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The practice of active love 
thoughts on the Honesty conference 

November's Being Honest to 
God conference brought 
together five progressive 
thinkers to ponder the 
heritage of John Robinson’s 
famous book.  Among those 
scribbling notes in the 
audience was the PCN 
administrator.  These are 
some of the thoughts he 
took home.  

For me the weekend’s highlight was Richard 
Holloway's after dinner talk on the Saturday, 
which ended with a plea to be relaxed about 
other people's beliefs, no matter how unlike your 
own.  If their religion makes them kinder then let 
them be.   

The audience at Swanwick 

Elaine Graham warmed us up on the opening 
night by reminding us that in Honest to God 
Robinson focussed on Jesus, ‘the man for others’.  
The point of organised church life, she said, is to 
encourage and prepare us to live a loving life. 

The danger of dogmatism is that it makes you 
cruel.  According to James Crossley, Christianity 
has within it the potential for totalitarianism - 
especially when Christians take on the role of 
being the advanced guard of a new era.  Live 
radically but don't impose your truth.  Be like the 
anarchists of 1930s Spain open to the rank and 
file, and not like the top down communists of 
Lenin's Russia.  He poured scorn on the quest for 
the historical Jesus.  The best we can do is 
discover the early traditions of the church. 

Robinson was not afraid to criticise the modern 
church and nor was Martyn Percy.  He focussed 
his attack on the Church of England for selling 
out to ‘management speak’ at the expense of 
talking about God, of putting the drive for growth 
before faithfulness to God's justice and 
compassion.  He called for priests to be valued 
more for their hearts and minds than for their 
management skills. 

Simon Barrow said God should be thought of like 
the word ‘treasure’ – a value we assign through 
experience, not something that can be defined in 
isolation.  He called on Christians to challenge 
'institutional truths', like the view that austerity 
measures which lead the poor to get poorer so 
that the rich can get back into profit, serve the 
interest of society.  He suggested that liberals had 
an unreliable record for standing up for the poor 
and oppressed. 

The toast to PCN – past, present and future 

In his anniversary ‘message’ which followed a 
toast to the past, present and future of PCN 
Britain, Hugh Dawes, the first PCN chair, spoke 
of a changing mood in the church worldwide.  
Barriers to cooperation were coming down and 
PCN in its quiet way had contributed to that and 
should continue to do so.  Noting the new Pope's 
intention to refocus the Catholic Church on the 
unloved and dispossessed, Hugh challenged PCN 
to be less rarefied. Many evangelical churches 
were deeply committed to those on the margins, 
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and PCN should be working towards the same 
goal. There was reason to celebrate but much 
still needing to be done. 

Hugh Dawes offers his anniversary ‘message’ 

It was fitting that Hugh Dawes’s words were 
followed by Angela Smith's announcement that 
PCN had marked the anniversary by taking up the 
cause of the Charter for Compassion.   

Angela Smith speaks of the Charter for Compassion 

As a partner of the Charter we have committed 
ourselves to promoting the practice of active and 
inclusive love. 

As Richard Holloway followed Angela Smith onto 
the platform there was nervous anticipation of 
what might follow.  The human history of God, 
he began, is one of constant editing and 
abandoning of long held tenets.  The early 
Israelites evolved away from the notion of a God 
who required child sacrifice (as in the story of 
Abraham and Isaac).  Anglicans have evolved away 
from the notion that God only works through 
male priests.  The history of God is a history of 
humans making up answers to the questions of 
existence and the mystery of the universe.  He 
praised Quakers for their belief that the inner 
light is more significant than the Scriptures, for 

this led them to oppose slavery even though it 
was never opposed in the Bible.  Religion should 
never think that everything has been answered - 
the ‘bus’ is always moving on.  

Holloway highlighted the notion that humans 
have the capacity to represent the world through 
art.  Story writers, painters, and religious thinkers 
all capture and feed back to us either a meaning 
of the world or its mystery.  Holloway says he no 
longer argues for God but that doesn't stop him 
wanting to express that total acceptance of 
brokenness and lostness that is bound up in the 
God-thing.  He cited two recent occasions when, 
though no longer believing in a God who answers 
prayer, he had felt called to pour out the words 
of a Trinitarian blessing with a laying on of hands 
when responding to a dying man in one case and 
a gay couple wanting to be wed in the other.  He 
counselled against always trying to understand -
but rather to grasp the ‘zen’ of it.   

For Holloway, the art is enough.  He was taken 
with George Steiner’s observation that the two 
validating wonders of mortal existence are love and 
the invention of the future tense.  If only there 
could be an excess of love over cruelty . . . .     
Holloway encouraged us to live with the 
impossibility of it.  When the Earth is reduced to a 
cinder in some future millennium it may be as if all 
the art and acts of love have never been.  But even 
if it was all meaningless, then it will be enough to 
have been gloriously wrong. 
Below The panel of speakers on Sunday morning before the 
final worship session: Martyn Percy, James Crossley, Elaine 
Graham, Simon Barrow, Richard Holloway. 

Notes on the conference are overleaf on page 4 
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 ‘Being Honest to God’ was organised jointly by 
Modern Church and PCN Britain.  The main speakers 
were  

Prof Elaine Graham of Chester University, the 
Conference Chair.   She began the conference with a 
talk entitled “Being Honest”. 
Richard Holloway, formerly Bishop of Edinburgh 
spoke on the theme “Being Honest about God”. 
Canon Dr Martyn Percy, Principal of Ripon 
Theological College, Cuddesdon gave a talk entitled 
Being Honest about the Church. 
Prof James Crossley, from the Biblical Studies 

Department of Sheffield University spoke on “Being 
Honest about Jesus”. 
Simon Barrow, Co-Director of Ekklesia gave a talk 
entitled. “Being Honest about Ourselves”. 

The editor writes: We had hoped to publish Richard 
Holloway’s talk in this issue. But he spoke only from 
notes and a lot of transcribing is required. The Being 
Honest to God conference talks are available as 
DVDs (video), CDs (audio) and MP3s (audio).  They 
can be bought from the PCN website or from the 
PCN office.  Written transcripts of all the talks will be 
published in the spring under the Together in Hope 
banner. 

The recent ‘Being 
Honest to God’ 
conference, celebrating 
50 years since John 
Robinson’s ground-
breaking book, 
signalled the start of a 
new chapter in our 
own story at PCN.  
While our anniversary 

celebrations at the conference charted the past 
10 years of PCN in Britain and the significant 
trends and people that have shaped our journey 
and thinking, our conference speakers 
encouraged us to see where we might go next, to 
explore the new ideas and directions which are 
emerging in progressive thought.  In responding 
to the searching and incisive challenges presented 
by our speakers – and one another - our radical 
roots will continue to grow ever deeper into the 
mystery and significance of who God is for us 
today.  How exciting to be part of that journey! 
If you’ve never read John Robinson’s book, then I 
highly recommend it.  It might be argued that 
much in ‘Honest to God’ provides the basis of a 
manifesto for progressive Christians.  How does 
our view of God and the world affect the way we 
live?  What does it mean to practice ‘honesty’ 
towards our beliefs in God, Jesus, prayer and 
morality?  As Robinson says, ‘I believe we are 
being called to far more. . . than a restating of 
traditional orthodoxy in modern terms. . . If our 
defense of the Faith is limited to this, we shall find 
in all likelihood that we have lost out to all but a 
religious remnant’. 
It was especially fitting that during the Being 
Honest to God conference we marked our 

partner status with the Charter for Compassion.  
In signing the Charter, PCN is expressing a 
commitment to embodying love and not just 
talking about it.  This is a practical outworking of 
the theology of respecting difference and 
inclusivity.  For Robinson, a student of the 
thought of Martin Buber’s philosophy, ‘God is the 
Thou lying in the depths of every I-thou 
encounter between human beings and between 
human beings and the world’.  Surely this 
describes the heartland of compassion for a 
Christian, which put simply asks only that you 
'treat others, as you would like others to treat 
you’.  With this in mind, I would urge you to sign 
the Charter yourself as independent individuals 
and, where possible, involve others in affirming 
the Charter too.  Should you have difficulties 
finding the website then simply send your name 
and email address to me, and I will see that your 
name is added to the list of Charter signees. * 
Looking beyond the first ten years of PCN Britain 
and into the future, a number of projects are in 
the PCN pipeline.  We have embarked on a 
review of the Eight Points and written to all 
members for comment.  Please remember, if you 
want to send us a response, the deadline is 31st 
January.  The Spring Conference and AGM are 
planned for 17th May in Birmingham; more on this 
coming soon.  Later in the year, we also look 
forward to two rare opportunities to 
contemplate some of the newly emerging 
paradigms of progressive Christian thought.  
Gretta Vosper and Peter Rollins, each from their 
own distinctive perspectives, will encourage us to 
envision very different futures for Christianity.  
As progressive Christians in the UK we live in 
ever more interesting times as we seek to 
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embrace the social and cultural challenges of 
talking about God in ways that make sense and a 
real difference.  Please keep in mind any thoughts 
you may have about this because 2014 is the year 
of PCN’s next strategic review, and we look 
forward to hearing your ideas. 
The next committee meeting is scheduled for 
28/29th March 2014, so if you have any comments 

or suggestions you would like the trustees to 
consider, please let Andy Vivian have them by 
early March.   
With every good wish to you all for a joyful and 
peaceful Christmastide and New Year. 
(Ed for the text of the Charter for Compassion, see page 12) 

Bob Baldwin has been a 
consultant psychiatrist in 
Manchester for 28 years 
and has an abiding interest 
in the value of science to 
human understanding. 
Does science have 
anything useful to say 
about this, assuming 
some notion of God? I 

think so. 
To start, did God create the universe? 
Cosmologists say that our universe had a finite 
beginning 13.798 billion years ago. The physical laws 
of the universe are fine-tuned such that tiny 
alterations to the value of any of the fundamental 
forces would prevent a universe like ours forming. 
As the probability of this happening by chance is 
vanishingly small, this may suggest a creator. But 
what of the creator’s creator? In other words, 
positing a creator can lead to an infinite regress: 
God made the universe, but who made God and 
who made God’s maker, and so on. The answer ‘an 
uncaused cause’ is merely a statement. Some 
scientists, recognising the need to address what 
came before the Big Bang, suggest a quantum 
vacuum or an infinite number of universes (the 
multiverse) but these are no more likely. Therefore, 
science, here cosmology, does not invalidate 
questions about whether there is an ultimate 
Agency or Creator, questions which until quite 
recently would have been dismissed as too 
‘spiritual’ to be of interest to science. Even more 
striking is that the universe is comprehensible to us 
at all. Such a puzzle appears not to be crucial for 
evolution yet is rich in theological speculation.  
Even if God created the universe, does God 
intervene thereafter? A wealth of evidence from the 
earth sciences shows that the processes which 
crafted our planet are now understood and do not 
rely on external input: a favourable position in the 
solar system; a tilt of 23 degrees giving seasons; a 
moon for tides; an iron core generating a 
magnetosphere to ward off harmful solar rays; 

comet impacts providing water; meteor strikes and 
random volcanic activity altering the climate, 
extinctions events altering species; plate tectonics, 
weathering and glaciation forming land masses. If 
one considered these events non-random, then why 
would a Designer with complete control of the 
physical laws intent on producing creatures capable 
of worship need billions of stars in billions of 
galaxies evolving over billions of years to produce a 
place like Earth? The huge redundancy seems 
required because there is no other way Earth could 
have evolved from cosmic dust with existing laws.  
To paraphrase Einstein, was God constrained in the 
creation of the universe?  Believers can duck this 
with: If God is constrained then God is not an all-
powerful God; since believers say God is all-
powerful, God must be unconstrained; if God is 
unconstrained God can do whatever God likes! The 
answer from science of a self-organising universe 
evolving within set laws is more convincing. In 
short, divine intervention in the macroscopic or 
‘seen’ world is hard to square with the realities of 
science.  
For some the strangeness of quantum physics in the 
unseen world offers a ‘way in’ for God. For if a 
particle can be in two (vastly separated) places at 
once (‘superposition’), then doesn’t this sound a bit 
supernatural? But the quantum world is a 
probabilistic not a deterministic one. We must be 
careful of introducing a new God of the gaps. Ideas 
such as panentheism (everything is in God, Borg) 
and ‘ground of our being’, (Teilhard de Chardin) are 
interesting nuanced approaches to how God might 
interact with the universe but they are some way 
from a personal God. 
Biological evolution raises the stakes considerably, 
for humankind is demoted from the Bible’s special 
status and the process requires no divine hand for 
humankind’s existence, unless evolution itself is part 
of God. True, there are unresolved questions. The 
genetic code is the same for all life, but why this 
code? How did specific coded information arise 
from inanimate material? Why do ‘blind’ forces of 
evolution lead to ever greater complexity? But 
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attempts by those of faith to produce a ‘knock 
down’ argument against naturalistic processes 
moulding our existence have not been successful. 
For example ‘irreducible’ complexity cited by 
Intelligent Design can be countered by the new field 
of ‘emergence’ showing that complexity may arise 
naturally (Morowitz, 2002).  
A view I have encountered among conservative 
Christians is typified by the scientist Edgar Andrews 
(2009) who argues that God can over-ride the 
natural laws for revelatory spiritual purposes, 
resulting in miraculous interventions, including the 
dead rising. But he asserts this without considering 
how the known physical laws which he enlists to 
prove his ‘God hypothesis’ can accommodate 
completely different, unknown laws within the same 
space and time and be deployed to reverse complex 
cell biology. Problems like this arise because of the 
conservatives’ reluctance to cede authority to any 
source other than the Bible.  
Moving away from the cosmic to the personal (from 
transcendence to immanence?), the insights of 
cognitive sciences are a mixed bag. Negatively, 
there is too much pop-psychology based on 
colourful images from brain scanners purporting to 
‘explain’ our motivations and desires. The 
philosopher and medic Raymond Tallis  (2011) 
argues eloquently that these reductionist methods 
will never explain consciousness, nor will they 
demote our felt experience of being ‘agents’ within 
the world, capable of choice. An important 
development from psychology is ‘theory of mind’ – 
knowing that others have minds and being able to 
interpret what is going on in them.  Jesse Bering 
(2011), an atheist, uses theory of mind to argue that 
religion is hard-wired and of adaptive value, a very 
different view from Richard Dawkins. Being able to 
see ourselves as others see us and to see others as 
they see themselves, which is what a theory of mind 
gives us, must also be the biological substrate of 
compassion and empathy and therefore our ability 
to experience that Another cares about us. 

Our felt experience of God includes profound 
emotional and intuitive elements, often with a deep 
sense of coherence. The importance of these 
personal revelatory experiences is a theme picked 
up by Francis Spufford (2012), whose book was 
recently reviewed in Progressive Voices.  
Developmental psychology shows how we form 
emotional attachments and internalise 
representations of the self and others (called 
object-relations theory).   Though a simplification, 
we can see how this might make sense of an 
internalized personal Jesus becoming present to the 
Christian as a guiding inner presence. Science 
cannot judge whether this is man-made or God-
given. 
What of intercessory prayer?  Such prayer 
expresses our deepest yearnings and if our deepest 
yearning is to ask God to help another then 
compassion invites us to do so without intellectual 
analysis. It is part of being human. Hope-filled 
compassion is different though from believing God 
will abandon physics and biology in order to 
perform supernatural healings.  
In summary, although science does not support 
supernatural interventions in the material world, 
modern knowledge of the universe often leads us to 
respond as to a transcendent force, with profound 
thankfulness and humility. Our evolved brain lends 
itself to an inner mental sphere in which God or 
Jesus can become present to us shaping (intervening 
in?) what we do. Do I think that science undermines 
faith? No. Do I think that it alters how we believe? 
Yes. I would love to hear from progressive 
Christians who, like me, wrestle with these things. 
References 
Andrews, E (2009) Who made God? EP Books, Darlington 
Bering, J (2011) The God Instinct Nicholas Brealy, England 
Markowitz, HJ (2002) The emergence of everything Oxford 
Spufford, F (2012) Unapologetic Faber & Faber, London 
Tallis, R (2011) Aping Mankind Acumen, Durham  

One ship drives east and another drives west 
With the selfsame winds that blow. 
'Tis the set of the sails, 
And not the gales, 
That tell us the way to go. 
Like the winds of the sea are the ways of fate; 
As we voyage along through life, 
'Tis the set of a soul 
That decides its goal, 
And not the calm or the strife. 
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Ros Cordiner is a Quaker 
attender and belongs to two 
PCN affiliated groups in 
Norfolk. Until recently, she was 
a long-standing member of the 
Church of England. 
Threatened with a day of 
heavy rain, a small group 
from Shoreline, (Hickling) 

and Fishpond, (Norwich) left the tranquillity of 
Norfolk to put ourselves at the mercy of Greater 
Anglia in order to attend this regional meeting 
organized by the Quaker Nontheist Friends 
Network. 
The warm reception we received on arrival at the 
Chelmsford Friends Meeting House was very 
welcome after our early start. 
Following a much needed coffee and biscuits, we 
settled down to be introduced to our speaker, 
Michael Wright, a Quaker and former Church of 
England minister, who is currently Media Officer for 
PCN. Michael treated us to an interesting insight 
into his background and current beliefs to which 
many of us could readily relate. 
Our theme for the day was a discussion on 
“prayer” and Michael suggested a change from 
ACTS - adoration, confession, thanksgiving and 
supplication - to a much more relevant Awe, 
Concerns, Thankfulness and Self-reflection – 
perhaps making the word “prayer” a more 

meaningful experience for those of us who have 
been struggling with the word itself.  In fact, 
throughout the day, we found that there are many 
familiar “labels” whose conventional meanings may 
be difficult for us – “God”, “prayer”, “worship”.  
(Michael suggested that “worship” derives from 
“worth-ship”(worth dignity, deserving esteem, honour 
or repute) which may be a more helpful way of 
relating to it when confronting the issue in future.) 
Group discussions followed a delicious homemade 
lunch and we had the opportunity to get to know 
each other while considering two questions – 
“Godless Prayer – impossible?” and “Meeting for 
Worship – implausible for a nontheist?” Quite a 
range of opinion was expressed.  However, it was 
pleasurable and reassuring to meet with others 
whose commitment to question, openness and 
honesty was a bonding factor. 
Several groups were represented on the day 
including PCN, Quakers and Sea of Faith.  Over a 
final cup of tea, it was agreed that an area get-
together for such like-minded groups would be an 
enjoyable experience were it possible to organise.  
Thanks to all who helped to make the day possible, 
especially our hard-working hosts. 
(You’ll be pleased to know that we managed to talk 
ourselves onto an earlier fast train back to Norwich, 
which rounded off our day nicely!) 

Sunday assembly 

While traditional churches are watching the rapid 
decline of interest in their activities, and facing what 
Matthew Arnold called the ‘melancholy, long, 
withdrawing roar from the sea of faith’, things are 
happening that affirms an eager public demand for sort 
of, kind of, more or less, religion.  
There is a strong appetite for what William James * 
called the ‘more’ beyond this life. There is a yearning 
for whatever it may be, and some means of relating to 
it. It is not the ‘old-time religion’. At funerals people 
will gladly weep to ‘I did it my way’ but not to ‘He did it 
God’s way’. 
The Times reported recently (September16) the 
activities of a ’ Sunday Assembly’,  pulling hundreds of 
non-believers to a London event which was  in all 
respects like a Christian service, except that there was 
no mention of God, or even a ‘higher power’. 

It started with an idea on Facebook.  A handful of 
people who liked what was being offered by comedian 
Sanderson Jones and musician Pippa Evans held a first 
meeting in a disused church in North London. It has 
now moved to Conway Hall, North London, and meets 
twice a month. The aim is to expand to 30 
congregations nation-wide by the end of this year. 
Times writer Ruth Gledhill, who attended a service, said 
that ‘at the fore of its mission is working with 
community projects, mirroring Richard Dawkins sense 
of awe at the wonders of the natural world under the 
motto: “live better, help often and wonder more”.’ It 
sounds like a social agency sans religious overtones. 
Cynics will remember many fringe Christian 
organisations spawned in the pre-1930s with similar 
enhanced or modified ambitions. Christian Science, 
Spiritualism, and Moral Re-Armament were among 
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them, now reduced to fractions of their initial strength, 
if still there at all. 
The Sunday Assembly is one of several ‘sort of’ 
movements based on Christian ethics which are 
springing up and taking over the space filled for 
generations by Congregational, Baptist Union, and 
Methodist Churches, and those of sundry bodies loosely 
being the Nonconformist arm of the church militant. 
It is not very militant now, as statistics show churches 
closing, membership falling and immense efforts of last-
gasp mission withering and fading.   
Denominational demands for church-preserving 
‘change’ in worship style and faith-based weekly 
programmes have found no lively response.  People, 
especially young people, are no longer attracted to the 
models of 20th Century piety.  People want something 
not just new-ish, but absolutely different, even if as with 
the Sunday Assembly it means dispensing with prayers, 
hymns and even God.   
Thousands who used to go to traditional services are 
now showing up at soul-stirring  worship events which 
feel more like rock concerts than anything oldies like 
me recognise as worship. Almost half of the 
congregation of which I was minister for 20 years now 
attends the evangelical ‘Potters house’ in Stoke on 
Trent. ‘We get more from this than we ever got 
before,’ said the mother of two children who now goes 
there, with her husband (!). I am not surprised, or 
resentful. If this is a step in their spiritual journey so be 
it!  
This highly organised fellowship – an offshoot of a busy 
town centre Methodist church in Burslem, is one of 
hundreds up and down the UK which have walked away 
from pews, spires, pulpits, organs, and all the 
paraphernalia of nonconformity, for what they perceive 
as freedom. They meet in a disused school. There is a 
highly-accomplished band. The teaching is firmly Bible-
based, and pastoral teams keep in touch with all who 
need help.   
They have certainly not dispensed with Jesus, or even 
God, as has the Sunday Assembly, and the equally 
flourishing ‘Progressive Christianity’ movement. This  is 

linked with a refreshing group of ‘liberal’ theologians, 
from Marcus  Borg, Bishop John Spong and  Richard 
Holloway, former Bishop of Edinburgh, to Karen 
Armstrong, who  express the kind of questions thinking 
people are now pondering about the ancient ‘truths’ of 
Christianity. 

A growing number of progressives is meeting around 
the UK, shamelessly denying the virgin birth, six-day 
creation, the historical accuracy of scripture and the 
bodily resurrection of Jesus.  They question the 
creed, and regard religious fundamentalists as the 
enemies of authentic Christianity as Jesus the Christ 
taught it. Their meetings are for ‘atheists, agnostics, 
seekers and those for whom church no longer has 
meaning.’ It has been called ‘the antidote to Alpha’ – 
that hugely successful fundamentalist teaching 
campaign. 
Quakers, a long-time bolt hole for Free Church 
people suddenly  disenchanted with attempts to stir 
the embers of 1662 revival, continue to hold their 
silent Sunday vigils, determined to state their case for 
pacifism,  social action and world peace. 
There are other philosophical and quasi-religious 
groups, meeting in many communities, and attracting 
considerable attention. It looks as if the more the 
established traditional church offers gimmicks like 
‘back to church Sunday’, the less the general 
population is interested. But there is more than a 
little interest in any idea which sets out a credible 
platform on the subject of love and compassion from 
the teaching of Jesus. Science has told us enough now 
to shift the debate onto another plane. 
Perhaps, as philosopher Philip Toynbee wrote* ‘we 
have reached the limit of what the human mind is 
able to describe, understand or even conceive of’. In 
journalistic terms, the creeds no longer ‘stand up’. 
Love and compassion most certainly do. 
*1 Varieties of Religious Experience 1902) 
*2 Towards the Holy Spirit’ SCM Press 1973 

Tony Rutherford is an actively 
retired Anglican priest, a 
member of PCN since 2003, a 
founder member of the 
Tunbridge Wells affiliated PCN 
group "Radical Pilgrims" and a 
newly co-opted member of the 
Trustees of PCN Britain. 
1963 was a significant year; 
my son was born, so was 

George Michael, the hover-mower was invented, 
CS Lewis and Aldous Huxley died, Kennedy was 
assassinated, a motley crew of London criminals 
nicked a few bob off a mail train and SCM published 
6.000 copies of a theological book which might not 
have become a bestseller if it had not been for Lady 
Chatterley’s Lover. The book was, of course, 
Honest to God. I bought a copy but I found I didn’t 
understand the theological language: I was then only 
25 and an accepting, middle of the road Baptist. I 
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sense I agreed with its premise about our ways of 
“seeing God” and responding to the Bible, but it 
took me 50 years to read it again. Meanwhile, I 
bought 5 other books by John Robinson but I don’t 
remember what I gained from dipping into those 
either. 
So what was John Robinson trying to say 1963 - and 
what does Honest to God mean for us today? Is 
this to be a nostalgic celebration of a famous and 
barely understood book, or a springboard for the 
development of a way of responding to Jesus that is 
more relevant for 2013, and, hopefully, beyond? 
Robinson began his book by setting the scene. 50 
years ago when the “Established” - i.e. state 
accepted - Church of England was based on “a 
defence of doctrines . . . by reiteration.” Robinson 
felt though that this was no longer enough. He 
believed this approach would lead to a minimising of 
the impact of the C of E. Instead, he said, there was 
a need to “recast” our understanding of the 
(concepts) of “God, the supernatural and of religion 
itself”. Robinson recognised the ways in which the 
C of E had changed over the previous 100 years, 
but felt it had “erred in not being radical enough”. 
Robinson started by looking at our ways of seeing, 
accepting, and understanding and relating to God. 
Many in 1963 - and still too today - believed in God 
as a supernatural being who, literally, “lives up 
there” in a three decker universe, as accepted in 
ancient times - “heaven, earth and hell”. 
Robinson declared that this way of “seeing” God no 
longer works. It is no longer persuasive to the 
modern, developed mind. It doesn’t fit with a 
scientific way of seeing creation nor does its 
dependence on a hierarchical basis of authority - 
“the Church.” Doctrines have become a substitute 
for faith not a springboard for relevance today. 
A number of well-known British writers, such as CS 
Lewis ( “Jesus as a space invader”!) , Dorothy 
Sayers and JB Phillips, did question the relevance of 
popular Christian teaching in the post Second 
World War period and talked in terms of God 
“being not up there but out there”. A change of 
direction, but not one that was going anywhere far 
enough. 
Robinson suffered most criticism when he was 
linked unfairly, I would say, with the Death of God 
movement of the 1960s. Robinson was in favour of 
a transformation, not a reformation. The alternative 
to life was not death but a re-birth. He also 
referred to a number of German theologians from 
the 1930s. Paul Tillich, who referred to God as the 
“Depth and Ground of our being”, seeing God not 
as a Superman but as the essence of what makes us 
Human. Secondly, Dietrich Bonhoeffer described a 
“religionless” Christianity where the teaching of 

Jesus would not be determined by the language of 
the church but on a human response to the life of 
Jesus, so that we would learn to follow Jesus, not 
worship him, and be able to do without the 
structure/authority of the Church as a prop. 
Traditionally, Christians properly worship God “the 
Father “and not the “Son”. Robinson also mentions 
Rudolf Bultmann who suggested a 
“demythologising” of the Bible so we see the text 
as “spiritually true but not literally so”. The word 
Myth is used to indicate a “religious “truth, A myth 
“indicates the special significance of an event”; or as 
priest colleague priest put it to me, “like a poem, a 
myth is a way of finding the deeper truth”. Christian 
truth is not dependent on literal truth. 
John Robinson called also for a change in approach 
to God, to Christianity and to how we practice our 
religion. This he called this “The End of Theism” – 
of God as a supernatural being. Christianity needed 
to grow away both from being dependant on a 
scientific “proof” of God’s existence, and a 
dependence on the authority of a human 
organisation. He also considered the different styles 
of writing found in the Bible - poetry, myth, hymns, 
story-telling, revelation etc. - and how its teachings 
on love and human relationships can be relevant 
today. We didn’t have to be “religious’ to be 
Christian. Discipleship was not dependant on an 
outdated loyalty to a system, but on a relationship 
with Jesus as guide and mentor. 
The Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard says we 
can refer to God as ‘personal’ because we can be in 
a personal relationship with God - in love and self-
giving - rather than to assume God is a supernatural 
being. 
Robinson referred to the German thinker Karl 
Feuerbach who said reality can be seen as 
personal. Even going back to the Bible, we have it in 
the letter of James “that God is love”. Robinson 
quotes Tillich, “God is our sense of the sacredness 
of Love”. We need the concept of God “to hold 
the inexhaustible mystery of Life.” 
John Robinson wrote a chapter on how God is 
presented throughout the Bible, from a “creator” in 
the Old Testament to “The Word” in the New 
Testament. He said that Jesus was “the man for 
others - the one in whom Love has taken over”. In 
Jesus we are accepted as human beings, so we can 
live our lives for others. Christianity is not 
promoting a new religion, “but embodying a new 
being as love”     
Robinson gave a chapter to “Worldly Holiness’ - by 
which he meant “to being holy i.e. being set aside 
for God in the ordinary”, meeting Jesus in everyday 
life. Our Christian liturgies can become 
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opportunities for a proclamation of Jesus in our 
relationships. 
In another, on prayer, Robinson wrote that “private 
prayer is stepping aside from life”, but that too 
much of our prayer is based on an outdated 
medieval model of negative feelings and a 
dependency on a hierarchical God. A non-religious 
understanding of prayer would mean being open to 
one another unconditionally, and “to find God into 
the relationship.” 
He followed his chapter on prayer with one 
headed, “The New Morality”, by saying prayer and 
morals are two sides of the same coin. In the 60s, 
Christian morality began to lose its impact as it was 
based on doctrines and not on love. On “Do this 
because I say so from my position of authority” and 
not on a loving relationship; as with teachings on 
marriage and divorce. Jesus’ teachings become 
minimised if they are based on an assumption that 
he is divine rather than “a loving human being”. 
Robinson writes “Compassion overrides the Law. 
“Nothing in itself can be described as wrong, only 

that there is a lack of love” Or as St Augustine said, 
“Love, and what you will, do”. 
So where did all this lead John Robinson, and how 
would he see the “recasting of the mould”? “We 
need to discard outworn images, our “cherished 
assumptions”. We need to be rooted and grounded 
in love and so free to be ourselves. Our liturgies 
will need to be transposed of all outmoded 
analogies. Christianity will need to resume the role 
of the people’s servant and not be a representative 
of the state - “organised religion”. 
There is a need for a Christian life style, asking 
“political” questions and practising hospitality. The 
church must become truly “lay” in focus, where 
both priests and lay people “find the interests of 
this world really interesting in themselves”. To be 
“radical by rooting out the weeds in a walled 
garden.” To hold fundamentalism lightly, cease the 
search for certainty. “Hold on to Jesus and for the 
rest be uncommitted . . . .We are still at the 
beginning!” 

Progressive Friends Down Under 
by Alan Race and Sonya Brown  

Approximately four hundred people gathered for 
the third triennial Common Dreams conference 
‘Midwives of Change: Progressives Shaping Religious 
Communities’ in Canberra, Australia, at the end of 
September. As an alliance of progressive groups 
from Australia, New Zealand and the South Pacific, 
the conference was held at the Australian National 
University and hosted a line-up of international 
scholars and practitioners, including Marcus Borg, 
Val Webb and one of our PCN management 
committee members, Alan Race. 
In addition to daily lectures, workshops explored 
how practitioners can be ‘midwives of change’ in 
their own communities. Sonya Brown, another 
member of the PCN management committee, made 
a presentation based on ministry in a multi-faith 
parish in Leicester where Christianity is a minority 
religion.  
Marcus Borg shared some of his definitions of 
progressive Christianity. These included a focus on 
bringing about transformation in this life (practically 
and spiritually), being ‘intentional rather than 
conventional’, and replacing the over-emphasis on 
believing with a sense of spirituality as journey.  
Val Webb drew on the metaphor of the midwife by 
calling on progressives to bring about change 
sensitively and gently. She combined that with a 
challenging model of trinity (doubt, deconstruction 
and discovery) as being integral to the exploration 

of faith today. Alan Race gave a retrospective on 
Honest to God, the small explosive theological 
paperback written by Bishop John Robinson in 
1963. He said that we can rightly claim Robinson as 
one of the early pioneers of progressive 
Christianity. The central question of the 
relationship between the reality and image of God 
was as pressing now as it was then.  
Pictured below from right  to left below: Alan Race, Sonya Brown, Marcus 
Borg, Mrs Borg, David Felten. 

Sonya Brown’s workshop prompted a lively 
discussion among the delegates regarding working 
with and living alongside those of other faiths. 
Topical issues such as the vulnerability of refugees 
under a conservative government in Australia were 
also raised. The workshop was well attended by 70 
people – which was pretty good considering she 
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was competing on the same running list as Marcus 
Borg!  
Overall, it could be said that voicing the need for 
change in the churches was more evident at the 
conference than concrete proposals for enacting 
change itself. Given the different perspectives 
among the delegates on what progressive 

Christianity might look like inevitably meant that no 
single programme for change was possible. But the 
need to develop inspirational liturgy and educational 
materials is paramount if change is to be creative.  
It was good to be part of Common Dreams and to 
know that progressive voices are being raised up 
more and more on a global scale.  

In June 2013, I did a speaking tour of some UK 
progressive groups, arranged by Rev. John 
Churcher from Progressive Christian Network 
Britain and Peter Gibson from Open Christianity 
Network Ireland - twelve lectures in sixteen days 
across Ireland, Scotland, England and Wales.  The 
theme was "In Defence of Doubt", the title of an 
updated version of my book In Defence of Doubt: an 
invitation to adventure (Alban Books, Edinburgh, 
2013).  At some places, I also presented on "Talking 
about God" from my books Like Catching Water in a 
Net: human attempts to describe the Divine 
(Continuum, London) and Stepping out with the 
Sacred: human attempts to engage the Divine 
(Continuum, London).  Everywhere, Maurice and I 
were hosted by wonderful progressive members 
who added so much to our experience.  Thank you 
again for this hospitality. 
The Belfast meeting was held in St. George's 
Church of Ireland and the Dublin meeting at Taney 
Parish Church of Ireland.  Numbers in Dublin were 
swelled by a note in a Catholic newsletter Women 
Spirit which brought some women not previously 
associated with the group.  We hired a car in 
Scotland and drove the rest of the trip carrying 
boxes of my books for sale.  In Dundee, Angela 
Smith, current chair of PCN Britain, organized 
gatherings in the West Dundee Parish hall.  An 
informal afternoon discussion on "God" initiated a 
motivated discussion which continued over dinner 
at a restaurant in the church's basement, followed 
by an evening lecture and questions on doubt.   
At a well-established group in Kendal in the Lake 
District associated with the Kendal Ecumenical 
group, we had an afternoon session on "God" at 
Stonecross Manor Hotel, followed by an evening 
meeting in the Kendal United Reformed Church.  
The Harrogate meeting was held in the Wesley 
Chapel with a strong progressive group drawing 
from neighbouring areas as well.  In Sheffield, St. 
Mark's Anglican Church has a strong reputation for 
progressive thought, having hosted Spong, Holloway 
and Borg in their Centre for Radical Christianity.  I 
reminded this audience how lucky they were to be 
in an openly progressive church! 

Grove Lane Baptist Church hosted the Stockport 
meeting with enthusiastic support from their 
minister.  Advertising brought people from other 
Baptist churches and beyond.  In discussion at that 
meeting, I realized how many different progressive-
style organizations exist in England, their varying 
emphases coming from different contexts, such as 
the evangelical Emerging Christianity group and the 
Anglican Modern Church group. In Barry in Wales, 
we met for an afternoon discussion on God at 
Barry Methodist Church, which also hosted John 
Shelby Spong's visit.  After a delicious dinner 
together and a church service with wonderful 
Welsh singing, I presented on Doubt.  In our final 
event, Rev. John Churcher, who organized the tour, 
hosted us at St. Albans near London, where we met 
in a United Reformed Church whose woman 
minister is a progressive.   
The meetings across the UK averaged about 50-60 
people per session.  Although these were good 
numbers for such meetings, many were apologetic 
there were not more, but rightly explained that I 
was not well known in the UK.  In fact, UK 
progressives knew very few Australian progressives 
and even less about Australian authors.  Some 
people did, however, know of George Stuart's 
hymns and Rex Hunt's liturgies.  Many were eager 
to widen their reading resources beyond the few 
international authors all progressives read.  I have 
since remedied that by providing a list of Australian 
progressive authors and their recent books for the 
PCN Britain and OCN Ireland websites.   
Questions asked at the various meetings were very 
similar to questions asked at Australian progressive 
gatherings - how to introduce progressive material 
into traditional churches; what to tell our 
grandchildren; how to talk with fundamentalist 
relatives and friends who are horrified with all this; 
what to do about the language in hymns; what 
about prayer and spirituality?   I found an interest in 
moving beyond deconstruction to bring 
constructive progressive thinking to bear on ethics 
and other areas of contemporary life.  Many people 
talked of being hurt by their church, whether 
because of their doubts and questions, or because 
of their sexual preferences.  Most were still active 
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in their churches, but struggling with traditional 
rigidity.  Their progressive groups offer places to 
share with like-minded people and also with those 
who have given up and left the church.   
As for the usual question "Where are the young 
people?" there was a feeling that, since young 
people had not been indoctrinated as had the older 
generation, they did not have the same questions 
or, at least, did not feel bound to stay with 
outdated world view answers.  We need to stop 
thinking about bringing young people into the 
church, one person said, and learn from them 
where they are active - out in the world.  At the 
suggestion that we had failed our children's 
generation, one younger person spoke up, "You 
didn't fail us.  You gave us what we needed -- 
permission to think for ourselves -- and we did!" 
Speaking with different groups most evenings, I 
became aware that progressive Christianity is, in 
many ways, a remedial movement.  We become so 
concerned about the lack of young people at our 
gatherings, without considering that our questions 
and concerns are from our generation, with many of 
us raised in the Billy Graham era.  Our children 
were raised in a different era of Sunday School 
where more was said about God as love than about 
heaven and hell.  We need to be thankful that 
liberating progressive theology is available to our 
age-group and not feel guilty all the time if it is not 
as relevant to the next generation.   
The people I met in UK progressive groups ranged 
across the spectrum - a woman moderator of the 
Presbyterian church in England, Scotland and Wales; 
clergy of various denominations, active and retired; 
Billy Graham converts; ex-missionaries and 
international non-government workers; university 
professors, engineers and doctors; women who 
have raised many children and now grandchildren; 
people dealing with the illnesses of ageing; and 
people not raised in churches.  Most groups had 
some clergy support and some were actively 
organized by clergy.  The majority of people were 
still in their churches and many attendees were new 

to progressive thought, having seen publicity about 
the events.  Most are not dismissing God as much 
as looking for fresh and authentic ways to talk 
about God.  While they enjoy and need the 
deconstruction, they do not see the need to throw 
the baby out with the bathwater.  This is a lesson to 
progressive groups whose leaders try to push their 
group further than the group is prepared to go 
theologically. We have to think carefully about 
group hospitality to those just starting the 
progressive journey. 
I gathered that there are some 55 small, 
independent progressive Christianity groups across 
the UK, all reading similar authors.  This is a 
contrast to the Australian scene, where most 
progressive groups are in capital cities or larger 
regional towns and progressives in small towns 
travel to these bigger centres for events.  This 
struck me as something we need to develop further 
in Australia - a larger network of small independent 
groups in country towns and rural areas, supported 
by and linked to the larger network.  We have 
strong progressive groups in some capital cities in 
Australia and also a national conference every few 
years, but we could be more active in encouraging 
the establishment of small groups in remote areas.  
We tend to dismiss "country" churches as 
conservative, but people ask questions wherever 
they are and Australian progressives need to find 
these people and get them together, regardless of 
numbers – “where two or three are gathered 
together”.  This could be encouraged by retired 
progressives travelling and speaking to fledgling 
groups in country areas.  Everyone knows that 
enough small ink drops on a map eventually 
coalesce into a large pool! 
Thank you to those progressive groups in the UK 
who hosted us and also to the wonderful people 
who organized local arrangements and invited us 
into their homes.  We feel we have a host of new 
friends bound to us in our search for theological 
freedom and a life lived as the radical Jewish sage 
Jesus lived. 

The principle of compassion lies at the heart of 
all religious, ethical and spiritual traditions, calling us 
always to treat all others as we wish to be treated 
ourselves. Compassion impels us to work tirelessly 
to alleviate the suffering of our fellow creatures, to 
dethrone ourselves from the centre of our world 
and put another there, and to honour the inviolable 
sanctity of every single human being, treating 
everybody, without exception, with absolute justice, 
equity and respect. 
It is also necessary in both public and private life 

to refrain consistently and empathically from 
inflicting pain. To act or speak violently out of spite, 
chauvinism, or self-interest, to impoverish, exploit 
or deny basic rights to anybody, and to incite 
hatred by denigrating others - even our enemies - is 
a denial of our common humanity. We 
acknowledge that we have failed to live 
compassionately and that some have even increased 
the sum of human misery in the name of religion. 

We therefore call upon all men and women - 
to restore compassion to the centre of morality 
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and religion - to return to the ancient principle that 
any interpretation of scripture that breeds violence, 
hatred or disdain is illegitimate - to ensure that 
youth are given accurate and respectful information 
about other traditions, religions and cultures - to 
encourage a positive appreciation of cultural and 
religious diversity - to cultivate an informed 
empathy with the suffering of all human beings - 
even those regarded as enemies. 
We urgently need to make compassion a 

clear, luminous and dynamic force in our polarized 
world. Rooted in a principled determination to 
transcend selfishness, compassion can break down 
political, dogmatic, ideological and religious 
boundaries. Born of our deep interdependence, 
compassion is essential to human relationships and 
to a fulfilled humanity. It is the path to 
enlightenment, and indispensable to the creation of 
a just economy and a peaceful global community. 

PCN Britain encourages its members to sign the Charter for Compassion. To learn about the Charter and how 
to sign it, click on the Charter logo at the foot of the home page of PCN’s website, or contact the PCN office. 

 
Edited by John Churcher 

Abingdon 
(Cliff Marshall 01235 530480  
cliff.marshall@pcnbritain.org.uk)  
Details of our group meetings, on the first Tuesday of 
the month at 7.30pm, are also on the website or can 
be gained by contacting Cliff Marshall by email or 
telephone.  
It is good to be able to report the very successful 
outcome of our PCN Regional Conference, ‘Let’s Be 
Honest: exploring a fresh way forward for Christianity’, 
held on 19th October.  74 people attended from near 
and far, including about forty PCN members, and we 
received many messages which suggested that it was a 
thought-provoking and worthwhile day.   
We are indebted to Adrian Alker for his inspiring 
leadership through the three themes for the day, 
being honest about Jesus, the Church, and God.  
Stimulating and honest discussion about ideas for the 
future for Christianity ensued.  
Our group, at least, came away ready to follow up 
ideas to develop our activities in the local area. It was 
really good to welcome friends from other PCN 
groups as well as inquiring non-members; we were 
grateful for the effort that people made to come and 
be with us. As a group we felt that the effort involved 
in organising the event was all very worthwhile.  The 
texts of Adrian’s talks are now available on the PCN 
Britain website.   
Birmingham    
(Richard Tetlow, 0121 449 4892  
richardtetlow@btinternet.com) 
Our next meeting will be on ‘Alternatives for 
Christmas worship’, from ourselves! Monday, 
December 2nd 2/2.30-4.30pm at 12, Woodrough 
Drive, Moseley B13 9EP, Liz and Nigel Blakey, 0121 
449. 2937.  Our new plan of meeting monthly on the 
first Monday has worked well. It seems to enhance 
participation and vigour while the numbers stay up. 
The last two meetings have been on ‘Living the 
Questions’, introduced by one of our members. The 
last one on Jesus’ Birth and the Incarnation certainly 
set us going - again! New members very welcome.  
 

Bolton 
(Jim Hollyman 01204 456050  

jim.hollyman@pcnbritain.org.uk)  
Our first meetings in 2014 will be at 
10 o’clock on Tuesdays 14th January 
and 11th March. We will be starting 
to study Karen Armstrong’s 
“TWELVE STEPS TO A 
COMPASSIONATE LIFE” – published 
by Bodley Head - ISBN 978184 7921 
581. Karen argues that compassion is 

hard-wired into our brains, yet is constantly 
restrained by our more primitive instincts for 
selfishness and survival . . . .all faiths insist that the 
Golden Rule is the test of true spirituality – “Always 
treat others as you wish to be treated yourself”. 
Karen takes as her starting point the teachings of the 
great world religions and demonstrates in 12 practical 
steps how we can bring compassion to the forefront 
of our lives.  
Meetings are usually held at 1462, Junction Road 
West, Lostock, Bolton, BL6 4EG. Newcomers always 
welcome.  It helps if you let us know you hope to 
come by contacting Jim. We begin with a cuppa and 
end around 11.30.  
Driffield (Cornflakes Theology) 
(Raymond Eveleigh, 01262 420062 
raymond.eveleigh@pcnbritain.org.uk) 

We meet at Haisthorpe 
Community Centre which is 
a refurbished Methodist 
Chapel situated at 

Haisthorpe on the Bridlington to Driffield road. 
Meetings are monthly on the first Wednesday of the 
month starting at 7 pm. The last three sessions of 
'Cornflakes Theology' have been devoted to the 
contributions of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Rudolf 
Bultmann to modern theology. The first session took 
the form of a talk about Bonhoeffer's character and 
early influences. The second session was devoted to 
the main themes of Bonhoeffer's thinking which were 
highlighted in ‘Honest to God’ This took the form of a 
discussion of the implications of ‘religionless 
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Christianity’; pacifism; ‘humanity come of age’ and 
‘The cost of discipleship'. Session three comprised a 
short talk about Bultmann, his life and his Biblical 
Theology. We considered different genres of 
literature - poetry, history, myth, legend etc. using 
examples from secular works, and then turned to 
biblical texts and focussed our thinking on 
'demythologising' Old and New Testament texts. Our 
next meeting on December 4th will be a Christmas 
Party without Santa, beginning with an informal 
Eucharist and continuing with entertainment and some 
mince pies - all home-made. 
Edinburgh 
(Mary McMahon 0131 4413337   
mary.mcmahon@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Future programme: 
Mon 27th January:  DVD: Countering Pharaoh’s 
production-consumer society to-day. 
Mon 24th February: Sharing with one another a 
significant event or experience on our journey. 
Mon 31st March: ‘Beyond the historical Jesus’ - 
introduced by Scott McKenna. 
Harrogate Day-time Group 
(Philip Goodwin 01423 563990   
philip.goodwin@pcnbritain.org.uk) 

We meet at Wesley Chapel 
on the first Thursday of the 
month, 2.30 pm. Please feel 
free to join us. We welcome 
visitors, ‘tasters’, or the 
downright curious! Our 
topics are those offered by 

group members on a ‘next time’ basis. At our recent 
discussion, attended by 14 members, we considered 
“Growing old and the spiritual journey”.  The 
presenter wanted to sub-title her talk ‘The Last Lap’; 
but this was discouraged (!), and we agreed there 
were advantages in being able to view our spiritual 
positions in the light of the experiences of our lives. It 
was interesting to reflect on where we have come 
from and wonder where we might be tomorrow. 
Eight of our members attended the ‘Being Honest to 
God’ conference at Swanwick and our December 
meeting will reflect on what was a fruitful time of 
fellowship and of the assurance that on the 
progressive path we are in highly congenial company! 
Hertfordshire Group 
(Diana Reddaway 
diana.reddaway@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Having completed a series of 3 afternoons considering 
the Spirituality of Peace-making we have yet to decide 
upon the programme for the next quarter. However, 
we will meet at 4 pm on the following Sundays: 
January 19th; February 16th; March 16th. Please see 
the relevant PCN Britain web page for further details. 
Hickling Shoreline 
(Merrie Longbottom 01692 598844   
merrie.longbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our weekly group has continued to listen to – and be 
inspired by – Richard Holloway’s recent CD 

presentation (available through PCN).  Although 
mainly concerned with his book, Leaving Alexandria, 
he also ranges wider and one of the topics concerned 
assisted death.  That engendered a lively discussion 
within our group – why do we treat death the way 
we do in the modern world?  In years gone by, dying 
seemed to be seen as a part of the normal cycle of 
life.  Now it’s something we find difficult to talk about 
and the emphasis is on extending life by any means, 
sometimes with the result of causing a ‘bad’ death.  
For those of us who have moved beyond belief in 
some kind of after-life, we may feel we have lost the 
comfort and assurance of our ‘heavenly reward’.  But 
that means that it is the ‘now’ that is special and 
important.  As Eckhart Tolle says, “When you make 
the present moment, instead of past or future, the 
focal point of your life, your ability to enjoy what you 
do, and with it the quality of your life, increases 
dramatically”. We have also signed up for the new 
DVD study course called “Painting the Stars”, the 
latest offering from Living the Questions.  It contains 

contributions from, among others, 
Jack Spong and Gretta Vosper, two of 
our favourite authors.  We have 
found all the previous LTQ study 
courses extremely interesting and 
worthwhile and are looking forward 
to this one with much anticipation.  

We meet most Thursday afternoons and would invite 
you to join us on our journey. Further details are on 
our PCN Britain web page.  
Manchester 
(John Ramsbottom 0161 456 5119   
john.ramsbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The September meeting looked at how we might 
identify progressive ideas in statements by “reading 
between the lines” and so how we might distinguish 
progressive churches from more traditional ones. 
Some local examples of church mission statements 
were examined to see what we made of their claims. 
In October we considered some ideas on the church 
of the future and how people felt the way forward 
might lie – whether within present day structures, or 
if these should be abandoned for something 
completely new. As an example we looked at a group 
in the US that Bishop Spong had identified, and 
tended to conclude that a lot depended on having the 
right leadership. As this year marks 50 years since the 
first publication of “Honest to God” by the then 
Bishop of Woolwich, John Robinson, we felt we 
should both acknowledge and honour the place this 
book has held in the progressive movement, and the 
influence his ideas have had.  
The November meeting was devoted to this theme 
and looked at how things have moved on in these 50 
years. There will be no meeting in December, but in 
January 2014 we will be looking at how Jesus is 
significant to us in the light of modern historical 
studies and a progressive understanding of the divine.  
The remainder of the spring programme has not yet 
been decided but we may use some further chapters 
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from Borg's book “Speaking Christian” which was 
followed earlier this year.  The Gretta Vosper tour 
later in 2014 will include a meeting in Manchester and 
the group has undertaken to support this. Further 
information about the group or the forthcoming 
meetings can be found on the PCN website or by 
contacting the group convenor. 
Mid Wiltshire 
(Janet Tanner 01380 738155 
janet.tanner@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
We meet in a house in Market Lavington twice a 
month. Our Thursday meeting (the first Thursday of 
the month) tends to be more ‘head’ stuff with a DVD 
and discussion questions. We have been watching a 
DVD called Spirit Life which looks at spirituality and 
takes in such things as our faith journey, the role of 
faith in our lives and suffering and evil. It is a very 
interesting course and we usually find we don't have 
enough time to discuss everything at the meeting. 
Our second meeting of the month, usually held on the 
third Friday, is a bit more ‘'heart’, led with less 
discussion and more relaxed, often a free format 
discussion between whoever arrives. Next February 
we are planning to have a weekend away at a local 
Christian retreat. We did the same this past February 
and it was a huge success. We would recommend this 
for any groups thinking about doing something to 
bring the group closer together. The weekend will be 
led by people from the group and we are in the first 
stages of looking for 'volunteers' to plan and deliver 
one of the weekend sessions. It may take a bit of arm 
twisting bit it worked well last year. We will also run 
our own services over the weekend, probably Friday 
evening and Sunday morning. If anyone is interested in 
joining our group on either the Thursday or Friday, or 
both, they would be most welcome. There are about 
20 of us though the average turn out for most 
Thursdays tends to be around 15, and slightly less on 
a Friday. So if you are interested or you would like 
more information please contact the group convenor. 
Newbury 
(Maria Grace 01635 47196 
maria.grace@pcnbritain.org.uk)   
Our group continues to follow a varied programme. 

We watched and discussed 
Howard Grace’s moving DVD 
“Beyond Forgiving” – featured in 
the last issue of Progressive Voices. 
(Howard is also happy to facilitate 

sessions with the film for other local groups.) Having 
completed the Living the Questions DVD series in 
early summer we agreed to explore further our 
understanding of the Bible. For our October meeting 
each member wrote a few lines on how our view of 
the Bible had changed over the years and we 
discussed these together. A study of Marcus Borg’s 
‘Reading the bible again for the first time’ will form 
part of our programme over the next few months. 
We find our meetings lively and stimulating: each 
group member participating enthusiastically in 
discussions with questions and additions from their 

own experience of their new understandings. 
Individually we are stretching our own thinking whilst 
trying to make sense of our faith. 
North Lincolnshire 
(John Sharp, 01472 509857 
john.sharp@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our group continues to meet on the first Saturday of 
each month. We have found that Tony Windross's 
book, "A Thoughtful Guide to Faith" has given us such 
a helpful springboard for discussion that we are 
reluctant to leave it and go to pastures new. In 
December, we are taking a break to consider future 
directions.   
A key question is: As much of our strength lies in our 
informality and lack of ambition, dare we entertain 
the possibility of sacrificing this to reach out to more 
people or to constitute ourselves more formally to 
try to extend our influence?  Have other groups faced 
the same question?  I would be very interested to 
hear about it if they have.  
In January, Allison in our group is leading a discussion 
on Miracles. As ever, we welcome new members, 
including those who do not belong to any particular 
Christian sect and/or who are seeking answers from 
an agnostic position. 
North Worcestershire Group 
(Tessa Carrick 01527 873135   
tessa.carrick@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
 Our group is delighted that it is growing. Some of our 

members have been involved in PCN 
since its start but each meeting we 
seem to be able to welcome a new 
member and the rooms in homes 
where we meet are getting more 
crowded. Recently we have been 
using Adrian Alker’s Christmas: 
Ancient Meanings, Modern Faith. It 

has provoked some really lively discussion.  
In the New Year, we have decided to look at Jack 
Spong’s Examining the meaning of the resurrection which 
is in the same Together in Hope series. Our first two 
meetings of 2014 will be on Tuesday 11th February 
and Tuesday 25th March, both from 2.30pm to about 
4pm. The venues have yet to be decided, so please 
telephone or email Tessa to find out more.  
Several of the group have been to Carrs Lane Church 
in Birmingham recently to hear Dr Paula Gooder give 
a sermon to celebrate Traidcraft’s 40th year and to 
hear Alistair McIntosh. It is really encouraging to 
attend meetings of this kind and to meet up with 
members of our group and of the Birmingham group 
– it gives a very good feeling of a growing interest in 
PCN developing in the West Midlands.     
Norwich Fishpond  
(Alun Thomas 01603 488931 
alun.thomas@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Joined as usual by some of the group from Hickling 
(Shoreline) one of our number, who is a biologist by 
profession, led us in a look at Free Will and 
Determinism. Well presented and researched, it led 
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to quite a detailed discussion, and, as with most 
sessions, we looked at one or two attractive tangents, 
too, including several serious forays into quantum 
science (again, one of our number is familiar with that 
area!). As we drew toward the end one of our 
number commented, "I'll have to go away and think a 
lot about all this!" What better comment for any 
session; or as any psychiatrist will confirm, the best 
thinking is done after the hour in the consulting 
room! Our meeting-place is a most attractive 
Common Room within the Sheltered Housing 
complex where one of us lives. We meet from 
10.00am until 11.30am prompt on the final Friday of 
every month, regularly joined by the welcome faces of 
the Hickling group. Anyone passing within a few miles 
on Norwich would be most welcome to join us. Just 
ring  for more details: a cuppa will await you!  
Oadby Leicester 
(Gerald Gardiner 0116 2713869 
gerald.gardiner@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Four of our group went to London on Friday Nov. 

18th to hear Bishop Spong at St. Mary’s 
church Lewisham. They returned full of 
appreciation for the special ministry he 
is conducting, and pleased to meet up 
with others of like mind and questioning 
discipleship in the Progressive Christian 
movement. For our November meeting 

we studied the Booklet Christmas Ancient meaning, 
Modern faith by Adrian Alker. Carol singing complete 
with brass accompaniment is being considered 
perhaps on the basis that singing is a happy response 
and doesn’t automatically imply believing in the 
words!! 
Richmond  
(Alan Powell 0208 878 7355  
 alanepowell@blueyonder.co.uk) 
The group meets on Saturday afternoons (2.30 pm) in 
East Sheen at approximately six weekly intervals.  The 
September meeting was based around two short You 
Tube lectures by Dr Chris Hewer on aspects of Islam 
(www.chrishewer.org).  The next meeting on Saturday 
7th December will listen to and discuss a slightly 
longer lecture entitled “Three forms of prayer”.  A 
programme for the New Year has yet to be decided, 
but it is likely that the group will move back to 
considering Christianity. 
St Albans  
(Leonora Jagessar 
leonora.jagessar@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
We continue to meet on the 4th Thursday evening of 
each month. Future programme details to be decided. 
Stoke 
(Ian Gregory 01782 614407  
ian.gregory@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The meeting on November 3rd started with a look at 
John Humphry’s 2007 book ‘In God we Doubt’ which 
sets out the case for being agnostic about god. A 
consensus view was that even in this small group 
everybody has a different understanding of what the 

word GOD means and how it has (or not) any 
meaning for our lives. One believed that as science 
has shown how the world was formed and how it 
works, we could dispense with the idea of god being a 
creator; it was OK now to believe god did not exist. 
Nobody else wanted to go that far, because the 
general view was that there was ‘something’ more 
than the material world. The idea of god as ‘father’ of 
all humankind, with a protective arm over us all was 
clearly not helpful, considering the tragedies and 
accidents to which we were all vulnerable.  It was 
noted that many eminent scientists believed in God, 
some even in ‘fundamentalist’ terms so that faith in ‘ 
something transcendent’ was not just tenable, but 
valuable. Most people seemed to have a belief in god 
as a Supreme Being, a power that influenced human 
affairs although the majority had lost ‘the knack’ of 
religion as promoted in the Christian creeds.  The 
issues before this meeting were remarkable, since 
they were the same as had been considered, fought 
over, wrestled through, by wise and passionate people 
for centuries. It was of interest to us that Jesus 
constantly referred to his ’father’ in heaven, but 
offered no analysis of what the word represented. It 
was a fascinating evening, at which we were able to 
open up our ideas, with unashamed doubts and 
certainties. Geoffrey Locke led our thoughts on 
December 1st , when we considered what 
‘Tomorrow’s Faith’ (Adrian Smith) says about the 
incarnation. 
Tunbridge Wells Radical Pilgrims 
(Pat Churchill 01892531541 
pat.churchill@tinyworld.co.uk) 

Everyone is welcome to our 
meetings which are generally on 
the last Thursday of the month but 
please contact Pat to check time 

and venue. We tend to pick topics to discuss rather 
than following a set course. In September two of our 
members shared their experiences of a two month 
business trip to Zimbabwe, staying part of the time 
with family and friends.  Their stay coincided with the 
elections so discussion ranged through the political 
situation, the problems still faced by many of the 
churches, corruption etc. as well as the effect that 
social networking is beginning to have - and of course 
great photographs of  the wild life. Our October 
meeting was “Who or what is God?”   As expected, 
no one came up with a nice neat definition.  It seems 
easier to define what is not God.  We certainly can’t 
define God by a set of creeds and dogma.  Some 
suggestions were: Love; the source of all life; we 
express our love by living, including our vulnerability 
as in the prodigal son; parental love; God has no 
hands but ours. There was much more, but these 
jottings fail to do the meeting justice! 
Vale of Glamorgan 
(Janet Davies 01446 410033  
janet.davies@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The Barry group in the Vale of Glamorgan have been 
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actively meeting every fortnight since September. We 
are an open-minded discussion group where 
everyone’s voice and point of view is heard. Since 
September we have continued discussing Val Webb’s 
visit and book but this has been intermingled with 
other topics and the visit by John Churcher who 
spoke on “Honest to God” 50 years on. John’s talk 
and discussion part of the evening were appreciated 
and enjoyed. The PCN group from Cardiff joined us 
on this occasion as well as non-group members - 
which was brilliant. Conversation and discussion, was 
again so much part of the evening. To widen our 
subjects of discussion etc. it has been decided that the 
Cardiff Group and ourselves will join together at 
certain times throughout the year and they have 
invited us to listen to John Henson at their next 

meeting. John is a retired Baptist Minister and 
progressive Christian who has written many books 
and we are looking forward to this evening. Last week 
we began listening to and discussing a series of 4 
DVD’s featuring Bishop John Robinson. One week and 
we are all hooked!!!! Looking towards Easter, we have 
found what looks to be a progressive and adventurous 
Lenten study. We will let you know how we get on, 
so watch this space . . . For anyone who is interested 
in joining our group, we meet fortnightly in Barry 
from 7:30 – 9:30 pm on a Wednesday evening.  
Group news editor writes . . . 
Thank you to all who have contributed group news. 
Please note that contributions should not exceed 300 
words.  

ISBN 9781846944673. pb. 371 pp.  £10.98 on Amazon. Kindle £5.14 
Star Pilgrim by (Revd) Simon Small covers the theology 
of Progressive Christianity (mine anyway) in the useful 
vehicle of science fiction.  
I never read science fiction. But this book arrived in its 
own mysterious way and caught me off guard. In the 
minister’s vestry we have a largely ignored bookshelf on 
which nothing changes. A visiting preacher spotted Star 
Pilgrim, hidden in plain sight, and said “Excellent book” 
or similar words. There it was, unnoticed and apparently 
brand new, never opened. I am sure it was not there the 
day before! I browse that bookshelf while waiting for the 
adjacent copier to do its work. 

Our visitor talked a bit more about the book. He is well 
known to us all and might respond to this.  
I borrowed the book, read it from cover to cover with 
scarcely a break, then passed it on through our Kendal 
local group. We still do not know where it came from!  
Every Progressive Christian will really appreciate this 
book. It is far too comprehensive to be an introduction, 
or the subject of a short run of discussions. It will only 
be possible to discuss it after every group member has 
read it.  That’s our plan.  

‘ . 
 

The PCN North East Regional conference, the first 
of its kind in this area and organised by Michael 
Wright of Middlesbrough, was held in the 
wonderful surroundings of St Antony’s Priory in 
Durham, on Saturday 26th October 2013. About 32 

people gathered to be led by Canon Adrian Alker, 
Director of Mission Resourcing in the diocese of 
Ripon and Leeds, to consider what a Jesus shaped 
Church might look like. 
In the first session Adrian invited us to consider 
Jesus himself and who he is. Adrian challenged us to 
think about what was the heart of the gospel 
message. He gave two pictures of Jesus, the first 
one as Jesus influenced by the God of the Hebrew 
Scriptures – love God and love neighbour. The 
second picture is of a pre-existing Son of God, the 
Jesus of the Christian Creeds. At the heart of all 
that Adrian said was the first picture and he invited 
us to think how this Jesus would give a different 
shape to the Church today. He quoted Jack Spong 
who said that the resurrection was a gradual 
awakening to a new reality, to a sense of presence 
and empowerment which not only the first disciples 
felt, but one that is open to us. In a Jesus shaped 
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Church we can know fullness of life, love, joy and 
forgiveness. Adrian finished this session by posing 
the question, ‘Is there sufficient evidence and 
understanding of Jesus to make us to want to be 
shaped by him?’ 
The second session was about the church itself. Of 
course the church does do good things but there is 
still the question to be asked as to whether the 
church can be better shaped by Jesus. Adrian 
posited the idea that the Church is the theatre to 
encourage a Kingdom religion. The message of Jesus 
should give shape to a passionate church, one that 
is liberating, restoring, empowering. The Church 
can be a community where ideals are shared and 
we are empowered to live out the fruits of the 
Spirit in this world. Adrian gave a short quote from 
Don Cupitt, the founder of the Sea of Faith 
Movement. Cupitt wrote, ‘It is this life that 
matters’. 
I was excited about the image of a Jesus Shaped 
Church.  It would be passionate about justice, about 
compassion, about love and about healing. It would 
be prophetic and inclusive. It would be holy and 
mediate the Sacred. It would bless all of life and be 
a blessing to the community. It would offer a 
thoughtful journey of questioning and discovery. 
All of this poses challenging questions for the 
traditional churches to which some of us hang on to 

by our finger-tips. Yes, the church does do good 
things, but it can also create obstacles to being the 
Jesus Shaped Church that Adrian described. I came 
away with three questions that I find difficult to 
answer within most church communities.   
� Is it possible to meet God deep within as a lived 

experience or do we always need to relate to a 
God up there or out there?  

� Do we mediate God’s presence through our 
actions of love and compassion?  

� Do we need to speak about God at all? 
 Adrian Alker illustrated, by his talks, a church 
which would be Jesus Shaped in its passionate living 
out of the life of Jesus within today’s world, 
churches as groups of people meeting together to 
encourage and support one another in this task. It 
would be passionate, daring, risk-taking, challenging 
and offering an understanding of resurrection as the 
realisation of God’s presence and empowerment. 
As Adrian wrote, ‘We are called by Jesus to a 
programme of radical discipleship and a lived faith.’ 
All of this can seem a long way from the church as 
we find it today in most places but we heard, at the 
conference, a prophetic call to create lives and 
churches which are Jesus shaped. 
 

Three of the opening text pages in this issue of 
Progressive voices reflect the conference at Swanwick 
in November which was so well attended by 
members of PCN Britain as well as others from 
Modern Church. For Jill and me it was a wonderful 
experience and a joy to meet friends both old and 
new. 
Typhoon Haiyan hardly featured in conversations at 
the conference. There had been warnings of it, but 
the severity of the devastation it was going to reap, 
the loss of life and the human misery did not begin 
to become clear until the days after we had all left 
Swanwick. 
The cover picture from Facebook, more moderate 
than many other more horrendous images, 
demanded our front page. And it would be very 
easy to focus this reflection on that; on humanity’s 
failure to care for our fragile planet home, and on 
our irresponsibility in neglecting to take seriously 
the consequences of the stubborn disregard of so 
many of us about global warming. 
But I don’t want to do that. I want to write about 
Christmas, actually about midnight Mass at 

Christmas, and to do that in the light of the 
response shown by so many people all over the 
world to what has happened in the Philippines.  
For it is extraordinary how much we have been 
touched by it. Perhaps simply because Christmas is 
a time for many people in the West of so much 
frivolity and overeating - but also of our need to 
give gifts to those we love - we have wanted to 
show generosity, felt unable not to show 
generosity, and to give gifts to others whose need 
of love is so very clear. 
In some ways Midnight Mass is difficult for all who 
share in it. Preachers wonder and worry about 
what to say at the service. I certainly used to a lot 
in the past. How could I possibly do justice to the 
complexity of the ideas, beliefs and doctrines that 
have arisen – even for progressive believers - 
around what was being celebrated. 
Worshippers wonder and worry about how long 
the preacher will go on for. They know that the 
address (a slightly friendlier word than sermon) is 
part of what must be put up with going to the 
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Midnight. But however much a preacher fantasises, 
her or his speaking isn’t what gets anyone there.  
My own views have changed since I had to retire. 
Whatever theologians say, Christmas is really very 
simple. It’s about the birth of a baby. About the 
everyday miracle of new life and new birth. About 
the hope that can generate not only in parents and 
close family, but in all who encounter a new-born, 
never mind first-born child. So much seems to be 
possible. 
St Luke was to my mind the best of the New 
Testament writers, and an amazingly gifted story-
teller. He was also a sharp observer of human 
beings - as a story-teller must be - and of how they 
operate and act. His story starts with the Emperor 
Augustus registering the whole world. So it starts 
with power, might, authority - deliberately to grab 
our attention. But that done, Luke just leaves all 
that behind. The emperor disappears, and he won’t 
ever encounter Jesus. He’s far too important to be 
bothered.  
Instead we move from royal courts to the lowest of 
the low – Palestinian shepherds looking after a few 
sheep. Not people anyone wanted to be associated 
with. Outsiders, and strangers in the city, more 
than likely thieves, certainly to be avoided. (It all has 
a horridly contemporary feel.) But because they are 
ordinary, and nobodies, they are able to welcome 
the child who lies in a feeding trough for animals 
(animals which might even have been their own). 
They are the ones with eyes to see. They can 
imagine the limitless possibilities of a new life. And 
they can hear, as they do so, the heavens singing. 
Now Luke, of course, tells his story because of 
what for him this child becomes.  He saw in Jesus all 
that God can be - in an ordinary human life (for 
where else, indeed, can God be seen?) If that 
weren’t so, he wouldn’t have troubled to write the 
story down. Plenty of other people didn’t – and 
plenty still don’t - see Jesus that way. He kept bad 
company; he was a trouble-maker; he laughed at 
the empire of Augustus, and so he threatened the 
stability and comfortableness of the whole world in 
the process. You were much better off without 

him. You were better off with the Emperor. Or you 
were better off with an all-powerful ruling God 
from the sky, and not this hapless, powerless  
failure of a man from Nazareth with his weird talk 
of a kingdom of God to be built by ordinary people 
here. 
So Christmas really is very simple. What is my life, 
any life, for? Am I here to grab at power, or else 
submit to power; to play safe; keep things the way 
they always have been; look after one’s self and 
one’s own? Or dare we, even if we are far on in life, 
live as if a new born child? Can we be vehicles for 
God as Luke saw Jesus to be? Can we be his agents 
for good, agents for a world transformed; his feet, 
his hands, his heart, his voice? 
And can we be all that, express all that, not in 
words but in signs? A new born child will read the 
signs expressed in the living of those who are 
around her long before she gets involved with 
words. To see small children, or those with learning 
disability stand in wonder at the eucharistic table, is 
to witness something sadly lost to many adults; and 
perhaps in particular to some progressive 
worshippers.  
The one thing which just didn’t work for me at 
Swanwick was what was called the final communion 
service. For the planning group having decided all 
that must come out because someone couldn’t 
‘believe’ it, what actually was left? Word banished 
sign and symbol. But sign and symbol is how any 
community (not just religious communities) gives 
expression to who they are. The family with a new-
born will coo, and cuddle, smile crazily – and maybe 
even say ‘he’s so gorgeous I could eat him’. But that 
is not cannibalism (the claim of some progressives 
as they speak of their repellence at the eucharist) – 
it is love.  
For us Jesus is properly and naturally our Christ. 
We anoint him with love. He feeds us with love. 
And we gift that love – whether to the Philippines, 
or the Food Bank, or to that difficult and grumpy 
person who yet smiles just sometimes as we 
encounter one another – because in all those faces, 
we meet the face of Christ. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Free to Believe Conference 2014 
“The Challenge of Christmas and the Meaning of Easter” at 

The Hayes Conference Centre, Swanwick, Derbyshire, DE55 1AU 
From evening meal on Thursday 27th March up to and including lunch on Saturday 29th March 2014. 
Conference includes four talks on Christmas and Easter; group discussion session, Q&A and worship. 

If you live locally and can’t get to the full conference, it will be possible to join us for the Saturday morning, to include 
worship (subject: Justice and Love) and with the option to include lunch.  

Booking forms are available on the FTB website: www.freetobelieve.org.uk or from: Mrs L Harrison, Conference Organiser,  
52 Salisbury Avenue, Colchester, CO3 3DN. Contact her for further information. 
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The closing date for contributions for the March issue will be 
Friday 7th March (two days after Ash Wednesday), and 
we’ll aim to have it with you by the end of the month. 
Themes: well Lent itself, and penitence (one of Richard 
Holloway’s reasons for still going to church is so as to 
confess his sins). But there should by then also be Spring, and 
flowers, and birds nesting, and all those signs of life and hope 
- and so resurrection might be something else to ponder.  
And pictures, pictures, please. And joyful ones, not 
people sitting looking serious on chairs! 
And my apologies, finally, if this issue arrives just a little later 
than was originally planned. Happy Christmas!   Hugh Dawes 
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