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I decided to name today’s address “Beyond Belief: When Faith is 
Something Deeper” aware that there is an irony in the first part of 
the title. ‘Beyond belief’ of course does have two meanings. 
Metaphorically it can mean that something is ‘beyond the pale.’  
 
“It is beyond belief that he should think that.”  
 
“It is beyond belief that he should consider himself a Christian.”  
 
No doubt some on hearing this address would offer that view of 
me. 
 
The more literal meaning is the sense of moving one’s faith 
beyond “belief” – beyond the need for hard and fast 
understandings of what is and what was. Beyond all of that and to 
a place where I can have faith that “there is something there” and 
that “there is a purpose to that something.”  
 
Of course if you are a bit pedantic you’d argue that this is still a 
belief …. albeit a much more flexible one. At this point I wouldn’t 
get into a semantic discussion with you. I’d simply say that for 
many the word “believe” has come to mean “accept a set of 
significantly defined ideas.” In the midst of this, what  progressive 
Christianity has done for me is to affirm that I can have a have a 
deep faith, but one that is based more on a set of questions. Very 
little of it is based on hard and fast answers or detailed 
prescriptions. 
 
I was deeply encouraged recently by Professor Hal Taussig’s 
efforts to define “progressive Christianity”.1 He’s used a five point 
approach and I don’t want to suggest that things should be 
reduced to “five easy steps.” Nor do I suggest that Taussig’s 
efforts are without room for critique. What heartens me is that he 
has provided a guideline (and it’s useful I think of we use that 
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loose word) as to the sorts of things that he thinks have come 
together in a unique way in a healthy progressive Christianity.  
 
Partnered to  
 
1) a freedom of theological enquiry are…. 
2) a regard for the Christian faith that does not consider itself as 
paramount amongst the World’s religions 
3) an avoidance of stricture on questions of sexuality and therefore 
a deep acceptance of the gifts of all  
4) a deep understanding of justice and a movement beyond mere 
charity that entrenches injustice – and finally (but I think very 
importantly in terms of what I am about to say)… 
5) a deepening spiritual energy and a desire to express that 
openly. 
 
I highlight this last point because I think there is one school of 
‘criticism of progressive Christian thought’ that is perhaps just a 
little deeper than others offered. In general this criticism goes like 
this: Progressive Christianity tends to take root in communities of 
relative socio-economic privilege. These are environments where 
the World seems quite complete and comfortable for those who 
inhabit them. The level of ‘dissatisfaction’ with the World is much 
lower in these parts. Thus it is easier to deconstruct a belief 
system and not reconstruct it. There is little to lose.  
 
Of course the implication here is that a more conservative or rigid 
faith gives cause for hope for those on the margins, those who 
have much more to lose. Critics point to the gospel imperatives to 
“lose your life to save it” and “camels passing through needle-eyes 
ahead of rich men into the Kingdom.” The fervour and passion of a 
more conservative faith emerges from these imperatives, they 
argue, usually in less “well off” communities.  
 
The reality is that the part of the argument about “which kind of 
Christianity gives more hope” is fallacious. As strongly as a 
conservative could argue their case I could counter argue that “the 
dictating of certainty” give false hope and that the only path to real 
hope is to recognise what we cannot know and learn to live with 
the tension.  
 
But what this criticism and these arguments confirm to me is that 
while we might believe what I just said – that a progressive faith 



can give deep and lasting hope – we are not very good at all about 
telling that story. Perhaps having emerged out of an older liberal 
tradition of Christendom we are, as the critics claim, just a little too 
comfortable. And so while we get thrilled with the latest new 
theological interpretation or piece of progressive scholarship we 
are having trouble living out the fifth plank of Taussig’s argument. 
We are having trouble expressing a deepening spiritual energy – 
sharing the good news - openly. We have tarred the word 
“evangelical” with the adjectival brush of conservatism. I think we 
have to chip off the tar and find creative – not conservative – ways 
to be evangelical again. We too are dissatisfied – we too have 
Good News as an offering into the midst of that dissatisfaction. 
 
So how would I say that progressive Christianity brought me closer 
to that Good News? There are multitudes of ways, but I want to 
focus on two particular ways: They are, firstly, that it has allowed 
me to let go of an intervening God and secondly, that it has 
allowed me to believe that I can strive to be like Jesus – to be a 
human mirror of God to the World. 
 
I don’t think I ever really believed in a God of intervention, as we 
humans understand that word. I was a reserved, obedient student 
at school but come Sundays I must have seemed like the original 
rebel, making jokes at the Sunday School teacher’s expense and 
parodying songs about God and what “he” would be doing. Years 
later I found a faith community, here at St David’s, where the 
minister was an exponent of (what I call) the “classical” or 
“historical” progressive thinkers (your Funks, Crossans, Borgs, 
Spongs). In a conversation with him one day we were each talking 
about our developing faith. I am not sure what the context of this 
comment was but I remember him saying, as a parody of his own,  
 
“I mean, Jesus didn’t die for your sins.”  
 
It’s not so much what he said (in fact I can now put a much deeper, 
metaphorical meaning to the idea that Jesus “died for our sins” so I 
am not frightened by the words).  
 
It’s not what he said but it is “who he was” and the fact that “he 
said what he did” that was strangely permission-giving to me.  
 



It was the first time that someone within the church had openly 
expressed “I don’t think God is the sort of entity that has someone 
killed to redeem the wrongdoings of others.” 
 
And the permission it gave me was permission to explore this God; 
to leave a God behind that had never made sense to me and start 
constructing a new God……. and, further, that it was absolutely 
okay to “construct” a God from my own awareness because that is 
all human beings can do. A dog can only ever understand 
humanity from a dog’s point of view – and we can only ever 
understand God from a human perspective. But my construction 
was just that – my construction – and so while I was given freedom 
I was also given humility, meaning grounding or earthiness. My 
construction was that of one grounded or earthly being and while it 
was worthwhile to share and compare and learn with other earthly 
beings – humans - it was not my privilege to claim that my 
construction of God was somehow right or true – it was simply 
mine. 
 
In all of these “God thoughts” I was helped along the way by a 
variety of profound thinkers. Conductor of the Boston Philharmonic 
Orchestra, Ben Zander and his psychologist wife Rosamund wrote 
a pivotal book called the Art of Possibility2, a series of practices to 
encourage ‘abundance thinking’ in life. One of these practices was 
entitled ‘It’s All Invented’ meaning of course that our sense of 
reality is a human construction – nothing less, nothing more. It was 
helpful to meditate on this though when some element of Christian 
orthodoxy was holding me back – constraining me with the 
question “How do I make this fit?” Understanding that “it’s all 
invented” often helped me to come to the conclusion “perhaps I 
don’t have to make it fit.” 
 
Canadian Jesus researcher David Galston helped me further with 
this liberating stream of thought. In 2005 he wrote the following 
which is indicative of his liberating thinking: 
  
…We simply have to learn to admit and understand that we are all 
human. No one knows the answer. There is no correct way to 
follow the teaching of … Jesus and no correct way to do church 
with … Jesus. ….The philosopher James Carse once said that 
there are no rules to make us obey the rules. What he was trying 
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to do in that statement was get us behind the surface of our habits 
and norms to see that there really is no foundation to life (in the 
sense of human constructions of it) at all. Once we see the empty 
space, if we can, we also see radical freedom. With freedom, and I 
mean not….freedom as ideology but human freedom as 
emptiness, comes awakening….. Jesus, taken seriously is the 
permission to break the habit of Christianity. So go forward and be 
habit breaking.3  
 

Karen Armstong’s “The History of God” took me further into my 
understanding of human constructions of God and their evolution. 
Emergent church writer and thinker Kester Brewin challenged me 
with thoughts such as….. 
 
(the period between Old and New Testament)… was  a cooling off 
period if you will, a chance for us to reflect and break clean from 
the old, so that when Christ came we were able to see this …God 
afresh from a new angle – a God of compassion and grace and 
wisdom and non-violent force and loving holiness   ….. Not that 
God had not been these things before, but in our angst-ridden 
immaturity and tribal insecurity we had distorted them ….(creating) 
…images of a revolutionary God for our own uses. 
 
We still do. We dress Christ as Che Guevara and take up our 
swords to do battle against Darwins and Gallileos, and in doing so 
put on again the old masks of an embattled, violent and intolerant 
God.4 
 
All of these thinkers and writers encouraged me to further evolve 
my sense of God. And still further thinkers and writers helped me 
grow in my sense of how Jesus revealed God to us. John 
Bodycomb got me thinking about Jesus not as “God made into 
man” but as “man made into God.” Immediately he opened that 
possibility to me, I was aware of an immense challenge. That 
challenge is that if Jesus divinity stemmed from his humanity, that 
we too can seek to “be like Jesus”  - and that that means we can 
seek to “grow into God.”  The language of American psychologist 
Scott Peck came to my awareness around this time. It helped me 
to “feel affirmed” in thinking this way. In his parlance, it is in 
seeking the truth that God seethes through our very beings. And 
isn’t that point so pivotal to the “good news of Jesus” – that what 
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we are called to is seeking the truth – and that as painful as that 
might be in an earthly or learned/human sense, the search for the 
truth is the true life giving pursuit, is of God – is divine. 
 
To conclude this address, I’ll share a thought I read in a magazine 
article about true enlightenment, some years ago. “If you want to 
be enlightened,” the article began, “all you have to do is change. 
It’s that simple.” The point of course is that when we discern 
something that we think is of God, our own awakening, 
enlightenment or sense of divinity demands that we risk the 
change which accommodates that. It is this theory that is simple. 
The practice, of course, is very, very complex. For me, progressive 
Christianity has given me permission to construct a God and 
understand Jesus in a way that encourages me to risk the change 
and seek the divine. I’m by no means perfect at it, but it is good 
news ….no ….it’s great news, to be given that permission! 


