a rock and a hard place, between a religious worldview we 

have outgrown and can no longer embrace, and a personal spiritual journey that brings 

no guarantees of community, shared language or historical foundations. … 
 

An atheist is a believer in waiting, hoping to be shown a way to access the truth. … 
 

The soul, as distinct from the ego, longs for the healing embrace of the sacred. … That 

embrace is our birthright, and we are biologically hard-wired to share in this experience. . 
 

I wonder what caught your attention? 
 

David’s paper has helped me realise that, for me, the sense of community (being carried 

on the prayers and love of others when I’m incapable of doing it for myself), the shared 

language, the historical foundations, the commitment to being on the way with Jesus, are 

what I cherish about being part of the community of the church at this time, even while I 

am invigorated by being stretched and enriched through honest faith struggles (my own 

and that of others) which deepen my understanding of self, of God, of community, of faith. 
 

 

Jill Tabart 
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