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What   is   Progressive   Christianity   (PC)?   
  

● A   theological   approach   rather   than   a   denomination.   
● PC   references    a   variety   of   positions    within   the   movement.   Some   have   incorporated   

Eastern   spiritualities,   while   others   are   functional   atheists.   “Progressive   Christianity”   is   a   
catch-all   term   for   them.   

● “Progressive   christianity   is   a   post-liberal   movement   that   seeks   to   reform   the   faith   via   the   
insights   of   post-modernism   and   a   reclaiming   of   the   truth   beyond   the   verifiable   historicity   
and   factuality   of   the   passages   in   the   Bible   by   affirming   the   truths   within   the   stories   that   
may   not   have   actually   happened.” 1   

○ In   other   words,   PC   comes   out   of   liberal   Christianity   that   uses    postmodern   
thinking   to   reform   and   reshape   the   faith.   Whether   the   Bible   is   verifiable   and   
factual   is   less   important   than   the   truths   that   are   read   from   in   between   the   lines.   

What   Underlies   the   Movement?   
  

● Modernity   -   Theological   liberalism   
○ Out   of   the   Enlightenment,   we   saw   the   rise   of   critical   biblical   scholarship,   often   

riddled   with   anti-supernatural   bias,   premature   application   of   scientific   insights,   
skepticism,   etc.   

  
● Post-modernity   

○ Modernity   was   marked   by   certain   key   features   like   rapid   technological   
advancement,   industrialization,   anti-supernaturalism,   optimism   regarding   the   
human   condition,   certainty   about   truth,   and   so   on.   It   was   commonly   believed   that   
through   human   reason,   science,   and   technology,   humanity   was   inevitably   
approaching   a   utopia.   

○ The   global   conflict   of   the   early   20th   century   (e.g.   the   two   World   Wars)   through   
this   optimism   into   question.   

1  Wolsey,   Roger.   2012.   “Progressive   Christianity   Isn’t   Progressive   Politics,”    The   Huffington   Post ,   October   
2,   2012.   Accessed   June   21,   2021.   
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/progressive-christianity-isnt-progressive-politics_b_1897381   



○ Development   in   the   humanities   led   to   the   waning   of   our   confidence   in   the   human   
ability   to   know   truth.   (e.g.   Will-to-power   of   Nietzsche;   deconstructionism   of   
Foucault,   Derrida,   Lyotard)    Authority   is   questioned.   

  
● So,   PC,   while   not   a   singular   movement,   has   some   overlap   with   theological   liberalism   and   

displays   postmodern   “symptoms.”   
○ Along   with   the   loss   of   confidence   in   our   ability   to   know   truth,    relativism    gains   

steam.   The   attention   begins   to   turn   more   to   power   and   motive.   Established   
norms   and   institutions   are   questioned,   including   teachings   of   the   church.   

○ This   attitude   goes   hand-in-hand   with   deconstructionism.   
○ How   might   this   postmodern   condition   be   manifested   in   Christianity?   

■ Relativism   -   Jesus   is   one   of   the   many   ways.   We   don’t   have   the   full   picture   
of   the   truth.   

■ Deconstructionism   -   Question   (inherited)   orthodoxy,   biblical   hermeneutics,   
sexual   ethics   in   the   church,   history   

  
●   Again   from   Wolsey:   

  

  
●   To   put   it   in   a   bullet   form:   

  
1. Jesus   is   a   model   for   living   more   than   an   object   for   worship   
2. Affirming   people’s   potential   is   more   important   than   reminding   them   of   their   brokenness   
3. The   work   of   reconciliation   should   be   valued   over   making   judgments   
4. Gracious   behavior   is   more   important   than   right   belief   
5. Inviting   questions   is   more   valuable   than   supplying   answers   
6. Encouraging   the   personal   search   is   more   important   than   group   uniformity   

2  Ibid.   

  
Progressive   Christianity   is   a   post-liberal   approach   to   the   Christian   faith   that   is   influenced   by   
postmodernism   and:   proclaims   Jesus   of   Nazareth   as   Christ;   emphasizes   the   Way   and   
teachings   of   Jesus,   not   merely   His   person;   emphasizes   God’s   immanence   not   merely   God’s     
transcendence;   leans   toward   panentheism   rather   than   supernatural   theism;   emphasizes   
salvation   here   and   now   instead   of   primarily   in   heaven   later;   emphasizes   being   saved   for   
robust,   abundant/eternal   life   over   being   saved   from   hell;   emphasizes   the   social/communal   
aspects   of   salvation   instead   of   merely   the   personal;   stresses   social   justice,   environmental   
protection,   and   non-violence   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);   embraces   
reason   as   well   as   paradox   and   mystery   —   instead   of   blind   allegiance   to   rigid   doctrines   and   
dogmas;   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). 2   
  



7. Meeting   actual   needs   is   more   important   than   maintaining   institutions   
8. Peacemaking   is   more   important   than   power   
9. We   should   care   more   about   love   and   less   about   sex   
10. Life   in   this   world   is   more   important   than   the   afterlife 3   

Critique   of   Progressive   Christianity   
  

Pros   
  

● Deconstruction   is   a   necessary   part   of   solidifying   one’s   faith.   
● Unbiblical   /   unchristian   teachings,   norms,   and   habits   ought   to   be   deconstructed.   

○ This   is   how   the   Protestant   Reformation   is   justified.   
● Justice    is    a   key   theme   in   the   Bible.   
● PC   rightly   criticizes   the   conservative   Christian   emphasis   on   the   afterlife   at   the   expense   

of   this   life.   
● Discipleship   and   sanctification   are   often   missing   in   the   life   of   those   who   claim   to   follow   

Jesus.   We   must   reclaim   them.   
● Jesus   is   central.   
● Christians   do   have   a   communal   relationship   with   God.   That   is   to   say,   Christians   relate   to   

God   not   only   individually   but   as   the   Church.     
  

Cons   
  

● Authority   
○ In   taking   a   relativistic   approach   to   the   Christian   faith,   how   are   we   to   arbitrate   

between   conflicting   views?   
■ In   rejecting   external   authority,   ironically,    the   self    becomes   the   arbiter   of   

truth.   
■ PC,   then,   can   be,   and   often   is,   highly    syncretistic    (i.e.   mix-and-match   

spirituality).   Some   streams   of   it   incorporate   lots   of   New   Age   thinking,   
while   others   incorporate   secular   notions   like   critical   theories   (e.g.   critical   
gender   theory,   critical   race   theory).   

○ Low   view   of   the   Bible   
■ Inspiration   of   Scripture,   as   with   many   other   doctrines,   is   seen   as   a   social   

construct   within   the   church.   So,   it   is    rejected   or   redefined .   
■ If   the   Bible   is   merely   a   human   book,   you   can   cherry-pick   the   passages   

that   are   convenient   for   us.   For   example,   many   Progressive   Christians   
may   find   Jesus’   exclusive   claim   to   salvation   (John   14:6)   troubling.   

● Cherry-picking   comes   with   its   dangers.   For   example,   if   you   neglect   
salvation   by   grace   in   promoting   justice,   this   can   quickly   turn   into   
works-based   salvation   which   is   deadly   to   the   soul.   

3  Take   from    10   Commandments   of   Progressive   Christianity    by   Michael   J.   Kruger   



■ Jesus   had   a   high   view   of   (OT)   Scripture   and   considered   it   authoritative. 4   
● “It   is   written…,”   (Mt.   4:1-11;   11:10;   Mk.   1:12-13;   7:6;   11:17;   14:27;   

Luke   4:1-13;   7:27)   
● “Have   you   not   read…?”   (Mt.   12:3;   21:42;   Mk.   2:25;   12:10;   Lk.   6:3;   

20:17)   
● Jesus   quotes   Gen.   2:24   to   settle   a   Jewish   dispute   over   divorce.   

(Mt.   19:3-6)   
○ Jesus   also   quotes   Scripture   to   settle   other   theological   

disputes.   (e.g.   Mk.   2:25-26)   
● Jesus   connects   the   Old   Testament   to   his   life   and   says   the   

Scriptures    must    be   fulfilled.   
● Jesus   attributes   divine   authorship   to   certain   OT   texts.   (Mk.   7:9-13.   

“Moses   said”   these   things   but   they   are   “God’s   word.”)   (Jn.   
10:34-36.   Jesus   quotes   Ps.   82:6   and   says,   “If   he   called   them   gods   
to   whom   the   word   of   God   came…”)  

  
● Progress   implies    a   direction   and   a   goal .   What   is   the    standard ?   Too   often,   Progressive   

Christians   seem   to   judge   their   “progress”   by   the   current   mood   of   the   culture.   
○ E.g.   Nadia   Bolz-Weber’s   libertine   sexual   ethics   is   not   in   keeping   with   the   

consistent,   historic   teaching   of   the   church   on   that   matter.   
○ PC   tends   to   downplay   sin   as   with   the   wider   culture.   
○ Personal   piety,   including   but   not   limited   to,   sexual   ethics,   can   be   neglected.   

■ Mt.   5:21-6:11;   Lk.   6:45;   Rom.   1:29-31;   5:29;   Eph.   4:29;   Phil.   2:3,   14;   Col.  
3:12;   Jas.   4:8,   etc.   

  

  
  

● “Love-hermeneutic”   
○ PC   interprets   Scripture   through   the   lens   of   “love.”   Yet,   what   is   love?   As   Thomas   

Aquinas   aptly   put   it,   to   love   is   “to   will   the   good   of   the   other.”   In   other   words,   we   
have   to   define   what   the   good   is.   Will   we   let   Scripture   (read   “inspired   word   of   
God”)   determine   what   that   means?   Or   will   we   define   it   ourselves?   (cf.   Genesis   3)   
If   we   bring   our   definition   of   the   good   and   love,   and   force   Scripture   to   fit   into   that   

4  The   following   subpoints   are   taken   from   Chapter   17   “Is   the   Bible   the   Word   of   God?”   by   Steven   B.   Cowan   
in    In   Defense   of   the   Bible    published   by   B&H   Publishing   Group   (2013).   
5  Lewis,   C.S..   C.S.   Lewis   Theology   Collection:   An   11-Book   Anthology   (p.   38).   Mustbe   Interactive.   Kindle   
Edition.   

  
We   all   want   progress.   But   progress   means   getting   nearer   to   the   place   where   you   want   to   be.   
And   if   you   have   taken   a   wrong   turning,   then   to   go   forward   does   not   get   you   any   nearer.   If   you   
are   on   the   wrong   road,   progress   means   doing   an   about   turn   and   walking   back   to   the   right   
road;   and   in   that   case   the   man   who   turns   back   soonest   is   the   most   progressive   man. 5   
  



mould,   we   are   in   effect   doing    eisegesis    (reading    into    Scripture)   rather   than   
exegesis    (reading    out   of    Scripture).   

  
● Deconstruction   without   reconstruction   

○ Again,   deconstruction   requires   some   kind   of   standard   or   goal.   Without   it,   all   you   
have   is   deconstruction   for   deconstruction’s   sake.   This   becomes    self-refuting .   
(Why   not   deconstruct   deconstructionism?   Why   not   deconstruct   Progressive   
Christianity?)   

  
● PC   overemphasizes   one's    communal    relationship   with   God   often   at   the   expense   of   their   

personal    relationship   with   God.  
  

● PC   view   of   God:   Pantheism   vs.   Panentheism.   
○ Pantheism   is   the   view   that   God   is   in   the   universe.   The   world   =   God   
○ Panentheism   sees   the   universe   in   God.   The   universe   is   seen   as   the   “body”   of   

God   who   is   the   “soul,”   just   as   the   human   is   made   up   of   body   and   soul.   
○ To   the   contrary,   classical   theism   sees   God   as   separate   from   the   universe.     

Engaging   Progressive   Christians   
  

● Pray   for   them.   
● Engage   the    person ,   not   the   ideology.   Spend   the   time   to   listen   to   their   stories.   Empathize   

and   do   not   dismiss   any   pains   they   might   carry.   
● Discern   the    type    of   Progressive   Christian   this   person   is.   Remember   that   not   all   

Progressive   Christians   hold   to   the   same   beliefs.   It   might   be   helpful   to   learn   what   
Progressive   Christian   leaders   he/she   follows.   What   does   he/she   read?   

● Lead   on   with   where   you   agree.   Affirm   what   you   can   affirm   about   your   dialogue   partner   
and   his/her   beliefs.   

● Set   realistic   expectations.   Do   not   push   your   point   too   repeatedly   and   doggedly.   Put   a   
“pebble”   in   their   shoe.   

● Know   your   Bible.     The   conversation   is   ultimately   about   authority.   

Resources   
  

● What   Is   the   Bible?:   How   an   Ancient   Library   of   Poems,   Letters,   and   Stories   Can   
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● Subtle   Ways   to   Abandon   the   Authority   of   Scripture   in   Our   Lives    by   D.   A.   Carson   
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Christianity    by   Alisa   Childers   

https://www.amazon.ca/What-Bible-Ancient-Transform-Everything/dp/0062194275/
https://www.amazon.ca/What-Bible-Ancient-Transform-Everything/dp/0062194275/
https://tgc-documents.s3.amazonaws.com/themelios/Themelios-42-1-editorial.pdf#page=0
https://www.amazon.ca/Another-Gospel-Christian-Progressive-Christianity/dp/1496441737/
https://www.amazon.ca/Another-Gospel-Christian-Progressive-Christianity/dp/1496441737/
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● The   Bible   and   Homosexual   Practice:   Texts   and   Hermeneutics    by   Robert   A.   J.   Gagnon   
  

● The   Ten   Commandments   of   Progressive   Christianity    by   Michael   J.   Kruger   
  

● Christianity   and   Liberalism    by   J.   Gresham   Machen   
  

● A   Canadian   Preacher   Who   Doesn't   Believe   in   God    from   The   New   York   Times   
  

● Progressivechristianity.org   
  

● The   Universal   Christ:   How   a   Forgotten   Reality   Can   Change   Everything   We   See,   Hope   
For,   and   Believe    by   Richard   Rohr   

  

https://www.alisachilders.com/
https://www.amazon.ca/Defense-Bible-Comprehensive-Apologetic-Authority-ebook/dp/B00DWTAJSE/
https://www.amazon.ca/Bible-Homosexual-Practice-Texts-Hermeneutics-ebook/dp/B0071OSK6O/
https://www.amazon.ca/Ten-Commandments-Progressive-Christianity/dp/194925321X/
https://www.amazon.ca/Christianity-Liberalism-J-Gresham-Machen/dp/1946971855/
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/01/world/canada/gretta-vosper-reverend-atheism.html
https://progressivechristianity.org/
https://www.amazon.ca/Universal-Christ-Forgotten-Reality-Everything/dp/1524762091/
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