On the trail of…
EXPLORERS
The Explorers Group, Dunedin Methodist Parish

Looking back

The Explorers Group was formed in 2003 when Evan Lewis responded to a suggestion in the Mornington Church to bring together those interested in sharing thoughts on faith and religion. That simple prescription has been retained for over nine years. 
Average attendance has hovered around ten or so, with a contact list around the 20 mark. Our membership has been predominantly drawn from the Mornington congregation, but with some wider representation from within and even outside the rest of the parish. Meetings are monthly (with a December/January break) at 4.30 pm on Sundays. A summary record is kept of each meeting.
Looking hard

An important characteristic of the Group is that it is not primarily a study group, so much as a sharing group. This can actually make it more demanding. Members are asked to think for themselves, even if that means revealing different approaches among members. Some of the exercises have required a good deal of soul searching. For example:

· What does God mean to me?

· What is my perception of Jesus?

· What will I not retreat from – when my time comes?

Looking after

All this requires that we look after each other and how we maintain balance between differing viewpoints. Early on we agreed that:
…listening to one another, we have come to appreciate our diversity. We are not required to think exactly alike or to follow just one theological line.
We wouldn’t pretend that this level of acceptance always comes easy. But over the years we seem to be acquiring a knack of providing an environment for interaction that is both liberating and safe.
Looking at

While we have never adopted a guided study book approach, that is not to say that we have avoided noticing what other people have to say. That has included Jesus himself, and the question ‘What did Jesus really say?’ became a focus of attention early on, with the help of The Jesus Seminar.
Remarkably, over nine years we have tabled roughly 150 papers, mainly from among our own members. Other sources have ranged from Meister Eckhart, to Sufi wisdom, and on to contemporary Christian writers.
Members occasionally provide summaries or excerpts from significant works. A few such titles give something of the flavour of our coverage:
· Stages of faith: the psychology of human development and the quest for meaning / James W. Fowler (1981)

· The Once and future Jesus / The Jesus Seminar (2000)
· Christianity without God / Lloyd Geering (2002)

· Like catching water in a net: human attempts to describe the divine / Val Webb (2007)

· The Case for God: what religion really means / Karen Armstrong (2009)

· If the church were Christian: rediscovering the values of Jesus / Philip Gulley (2009)

Looking into
One subject has consistently commanded attention – worship. A principal concern has been the apparent gulf between worship along the usual lines and the needs of ‘outsiders’, even those who feel drawn towards spirituality. In 2006 we were asked by the parish to look at worship as a part of the parish outreach. This led to our most in-depth investigation and the preparation of a set of papers, entitled ‘Developing Worship’.

The results were disappointing, but, at least for Mornington, we did successfully propose one innovation. A feature, dubbed ‘Hands of 500’, has occasionally run during morning services. Congregational members are invited to contribute a personal statement (not exceeding 500 words or thereabouts). While the topics have varied, the commonest has been some aspect of one’s own faith journey. These were well received.

Given our particular interest in worship, we have occasionally conducted services as a group. In these we try to practice something of what we preach (or rather preach something of what we try to practice?).
Looking around

Overall, we have tended to be a rather self-contained group. We have been aware of somewhat similar groups operating in other places, but we have not actively sought to network with any of them.
At one point we approached the Church’s Faith and Order Committee to enquire if we could liaise in some way, only to learn that it is not the role of the Committee to ‘express a view on theology’. We had a brief connection with the Centre for Progressive Religion and two members attended the Common Dreams Conference in Sydney in 2007.
We have representation on the Parish Council and the Mornington Leaders’ Meeting, which is useful, and we have helped to promote the adoption of The Charter for Compassion.
If all this seems rather timid and minimal, it is not for lack of concern about outreach. What it partly demonstrates is that this is an area where the church as a whole lacks skill and drive. Even so, what concerns us far more as we look around the church is the widespread assumption that marketing and communication are all there is to it – as if the essence of our gospel is a given, cut and dried.
Looking ahead

Consideration of the future is not just something to end up with – it’s largely what the Group started with and has constantly kept returning to throughout our existence. 
In the last two years, some members responded to the challenge to set out their visions of ‘Future church’ and ‘The objectives and process by which we may communicate with a wider community’. In a similar vein, at an upcoming meeting, we will consider ‘The Future of faith’, based on the landmark book by that title published by Harvey Cox in 2009.
As for the future of the Group, that is vastly less important and unknown. Perhaps its future shape is lurking somewhere within a combination of the following varied reflections from members over the years:
· I am unhappy with the church’s demand for belief, which serves its power. I see Jesus as a window. Creation’s plan was the same from day one. It didn’t change with Jesus.

· There is too often a Christian cringe. We shouldn’t apologise for being Christian. Other faiths do not apologise for themselves.

· The Charter for Compassion points to a new way ahead. Common ground in a divided world.
· We become exhausted with the dismantling process… Can we not affirm the legitimacy of the journey, without expecting to see where it will end?

· For me – as for so many others – music is the divine – God.
· I am a Christian (a term I don’t altogether feel comfortable with) but I am more comfortable in saying: I am a God-spirited person, a pilgrim on a lifetime spiritual journey.

· Coming from the evangelical tradition I have rejected much, but I see myself as Christian. Jesus offers us a way to God, yes. But ways to God are open not just for Christians.
· I see God neither as interventionist nor the Divine Clockmaker... I’m somewhere in the middle, moving between the two.
· My Dad would have enjoyed Explorers. He once asked a visiting minister what he thought of Jesus escaping to Pakistan – that was his last pastoral visit. 

· God is epitomized in the circle of love that surrounds us, and our task is to maintain this chain of love and help it grow.
· The value and essential truths of Christianity, and other religions, does not, for me, rely on the presence of supernatural elements.

· Spirituality seems to me a better way forward that the adoption of ultra-academic, ultra-liberal theology – as the focus in spirituality is on affirming real experience rather than intellectual ideas alone.
· I believe Jesus Christ to be the unique human incarnation of God’s being and love.
· I have difficulty in labeling myself ‘Christian’… I am very much on a spiritual journey where I want to be able to reflect on different points of view.
· I don’t believe in theology. I ‘believe’ in stories. Jesus of Nazareth heads my list of story tellers.

· In the years of the Group’s existence the experience of participation at one’s level of understanding …has been instructive and liberating – truly the optimum climate for progressing the faith journey.

· Theology, seeking to express God in words, is misguided. Theology distances God. Jesus did not know or teach Christian theology.
· We accept that the way we live – how we treat ourselves, one another, and the natural world – is the truest expression of faith.
We would warmly welcome new members who might well add to the mix.
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