
Belief 3.  23 October, 2022. 

Today is the crux of the matter - and I use 

that term deliberately. 

The Christian Apologist, Natasha Crain, 

concerned for the faith of her children, wrote 

an article that I would like to quote from to 

emphasize the importance of this debate to 

the practice of our own faith and the clarity 

of our own beliefs.  She writes: 

‘In our backyard we used to have a beautiful 

lime tree. 

One day I noticed that a thorny vine of some 

kind had started growing around it. It looked 

enough like the rest of the tree that I figured 

it was just another stage of growth. A quick 

Google search told me thorns often grow 

around citrus trees, so I didn’t think much 

more about it. 

Then, within a couple of months, the thorns 

took over the tree and it began to die. A 

gardener looked at it and said these particular 

thorns weren’t part of the tree at all. It turns 

out they were a foreign invader.  Had the 

foreign invader  looked  more foreign, I would 

have real ized the need to uproot it 

immediately. But because it shared surface-

level similarities with the tree, I was fooled 

into thinking it was all the same thing. 

I often write here about the threat hostile 

atheists pose to kids’ faith today. But atheism 
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is not the only threat. In fact, there’s a 

particular threat that can be even more 

dangerous because it less obviously requires 

attention. It’s like the thorny plant that 

gradually killed my lime tree because I didn’t 

even realize it was foreign. 

That threat is called progressive Christianity. 

What is Progressive Christianity? 

It can be hard to define progressive 

Christianity because it’s an umbrella term for 

a lot of different beliefs. But I think it may 

be summarized by an ex-Progressive this way:- 

A lowered view of the Bible 

Feelings are emphasized over facts 

Essential Christian doctrines are open for 

reinterpretation 

Historic terms are redefined 

The heart of the gospel message shifts from 

sin and redemption to social justice 

Here’s the danger. To the untrained ear, the 

progressive Christian message can sound a lot 

like biblical Christianity. There’s talk of God, 

Jesus, the Bible, love, and compassion. If a 
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child has never learned to think more deeply 

about theology and what the Bible actually 

teaches, they can easily mistake progressive 

Christianity for biblical Christianity. 

And progressive Christianity often teaches an 

incomplete or false gospel.’ 

Progressive Christianity, as described by its 

adherents, is characterized by a willingness to 

question tradition, acceptance of human 

diversity, a strong emphasis on social justice 

and care for the poor and the oppressed, and 

environmental stewardship of the earth. 

Geoff Thompson, in his book, ‘Progressive 

Christianity: Testing its Arguments’, argues 

that the rhetoric of Progressive Christianity, 

as represented by Gretta Vosper and John 

Shelby Spong, "often over-reaches its 

arguments." In particular, he concludes that 

"it is very difficult to see how what is 

proposed needs any church or even the 

minimalist, idiosyncratic definition of 

Christianity which is offered.   

Benjamin Riggs, a Progressive, writes in his 

book, ‘Finding God in the Body: A Spiritual Path 

for the Modern West:- 

‘The Kingdom is literally hidden in plain sight. 

It is hidden in basic awareness. When seen 

through the light of God's awareness, the 
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ordinary is revealed to be the extra-ordinary. 

The world is set ablaze by the fire of direct 

experience. The walls are awake, the ground is 

breathing, and mere mortals shine with the 

radiance of the sky. It is as if the world is 

looking back at us through the same eye with 

which we see it. We live in the Mind of God… 

The whole of creation exists within the 

fullness of God’s Will.’ 

This is very much in keeping with what Ilia 

Delio, Norman Carroll, and (sadly) David Price 

are asking us to espouse.  It is very like the 

hippy era returning 50 years later. 

Progressive Christianity is an approach to the 

Christian faith that is influenced by post-

liberalism and postmodernism and: proclaims 

Jesus of Nazareth as Christ, Saviour - but 

doesn’t say Saviour of what), and Lord; it 

emphasizes the Way and teachings of Jesus, 

not merely His person; it emphasizes God's 

immanence not merely God's transcendence, 

and leans toward panentheism rather than 

supernatural theism; (panentheism is the 

belief that the divine intersects with every 

part of the universe and also extends beyond 

space and time); Progressive Christianity 

emphasizes salvation here and now instead of 

primarily in heaven later - but doesn’t mention 

redemption at all - it emphasizes being saved 

for robust, abundant/eternal life over being 

saved from hell; emphasizes the social/
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communal aspects of salvation instead of 

merely the personal; it stresses social justice 

as integral to Christian discipleship; takes the 

Bible seriously but not necessarily literally, 

embracing a more interpretive, metaphorical 

understanding; emphasizes orthopraxy instead 

of orthodoxy (right actions over right beliefs); 

it embraces reason as well as paradox and 

mystery — instead of blind allegiance to rigid 

doctrines and dogmas; it does not consider 

homosexuality to be sinful; and does not claim 

that Christianity is the only valid or viable way 

to connect to God (is non-exclusive). 

Now here we need to be careful, as some of 

the people I have quoted are not just opposed 

to the Progressive movement, but are 

diametrically in opposition to it - and have 

embraced the literalist or fundamentalist 

stance.  This can be equally damaging. 

Taking our analogy of the lime tree that Ms 

Crain used at the start of this sermon, it as if 

the gardener has decided that the tree should 

be of such and such size, have just so many 

branches, and never grow outside the confines 

of its root bowl.  This to create a Bonsai tree 

which is artificially prevented from reaching 

its normal size and shape.  A stunted human 

being who has never had the chance to fulfil 

his or her God-given potential. 

But we will let her continue with her argument 

for now, as she has some more important 

points to make:- 
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‘There’s a blog called  Unfundamentalist 

Parenting  that promotes parenting according 

to progressive Christian views. This Easter, 

the blog featured a guest post by a Children’s 

Pastor at a progressive Christian church. In 

her post,  The Trouble with Easter: How To 

(and not to) Talk to Kids about Easter, the 

author expressed how difficult Easter is 

because she doesn’t want to teach the kids in 

her spiritual care that: 

Jesus died for you/your sins (this is 

“psychologically damaging”).  God intended for 

Jesus to die (this is “confusing and jarring”).  I 

suggest she doesn’t know how to put ideas 

across! 

Views like these are thorny, foreign invaders 

in the church. 

Progressive Christians don’t like people like me 

or Ms Crain because we are providing 

apologetics for our arguments.  Apologetics is 

the study of why there is good reason to 

believe Christianity is true.  Which goes to 

show just  how  important the study of 

apologetics actually is.  The author of the blog 

bemoans the fact that apologetics “confines 

faith as doctrine,” explaining: 

“Our faith is a dynamic experience that shifts 

and evolves for us. We cannot capture that 

experience and box it into a set of 
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propositions to memorize and defend—that 

limits and denies the realities of the human 

experience.” 

This statement is rubbish. The author is 

c o n f u s e d b e t w e e n t h e  o b j e c t i v e , 

unchanging  truth of God and the  subjective, 

changing experiences we have, as we relate to 

God throughout our lives.  God and the truth 

He has revealed do not shift and evolve.  

Our experiences shift and evolve, but that has 

nothing to do with what is true. 

Apologetics isn’t about putting experiences in 

a “box.” On the contrary, apologetics is about 

stepping  outside  personal experience and 

examining what reason there is to believe 

Christianity is true,  regardless  of our 

feelings. 

If we are only developing a faith based on 

“shifting and evolving” experiences, we have no 

way of knowing if our faith is well placed. I 

could have faith that Shrek will come crashing 

through the east window - but that’s not really 

where the smart money is. 

Faith, in and of itself, is of no virtue.  It’s only 

as solid as the  object  of that faith. The 

question is, how can we be confident that 

Jesus, as the object of our Christian faith, is 

“solid”?  Through and by Apologetics. 

 of 7 10



Progressive Christians don’t like apologetics 

because it challenges them to think of biblical 

teachings in a category of objective truth—

something we’re not free to change just 

because we happen to “experience” it in varied 

ways.  Two plus two equals four whether I have 

difficulty with that or not (and I often do).  

Experience cannot be elevated over objective 

truth. 

Nevertheless, it is wrong to lump all scripture 

into one category - as ‘unchallengeable’.  We 

have minds to use and faculties to engage - so 

we should use them to the best of our 

abilities.  What we should not do is dismiss 

verifiable history as metaphor or someone’s 

imaginative story because it doesn’t suit our 

case. 

And here you can see the fine line we must 

walk between accepting all without question, 

and picking and choosing our own particular 

mixed salad. 

This series of sermons is an exercise in just 

that sort of apologetics - trying to define the 

narrow way, and not trip over too many briars 

or slip on too many dog poops in doing so. 

The study of apologetics is desperately 

needed for  all  Christians today, both for 

engaging with the secular world and, less 
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obviously, for engaging with groups that teach 

a truly unbiblical version of Christianity. 

But, for some reason, the church is still largely 

blind to this need.  The church is asleep. 

And while the church sleeps, the secular world 

marches on, becoming increasingly hostile to 

the truth of Christianity, and thorny foreign 

invaders continue to grow within. 

For that reason, there’s an important book for 

the church right now called Forensic Faith. In 

it, the author, J Warner Wallace, a cold-case 

homicide forensic detective, powerfully makes 

the case for the importance of apologetics 

for every Christian. It’s a wake up call to our 

sleeping church. 

For those new to apologetics, it’s a perfect 

place to start. Wallace motivates you to take 

your Christian case-making duty seriously and 

shows you, step-by-step, what to do once 

you’ve accepted that duty. 

For those who already understand the 

importance of apologetics, it’s the ultimate 

resource to share with fellow believers who 

need the understanding you have.  Providing 

ourselves with a foundation of apologetics, 

however, will give us the training of a 

discerning gardener ready to identify and 

 of 9 10



uproot any kind of invader that shouldn’t exist 

alongside biblical truth. 

This hasn’t been an easy journey, and I don’t 

expect to get away without challenges.  I 

welcome them, and would ask that you get 

them included in the weekly Bulletin - send 

them to me and to Pam for that - and I will do 

my best to answer them. 

Remember that not all we read is true - but 

some of it is.  Likewise, not all we read is 

fantasy and imagination - but some of it is.  

Not all is metaphor, not all is literal.  We must 

navigate the course carefully to avoid the 

rocks and make the open sea. 

Let us pray that this church may be guided by 

the Holy Spirit to stay in the safe channel. 
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