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Together in Hope - 1 hope so!

by Adrian Alker

Adrian Alker - a member of PCN Britain’s
Commiittee from the beginning, vicar of St
Mark’s Sheffield for many years, founder
of the Centre for Radical Christianity
there, and soon to be Director of Mission
Resourcing in the Diocese of Ripon and
Leeds - writes about the challenges for the
Network in working together with others;
what has been done, and what the future
might hold.

Our picture shows Adrian and Christine,
together with Martin Wharton, the bishop
of Newcastle (holding up his copy of
Together in Hope) and Mrs Wharton on our
stall at the Lambeth Conference.

PCN members may recall that they were
canvassed back in late 2005 on the
desirability of certain strategies for the
network to employ. A clear majority of the
members who responded to the consultation

affirmed that one desirable objective was to
work for a coalition of theologically open
Christian organisations. The wide variety of
comments received thought a coalition was
important because:
a) It would give a voice at a
public/media/church governing level
b) It would provide an alternative
progressive voice to other
organisations eg Reform, the various
evangelical/fundamentalist voices

c) The Evangelical Alliance must not be
seem to represent all Christians

d) There might be an opportunity for
joint ventures, better sharing of
resources and information.

As a result of this grass roots feeling | spent
some time on behalf of PCN visiting a variety
of openl/liberal Christian organisations. It was
a very rewarding exercise to meet with
some of the key people in these
organisations, all of whom gave me a warm
welcome. | was heartened by the level of
commitment in each of the organisations,
different though the aims and tasks were.

| then listed for the PCN management
committee steps which might be taken to
strengthen collaboration between the
groups. Here is that list again:

I. An opportunity created for the key
figures in many of the more significant



organisations to meet together for a day
which could include a meal, a guest
speaker, some time of reflection in an
attractive venue. Such an opportunity
would deepen friendships and allow an
informal growing together. | believe the
more that these key people in all the
different organisations can see
themselves as part of a growing
progressive movement, the more
encouraging and fruitful it will be.

2. A collaborative endeavour to establish a
new website, providing information about
the various organisations, being owned
by all such groups, demonstrating at the
very least a likemindedness and common
vision.

3. A collaborative venture which has the
imprimatur of the organisations, for
example a booklet produced before
Lambeth 2008 offering a vision for the
Church, for use by lay people.

4. The making of a number of visual and
written resources for lay people. This
could include a DVD outline of
progressive Christianity, a kind of
visionary presentation, a ‘taster’. People
cry out for a liberal alternative to the
Alpha course.

5. Occasions for larger scale celebrations
on the St Albans Cathedral model, when
a significant speaker is invited as part of
the worship/celebration.

6. A major residential or day conference,
building on the conference expertise of
organisations such as MCU, St Marks
CRC, Inclusive Church

7. The enlisting of a whole host of
theologians, writers, public figures,
religious leaders to give endorsement to
any coalition.

Well you can gather that from that list, that
number three, the Together in Hope book,
was attempted with some success. As a
result of the need for groups to work
together at Lambeth, a St Ann’s Network
was formed, with people from different
organisations such as Inclusive Church,
LGCM, MCU, PCN and others meeting at St
Ann’s Church in Soho for a number of times
prior to the Lambeth Conference. Here was

the possible beginnings of some collaborative
work and out of this came the book.
Together in Hope is proving a success with
requests from churches as far flung as
Liverpool, Bristol and Cardiff wanting copies
to use in their groups. Great!

But my experience of editing such a book on
behalf of so many groups reinforced the fact
of how hard and patient a task collaborative
work is! Not everybody will be enthusiastic
about the same kind of thing; groups have
widely differing strengths. Nevertheless
‘Together in Hope’ is | believe an important
beginning.

So where do we go from here?

My personal hope is that the St Ann’s
Network, which will need to be imaginatively
renamed, should be broadened from its fairly
Anglican concerns. The experience of
meeting around a table has been enjoyable.
But many other tasks could now be
attempted if the different organisation were
willing to pool resources .Secondly from my
wish list above, | think we should now press
ahead with other publications helpful to our
members as resource material. PCN Britain
and St Marks CRC in Sheffield and others
could work together on publications. In
particular PCN might follow through on the
idea (some work has already been started) of
some kind of visual learning course in
contrast to Alpha but aimed at a similar wide
age group. | also think that ‘the big top’
occasions can be important in attracting
media attention, especially if by working
together we can afford some big names in
the world of religious thinking.

Together in Hope?

My hope is that we really do press on to see
how viable collaborative working is. | hope
that none of us try to defend and protect
our own organisations so dearly that we are
less than willing to listen to the ideas and
learn from other groups. After all the
Christian denominations have been doing
that for centuries! Can we be people of hope
that together with other progressive minded
pilgrims we might be a force for open
hearted and open minded Christianity?

Adrian Alker



Our Fourth Annual General Meeting

- hear Manchester

Saturday 22" November 2008, 12 noon
at St Agnes Church, St Agnes Street, North Reddish, Stockport SK5 6RA.

St Agnes Church is delighted to welcome PCN
for the AGM. In addition to teas and coffees
(and probably some wine), they can do a
selection of lunches for members, such as chilli
con carne with rice or jacket / salad; thai green
chicken curry with rice / jacket; a vegetarian
Mediterranean slow cooked vegetables with
home made crusty bread; home made soup
with home made crusty bread; a selection of

beans / cheese / ham with jackets; all priced
£3.50 - £5.

There is ample street parking around the
church, and easy access from Manchester City
Centre.

The AGM will be combined with a review of
PCN’s three year strategy, 2005-2008 — you
will have the chance to comment on what has
been achieved, and contribute your hopes for
the next three years. In addition we will hear
from PCN members in and around
Manchester, who will share some of their
experiences of being progressive in their local
churches.

All are welcome to attend, although only
members of PCN will be able to vote - and we
hope lots of people will. If you would like to
come, and expect to want to buy lunch, please
contact Olivia McLennan, PCN'’s Administrator
as soon as you possibly can. Do it NOW! — don’t
delay. (email and postal contact details are on
the back page).

Would you consider joining
the Network’s Management
Committee?

We are seeking 5 newly elected members to
serve for 3 years.

Primarily, we need people who are PCN
members, and:

e are passionate about the growth and
development of the network

e can commit themselves to attending an all
day meeting 4 or 5 times per year (days
and venues negotiated between the
membership)

e have some time (not necessarily much!)
and energy to give.

We are not currently represented by people
from:

e minority ethnic groups
¢ Wales and South West England
e Southern England (except London)

and would particularly welcome more
members who are:

e non-Anglican

e female

e lay

e younger (ie under 50!).

But if you can’t tick any of these boxes, please
don’t let that put you off.

There are four committee meetings per year,
currently all on Saturdays. We try to be
flexible to accommodate the needs of the
majority. There is also one planning meeting
per year, already fixed for 2009 over 24 hours,
near London for |7t — 8t January 2009.

For committee engagements, all fares by the
cheapest available route are covered.

If you would like to nominate yourself, or
someone else, then please complete the
enclosed nomination form and return it to
me. Nominations need to reach me by
Saturday 8t November 2008.
Jill Sandham
Secretary
Email: jill.sandham@pcnbritain.org.uk
Post: St Faith’s Vicarage, 62 Red Post Hill,
London SE24 9)Q



LAMBETH 2008 - Views from the
Progressive Christianity stall

A dedicated team of PCN Britain members
took turns to look after the Network’s stall at
the Lambeth Conference - which carried
information also about our sister networks
around the world. Thank you to everyone. All
have tales they could tell!

Three members have written up their
impressions. Richard Titford (at the stall in
the picture below) is a longstanding Suffolk
member and our Living the Questions agent.

Richard was in the ‘Marketplace’ many more
days than anyone else and there both for
setting up the stall and taking it down. He
shares his recollections.

“The Lambeth Conference will seem like a long
dental appointment...”

Now a month on, it seems a bit of a dream: Jill,
Duncan and | arriving early one morning at stall
D4 in the Market Place “tent”, not knowing quite
what we would find. It was a posh tent — but
wow did it get hot! However The Episcopal
Church (was ECUSA) gave away fans; as it
turned out more useful than free umbrellas.
There were lots of different stalls and one could
meet others who tire for a progressive approach
to Christianity; and those who don’t. Near us |
liked (anti-malarial) Nets for Life. There’s real
work.

“Our people are lucky to make their communion
fortnightly.” “Lack of clergy?” “No, lack of bread.”

“What is so special about our 8 points” | found
myself wondering as | tried sticking yet another
copy to the wall of our stand; “surely that is how
we have all been trying to live for the last 2000
years”. Obviously not, so stick it up, Titford: it
might just make someone think: | wish!

“Just talk to people — and carry on talking. Never
stop.”

We stallholders — Jill arranged a rota of PCN
helpers for a whole two weeks! - soon settled
into a routine. Above all we knew the
conference timetable so could make sure we
were lunched and ready for the next wave of
wandering, wondering bishops. And they did
come — though mostly foreign ones, fewer from
the UK. For me it was a privilege meeting
people from such different worlds that made the
experience valuable; perhaps not so much for
PCN as for me..
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The Episcopal Church’s Presiding Bishop, Katharine Jefferts
Schori, at our APF neighbours’ stall.

“l am...the Primate of Mexico...the electrician...the
Bishop of the Arctic...from Tonbridge Wells.. .the
Bishop of Jerusalem...”

We all had to wear security badges. They were
never checked and many like mine soon became
adorned with the LGBT rainbow colours: they
seemed to mark out progressive minds from
those less imaginative. They were a clear
statement that progressive thinkers positively
want the church to embrace ALL God’s children.
Whatever else is said about Lambeth ‘08 that
issue was very much there: the last bastion of
conservative bible interpretation. | found it a
real privilege — yes, a real privilege — to meet
Bishop Gene Robinson whom | have long
admired and publicly to stand alongside our
LGBT friends.

“To stand still is for us to regress: we can only move

»

on.



In the Market Place main hall were the clerical
outfitters (only if you were a bishop, naturally),
silverware suppliers, books galore etc: very
churchy. In our tent were gathered those who
really had something to say about their
understanding of God. This led to a much more
vibrant atmosphere than “next-door”.

“I am the Primate of The Episcopal Church and I've
just been talking to the car-park attendant.”

So it was on our PCN Britain stand in the tent
that you could buy the book “Together in Hope”
that Adrian Alker so brilliantly put together for
Lambeth with other members of the loose
progressive alliance that calls itself The Inclusive
Church Network: we had badges, too. We sold
a good few copies......... and you can still buy
yourself one NOW for just £4.99: see details

elsewhere in this newsletter and revel in articles
by Borg, Clatworthy, Clifford, Crossan, Cotter,
Herbert, Rees, Sandham, Shakespeare and Ward
- and our own redoubtable Dawes!

“Living the Questions?...good, we use it all the time;
keep going with it.”

Much has been spoken about Lambeth. We
were not party to any discussions nor to much
gossip. But we met many interesting people —
Bishops and others - and we tried to promote
our vision of progressive Christian thinking, even
if a few needed no reminding: that was so
heartening...

“..go well”
Richard Titford

Musings from PCN’s Lambeth stall

Chris and John Simmonds came all the way
from Chesterfield for their turn on the stall,
and offer their thoughts as well.

‘PCN Britain at the Lambeth conference — can
you help?’- so said the December 2007 PCN
newsletter. ‘Why not? was the reply at our
breakfast table. After all we are so grateful to
PCN for enabling us to find fellow-enquirers
and we’re always glad of a chance to take a trip
in our retirement motorhome. So that’s how
we came to be at Lambeth.

It was the hottest week in August; dire
warnings about the heat came from Jill
Sandham who staffed the PCN stall in the first
week. So we dressed as lightly as one can for
episcopal company. Our stint was to be
Thursday and Saturday in the second week.

We dropped in at the PCN stall on the
Wednesday just to make sure we knew what
was expected of us. Sandra Griffiths, who was
staffing the stall that day was extremely helpful.
Then we took time to look round at other
stalls in the ‘market’ marquee. We were
delighted to see Gene Robinson signing his
new book, ‘In the eye of the storm’. He had
been banned from the conference but was
gloriously conspicuous by his presence - such a
gentle and gracious man moving around the
periphery being warmly greeted by person
after person.

What an array there was of organisations -
some seeking to make a difference in the
poorest parts of the world, - including
Christian Aid, Episcopal Relief and
Development from the U.S.A. (we're still

enjoying their free fair trade coffee), Anglicans
in World Mission and many more.

Ty

Gene Robinson, ‘gloriously conspicuous by his presence’,
moves to visit the Networlk’s stall on the first full day of the
Conference.

A number of stalls, including PCN, were
displaying the new Inclusive Church Network
logo as well as promoting Adrian Alker’s book,
Together in Hope’ The essays in the book
came to life as we talked to representatives of
inclusive groups: members of WATCH -
Women and the Church — their stall was
opposite the PCN’s, with its caption ‘A
Women’s Place Is In The House... of Bishops’



Their joy was unbounded now that women
bishops are to be appointed in England. The
Modern Churchpeople’s Union and The
Student Christian Movement were next to
PCN. The SCM proclaimed on bright cards
‘our diversity is a gift to be celebrated’ with
pictures of everyone included — socialists,
hoodies, knitters, evangelicals, punks etc.
MCU had many splendid publications on offer
— ideal for PCN groups. The LGCM: the
Lesbian and Gay Christians’ movement were
most gratified that they had been allocated one
of the most prominent and largest stalls in the
market. Ten years ago they were not allowed
to be there. Then there were the vestment
retailers (surveyed somewhat quizzically by
these two non-conformists). Some very
expensive garments were for sale; their very
presence raised big questions about the
church’s sincerity about its mission alongside
the poor.

At the end the day, we missed our last bus
back to the campsite and hailed a cab. The
convivial taxi driver asked about our day. ‘Oh,
the Lambeth Conference’, he said ‘all we
cabbies have noticed something different this
time. Ten years ago the bishops were very
standoffish, treating us like servants, but this
year they are all so friendly and courteous
(even generous!).

Our days staffing the staff were most
enjoyable. The new PCN Britain leaflet was
well received and led to many conversations
about its content - ‘What role does
Christianity have in the 21st Century?’; ‘Can
Christianity be Rational?, ‘Why was PCN
established?’ etc. The ‘eight points’ rang bells
with plenty of folk. Note was taken from the
new website of possible PCN groups to join
and ‘Living the Questions’ provoked a lot of

interest. People came from many different
countries, a French journalist, several
Canadians, who took information about PCN
Canada, Australians, Africans and Asians, as
well as British.

At our stall, we felt both engaged and marginal.
We met lots of wonderful people but felt
distant from the bishops’ and spouses’
deliberations.
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“Distant from the bishops’ and spouses’ deliberations”. The
official conference cartoonist’s view of what Chris and John
might actually have been missing. Would that it could have
been so!

Yet there were big moments to savour; first
our meeting with Gene Robinson — such a
brave and generous presence — and, secondly,
a comment of an African bishop. After he had
been talking about the shortage of priests in
his diocese, the conversation turned to the
frequency of communion in his parishes. He
said that many people would be fortunate to
have communion once every two or three
weeks. ‘Is that due to the shortage of priests?
he was asked. ‘No’, he replied, ‘It’s due to a
shortage of bread.’

Chris and John Simmonds

PCN at the United Reformed Church General Assembly

in Edinburgh: 11™ -14" July

The General Assembly of the United Reformed
Church has met annually until this year, but is
going to be biennial from now. Partly for this
reason, and partly because PCN is little known in
many parts of the URC anyway, we thought it
would be a good idea to staff a PCN stand at the
Heriott-Watt University. Including URC
personnel from Church House in London, Synod
of Scotland stewards and other helpers, UK
Church and international Church
representatives, some local visitors, and of

course official delegates from all over the UK
who constituted the majority, there were
approximately 650 men and women — and
children too. The latter had their own assembly
running parallel to the main one, although much
of the time it seemed that they were having
rather more fun!

The PCN stand had the good fortune to be
positioned in the main thoroughfare between the
meeting hall and the corridor leading to the
various eating places, with the result that neither



PCN nor | could be missed! | was pleased that
some URC PCN members from outside
Yorkshire (I live in Leeds) came and made
themselves known to me — and equally pleased at
the steady amount of interest shown throughout
the weekend. Joining forms were filled in or
requested, while many took back editions of our
newsletter. Copies of Together in Hope were
snapped up too. Some stopped to look at Living
the Questions.

| thought it was well worth my while being there
— almost constantly, though also when | was
temporarily absent; keeping a close eye on the
number of back newsletters, it was very
interesting the way the pile went down when |
went off for a cup of coffee! Among those
showing more than a passing interest were not
only retired and serving ministers, but also
current and former Synod Moderators, and our
new General Secretary. | had first met her at a
Free to Believe conference some years ago —a
conference where Bishop Jack Spong was the
speaker, and where | first heard of PCN! It felt
good to be helping to raise awareness of PCN,
telling people about local groups etc., and at
times finding how delighted and relieved people
were to discover us.

Sandra Griffiths

News from Local

Bath
(Ron Garner 01225 426882
trisjuw(@aol.com)

The Bath Progressive Christianity Network will
hold its first autumn meeting on 25" September.
This meeting will be devoted to looking at the
programme schedule for the next year and
beginning our planning for Dominic Crossan’s visit
in December 2009. The meeting on 9 October
will be a discussion of Marcus Borg’s presentation
“The Study of Jesus and Adult Theological Re-
Education Today.” On |3® November, Ron Garner
will report on the autumn meeting of the Jesus
Seminar which he will have attended. The
programme for 4" December meeting will be
determined at the September meeting. All meetings
are held at Central United Reformed Church at
7.30 pm.

The Bath PCN will also be sponsoring seven
Sunday evening sessions on the subject, ‘Who is
Jesus? Revd. Ron Garner will use the book by the
same title, co-authored by Dominic Crossan and
Richard Watts as the foundational text for the
seven talks. The seven topics are: What did Jesus
teach?; Did Jesus perform miracles?; Did Jesus
intend to start a new religion?; Who executed Jesus

We were at the Methodist
Conference in Scarborough as well.

Sadly it was impossible to contact John Churcher as we
went to press — but at least have this photo of him at our
stall there.

Groups

and why?; What does John the Baptist have to do
with Jesus?; Son of God, Son of the Virgin Mary?;
How did we get from Jesus to Christ?

The Bath PCN also has a blog up and running
located at http://bathpcn.blogspot.com. For
additional information contact Ron Garner.

Coventry and Warwickshire

(Eric Johnson 024 7630 3712
e.djohnson@btinternet.com)

About a dozen of us meet every six weeks or so in
Rugby and we have a programme covering a wide
range of topics which are usually introduced by one
of our members and followed by a wide-ranging
and free discussion. A slot for ‘worship’ in its
broadest sense is also included. We are a mix of
plain-clothes clergy and lay people from several
denominations. A copy of the current programme
is available from the contact details above.

Edinburgh

(Mary McMahon 0131 441 3337
mary.mcmahon@pcnbritain.org.uk)

We're changing location this session, and will be
meeting in the Gillis Centre on Whitehouse Loan,
normally on the last Monday of the month, but with
one or two unavoidable changes. One being that






























