
The following four descriptions
of personal discoveries in progressive Christian thought

were contributed by members of the Network
after the meeting in November that explored this theme

MY DISCOVERIES IN PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIAN THOUGHT

By Andrea Casey

‘Progressive Christianity’ has been around for at least fifty years.  In 1957, at
the age of 12, I became a ‘Jesus Person’ (a miracle according to those who
knew the liberal Anglican minister responsible) and during my formative years
the teaching I remember was the contribution of women to the work of God
(Old Testament and modern figures).  As an older teenager another minister
kept me in the church because he taught about Jesus the Man:  “There were
three people crucified on Good Friday.  What made the centre one different?”

On entering University as a science student, the first discussion at the
Christian Union was “Science vs Creationism” and I settled then that “Science
teaches the How of creation, the Bible teaches the Why”.  Leadership
involvement with Christian camps taught the importance of inclusiveness and
concentrating on similarities between people of faith rather than differences.

A difficult marriage, divorce and single parenthood with three young children
taught me the ever present, unconditional love of God (as distinct from the
punitive, judgemental God that some fundamentalist friends wanted to thrust
on me).  Journeys through evangelical fundamentalism and Pentecostalism
taught me the power of God’s Hole Spirit in the world and in our lives today.
Discovering that various family members and friends were gay made me
realize that, if I loved and accepted them, how much more must God.

Remarriage and a trip to England resulted in my discovering that the Jesus
story is modelled on the Greek hero story: a baby born of a god and a human
woman, doing mighty deeds and dying a noble death being some of the points
common to both.

The words of John Donne: “To find sermons in stones and books in babbling
brooks” has always appealed to me and in 1990 I became ‘green’ in the sense
that I incorporated into my faith system the conviction that, as God has
created the earth good, we need to be stewards and nurturers of it rather than
exploiters of it.

Increasing frustration with the traditional liturgy and church teaching has led
me to become a part-time Quaker, where I value the silent worship (’Be still
and know that I am God’), the contribution to the meeting of anyone who feels



so led and the expectation that members will live a simple life of peace
‘walking cheerfully over the world seeking that of God in everyone’.

A Turkey tour in 2005 blew open my mind to the further influence of Greek
and Roman thought on the development of Christian theology and learning
that the ‘Old Testament’ understanding of Messiah varied with the changing
needs of society helped me to slough off further irrelevancies to my
understanding of what it means to be a Jesus person.  Reading a book about
Women Mystics in Medieval Europe affirmed my path of seeking unity with
God, expressing this through Jesus’ understanding of his Father and living in
the power of the Holy Spirit.

 My most helpful Biblical texts are:  “What does the Lord require of you but to
love kindness, act justly and walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8  - Hosea
6:6 is also a gem:  “I don’t want your sacrifices – I want your love; I don’t want
your burnt offerings – I want you to know me”), the Lord’s Prayer, 1
Corinthians 13 and Jesus’ version of the Shema.

The most urgent question for me at present is:  “Where is the feminine in
Christian teaching?”

PERSONAL DISCOVERIES

By Bruce Neyland

Two voices and a challenge.
I have chosen two authors that have been of great value to me; one from the
mid-1900’s, and one from very recent times.

The first is Henry Nelson Wieman, (1884-1975), and his ideas of ‘creative
interchange’ and ‘creative transformation’.   Wieman was very concerned
about what should lie at the heart of faith, and what should govern how we
live, both as individuals and  as a community.   When we listen most
attentively to another person, and allow our own thoughts to be altered by that
interchange, when we so enter into the exchange that we become part of the
experience described, we enter that shared experience where transformation
is possible.  It was Wieman’s idea that the power to transform occurred in the
interchange and not in either party alone.  If this transformation has as its
objective ‘to love my neighbor as myself’, then a positive outcome is likely.  If
this idea was extended to social policy, then Australia would have a very
different way of dealing with refugees, for example. Wieman wanted this to
happen in his day, when the Cold War was at its height, and the world had
experienced the first use of nuclear weapons.   The ideas of creative
interchange and transformation may be applied from personal relationships
through to Government policy.  Every exchange may not need to lead to this



same depth of interchange, but the potential is there, and the opportunity
invites us to participate.

In early life, Wieman was a Presbyterian.  In his middle years, as a professor,
he shared his naturalistic approach to Christianity with people of many
denominations.  In retirement, he became a Unitarian Universalist.  Wieman
published many books, among them ‘The Source of Human Good’, University
of Chicago Press, 1946.

The second author is Ian Cairns, who, with Mae Cairns, worked for many
years in Indonesia, and mastered two Indonesian languages, and published
books both in Indonesian and in English.  Cairns was concerned to foster
Muslim-Christian relationships, and did much work among the poor of
Bandung.  Later, at home in New Zealand, Cairns was appointed to the staff
of the national theological training centre for the Roman Catholic Church, and
later to be Moderator of the General Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of
New Zealand.

I have found his book ‘Mark of a Non-Realist’ to be very helpful, as it gives a
detailed discussion of the text of Mark’s gospel from the point of view of a
progressive Christian in our times as well as the meaning that the first hearers
might have given to it.  Cairns’ scholarship brings to me an understanding of
ideas that perhaps have always been present in the text, but not made explicit
for my understanding.  For example, in the story of Jesus’ temptations in the
desert, the text refers to a period of 40 days in the wilderness.  What has
seldom been explained is that the number 40 was code for ‘one whole life-
time or generation’.  So the text may be read as saying that the whole of
Jesus’ life was a time of testing.  Testing, that is by circumstances in the
whole of life and not by some external deity!

Cairns saw that Jesus had a view of life in all its fullness at the centre of his
mission, and encourages the reader to adopt the same view but with the
advantages of modern knowledge and without the limitations of first century
society.

Ian J. Cairns ‘Mark of a Non-Realist’, published by Fraser Books, 2004.   My
copy from Epworth Books, www.epworthbooks.org.nz

As for something challenging and yet to be explored, the area of interest to
me is that of Universalism, for want of a better word.  The work of Bede
Griffiths in earlier days, and now that of Jay McDaniel in his linking of Process
Theology to a universalist approach to faith is now of interest.
Jay McDaniel: Gandhi’s Hope, Learning from Other Religions as a Path to
Peace  Orbis Books 2005



WHAT’S AN ATHEIST DOING
IN THE PROGRESSIVE CHRISTIAN NETWORK???

By David Miller

This question is no surprise to me, as I am Secretary of Melbourne’s Atheist
Society.  I’ve also grown accustomed to it in my role as Assistant Convenor of
the Victorian Branch of the Sea of Faith Network.
Actually, I label myself as an Agnostic Atheist or an Atheist Agnostic or a
Militant Agnostic.  This started a number of years ago when I attended a
Seminar at the Augustine Centre.  A chap said that he was a Christian
Agnostic.  “What on earth’s that?”, I enquired.  He informed me that although
he believed that God existed, he didn’t know that God existed.  “Hey! I’m the
same; but the opposite way round.”, I exclaimed.  “I believe that God doesn’t
exist, but I don’t know that God doesn’t exist.”   Therefore I’m both an Atheist
and an Agnostic.

My ‘spiritual journey’ began when as a boy I reacted against the Jehovah
Witness’ portrayal of God.  I decided that He was a horrendous tyrant.  On
that future Great Day, at the Battle of Armageddon, the Spawn of Satan (the
Earth’s population) would be destroyed.  Minus, of course the 144,000 JW’s.  I
later discovered that this type of scenario was a generally held belief amongst
the Fundamentalists; but not the mainstream Churches.  I began to search the
Bible, and found very little.  I searched Christian history and eventually arrived
back at the Early Church.  Here I found that what we call ‘Christianity’ is really
only the Theology and Christology of the winning faction of the Church.  The
other factions (the vast majority) were ‘suppressed’ by the might of the Roman
Empire.  The Adoptionist faction believed that Jesus was purely human.
Some of the Gnostic faction believed that Jesus was purely divine.

Saint Augustine’s City of God influenced the Fundamentalists.  Augustine had
been a Manichaean, and this religion, it is argued, effected his version of
Christianity.  But my searching showed that Manichaeanism was a Gnostic
reformation of the Zoroastrian religion.  I found a school of thought within the
academic study of the History of Religion  which contended that
Zoroastrianism, the religion of the Persian and Parthian Empires, was the
major influence on the Abrahamic religions: Judaism, Christianity and Islam.
Zoroastrianism had particularly influenced the radical elements amongst the
Jews: Essenes, Pharisees and Christians.

At the Atheist Society I have presented lectures on these issues.
Unfortunately, the ‘hard-line’ Atheists stayed away in droves.  They didn’t
want to know.  However, in their place came many from a religious
background, including those who had begun to question, to seek, to doubt,
and to attempt to build beliefs that expressed their own values.  That is why I
gravitated to the Sea of Faith Network.  That is why I am now enjoying my
participation in the Progressive Christian Network.



Finally, in terms of a ‘spiritual journey’ and of a ‘personal discovery’, I have
decided that our Highest Values and our Loftiest Ideals, as well as our areas
of Ultimate Concern, all comprise our Spiritual Realm, and that, for those who
who need Him, God can symbolize that Realm.

PERSONAL DISCOVERIES

By Lorraine Neyland

Thanks to the words of Bishop David Jenkins and of John Spong, I was
assured that it is alright to question beliefs, and to remain a leader in the local
church as well as part of Christianity.
I have grown away from accepting traditional beliefs such as:
     * The intervening God saving or healing some and not others depending
on faith.
     * Jesus dying to redeem us from sin: substitutional theology.

I was both delighted and saddened to read of Pelagius, a philosopher,
popular preacher and teacher, together with his opposition to Augustine,
Bishop of Hippo in the 5th century AD.  Augustine influenced the church to
adopt the doctrine of original sin.  Pelagius did not believe babies are born in
sin.  The teaching of Pelagius included that we have freedom to choose to
follow Jesus and he challenged people to love one another.  Pelagius’
emphasis was on free will and on the essential goodness of people.
Augustine declared that Pelagius was a heretic and he set out to destroy him.

Michael Morwood has influenced me by reading his books, listening to his
tapes, and hearing him relate his faith.  He is expert in getting people to think
deeply of the wonder and mystery of the world and of God.  Michael talks of
the Spirit within, around and beyond.  His book ‘Praying a new Story’ contains
many gems for me to meditate on.  For example:
‘Jesus sets us free from the religious bonds created by ideas of distance from
God and the sense of fear’.
 The prayers start with phrases like:
‘We rejoice in the Breath breathing life and vitality into our world.’
‘We gather conscious that the Spirit of Wisdom moves in each of us.’

Participating in a Faith Explorers’ group continues to broaden my knowledge
of other people, some referred to as ‘heretics’, also as people ahead of their
time.   It gives me hope to know that there are others in the congregation and
beyond it, who continue with me to feel free to explore a new story.   An area
to explore is to find ways to convey progressive thought and action to
children.


