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Trinitarian blues – my theological journey.

A nervous young 19 year old and his friend step into the crowded lift clutching a handful of tracts
entitled “The One and Only Way”.  The doors close and he turns around and announces that he
would like everyone in the lift to take one of these tracts as it contains the most important
message they will ever hear.  The lift stops at the next floor and the two young men flee leaving
the remaining occupants bemused and not a little annoyed in some cases.

In the mind of the 19 year old Electronics Student and member of the on campus fundamentalist
group called Students for Christ, he has just completed an act of evangelism.  The “hit and run”
style captive audience tract giving was done in the hope that someone in that lift might read the
tract and realise that Jesus was the only Son of God and the Saviour of the World and that all
they have to do is believe in him and they will no longer be condemned for their sinful state.  It
was such good news really, wasn’t it?! – at least the 19 year old thought so – and I should know
because this was me in 1978.

I think in those few years I was involved with Students for Christ I may have succeeded in
convincing more young adult students that Christians were basically loonies that must have had
part of their brain removed to believe in this stuff that seemed so disconnected with reality, than
the entire membership of the campus Atheist’s Club combined!

Fast forward to 2008.  It’s the beginning of Second Semester and Tim, a 20 year old 2nd year
maths student and active member of the Christian Union Group is sitting at a Café table in the
RMIT union building.  Next to him is another CU member as they chat.  After a few minutes have
passed by a young man approaches the table and asks if either of the young Christian Union reps
would like to sign a petition regarding the rights of Gay and Lesbian people to have their unions
celebrated and recognised by the  community and the State.  Tim’s friend immediately blanches,
and while he is mumbling some words of refusal, Tim speaks up clearly and says – “I’ll sign your
petition.”

The young gay man walks off pleased and somewhat surprised while Tim’s CU friend begins to
ask why on earth Tim thinks that homosexuality should not be condemned outright because the
God’s Word is “so very clear on this.”  Tim begins to explain that he does not read the Bible in a
purely literal way and that history, context and metaphor are all very important.  He explains
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that while he is not homosexual himself, he does not see this characteristic of a small percentage
of human beings as inherently wrong or evil and that Jesus himself would most likely have
welcomed and accepted and encouraged people like that.

As Tim described this story to me I felt both proud and relieved.  You see, Tim is my son and if
there is one practical outcome of my journey into progressive Christianity, it is that my own
children and their contemporaries at Westgate Baptist Community are being formed in a more
balanced and open Christian faith that nevertheless challenges the very way of being and living
they are choosing on a daily basis.  For Tim and indeed for me now, being Christian is not about
believing what is right as much as it is about living in the Way of Jesus.  Tim is on a journey of
discovery, but his mind is open and his conscious decision to follow Jesus is causing him to have
to think through what Christianity is really about as he encounters the conservative, exclusivist
and literalist nature of the Christianity expressed by many in his campus Christian Group.

For me and for Tim and I’m sure for many of you here today, the crucial question is how we think
of Jesus.

For my childhood and youth and indeed for a large sector of the Christian church today, the
popular view of Jesus is ‘Jesus is Superman’.  I love the analysis that Robert Capon (from way
back in 1974) offers on this when he suggests that the ordinary American view of Jesus is indeed
as Superman.

Faster than a speeding bullet, more powerful than a locomotive, able to leap tall buildings
in a single bound.  It’s Superman! Strange visitor from another planet, who comes to earth
with powers and abilities far beyond those of mortal men, and who, disguised as Clark
Kent, mild-mannered reporter for a great metropolitan newspaper, fights a never-ending
battle for truth, justice, and the American Way.1

Capon continues,

If that isn’t popular Christology, I’ll eat my hat.  Jesus – gentle, meek and mild, but with
secret, souped-up, more-than-human insides – bumbles around for thirty-three years,
nearly gets himself done in for good by the Kryptonite Kross, but at the last minute
struggles into the phone booth of the Empty Tomb, changes into his Easter suit and with a
single bound, leaps back up to the planet Heaven.  It’s got it all – including, just so you
shouldn’t miss the lesson kiddies:  He never once touches Lois Lane!2

But of course, a figure who has superhuman powers is ultimately not one of us. Jesus’ humanity
disappears and becomes only a minor factor in his mission to rescue humanity.

                                                        
1 As quoted by Marcus Borg in Jesus – Uncovering the Life, Teachings and Relevance of a Religious Revolutionary,
San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2006.  pp 9-10.
2 Robert Capon, Hunting the Divine Fox, New York: Seabury, 1974, p.90
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This working view of Jesus the superhuman literal Son of God along with the Substitutionary
Atonement interpretation of Jesus’ death (in both its softer and harder forms) have been the two
great “Cookie Cutters”  of evangelical and protestant Christianity in the West for most of the last
couple of centuries.

I call it “Cookie Cutter Theology” because these two basic views, these basic paradigms, are used
as a mould into which everything one reads in the Bible or one sees in the world are made to fit.

For a large part of my youth and young adulthood, I was no different, but my journey into
Progressive Christianity began with a nagging feeling that there was more to the story than this.

As many of you will know, it is not easy to let go of years of conditioning when your mind has
been so profoundly shaped by the contours of these “cookie cutters.”

For me, my journey of re-discovery began in my theological education first at Ridley then at
Whitley College in the late eighties and early nineties.  It was easy to see through the flaws and
historical perspective in the atonement “cookie cutter” of Salvation theology and for me this was
one of the first things to go.…   The associated deep-seated sense of guilt and fear began to melt
away as well.

When I was baptised at the age of 15 in a little Open Christian Brethren Assembly in
Montmorency, I was given a verse of Scripture by the elder who was baptising me.  It was
Galatians 2:20 “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in
me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave
himself for me.”    In my third year course on Pauline theology, I wrote a 3000 word essay on this
verse and discovered that an equally valid translation is :  “the life I now live in the flesh, I live
by the faith of the Son of God.”   Jesus super-human divinity began to be replaced by his
humanity and indeed his faithfulness to God and The Way  that I too could participate in.

The Cookie-Cutter of Jesus’ Divinity is harder to let go of, but let go we must if we want to re-
discover the Jesus of the Gospels as a man who rather than being God, was so totally open to God
and the passion of the Divine that he became for us a window of humanity through which we can
see the possibility of a life completely filled with God and completely open to others..

Rather than a “watering down of doctrine” this notion of Jesus became for me the spark that re-
ignited my faith and my passion to discover and understand what or who Jesus is for us today.

There is however, another Cookie-Cutter framework that took much longer for  me to be liberated
from and that is the doctrine of the Trinity.   The description of God as Father, Son and Holy Spirit
has so dominated the Western Christian theological landscape in recent Christian history and
especially in the 20th century that it has become the dominant framework through which many
theologians and Christians view all of reality.  And it is no small thing that this doctrine in its
literal interpretation has been the source of a patriarchal narrative that has been in turn the
source of domination and control over certain groups of humanity (especially women) in the West
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for far too long.  In fact this reality was what prompted me to write on the topic of “Masculinity
in the image of God” early in my postgraduate years.

Please don’t misunderstand me.  There is some wonderful Trinitarian theology out there and at its
best it enables a relational understanding of the world and of creation that gives enormous
meaning and impetus to the idea of inclusion and interdependence.  But, we need to re-discover
the notion that the Divine, God, the Mystery at the heart of all reality, is bigger and beyond the
Christian Trinity.  We need to remember that in the end this paradigmatic metaphor is in fact, a
metaphor.

I can still quite easily speak of the Spirit of Christ or Christ as the humanity of God or even
incarnational Theology – but even this can become another cookie-cutter if we are not able to see
that all theology is an un-ending conversation and essentially very human attempts to describe
the experience of Divine Mystery.  The key element at the heart of the emerging Christian
movement is a re-appraisal of the divinity of Jesus in the light of his humanity.  Letting go of the
docetic notions that so play into the hands of a dominant and powerful religious exclusivism is
never going to be an easy or quick process.

So, my personal journey has brought me in recent years, to the discovery of this wonderful
movement loosely called The Progressive Christian Movement.  To me, the movement is a coming
together of a lot of different strands that emerge mainly out of re-discovery of the roots of our
faith in the person called Jesus and the Way of being and living that he taught.

By the way, I’m one of those slightly reluctant users of the term “Progressive Christianity”.  I
appreciate that it is a collective term that attempts to include a range of new strands of Christian
expression but it also is a strangely old-fashioned word too (and isn’t great for dialogue with
conservative Christians because of its pejorative connotation).  I much prefer the term “Emerging
Christian Way” or Borg’s suggestion of “Neotraditional Christianity” or simply “open
Christianity”.  But I guess “the Neotraditional Christian Network of Victoria” just doesn’t have the
same ring to it…  Although “Network of the Emerging Christian Way” might.

What then does belonging to this movement  or subscribing to this emerging expression of
Christianity mean for me personally and practically?

How has the Emerging Christian Way changed my life.

1. Personal liberation at a profound level.

I think those of us who were brought up in the old tradition very often had guilt and obedience
drilled into us as the key responses to God.  And in addition to this, my later discovery of the
flaws at the heart of this kind of thinking left me with a fair degree of cynicism – an equally
destructive attitude to life.   So the view that humanity is basically good and blessed with life,
that the ultimate reality of the world is a non-violent creative presence that envelopes and
surrounds all being  with grace and love, is a deeply liberating idea.  To be finally and profoundly
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freed from a religion defined by rewards and punishments to a life-giving, life-affirming world
view is the heart of a spirituality that has immediate and obvious practical benefits in mental,
emotional and spiritual health.  The emerging Christian way has been a great tonic too, for a
middle-aged left-leaning, slightly cynical pastor who can at times be a little depressed with the
state of the church.

2. Integrity and openness to others.

When we realise that we don’t have to defend Christianity against attacks or worse still, try to
defend the scandal of particularity – the idea that Christianity is the only true religion – we can
be more truly ourselves and more truly and fully followers of Jesus.  Christianity is my home
religion, my inherited tradition and I am deeply grateful for this.  But as it was for Jesus, it is a
vision of life deeply centred in God, the sacred and for others there are other ways of centering in
the sacred, the Divine.  This leads to both a sense of peace at the heart of your existence but also
to a sense of openness to the integrity of others and their own unique experience of the sacred.  I
have now very close friends from all different spectrums religious expression.  These include
among others an atheist doctor of philosophy, a Hindu traditional follower, and at least a couple
of conservative Christian minister friends.   I recently too, re-initiated a conversation with my
older brother who is currently the president of a very large conservative evangelical Christian
organisation and we are enjoying an ongoing dialogue. Being able to relate to these friends
without feeling threatened by what they see or believe is a privilege and a joy.  (I should note,
however that it is still difficult to relate to a fundamentalist from any branch of Christianity or
religion – because by definition they have closed minds).

3. Passionate participation in Adult theological re-education.

As a pastor of a relatively progressive congregation it has been a true practical outworking of my
new sense of passion and vision of a sustainable Christianity, that I so love the joy of helping
others to discover that same sense of passion and liberation.  At Westgate I have been running
groups based on some of the best resources available for a few years now.  We started a few
years ago with a study group based on Borg’s, Heart of Christianity  and have more recently used
the Living the Questions resources.  These are proving to be a blessing to many.  From my own
young adult son (mentioned earlier) through to older members and even a few fringe people in
our community who have discovered a new sense of intention and passion and recently come into
full membership of  Westgate.

4. Re-discovering a passion for justice and peace.

One of the more recent questions I have pondered is “What place does the idea of Mission have in
the Emerging Christian Way?”.   So much of our historical mission in the church has been about
taking Christianity to the “un-believers” or the “un-churched”.   The notions of “Making
Disciples” and “teaching them all that I have commanded” I now understand differently.  In the
voice of Jesus these words out of Matthew’s Gospel are about teaching and living out the Way of
Jesus, the way of the kingdom – the way of justice and peace.   It doesn’t necessarily mean
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getting people to believe in Jesus.  Even social justice oriented mission in the past has had a
tendency to be based on the idea of “being Jesus” to everyone.  But this can be a recipe for burn-
out.  Better is to understand that the way of justice and peace includes living within the
limitations of our own humanity and practicing contemplation and prayer (as Jesus did) in order
to balance receiving and giving in a healthy way.  Nevertheless, there is no doubt that the Way of
Jesus as understood in the Progressive Christian movement is a profoundly alternative way of
being and living that challenges us at every level of our personal, social and relational lives.

5. Being passionately involved in the formation of faith in young people.

At Westgate Baptist Community we have over the last 8 years or so invested time and energy in a
mentoring program with our youth.  Individual teenagers are linked up with an adult usually over
40 who works through some material with them and discusses life and faith in a non-
threatening, non coercive context.   Through this and opportunities for young people to
participate in acts and projects focussed on justice and peace, as well as unashamedly teaching a
historical-metaphorical approach to scripture, we are seeing young adults emerge with a sense
of Christian faith that is both committed and yet open to the world.

Conclusion

There is a park near my house called Newport Lakes.  It is in fact reclaimed land that up to the
1980s was actually an old bluestone quarry that had been partly used as a tip.  Some visionary
people in the 1990’s worked passionately with the local council to re-plant and re-new the space
with native vegetation.  It is now a wonderful urban bush setting with two lakes and dozens of
species of native birds and wildlife.  It is a source of peace and nourishment for my soul on a daily
basis.

I’ve often thought of the park as a metaphor of a life that is open to the healing, re-creative life
of God.  The beautiful natural and wild vegetation follows the contours of the scar in the earth.
The pain and perhaps painful consequences of a Christianity that produced guilt and fear can
leave a scar on our hearts.  But the green, wild life of God creates beauty where there was once
ugliness.  The shape of the new life will follow the contours of the old but grow in new and
exciting ways if we let it.

There are signs all around the water’s edge at Newport Lakes that read, “Don’t feed the birds”
and explain why feeding the birds alters their natural behaviour, fills their diet with fatty and
salty foods they are not used to and generally upsets the natural order of things.   There is an
older couple who visit the park a few times each week and can’t resist feeding the birds
surreptitiously from the bread in their pockets.  When they come now the birds follow them and
there is now less a variety of birds to be seen.

It can be a risky and scary thing to open your mind and heart to the mysterious creative Divine
and we are often tempted to try to domesticate and control it  - to make it fit with our own
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particular agenda or framework.  But the life of God creates beauty and peace, wildness and new
possibilities when we are able to fully let go and step into the great unknown.


