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FOURTH COMMON DREAMS 
CONFERENCE 

 

BRISBANE SEPTEMBER 2016 
 
There are enough details on page 6 to 
enable you to begin planning to participate in 
the fourth Australian international gathering 
of progressives. 
 
More details of venue and accommodation 
and procedures for registering will be 
available in April. 
 
 

 

Alternatives to failing tradition 
2016 begins with changes affecting many parts of life that seemed fairly settled to 
previous generations. As well as astounding developments in science and technology, 
politically there is debate about inclusive marriage and the monarchy; socially and morally, 
violence against women, recognition of indigenous Australians and treatment of asylum 
seekers are actively on the agenda; the moral failings of churches are headline news and 
the disastrous association of religion with terror is a world-wide concern. For each of these 
issues any hopeful possibility for a better world requires new ways of thinking and acting. 
As a symbol of changes to our perceived world, as I wrote these notes I saw on my 
computer screen that the first human made object to leave our solar system, Voyager 1, 
launched in 1977, is now 20.1 billion km from earth. Voyager 2 following “close” behind 
will “pass by” (at distance) the brightest star in the sky, Sirius, in about 296,000 years. 
Progressive Chrisianity exists because, in light of changes in knowledge and values, old 
religious traditions are often not reliable paths to living in today’s world. Our Network 
exists to encourage consideration of alternatives to religious traditions. 
Not coincidentally, the magazine of the Westar Institute, home of the Jesus Seminar that 
beginning in the 1990s opened new ways to understand the misssion of Jesus, 
announced that its coming Spring 2016 national meeting, will “explore the uncharted 
space where religion interacts, in new and exciting ways, with other disciplines”. 
This newsletter announces the PCNV programs for the first months of 2016 that pick up 
some of these themes. We also present writings by two members of the PCNV Committee 
that contribute to the worldwide exploration of ways to engage the knowledge and 
experience of people living in our amazing 21st century world. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



“New approaches to understanding Jesus’ mission” 
MARCUS BORG - A LAY PERSON’S VIEW OF HIS LIFE & WORK 

By Richard J Carter, President, Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 
Over the last thirty or so years there has been a great deal of scholarly work directed at fresh 
interpretations of the New Testament. It has been particularly evident in a reignition of the 
search for the historical Jesus that had languished some time earlier and in new approaches to 
understanding Jesus’ mission as well as Paul’s role (or not) in the formation of what came to be 
known as Christianity. The Fellows of the Jesus Seminar played a prominent role in this activity. 
All this work resulted in a wave of books and papers which shows no sign of subsiding. That the 
new insights and understandings were intensely interesting to large numbers of lay people—
even though much of the writing could be heavy going—seems to have come as somewhat of a 
surprise to scholars who may have believed they were directing this output only to their peers.  
A few authors came to recognise the need for accessible texts that could be more easily 
absorbed by reasonably literate lay people. Marcus Borg who, sadly, died on February 21, 
2015, was a prince among this group of writers. In all, he wrote or co-authored twenty-one 
books which, it is said, have sold in excess of one million copies. Unsurprisingly, his prodigious 
literary output resulted in his being in great demand as a speaker for lay audiences throughout 
North America and internationally. Through his books and public appearances he has 
profoundly influenced untold members of what has become known as the progressive Christian 
movement. 
While Marcus was a respected scholar, he saw himself principally as an exegete (so much so 
that his email address was “exegete@...” and his car license plate also read “EXEGETE”). He 
once told me that his great interest was in “adult Christian re-education.” I have met a handful of 
people in my life who have a remarkable gift for explaining complex subjects in a way which can 
be grasped immediately. Marcus was one. His custom of relating his insights to his own 
personal faith journey, to the role played by the traditions he received growing up in a Lutheran 
family in North Dakota and Minnesota, and to the way his beliefs metamorphosed during this 
journey proved a particularly powerful tool for engaging with audiences who could easily relate 
his experiences to their own. 
Given the radical change that took place in his beliefs (or “convictions” as he referred to them) 
over his life, it is remarkable that he didn’t withdraw from institutional Christianity. Yet thankfully 
he did not. Rather, he devoted himself to presenting intelligent inquiring Christians with ways of 
holding to a belief in God and of interpreting scripture and Jesus’ life that, in turn, sit easily with 
a contemporary post-Enlightenment worldview. He thereby made it possible for them to 
continue participating in traditional Christianity. 
Marcus’s willingness and ability to collaborate with others was exceptional. His work with his 
friend John Dominic Crossan produced three compellingly-readable jointly-authored books for 
the lay person (The Last Week, The First Christmas, and The First Paul) which give non-
traditional interpretations of the events in the last week of Jesus’ life, Jesus’ nativity, and the 
mission of St Paul. Marcus’s work with Crossan extended beyond co-authorship; for several 
years, together with their wives Rev Marianne Borg and Sarah Crossan, they led a “pilgrimage” 
to Turkey retracing Paul’s journeys. My wife and I were fortunate to participate in one of these. It 
was a fascinating experience made memorable by Marcus’s dissertations and Dom Crossan’s 
deep knowledge and explanations of the sites we visited.  
Marcus's willingness to collaborate was not restricted to persons whose views coincided with 
his. He was respectful of the beliefs of others and happy to engage with those whose 
theological position differed from his own. Perhaps the most notable example of this was The 
Meaning of Jesus: Two Visions which he co-authored with N. T.  Wright, the well-known English 
academic theologian and one time Bishop of Durham who holds quite different beliefs to Marcus 
on important subjects. 



The breadth of Marcus’s knowledge and expertise was remarkable. This is evident in the 
subjects of his books, which ranged from Jesus (the prime subject of at least six of his books), 
God, Paul, the Bible, religious language, the evolution of the canon, Christian praxis, and more.  
Few scholars exhibit his ability to write with ease and clarity on any of these topics. He even 
had some success in writing fiction, although I think he felt his one published novel, Putting 
Away Childish Things, demonstrated to himself and his readers that he had talent for this genre 
so that further efforts were unnecessary. 
Marcus was not a noted extrovert. He candidly admitted that he did not enjoy making small talk, 
especially in large gatherings. However, he appeared completely comfortable in himself, and his 
ready wit, willingness to engage with people on subjects that he enjoyed, and invariable 
courtesy drew people to him. While he never exalted himself, he had no false modesty. Once 
when I was standing nearby during a book signing, I overheard one woman say to him, “Your 
books have changed my life.” He replied, simply, “Yes, quite a few people have told me that.”  
The closing paragraph from his last, and perhaps finest, book, Convictions: How I Learned 
What Matters Most, may best sum up what Marcus was imparting to us. 

What’s it all about? What’s the Christian life all about? It’s about loving God and 
loving what God loves. It’s about becoming passionate about God and 
participating in God’s passion for a different kind of world, here and now. And the 
future, including what is beyond our lives? We leave that up to God. 

We will miss Marcus; he was a great exegete, a good friend, and a wonderful human being. 
Works Mentioned 
Borg, Marcus J. Putting Away Childish Things: A Novel of Modern Faith. New York: Harper Collins, 

2010. 
________ Convictions: How I Learned What Matters Most. New York: HarperCollins, 2014. 
Borg, Marcus J & Crossan, John Dominic. The Last Week: What the Gospels Really Teach About 

Jesus’s Final Days in Jerusalem. New York: HarperCollins, 2006. 
________ The First Christmas: What the Gospels Really Teach about Jesus’s Birth. New York: Harper 

Collins, 2007. 
________ The First Paul: Reclaiming the Radical Visionary Behind the Church’s Conservative Icon. New 

York: HarperCollins, 2009. 
Borg, Marcus J & Wright N T. The Meaning of Jesus: Two Visions. New York: HarperCollins, 1999. 

This article was originally published in “The Fourth R”, journal of Westar Institute, November 
2015. 

MORAL BLINDNESS 
“Moral blindness is, of course, a very contemporary problem as well. With the encouragement of 
leaders of both sides of politics, we risk becoming morally blind to our responsibilities towards 
those who have come here as refugees seeking asylum. We can tip-toe around this and speak 
of human rights abuses, or a failure to honour our international treaty obligations. But why mince 
words in the face of the intentional brutality – psychological and physical – being inflicted by 
Australia on asylum seekers, including children, imprisoned in our offshore detention centres? 
Why not call our asylum seeker policy what it is: immoral. 
 
“It’s immoral because it treats people who have committed no crime as if they were criminals. 
It’s immoral because it fails to honour a moral principle we would normally claim as one of 
Australia’s core values: fairness. It’s immoral because it fails the basic test of human decency: 
treating other people with dignity and respect. Would we really enshrine ‘the end justifies the 
means’ as a principle to be celebrated on Australia Day?” 
 
Hugh Mackay, “Pride & Prejudice”, “The Age”, Australia Day, 26 January 2016 



“MADE ON EARTH. HOW GOSPEL WRITERS CREATED THE CHRIST” 
by Dr Lorraine Parkinson. Spectrum Publications. Melbourne. January 2016. 
 
Dr Lorraine Parkinson is well known to members of the progressive Christian movement in 
Australia and New Zealand. She is the author of one of the most widely read books on 
progressive Christianity by an Australian author, The World According to Jesus … his blueprint 
for the best possible world. She has lectured throughout Australia with her husband Dr John 
Bodycomb. She is Vice President of the Progressive Christian Network of Victoria. 
 
Dr Parkinson’s new book is a substantial (363 pages) contribution to consideration of a basic 
issue for contemporary Christians – how to distinguish Jesus the Teacher from the figure of 
Jesus the Christ depicted in the developing New Testament writings and in subsequent 
theological reflection. In the words of the book’s subtitle: ‘How gospel writers created the Christ’. 
The guiding theme of the book is the carefully formulated argument for the accuracy of the claim 
that ‘created by the gospel writers’ is the correct description of what happened. The book 
confronts a common assumption of many people in the churches as well as of people who have 
left the churches. In doing this, Lorraine Parkinson opens the way to seeing Jesus as relevant in 
a fresh way to people today. 
 
The description of the book on its cover forcefully states the significance of the subject: 
‘”Why have millions of Christians across two millennia been convinced that Jesus of Nazareth is 
the divinely appointed Christ? The answer is that ‘evidence’ for it is reinforced with every 
Sunday reading of the gospels. Each canonical gospel claims to tell the story of Jesus the 
Messiah, of Christ. Even if startling differences between the gospels are acknowledged, this has 
not destroyed belief that they are divinely inspired. In this book Lorraine Parkinson sets out 
compelling treasons why the gospels may be found to have been ‘made on earth’. She builds a 
strong argument that each gospel was written to make a distinct case for Jesus as the Christ. 
She presents detailed evidence that the Christ of the gospels is the creation of Mark, Matthew, 
Luke and John, plus later editors. The sub-text of this book contends that by including teachings 
of Jesus alongside claims for him as Christ, gospel writers bequeathed to Christianity two 
contradictory gospels – the gospel of Jesus and the gospel about Jesus.” 
 
Writing about this book by Dr Parkinson, Michael Morwood wrote: “At last! A book that helps 
readers to see and understand how the Way of Jesus with its emphasis on this world, was 
wrong-footed into fixation on ‘the Christ’ and the next world. There is no bigger challenge to 
Christianity today than to rid itself of this fixation and from creedal adherence to the worldview 
that shaped it.” 
 
The book concludes with a section on implications: What would it mean for Christianity to 
remove the Christ and reclaim the Teacher? “Given the boundless human misery caused by the 
old triumphalist religion of certainty based on Christ, it is well past the time to allow it to be 
consigned to history, including the name ‘Christ’. It is time for it to be numbered among other 
religions that emerged in ancient times and ran their courses, until societies changed their 
understandings of the sacred.” (Pages 344-345) 
 
A glossary of theological and biblical terms, a select list of primary sources, a general 
bibliography, and an index are helpful for the general reader and for those who want to explore 
the topic further. 
 
Made on Earth is available from the publisher online from spectrumpublications.com.au 
The retail price is $34.95. It will also be available at PCNV meetings. 
 
The book will be launched on February 23 at 4:00pm, in the Ground Floor meeting rooms 1 and 
2, Uniting Church Synod of Victoria and Tasmania, 130 Little Collins Street, Melbourne.  
 
David Merritt. February 2016. 



 
EMERGING CHURCH 2016 

5pm on the 3rd Sunday, February to December 
Manningham Uniting Church, 

152 Andersons Creek Road, East Doncaster. Melway map 34 E6 
Please bring finger food to share. 

Beyond the seen and heard, beyond the limit of human knowledge – we will 
Focus on God 

 
 

 

Ministry Opportunity of a Lifetime!  
St Michael’s Church is located in the heart of the world’s most liveable city –  

Melbourne,  Australia. 
A unique opportunity has become available for a Minister who embraces contemporary, 
progressive Christian Theology and has an understanding of the dimensions that contribute to 
psycho-spiritual wellbeing in us all. 
You must be a very well researched and inspiring preacher who understands the opportunities a  
well-resourced city church can offer. 
You will also 
    • Have strong leadership ability and dynamic communication skills. 
    • Be able to inspire, energise and facilitate growth in the congregation, the life of the Church   

and its mission locally and globally. 
    • Be committed to ongoing theological education integrating other disciplines, contemporary 

thinking and promotion of mental wellbeing. 
    • Be an advocate of the Jesus Seminar. 
    • Demonstrate experience, creativity and innovation in the development, management and 

evaluation of community projects. 
    • Enjoy working collaboratively with others in the Uniting Church in Australia and beyond. 
    • Understand the dynamics of a city Church where all are accepted. 
    • Show how you have supported pastoral care initiatives. 
For further information or to apply, please email applications@stmichaels.org.au for a 
confidential response. Closing date: 19 February 2016. 
	  

 
“Human Rights and Peace between Nations” 

 
Following on from Professor Joseph Camilleri’s address to the PCNV meeting on 22 November, 
an article from the Atlantic Monthly about ISIS is of interest: 
  
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2015/03/what-isis-really-wants/384980/ 

 
 



PCNV PROGRAM 
February to July 2016 

 
SUNDAY 28 FEBRUARY 3.00pm: “What might progressive faith projects look like for 
younger generations?” Lucas and Shaz Taylor. See details later in this newsletter. 
Venue: Blackburn North/Nunawading Uniting Church, Nunawading.  Melway 48 F9. 
 
NOTE; There is no PCNV meeting in March to avoid clashes with Easter dates 
 
SUNDAY 20 APRIL 3.00pm: “Inclusivity as a Mark of Faith?” Rowena Allen, Justice and 
Equality Officer, UCA Synod of Victoria and Tasmania. 
Venue: Blackburn North/Nunawading Uniting Church, Nunawading 
 
MAY 10 – 15: Series of events with Rev Dr Robin Myers, an ordained minister in the 
United Church of Christ, the Distinguished Professor of Social Justice at Oklahoma City 
University, the best selling author of seven books, a widely travelled lecturer and preacher on 
behalf of Progressive Christianity. His 2012 book, The Underground Church:  Reclaiming the 
Subversive Way of Jesus has made a special impact. Dates, events and venue to be 
announced. 
 
SUNDAY 26 JUNE, 3.00pm: “The Good Life and Spirituality”. Hugh Mackay, social 
researcher and author of sixteen books, ten in the field of social psychology and ethics. 
Venue: Blackburn North/Nunawading Uniting Church, Nunawading 
 
SUNDAY 24 JULY, 2.30pm to 5.30pm: “Jesus the Messiah: a Jewish view via the 
steppes of Moab”. Rabbi Aviva Kipen. An expanded meeting to allow time for a variety of 
activities to explore the topic. Venue to be announced. 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
COMMON DREAMS CONFERENCE BRISBANE SEPTEMBER 2016 
 
The fourth Common Dreams Conference will be held in Brisbane at 
Somerville House over 16 – 19 September 2016.  

The theme of the conference will be “Progressive Spirituality: New 
Directions”. The program will take participants through a broad spectrum of 
topics exploring what it means to be “spiritual” in contemporary times. 
Eminent international writers, researchers and scholars Dr Diana Butler Bass and 
Professor Pamela Eisenbaum and well known Australian theologian Dr Val Webb 
will deliver major public addresses and they will also participate in other parts of 
the program. Rev Dr David Felten, Co-founder of Living the Questions and an 
acclaimed speaker at the third Common Dreams Conference in 2013, will also 
feature. A strong team of Australian and New Zealand speakers will present 
keynote addresses, lectures and workshops. 
During part of the conference there will be a parallel program designed, 
presented and led by “young” people exclusively for their contemporaries. 
Registrations for the conference will open in April 2016. 



 

 
The Progressive Christian Network of Victoria 

 
invites you to 

 

“What	  might	  progressive	  faith	  projects	  look	  like	  for	  
younger	  generations?”	  

with 
Lucas and Shaz Taylor 

	  

WHEN:      Sunday 28 February 2016  
               3.00pm to 5.00pm 
 

WHERE:      Blackburn North/Nunawading Uniting Church 
    Corner of Whitehorse Rd and O’Shanessy St., Nunawading. Melway 48 F9. 
     Parking in church carpark, O’Shanessy St. and Whitehorse Rd service lane     

THE TOPIC 
Beyond the ideas and theology of a progressive faith, how might people of a progressive faith 
put it into practice? What behaviour is inspired by (and in turn inspires) progressive belief for 
the millennial generations? 
Hear about two projects attempting to explore this idea. 
 

The Beyondering Podcast is a project supported jointly by PCNV and Common Dreams 
2016. A weekly podcast hosted by Matt Cutler and Lucas Taylor, exploring spirituality in the 
modern world by asking traditionally taboo questions.  Where does God fit into today and 
tomorrow?  How do we express spirituality authentically and truthfully? 
“Venturing beyond belief to find open-hearted, liberating ways of being in today’s world.”                                                        
          www.beyondering.com.au 
Fresh Theatre for Social Change is a not for profit theatre company using a range of 
applied theatre practices to bring about societal development and personal growth in the 
community, corporate and education sectors. 
"Using the medium of theatre we encourage the strong, give support to the timid, remind the 
indifferent and warn the oppressor.”               www.fresththeatre.org 
 

THE PRESENTERS  Husband and wife team Lucas and Shaz Taylor 
Lucas is one of the creators and presenters of the Beyondering Podcast with a background in 
congregational ministry and youth work. He is currently part of the ministry team at the 
Manningham Uniting Church. 
Shaz is the founder and visionary behind Fresh Theatre for Social Change and has overseen 
its sustained growth over the last fifteen years. A teacher, and artist and a performer, she is 
also heavily involved in the creative production of the Beyondering Podcast. 

 
PCNV meeting cost is $7 ($5 for members) 


