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In this bleak midwinter 
 

In this bleak midwinter 

Gi�s abound 

Given in the same spirit, a spirit of love. 

When words of wisdom I cannot bring to u�erance, 

   Thank you for the silent embrace I can offer. 
 

When the answer lies beyond my grasp,  

 when knowledge yields to mystery, 

   Thank you for your truth that propels me forward. 
 

When healing powers evade, 

   Thank you for the faith that even the horizon of death 

    cannot separate me from your love. 
 

When the dream of a miracle  

 distracts me from the work before me, 

   Thank you for your gi� of discernment  

    that brings me back  to where I am. 
 

When wagging tongues divide, destroy, deter, 

 Thank you for the courage to apologize, to re-build, to trust. 
 

In this season of giving, this season of love, 

   Thank you for the manifesta#on of your Spirit  

    in gi�s bestowed, 

   In the ac#va#on of the sen#ment 

   To serve you by loving others, 

    to love you by serving all. 

Ana Gobledale 

Inspired by 1 Corinthians 12:1-11  
grumpylumixuser h�ps://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/de/Butser_Hill._In_The_Bleak_Midwinter._-_panoramio.jpg 

[CC BY 3.0 (h�p://crea&vecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0)], via Wikimedia Commons 
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This year our December issue only has a sprinkling of 

Christmas. A couple of poems take that theme, and our 

cover links due to the date the photo was taken: 24th 

Dec 1968. This iconic image, o7en cited as the beginning 

of the environmental movement, surprised the crew of 

Apollo 8 as they orbited the moon. On that Christmas 

Eve humanity’s perspec&ve changed and we stepped 

forward in understanding of our place in the universe. 

In this edi&on we are trialling a Le�ers page, so please 

consider submi<ng your own or replying to one.  

We will also consider Tick-box belief, a cycle journey 

through the occupied territories, a new film series 

exploring the OT produced by one of our members, 

Green Spirituality, and reports on the members’ 

residen&al, Sea of Faith conference, Val Webb’s tour, 

and a talk on Reforma&on Day. Adrian will challenge us 

to be missional, along with our book reviews and reports  

from our groups. There is also the challenge to support 

Church Ac&on on Poverty, and the opportunity to 

sponsor an olive tree! 

Welcome to the 23
rd

 edi&on of Progressive Voices. 

Enjoy! 

There is an open invita&on for submissions.  

Your reflec&ons, ques&ons, events, poems, 

images, reviews, le�ers, comments, news, 

prayers and other contribu&ons are all welcome. 
 

Publica&on is at the discre&on of the editor: 

dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk 
 

Copy Deadlines: 

March: Friday 9th Feb 2018 
 

June: Friday 11th May 2018 

Sept: Friday 10th August 2018 

Dec: Friday 9th Nov 2018 
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2 Poem: In this bleak midwinter 
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 Woman, Walking with Biblical Women of 

 Courage, Days of Awe and Wonder, 

 Spirituality in Photography, Journey to the 

 centre of the Soul  The Making of 
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Progressive Voices is the magazine of the 

Progressive Chris&anity Network Britain 

[Registered Charity No. 1102164]. It is published 

quarterly in March, June, September and December.  
 

PCN Britain is itself part of a wider interna&onal 

network of progressive Chris&an organisa&ons.  
 

You can contact us at 01594 516528, 

info@pcnbritain.org.uk, or PCN Britain, 26 High 

Street, Newnham, Gloucestershire, GL14 1BB. 
 

Further informa&on, including details of publica&ons 

and conferences, is available at 

www.pcnbritain.org.uk 

Call for Contribu#ons 
Issue 24 of Progressive Voices will seek to explore 

how we can engage, support and encourage younger 

folk through Progressive Chris&anity. 
 

By younger we mean everyone from the parents of 

young children to babes in arms. So thoughts about 

creches, Junior Church / Sunday School, youth groups, 

all-age services and ac&vi&es, and how we can reach 

out to the next genera&ons. 
 

You are warmly encouraged to share your experience, 

insights and understanding. 
 

Copy Deadline: Friday 9th Feb 2018 
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To friends across PCN Britain. 

As I write this le�er I am also preparing for a 

forthcoming mee&ng of the trustees. As usual 

it’s a full agenda and also reminds me of how 

thankful I am for an organiza&on with 700 

members, groups across the UK and a growing 

na&onal profile. Peter Stribblehill, our 

treasurer, is an enthusias&c member of many 

years standing and is bringing his experience 

and flair to that role. Our finances are healthy 

and we take seriously our task to ensure that 

money is spent both wisely and crea&vely to 

further the cause of progressive Chris&anity. 

The trustees will be looking back on a well-

received members’ residen&al weekend and 

an invigora&ng &me in Leeds with Gre�a 

Vosper and her husband Sco�. We shall be 

thinking of events in 2018, including a short 

tour of groups by Dave Tomlinson, an AGM 

when we shall be singing some radical, 

progressive hymns and songs(!) and hopefully 

a major conference led by Barbara Brown 

Taylor, a well known and accomplished writer 

and theologian, who gave the eulogy at the 

memorial service for Marcus Borg in Portland 

Cathedral. We are aiming for that to be in the 

autumn and should announce a date soon. 

One item on our agenda is our con&nuing 

prepara&on to produce a kind of PCN ‘Living 

the Ques&ons’, the American DVD course used 

by many of our groups. But who are we aiming 

at in producing such a challenging set of short 

films? Is PCN to be rather more ‘missional’ in 

our promo&on of progressive Chris&anity and 

aim to take our eight points into the highways 

and by ways, as it were? Will any new short 

films on progressive Chris&anity reach the 

parts not normally reached? 

For the last six years of my paid employment 

in the C of E, I held a &tle of ‘Director of 

Mission Resourcing’. It sounded rather grand 

but the work was basically trying to equip a 

range of diocesan staff with the tools to go 

into parishes and help people to think about 

issues, such as: the care of the environment, 

the inclusion of disabled people, how we 

tackle injus&ce and prejudice. There were 

officers concerned with racial jus&ce, and with 

‘fresh expressions’ of how we ‘do church’. 

Above all we wanted parishes to be able to 

help people deal with real issues in the world. 

For many people, however, the word ‘mission’ 

conjures up a rather different world of tub-

thumping, Bible-bashing preachers whose 

approach to faith can so easily diminish 

people and turn them off religion altogether. 

So I am beginning to ask myself is PCN in the 

business of ‘mission’ and if so, what might that 

mean? How might we seek to meet the needs 

of people who are turned off so much of 

tradi&onal Chris&anity and its worship?  

We now have new a�rac&ve leaflets about 

PCN; we have this new learning course in 

mind; we organise conferences, we hope we 

have a significant web presence and on social 

media. But is this enough? Or should we try to 

strengthen our approaches to churches and 

their ministers? Can we offer resources to 

those who are leaders in the churches who 

might be weary of the rather dull and 

conserva&ve learning courses so o7en 

available? And in doing so, I hope PCN will not 

be seen as the ‘enemy within’ but rather as a 

cri&cal friend, working alongside all manner of 

folk in and outside the churches to bring the 

republic of heaven to earth. 

I recently met one of our members who told 

me that she went on lots of train journeys and 

always kept some PCN leaflets in her bag and 

if she got into conversa&on with a friendly 

stranger about religion, out popped the 

leaflets! A true missioner indeed!  

The trustees are about to embark on thinking 

through a three-year strategy to take us well 

into 2020 and we shall be asking members for 

their ideas on how you see the priori&es of 

PCN. Might we dare to think of our strategy in 

missional terms? And if so what resources and 

tools are at our disposal? Who are our 

partners in this progressive mission? And what 

kind of opposi&on might we face? 

All the trustees would, I am sure, love to hear 

your views on these ma�ers, so please don’t 

hesitate to email any of us! 

With all good wishes for this Christmas season 

and may 2018 be a very good new year for the 

work of PCN! 

Chair’s Letter 

Adrian Alker serves as the 

Chair of PCN Britain 

adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk 
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What is your favourite doctrine? 

So asked the Rector at the beginning of 

a recent mee&ng of our Parochial 

Church Council. A7er brief hesita&on 

some members chipped in with their 

'favourites'. But the moment passed 

before I could add my contribu&on. 

What I wanted to say was, ' I don't do 

doctrine. I am here to live a life not to 

assent to a list of proposi&ons'. 

We need to make a more imagina&ve 

a�empt to get closer to a meaning that 

we can convey to the scep&cal world 

around us which rejects outright the 

opacity of our ecclesias&cal language. 

Roger Payne 
 

Christmas is a #me when every person 

you meet, card that you receive or 

advert that you see, exhorts you to be 

happy and merry. However, I find 

Christmas to be a difficult &me of year.  

During Advent my local parish holds a 

service that they call ‘Looking for the 

Light’. It is a simple, contempla&ve 

service for those who, for whatever 

reason, find it difficult to celebrate or 

give thanks. An acknowledgement that 

Christmas doesn’t make your problems 

vanish and that you are not alone in 

experiencing this. 

To those of you who celebrate, I wish 

you a very merry Christmas; to those of 

you who don’t or are unable to, I extend 

to you wishes of peace. 

Sarah Guilfoyle 
 

For years my wife and I have used daily 

Bible reading notes, but more and more 

they are infuria&ng us by veering on the 

fundamental, literalist readings of the 

passages. (Even at BRF)  Can anyone 

suggest any that are more suitable?  

Roy Dodman 
 

It's 500 years since "the Reforma&on". 

Half a millennium later which part of 

Church doctrine, prac&ce or Theological 

interpreta&on would you like to see 

have a major reform today?  

Karin McDonald 
 

If we didn't have religion and beliefs, 

what would our rela&onship to that 

which we call 'God' be? So, if our 

rela&onship to 'God' is dependent on 

our religion and beliefs, is that a 

rela&onship with 'God' or a rela&onship 

with our ra&onal minds and emo&ons? 

Can we have an experience of 'God' 

without the need of religion or beliefs? 

Brian Holley 

I am deconstruc&ng my evangelical 

Chris&anity a7er 35 years. Can any 

others in similar situa&ons share how 

their experience of prayer has changed, 

and what it has become? 

Carol Mitchell 

Your letters …. 

Want to reply? Have your own 

burning ques#on? A comment 

on a recent event? Want to 

check whether a thought is 

unique to you? 
  

If so, please get in touch 

dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Free to Believe 
Na#onal Conference 

 

8th to 10th November 2018 
 

Diana Butler Bass 
 

The Hayes, Hayes Ln, Swanwick, 

Alfreton DE55 1AU 
 

www.freetobelieve.org.uk 
 

Bible Studies led by Trevor Dennis. 
 

More details will follow when they 

are available. 

I saw ...  

I saw three ships … 
 

And who is in these boats 

on Christmas Day in the morning? 
 

ln the first a woman sails past veiled 

beaches - new runs for stalking wolves. 

Pitched by anguish from fields warm 

with grain, she lists to a sawing &de. 

Dried out through many suns, 

she waits the wink of darkness 

and an enigma&c shore. 
 

ln the second a man dri7s 

packed with other unsung lives. 

Finding no remedy for barbarism 

among his snow mountains, he 

awaits a loss with no homecoming. 

His vacancy houses nothing 

but an exile without hope. 
 

ln the third two children sit 

and laugh away a winter’s air. 

Each apricot fresh and moulded to 

make a po�er smile. Vicious 

men, familiar with the canon 

of inhumanity, think to wash 

them through the waves tonight. 
 

What lies in Bethlehem 

this Christmas Day in the morning? 
 

Derek Webster 

We'd like to share with you a typical day 

in the life of the Charter. We begin by 

processing 150 - 300 pieces of e-mail. It 

is distributed to our lead volunteers in 

each of our sectors. Mimi Hicklin, our 

administra&ve assistant responds to 

new city and partner registra&ons and 

sets up a number of conference calls to 

have new city applicants meet with 

Marilyn Turkovich. Mimi, also maintains 

the events calendar on accessed 

through our homepage, and posts blogs 

and ar&cles on our website. 

On Mondays we have our lead 

volunteer mee&ng to find out what is 

happening with our work. We usually 

sponsor at least up to four webinar and 

conference calls each week. We are 

ge<ng approximately 10 new city 

campaigns beginning each month and 

between 20-30 new partners to support 

our city ini&a&ves. There really is never 

a dull moment with the Charter. 

Want to volunteer with us? We need 

help in so many ways: transla&ng 

(especially in French and German), folks 

to help with our new Marketplace, and 

we need leads in business, arts, 

environment and educa&on. 

Are you a member of the Charter? 

Please consider making a dona&on to 

the Charter. 

charterforcompassion.org 
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Tick-box Belief 

There is an old saying about knowledge that goes: she 

who knows and knows that she knows is wise - seek her; 

she who knows and knows not that she knows is asleep - 

wake her; she who knows not and knows not that she 

knows not is a fool - shun her; and she who knows not 

and knows that she knows not is alert - teach her. 

I’m sure that we all recognize situa&ons and people 

where this applies. Above all to ourselves, above all as 

we get older and realise that, for all our self-styled 

wisdom and experience, we really are rather simple 

creatures. An old friend once told me that when she was 

twenty-five she knew it all: now at seventy-five she 

knows virtually nothing. A well-known comment about 

intellectuals is that, as they do research or become 

‘experts’, they move from knowing something about 

everything to everything about something. Perhaps 

that’s why there is such a distrust for professional 

knowledge these days. 

We also live in a world of slogans and pre-digested 

knowledge. Poli&cs, for example, is simplified to a &ck-

box of ‘yes/no’ or ‘simple-grid’ responses: do you want 

Trident? More money for nurses? Independence for the 

regions? Punish the fat cats? Divert funds from overseas 

aid to poverty in the inner city? Abolish diesel cars?  

News gets dis&lled (the good word for it) or simplified 

(probably what really happens, even ‘faked’) - the 

church hates gays, students plagiarize their essays, older 

people live in houses too big for them, America is great 

again (or not, or never has been), women are hopeless 

with maps (satnav has rescued us all), bed-blocking is 

bringing the NHS to its knees, climate change is a 

conspiracy. 

Faith and belief are part of the world and this happens 

to them too. I went shopping the other day, with a list 

(because I’ve reached that age) which I &cked off as the 

items went into the trolley. At the supermarket entrance 

there were some good, happy people, asking if I’d found 

Jesus. Not even in the subtly comprehensive 

classifica&on of a Tesco store is there a sec&on on 

Chris&anity, not even branded merchandising. My 

answer was that I’d not been looking for him there but 

had taken him in with me in my heart. I was given a li�le 

booklet with ten key proofs about God, and another 

with ten more key proofs why Chris&anity was superior 

to Islam. 

All this led me to wonder about what the knowledge 

writers call ‘recipe knowledge’. It can be really helpful: 

a7er all, you need recipes to cook food - how long to 

heat the meat, how much flour in the pastry, when to 

beat the eggs, when to put the onions in. Measure it all 

out, focus on only what ma�ers, make sure all the main 

ingredients are in there. The idea of recipe knowledge - 

and even &ck-box knowledge - can and should be taken 

further: into catechism and doctrine.  

What is central, and essen&al, and must-be-there, if you 

are realis&cally to call yourself a believer? Call it a kind of 

stock-check, if you like, to see how up-to-date and 

current are your assets or ideas or beliefs. This may 

seem to trivialize any long-standing state of belief but, 

from &me to &me, such house-clearances are really 

necessary. What to keep, what to go? What we want, 

what we think we need, what we need. Faith can be like 

things in that, if you had to put only the essen&al things 

into a small suitcase and walk off into the sunset, what 

would you take? Put another way, what do you really 

believe - and believe you need to believe in order to call 

yourself a believer (Chris&an, Muslim, Buddhist, other, 

humanist, whatever)? 

For all the scep&cism, then, that we might feel towards 

the &ck-box culture, the ‘deal-breaker’ thinking that 

television property programmes purvey, and the slogans 

and images of modern marke&ng, it really is of some 

value if it encourages us to audit our beliefs from &me to 

&me. A lot of lumber hangs about from childhood 

understandings - that’s why Marcus Borg in Speaking 

Chris&an (SPCK, 2011) argues for a grown-up re-

evalua&on of our beliefs, exposing religious infan&lism.  

So, what might we ask ourselves about core beliefs - 

those beliefs which we hold and treasure so much that 

(although we try not to be dogma&c) we hold to 

regardless, through thick or thin. A belief in God, for 

instance, and what kind of God: divine being, part of the 

Trinity, a spiritual power, a cosmic en&ty, the indifferent 

force of process theology, nothing at all. Or a belief in a 

transcendental layer of being, or a faith based on works, 

or one centred around grace and redemp&on.  

Or a view that Jesus was a historical figure but the 

evidence for the Resurrec&on is merely subjec&ve - 

where historical evidence, if you like, turns into 

tes&monial belief. Or the extent to which the Bible is 

really God’s word - or a canon of material arbitrarily 

organized by human beings with many inconsistencies 

and contradic&ons. Or that the whole thing is a set of 

metaphors and anthropological myths. Or that 

Derek Bruff 
h�ps://www.flickr.com/photos/derekbruff/5583561290   A�ribu&on-NonCommercial 2.0 Generic (CC BY-NC 2.0) 
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Chris&anity has done good or harm in the world, or 

exists to make good people rich, or should contest other 

religions more aggressively, or shouldn’t run faith 

schools. 

Tick-box thinking, like surveys and ques&onnaires, 

though o7en irrita&ng, do force you to think through 

your posi&on: where on a scale from 1 to 5 would you 

rate ‘sa&sfactory’, are you X or Y (don’t prevaricate 

about crude binaries!), do you think this or that or not?  

What do you believe and why? Is there a point - a kind 

of threshold - at which you would say ‘no! I simply don’t 

go along with that!’?  

Devil’s advocates are useful in this situa&on. The world 

of secular publishing comes up now and again with 

useful guides and one is Guy Harrison’s 50 Reasons 

People Give for Believing in a God (Prometheus Books, 

2008). Some of the statements or conten&ons raised by 

the book are well-worth integra&ng into your spiritual 

audit. Here are a few of them - moving from general to 

argumenta&ve:  

‘Faith is a good thing’. ‘Believing in my god makes me 

happy’.  ‘Religion brings people together’. ’Believing in a 

god doesn’t hurt anybody’. ‘My religion makes more 

sense than all the others’. ’Millions of people can’t be 

wrong about my religion’. ‘My religion is so old it must 

be true’. ‘I need my god to protect me’. ‘I want eternal 

life’. ‘My god answers prayers’. ‘Divine jus&ce proves my 

god is real’. ‘The end is near’. ‘The Earth is perfectly 

formed to support life’. ‘Evolu&on is bad’. 

‘Be�er safe than sorry’. ‘Atheism is a nega&ve and 

empty philosophy’. ‘I would rather worship my god than 

the devil’. ‘Anything is be�er than being an atheist’.  

Useful and searching issues, aren’t they? Yes, they are 

about ‘god’ or ‘God’ in a general way, yet they can (and 

should) be applied to Chris&anity. Within such a frame 

there are more specific doctrinal ques&ons - such as 

those about the Resurrec&on, the Cross, and sin - that 

qualify equally for scru&ny since this is what happens in 

the real world where we are asked to witness, and 

where many replace providence with fate and 

probability.  

But we are also asked to look within ourselves at what 

we know, know we know, think we know, and the 

grounds of belief, the evidence and tes&mony and 

experience we find convincing. The old saying about 

knowing is useful for checking out what people tell us 

and ask us to believe; it’s also useful for a prayerful 

spiritual health-check for ourselves. Seeking, waking, 

shunning, teaching: quite a challenge! 

 

Stuart Hannabuss is a member of 

the Aberdeen PCN group, honorary 

chaplain at Aberdeen University, and an 

ac&ve musician. 

Members’ Residen#al Weekend 
A weekend 

together – 

that’s what a 

Members’ 

Residen&al is, 

and that’s 

how those of 

us at the 

lovely Foxhill 

Retreat 

Centre from 13-15th October experienced it. Being with 

each other was overwhelmingly felt to be the most 

valuable aspect. We had &me to listen and explore in 

conversa&on, to experience affirma&on and support, to 

be invigorated by each other, to be aware of deep 

spirituality and honesty – summed up in the rich word 

‘basking’. Without a framework and shape, of course, we 

wouldn’t have explored things with the same focus, and 

we are deeply thankful to Pat Fuller and Sandra Griffiths 

who structured the weekend around the theme ‘Cairns 

on the Journey’. This enabled us to cover a great deal of 

ground!  

A7er supper and formal introduc&ons on Friday we were 

invited to consider, quietly, our own life journey and try, 

somehow, to put down on paper experiences of 

par&cular significance. On Sunday morning’s final session 

we returned to these, iden&fying, if we could, one for 

which we would have liked some kind of ritual to mark 

its importance. Then we wrote, (or a�empted), liturgies.  

In between these sessions, we heard about rituals for 

birth and death – most sa&sfactory with performa&ve 

language and symbolic ac&on. We looked at alterna&ve 

bap&sm or naming ceremonies, enjoying words which 

bring alive the posi&ve quali&es of water and ac&ons 

that connect the baby with the four elements. Then 

Sandra shared with us some moments of her ‘Dash’. This 

is the small line between the birth and death dates of a 

person into which the whole of the lived life is 

compressed! Similarly reflec&ng on our journeys brought 

us up against situa&ons of significance that had passed 

unmarked, but which we realised needed celebra&on or 

honest acknowledgement.  

I hope that some of the work we did, and the liturgies 

we were able to see will be available through the PCN 

website. The best shared resource, though, was 

ourselves. My thanks to all who were there. 

Report 

Janet Tanner is one of the founder 

members of the Mid-Wilts group.  
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Being Human - Sea of Faith 

As I write this report the USA and North Korea are 

threatening each other with nuclear weapons. That, in 

itself, makes me ques&on what it means to be human 

and I quiver when I contemplate that threat which could 

wipe out huge numbers of human beings. Also, there is 

much in the news about human trafficking and slavery, 

which is close to home with some of those convicted 

coming from Newcastle. Then there is the way people 

are treated in ins&tu&ons, the way we close our borders 

to human beings who come from horrendous condi&ons 

of war and religious hatred. I could go on. Being human 

has so many facets, both good and downright evil. I 

guess the two-day Sea of Faith Conference could only 

scratch the surface. 

I a�ended the conference at Leicester University on 

behalf of PCN Britain. At first, I was quite daunted by the 

&tle, ‘Being Human’, with all that subject could entail! In 

prepara&on I dug out a book I had about cyborgs, 

‘Representa&ons of the post/human’ by Elaine Graham, 

2002 Manchester University Press. I had wondered if the 

conference would cover such themes but actually the 

three speakers did not get into those realms.  

Richy Thompson is Director or Public Affairs and Policy 

for Humanists UK and the &tle of his talk was 

‘Campaigning for Being Human’. He introduced some 

interes&ng sta&s&cs. 50% of the UK popula&on would 

say they have no religion. The Church of England 

a�endances have dropped from 40% of the popula&on 

in 1983 to 15% in 2015. Richy reported that the C of E 

relies on its schools with more children in their schools 

than weekly church a�endance. He described the social 

revolu&on of 1967, including The Sexual Offences Act, 

the Abor&on Act and the legalizing of the contracep&ve 

pill. It was also the year that The Open University 

started. Then in 1998 we had the Good Friday 

Agreement, The Human Rights Act, and the age of 

consent was reduced from 18 to 16. Then he asked us to 

think about the ethical issues of today. He listed assisted 

dying, abor&on, rela&onships and sex educa&on, 

marriage laws, segrega&on in schools and transgender 

issues. I guess we are on the cusp of another revolu&on 

in issues to do with being human. I hope we survive to 

build a humanity which deals with these ethical issues. 

Professor Abby Day was the second main speaker. Abby 

is Reader of Race, Faith and Culture in the Department 

of Sociology at Goldsmiths, University of London. The 

&tle of her talk was, ‘Believing in Being Human’. She 

introduced the thought that believing is a primal human 

need. The narra&ves in her research have revealed that 

people ‘believe in belonging’. Abby suggested that 

religion is a sub-set of belief and belief is genera&onal, 

lived and formed and performed in contexts. 

The third, and to my mind, the speaker who brought me 

the most new ideas, was Dilwar Hussain, founding Chair 

of New Horizons in 

Bri&sh Islam. The 

&tle of his talk was 

‘Beyond Iden&ty 

Poli&cs’. He 

posited the idea 

that understanding 

the Divine will is a 

human 

construc&on. Yet 

there is a re-

emergence of 

literalism and a 

dri7 to the radical extreme. He explained about the split 

between Sunni and Shia, but also Quaresh who wanted 

the Koran to be judge with no interpreta&on. God is 

sovereign, and therein lies literalism. Dilwar spoke about 

how we could build an inclusive community by ea&ng at 

each other’s tables, and learning about the people who 

had an influence on the life and thoughts of 

Mohammed, especially the women in his life. He felt 

that Moslems have been le7 behind in areas of gender 

equality, sexual equality and freedom of religion and 

there was a need to extract broad ethical principles from 

the Koran. He pointed to feminist scholars, cri&cal of 

patriarchy, who were looking at the Koran as a whole to 

interrogate the text. He finished with these words, ‘We 

do not bow down to anything other than the Crea&ve 

Spirit’. I think many PCN members could go along with 

that. How I wish what he said could lead us all to being 

human with harmony and respect. 

There could have been so many other subjects debated 

and discussed regarding the theme of the conference 

but the speakers gave us plenty to think about, and the 

forum sessions and base groups provided space to 

discuss among ourselves a variety of topics. The 

meaning of ‘Being Human’ can last us for a life&me and 

probably should. 

Several of the immediate outcomes of a�ending the 

conference were the good conversa&ons I had about 

PCN, the number of leaflets and ‘Progressive Voices’ 

which were taken from our table, and the contacts with 

Peter Armstrong, former Director of BBC Religious 

Broadcas&ng, and Dilwar who gave such an inspiring 

presenta&on. I hope it is possible to build firmer links 

between PCN and Sea of Faith. We have much in 

common in our concern for honest and open debate. 

Pat Fuller is a PCN trustee, the 

convenor of the Newcastle group, and 

part of the PCN Liturgy Group. 
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Val Webb - tour reflection 

My third speaking tour of UK PCN groups in April-

May this year proved as enjoyable and inspiring 

as previous tours. Maurice and I met so many 

new people and reconnected with many from 

previous tours. Once again, the wonderful Robin 

Story from Sheffield organised my presenta&ons, 

travel and accommoda&on, beginning with the 

Centre for Radical Chris&anity’s Spring 

Conference at St. Mark’s, Sheffield, and moving 

on to Berwick upon Tweed, Milngavie, Oadby/

Market Harborough, Epsom Downs, Newbury, 

Bristol (the second Marcus Borg Memorial 

Lecture with Robin Meyers), Truro, Abingdon and 

Efail Isaf, Wales, speaking in Church of England, 

Church of Scotland and Methodist churches and a Welsh 

community Tabernacle. 

I am forever impressed with PCN Britain’s co-ordina&on 

of its groups through its website, magazine, Facebook 

page and other communica&ons, allowing groups, large 

or small, to feel connected with others on similar 

journeys, which is important in today’s religious climate 

where challenging the tradi&ons can be isola&ng.  

The progressive momentum around the world has 

become a great catalyst for change. Australian Rev. Dr. 

John Bodycomb describes it as “a stream of thinking that 

is slowly but inexorably spreading over the religious 

landscape like a river spreading on a flood plain”. People 

calling themselves “progressives” come from many 

contexts - progressive Catholics, progressive 

evangelicals, progressive Seventh Day Adven&sts, to 

name a few. When I typed “Progressive Chris&anity” into 

Google, 293,000 results appeared. Such people are 

claiming the original meaning of “progressive” as 

movement or moving forward, rather than an 

homogenous type of Chris&anity dis&nct from other 

types like conserva&ve, evangelical or mainline. The 

progressive momentum from the beginning never 

wanted to be a new type of Chris&anity or new 

orthodoxy, but rather about people progressing, not 

complacent about their faith nor assuming they have 

arrived. By reclaiming this emphasis rather than a set of 

ideas separa&ng us from others, we can embrace the 

variety of people progressing and celebrate what we 

have in common, rather than our disagreements. The 8-

point affirma&on of PCN Britain includes this variety, 

even if they do not all start from the same point, move 

in the same direc&on or believe the same doctrinal 

package. 

Rich memories of our PCN Britain tour include lively 

discussions about God images and the Trinity a7er my 

lecture on “speaking about God in the twenty-first 

century”; one to one chats with different clergy about 

being progressive in situa&ons of opposi&on from both 

parishioners and surrounding clergy; sharing progressive 

resources, including some from Australia; reconnec&ng 

with people from previous tours; hospitality and 

opportunity for discussions with host families; the 

enthusiasm of smaller groups at having a visi&ng lecturer 

come, o7en for the first &me; and being part of the 

Marcus Borg memorial event in Bristol. A gathering of a 

Welsh-speaking “virtual” progressive community in Efail 

Isaf, Wales was a special highlight. Having commented 

on my love of Welsh singing, the day ended with an 

impromptu performance for us. 

Progressives around the world struggle with similar 

issues – how to speak of God; following the way of Jesus; 

being catalysts in their churches and denomina&ons; 

reaching the next genera&on; talking with grandchildren; 

and finding resources for the journey. Mee&ng so many 

people who believe the struggle is worthwhile brings a 

hope I will share with Australian progressives, as well as 

new ideas and material, just as I have shared Australian 

hopes and publica&ons with UK friends. Thank you for 

the experience! 

Val Webb is an Australian theologian 

and author of 11 books, the most recent 

being ‘Tes&ng Tradi&on and Libera&ng 

Theology: finding your own voice.’ 

www.valwebb.com.au 
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Cycle 48 

In 2015, three women cycled from the UK to Pales#ne. 

There they developed a project to explore the hidden 

homes of Pales#ne by bicycle; villages which have 

disappeared from the map but not from people’s 

memories. In 1948, as the state of Israel was created, 

hundreds of Pales#nian villages were eradicated and 

more than 700,000 people were forced to flee. Over #me 

these villages were erased from maps and hidden from 

view. The Jewish Na#onal Fund (JNF), par#cularly ac#ve 

in this process, developed a recrea#onal cycle trail which 

runs through the loca#ons of some of these villages. 

Cycle 48 followed this route and shares some stories.  

The journey took us from Bethlehem in the West Bank of 

Pales&ne to Jaffa, on the east coast of what is now Israel. 

The project arose as we wanted to do something which 

would help us understand the history behind what’s 

going on now and put this into context. Understanding 

the reali&es of refugee camps, and people living in exile, 

doesn’t fully make sense when you don’t know about 

where they have come from – it felt like there was a key 

piece of the picture missing, and we wanted to educate 

ourselves and share that learning with others.  

Next year it will be 70 years since the crea&on of Israel – 

what is known as the ‘nakba’ or ‘catastrophe’ for 

Pales&nians - when around 60% of their popula&on 

became refugees. As well as a be�er understanding, we 

wanted this project to explore and highlight the Right of 

Return. A UN resolu&on from December 1948, six 

months a7er Israel was founded that May, states 

Pales&nian refugees’ right to the land from which they 

were removed.  Prime Minister, Benjamin Netanyahu 

has made clear that any acceptance of this right is not 

on the cards. You may have heard the quote from Golda 

Meir; “The old will die, the young will forget”.  

Many of the Nakba genera&on have of course now 

passed away, but the old and the young of today have 

certainly not forgo�en. Through our Cycle ’48 project, 

we were bringing together this desire to learn the stories 

of the places that Pales&nians had been removed from, 

and the desire to reveal the ac&vity of the Jewish 

Na&onal Fund (a charity in the UK and many other 

countries). We brought these together by following the 

JNF cycle trail which links Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. The 

cycle trail itself is part of their strategy of presen&ng 

themselves as an environmental charity while erasing 

evidence of Pales&nian presence. It runs through the 

land of dozens of old Pales&nian villages. 

The official trail starts in Jerusalem but we set off from 

Aida refugee camp in Bethlehem. As soon as you enter 

the camp it is clear that anyone living there is not about 

to forget the Nakba, or where they have come from. It 

was friends of ours from Aida camp who lent us three 

bikes for the trip. So we set off with a real consciousness 

that these bikes could only pass through the checkpoint 

- less than a kilometre away - because it was us that 

were taking them through. We were hugely aware of our 

own freedom and privilege to pass into what is now 

Israel, and set foot in the places that the people here 

had come from but cannot visit.  

It’s easy to forget when you’re in Bethlehem how close 

Jerusalem is. Pales&nians in the West Bank are not able 

to visit it without a special permit. When you take the 

bus it takes about 40 minutes; weaving through 

checkpoints and circumnaviga&ng the wall. I was taken 

aback when, on our bikes, we covered the distance 

between the two in less than 15 minutes; making the 

inaccessibility of the city feel even more outrageous.  

From Jerusalem we could join the JNF bike trail. We 

visited seven villages along the way and recorded their 

stories in a live blog (www.cycle48.wordpress.com).  

The second village we visited was Al-Walaja. Cycling 

along the trail, we almost missed the crumbling 

buildings by the side of the road. We clambered over the 

barrier and explored the three main structures which are 

le7. When the village was a�acked and occupied in 

October 1948 it had about 1,900 residents who were all 

forced to leave. There was a storm closing in – which 

we’d been warned of by everyone we talked to before 

we le7 – so we got back on our bikes… not easy riding, 

but we made it to our des&na&on for that evening. 

We were headed for a kibbutz where we had arranged 

to meet Michael, an Israeli who has lived in this kibbutz 

all his life, but only recently started asking ques&ons 

about his home and the history of the land around it.  

He tells us the stories of the villages of Dayr Aban and 

Sa’ra. Dayr Aban had 2,400 Pales&nian residents in 1948. 

Armed Jewish forces entered the village in the January. 

In October that year they completely occupied and 

cleared it of all Pales&nian residents. Four Israeli 

se�lements are now built on parts of the land of Dayr 

Aban, and much of the rest is planted with pine trees. 

Michael took us to a part of the village where the 

remaining houses are the most intact. Walls and 
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archways which once housed the residents of Dayr Aban 

are now centre-pieces for an Israeli wedding venue, 

which is adver&sed as having an “oriental backdrop”. 

The bride and groom are even invited to spend their first 

night together in one of the houses.  

We spoke to the manager of the venue to see what he 

knew of the history of the place. He didn’t know its 

name but informed us that the ‘Arabs’ le7 (implying of 

their own accord), and that nobody died. These mass 

expulsions were, however, o7en accompanied by 

massacres, rape and imprisonment. An older former 

resident was able to tell us of the violence which 

accompanied the evic&on. This is the same place where 

Israelis are now invited to have an “unforge�able 

experience, guarded in everlas&ng memories.” 

The conversa&on with the manager was enlightening – it 

is very easy to believe what is comfortable to believe, 

and this is what rewri&ng of history depends on. 

There are many Israelis, of course, who are ques&oning 

and challenging this narra&ve, and for them I have a 

huge amount of respect; aware that it must shake the 

very founda&ons of their iden&ty and everything they’ve 

ever been told about their heritage. Michael is one of 

these. It wasn’t un&l he was 40 that the tale of his home 

began to unravel. He grew up gazing up at the hill from 

Kibbutz Tzora to the clearing on the mountain where the 

village of Sar’a once stood, though he never knew of its 

existence then. From his childhood, he remembered one 

grand stone building which he knew had once been the 

centrepiece of the kibbutz. They called it “Bet el 

Sheikh” (The house of the Sheikh) but he knew nothing 

of its history before his kibbutz was established in 1948. 

That building had been the house of the Mukhtar (village 

elder) of the village of Sar’a. 

Just a few years ago, Michel read somewhere that the 

hilltop had once had a popula&on of 400. He told us this 

laughing at his own naivety. When he read that, his 

immediate thought was how could there have been 400 

people in one house?! So he looked in to it, and 

discovered that the village had, of course, spanned the 

whole hilltop, and had many different houses.  

The village of Sar’a was a�acked and captured in July 

1948. Later that year, a group of young Israelis were 

given the land as the result of an ul&matum given to 

them by the Israeli military. Their choice was to remain 

in the army, or build a Jewish community on this land 

and stay there for at least two years. They also 

commi�ed, as part of the deal, that none of the expelled 

villagers return to the land. So these young people, only 

about 20 years old, started to build a new community on 

this hilltop. The house of the Mukhtar lay a small 

distance away from where the emp&ed village was, and 

this is where the kibbutz first established itself, using the 

big building as their main communal area.  

The kibbutz moved down the hill only 16 months later to 

where it lies now. Michael was always told it was to be 

closer to the fields – now he wonders if there was more 

to it. He asked some of the now elderly residents of his 

kibbutz who had been part of that first group. They told 

him that they had been frightened of the empty village 

houses which lay as an eerie backdrop to their new lives. 

All the buildings of Sar’a, including the house of the 

Mukhtar have gone; in their place are more pine trees 

and a recrea&onal park. 

Unlike the other places we’d visited so far, there weren’t 

really any visible remains in Sar’a but Michael was able 

to show us some very subtle reminders of the people 

who were once there. A &ny bit of wall, a well and - the 

most subtle - what had been the village cemetery, 

recognisable only from leaves as the villagers used to 

bury their dead with three bulbs of an iris flower; one at 

the head, one of at the heart and one at the feet. It felt 

eerily poignant that these flowers s&ll bloom every 

spring&me, marking the presence of those who passed 

away before the village was taken.  

 

Ruth can provide further informa&on and may be able to 

present her talk to local PCN groups.  

Contact: ruthcameroncape@gmail.com 

Ruth Cape is UK representa&ve for 

Friends of Tent of Na&ons based in the 

hills above Bethlehem whose mission is 

to build bridges between people: its 

mo�o: ‘We refuse to be enemies’. 
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Joseph, Moses and Egypt 

Former BBC staffer and now freelance broadcast 

designer Stuart Fletcher has extensive experience in 

making documentaries. He is also a member of the 

Cardiff PCN group and has been since its genesis.  

Over the past sixteen years Stuart has been researching 

and filming a series of broadcast quality programmes 

under the &tle “Joseph, Moses and Egypt’s Three 

Kingdoms”. In these films Stuart examines in detail the 

controversy over the Biblical accounts of Israel's arrival 

in, and departure from, Egypt. It was to be a long and 

difficult journey, but the finished set of three films is an 

accomplished work of striking beauty with an intriguing 

story to tell. I found them to be fascina&ng viewing. 

When I met with Stuart recently I enquired as to why he 

wanted to tell this story and how this adventurous 

project had formed?  

Stuart tells a familiar story of a tradi&onal church 

upbringing, followed by a more cri&cal approach to 

Chris&an thinking when he reached university age. 

Conversa&ons with his neighbour, re&red minister and 

PCN member Tom Davies, led Stuart to reading authors 

such as John Shelby Spong, Michael Goulder and Leslie 

Weatherhead, and exploring the rela&onship between 

the teachings of the gospels and the principal scroll of 

Jesus’ day, the Torah (Pentateuch). This nurtured 

Stuart’s desire to find a more realis&c picture of Jesus' 

character and how the Torah or ‘Teachings’ would have 

influenced Jesus’ life.  

But in order to understand this Torah-Gospel 

rela&onship, he had to first acquire an understanding of 

the Torah. It is this inves&ga&on that Stuart documents 

through these beau&fully cra7ed pictures and narra&on. 

He tells an intriguing story of what could be seen as him 

being guided along a certain path towards the film’s 

resolu&on. A bequest from a rela&ve enabled him to 

start the process, but there were a lot of logis&cal 

problems. Tom Davies had been in touch with Michael 

Hodgson of the tour company Maranatha in order to 

seek logis&cal help with the ini&al filming in Israel. 

Having both the wisdom and experience of many years 

walking the ground, Michael helped develop it into a 

much broader scheme that would see filming in Egypt, 

Jordan and Israel. This, in turn, helped Stuart understand 

the ancestral themes of the Torah that Jesus himself 

would have known and understood, and is so frequently 

missing from the average pulpit presenta&on. There 

were many more bridges to cross, of which more later. 

Each of the three films explores a different aspect of the 

story, with helpful animated &melines and maps along 

the way. These proved invaluable as this story stretches 

back over two millennia, from the founding of Solomon’s 

temple in c.967 BCE, back to the forma&on of the 

Egyp&an state c.3000 BCE. 

There are extensive interviews throughout the films with 

a variety of leading experts in Egyptology and Biblical 

history. Former Egyp&an Ministry of An&qui&es 

Egyptologist, Khaled Osman, is our guide to many of the 

sites in Egypt - the major sites are nearly all represented. 

While Dr Troy Segrillo, Senior Lecturer in Egyptology at 

Swansea University, interprets the historical 

circumstances influencing Levan&ne migra&on 

throughout the Middle to Late Bronze Age, and its 

effects upon ancient Egypt.  

From the Levan&ne perspec&ve (modern day Jordan, 

Israel-Pales&ne and Syria), Dutch born archaeologist Dr 

Leen Ritmeyer completes the academic cast, having an 

extensive background in Levan&ne archaeology. He has 

worked extensively on several excava&ons in Israel and 

Jordan and has published a major work on the 

archaeology and architecture of the Temple mount in 

Jerusalem. 

Each of these interviewees brings a unique level of 

exper&se and insight to the story and, as the film’s 

synopsis tells us, they “paint a vibrant picture of the 

social and economic interac&on between Egypt and the 

southern Levant which underlies this ancient story”. 

Episode 1, “Ancient Voices” begins the adventure by 

seeking to explore Egypt's rela&onship with its eastern 

neighbours. It quickly outlines Egypt’s three kingdom 

history (Old, Middle and New), mapping out the Biblical 

characters’ posi&on on the &meline according to a 

‘tradi&onal’ interpreta&on of Genesis. It then visits a 

number of archaeological sites which illustrate the broad 

range of cultural and religious ac&vi&es characteris&c of 

the Egyp&an and Levan&ne regions during the Bronze 

Age. The stories of Abraham, Jacob and Joseph in 
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  Genesis are probably rooted in this period. Joseph's 

coloured robe is compared here to evidence from the 

tomb of Khnumhotep II at Beni Hassan in Egypt. Stuart's 

accompanying website (www.uncutrushes.com) 

presents further evidence including a 3D reconstruc&on 

of the inside of the tomb and a detailed explana&on of 

the hieroglyphic wri&ngs found there. 

Episode 2, “Egypt's Golden Age”, describes the dazzling 

wealth and power of ancient Egypt that so cap&vates 

audiences through films and books. It is a story of 

empire, a period in which Egypt expanded its borders 

and proudly displayed its prosperity with ambi&ous 

building projects. This is the &me in which the story of 

Israel's oppression and enslavement is set. But 

reconciling historical and archaeological evidence with 

the Biblical account has always presented great 

difficul&es. The programme explores the reasons behind 

the expulsions, the departure routes taken and the 

possible loca&on for the crossing of the “Yam Suph” or 

the “Sea of Reeds”. 

Episode 3, “The Great Migra&on” is the final film. This 

film explores the routes of the Exodus, traveling through 

the Sinai and Jordan, bringing the historical narra&ve 

back to its staring point, the building of Solomon’s 

temple, and discusses the probability of mul&ple 

exoduses. Most Egyptologists would state that the 

Exodus never happened, that it is a non-historical event. 

But Stuart presents a great deal of evidence to 

demonstrate that the Torah’s wri&ng follows an Egyp&an 

form, from which a factual account can be extracted.  

Stuart recalls; “On one occasion, while a�emp&ng to get 

my camera equipment into Egypt, I hit a legal problem 

involving the transfer of money. A bond had to be paid 

to the value of the equipment, a substan&al sum. 

Neither the Egyp&an authori&es nor the Bri&sh banking 

authori&es would move on their respec&ve posi&ons 

and so I was set to lose my deposits and the opportunity 

to film in Egypt. Having explored all possible op&ons I 

was reminded of Exodus 14: 15-16. The Fundamentalists 

will love this, but I found myself, in the presence of 

friends, raising my hands and saying, ‘If you want this 

film to happen Father, You’ll have to sort this.’ Two days 

later the money was in place. I, like the people Israel, 

had to credit that to God’s power, not my own. The 

story speaks of greater things than just history, it speaks 

of every individual’s ability to act as a conduit between 

heaven and earth. Luke 18:27 is just one Gospel parallel 

to this. But what you have to note is Jesus’ ques&on, 

‘Why do you call me good?’ that precedes it.” 

Stuart has spent the best part of sixteen years planning, 

researching, filming and producing these films. Now that 

the project is complete I asked him to talk about how 

they should be seen and used. 

“I didn't set out to make a religious programme," he 

explained. "People with no religious interest have 

watched and been fascinated by the history and 

geography, so there are a lot of different angles outside 

of the Biblical 

story. As to 

whether the 

story is factual 

or not, I leave 

the viewer to 

weigh up the 

evidence. But if 

somebody 

wants to have 

an explana&on 

of what the 

Bible is talking 

about, then I 

wanted to give 

that too.”  

So Stuart 

created a 

website 

(www.uncutrushes.com) to complement the 

archaeological and geographical aspects of the film by 

pu<ng the whole story into context with the Biblical 

account. 

“I think it's important that people go and watch the films 

alongside reading the Biblical text. The website presents 

my a�empt at extrac&ng the history out of the myth. 

But it also a�empts to explain the Biblical characters, 

ac&ons as they channel God’s divine order, quelling the 

chaos on the earth. The ba�le with the Amalekites may 

be described as a conflict, but it needs to be seen as 

chaos and not a physical ba�le. These stories are wri�en 

in ancient Egyp&an terms and echo the hieroglyphs 

found on the temple walls at Karnak and Luxor for 

example. They speak of bringing divine order to the 

chaos. 

On the website I talk about the Book of Two Ways as the 

Egyp&an framework on which the Torah’s journey to the 

promised land is placed. I’m going way out on a limb 

here in sugges&ng that there is a rela&onship between 

these Middle Kingdom Egyp&an coffin texts and that of 

the later wri&ng of the Torah. I don't know of anyone 

that's done this sort of research.” 

Stuart sees the film as a catalyst for personal explora&on 

or as a discussion resource for home groups. Having 

seen all the films I think that local PCN groups would find 

them a valuable resource.  

The films are available through the Amazon, iTunes, 

Google and Vimio tv apps found on most modern 

televisions, or as an internet download. There is a short 

trailer available free of charge and the cost for the series 

of three films is around £7.00. 

Andy Long is a railwayman by 

profession and convenor of the 

Cardiff PCN group  

Thutmose III (possible Exodus Pharaoh) 

Metropolitan Museum of Art  
h�ps://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/43/

Upper_part_of_a_statue_of_Thutmose_III_MET_07.230.3_11.jpg 



14 

What is Green Spirituality? 

Green spirituality is a movement both within and 

beyond mainstream religions. It can be found in 

Chris&anity, Buddhism, Paganism and other religions, as 

well as in those who are agnos&c and atheist. It is called 

a variety of names; examples include eco-spirituality, 

deep ecology, gaian spirituality, holis&c spirituality and 

Earth based spirituality. This ar&cle focuses on the 

GreenSpirit (www.greenspirit.org.uk) version of this 

spirituality. 

At its most basic, green spirituality says that we are all 

part of the living Earth. It’s that simple. This short 

statement is a paradigm shi7 for the west because much 

of how we see the world is human-based (or 

‘anthropocentric’). Here are just 3 examples but there 

are many more: 

Firstly economics, our capitalist system treats the Earth 

as if it is a resource to be plundered rather than an 

en&ty that needs to both give and receive. It is plain 

common sense to know that the Earth has limited 

resources and we can see that unfe�ered capitalism is 

leading to climate change, species destruc&on and 

pollu&on. We need an economic system that has the 

care of the Earth and sustainability at its heart. The New 

Economics Founda&on is an organisa&on that seeks to 

research and support new economic models – and the 

environment is part of its thinking. 

Secondly psychology, when modern western psychology 

started with Freud, he looked at the human as separate 

from the natural world. Since then, there has been a 

growing understanding of people’s connec&on with 

nature and now there is a whole movement known as 

eco-psychology which studies the rela&onship between 

human beings and the natural world. 

And thirdly our legal system, humans, or human groups 

(such as corpora&ons) have legal rights. But not the 

natural world. Animals, plants, rivers, mountains and the 

whole Earth are excluded. Green spirituality honours the 

Earth and all within it as having its own rights. There is 

an emerging field of law – Earth Jurisprudence – that 

addresses this and some countries are star&ng to take 

note. For instance, New Zealand has given a river the 

same legal rights as humans. 

As with any spiritual path, it’s hard to encapsulate the 

whole of it in just a few words. And it’s not uncommon 

for people wan&ng to know about a spiritual tradi&on to 

ask ‘what does it believe?’ But belief is only part of it. A 

complete spiritual tradi&on has a community, rituals, 

stories, sacred spaces, ar&s&c expression, prac&cal 

outworking and more. If you want to know more about 

GreenSpirit’s outlook and beliefs, go to 

greenspirit.org.uk and click on ‘about us’ or read the 

book GreenSpirit: Path to a New Consciousness. 

Green spirituality is an evolu&onary spirituality, its roots 

 go deep into the spiritual tradi&ons of the past and it 

con&nually changes. This is unlike some tradi&ons that 

focus more on fixed beliefs and sees themselves as sta&c 

and unchanging. Historically, green spirituality is rooted 

in indigenous spirituality; it also draws from the idea of 

compassion that came to the fore with the rise of the 

great religions. It draws from the ideas of western 

science from the enlightenment as well as, 

paradoxically, the roman&c poets. And from many other 

sources. Green spirituality is alive, the Earth is its 

inspira&on and it evolves from the needs of the &mes 

and the gi7s people bring to it. 

Today, we live in &mes of great change. It could be said 

that culture is changing faster than it has ever done 

since the evolu&on of modern humans. Examples 

include the role of men and woman in society, the effect 

of technology with the availability of informa&on, 

increased travel and be�er healthcare. All of these 

changes and more mean that we need a spirituality that 

faces these changes and provides meaningful responses. 

Green spirituality is influenced by many ideas and 

spiritual tradi&ons. It is easy to think that it is simply an 

adapted form of Paganism, but it is much more than 

that. Whilst Paganism and the wisdom of indigenous 

cultures are important, green spirituality also draws 

from a radical form of Chris&anity. Tradi&onal 

Chris&anity in the west follows a ‘fall/redemp&on’ 

theology. That is to say we are born as sinners and we 

need to be made whole. Green spirituality says that we 

are born good and whole. Ma�hew Fox’s book ‘Original 

Blessing’ explains how Chris&anity can be interpreted 

this way. Green spirituality also draws from eastern 

religions, such as the idea of interconnectedness in 

Buddhism. In the West, science and spirituality have split 

but both are ways of seeking the truth. Religion needs 

the insights of science to help understand the world in 

which we live. And science needs the values and ethics 

of religion so that it serves all peoples, living beings and 

the Earth rather than bringing suffering and destruc&on. 

Green spirituality seeks to address this split. 

Green spirituality is not a separate spiritual path away 

from mainstream religions. There are some commi�ed 

Chris&ans who also take on board the ideas of green 

spirituality. This is also true also of some Buddhists, 

Pagans, people from other spiritual tradi&ons, as well as 

atheists and agnos&cs. 

One part of green spirituality is the Universe Story. This 

is the story as revealed by science from the origin of the 

Universe – 14 billion years ago, through the crea&on of 

the stars, galaxies, the Earth, life on Earth and the 

emergence of human beings. All spiritual tradi&ons have 

a crea&on story. Amongst other things, these stories 

inform people of where they have come from and about 

their purpose on the Earth. The Universe Story certainly 

helps us to understand where we have come from. And 
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 it gives us guides about our purpose. 

There are many books on the Universe 

Story and its spiritual implica&ons, 

with Thomas Berry and Brian Swimme 

being two key proponents. 

Here are just a few of the ideas we can 

learn from the Universe Story. Firstly, 

it gives us a sense of awe and wonder 

– it helps us to ‘fall in love’ with the 

Earth and want to protect it. All 

spiritual tradi&ons evoke a sense of 

awe and wonder – the great 

cathedrals and mosques are two 

examples of buildings that aim to do 

just that. We now have the cathedral 

of the Earth with all of its forests, 

rivers and mountains – a wondrous 

place that helps to evoke this sense of 

awe and a feeling of belonging to something greater 

than ourselves. Secondly, the Universe Story shows us 

the cycle of destruc&on and new birth. For instance, the 

death of the dinosaurs – probably caused by the impact 

of a meteorite on the Earth, making way for the rise of 

the mammals and leading to the evolu&on of homo 

sapiens. And finally, the Universe is con&nually crea&ve 

and creates diversity; whether this is different trees, 

plants, animals or people. Some&mes, difference is 

needed to produce what is called ‘emergent proper&es’. 

For instance, a symphony is produced by the violins, 

trumpets, bassoons and all of the other instruments in 

the orchestra, the whole is more than the sum of its 

parts. This concept leads to one of my favourite sayings 

– our differences are not part of the problem, they are 

part of the solu&on. 

All of what I have wri�en would be just an idea unless 

there is real prac&cal ac&on in people’s lives. Obviously, 

people involved in green spirituality focus on 

sustainability – living in harmony with the Earth. 

Recycling, using green energy, buying organic, locally 

sourced food with an emphasis on veganism or 

vegetarianism are all examples of what people do in the 

green spiritual movement. But that’s not all; social 

jus&ce, reforming academic disciplines and ar&s&c 

expression are some of the other ways that green 

spirituality is expressed in the world. 

On a personal level, green spirituality is deeply 

important to me. It gives me the intellectual freedom to 

enquire and ques&on without some human authority to 

restrict me. It gives me the emo&onal freedom to 

express my wildness – something that was lacking in the 

tradi&onal Chris&anity of my upbringing. It gives me a 

sense of peace and wellbeing. When I am in nature, the 

trees don’t ask me how successful I have been. The river 

does not try to give me therapy. I feel affirmed without 

judgement. This is nothing new, David, the biblical 

psalmist wrote: ‘he makes me lie down in green pasture, 

he restores my soul’. 

To end where I started, green spirituality says that we 

are all part of the living Earth. Some&mes I am amazed 

when I see very different cultures expressing green 

spiritual ideas. For instance, the mo�o of the 2008 

Beijing Olympics was ‘One World, One Dream’. And in 

the opening ceremony of the 2016 Olympics in Rio de 

Janeiro, much was made of climate change. But then I 

remember that a lot of green spirituality is plain 

common sense. If we damage the Earth, we will, in turn, 

be damaging ourselves because we depend on the Earth. 

So, whether we are Chris&an, Muslim, Buddhist, 

agnos&c, atheist, black, white, yellow, red or any shade 

in-between, whatever our gender or age, we are all part 

of the living Earth. Let’s join together and help to make 

our planet, our home, more compassionate, beau&ful 

and vibrant. 

 

 

 

 
 

And God said, “Let there be.” 

And the power of the words unleashed an explosion of 

energy. 

Universes released, realised, relished. 

Stars burst – burned, blazing – 

Blossoming solar systems  -  

Pushing and pulling planets into a perfect poetry of 

movement, 

Eclipsing, elipsing, exis&ng. 

And God said, “Let there be.” 

And it is, and it will – be. 

                   Meryl White 

Ian Mowll is the coordinator of 

GreenSpirit (www.greenspirit.org.uk) 

and an Interfaith Minister. 

By Poli&kaner (based on NASA Worldwind-globe [1]) [Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 

Let there be. 



16 

Please contact group convenors or 

see the relevant PCN Britain web 

page for further details. 

Newcomers are always welcome.  
  

Our mee&ngs have explored insights 

for Chris&anity in the 21st century, 

including hearing about the work of 

the West Berks Peace and 

Integra&on Forum from the 

Newbury PCN Group. Our coming 

mee&ngs will con&nue this theme 

and will focus on Robin Meyers’ 

thoughts, given during his Marcus 

Borg Memorial lectures. We shall 

view Chris Avis’s DVD of the Bristol 

conference to start our discussion. 

Looking ahead to March 2018, we 

an&cipate two interes&ng mee&ngs 

with progressive Anglican clergy. 

The second of these will be another 

open mee&ng, along the lines of 

that during the visit from Val Webb. 

This &me we shall be hos&ng Dave 

Tomlinson and we look forward to a 

s&mula&ng evening on Fri 16th 

March (see the website for details). 

Our normal mee&ngs will be at 

7.30pm on 5th Dec, 2nd Jan, 6th 

Feb, all at St Michael’s Church 

Room, Abingdon. Our regular 

mee&ng on 6th Mar will be at 

7.30pm in St Peter’s Church Room, 

Drayton. All details will be on our 

webpage. We typically have 

between 14 and 20 members, drawn 

from our growing group of at least 

29, a�ending the mee&ngs for 

discussions which are always 

interes&ng and valued for the open 

and accep&ng approach we adopt. 

In Nov we met students and the 

Director for lunch at the Muslim Al 

Mahdi Ins&tute, Selly Oak to discuss 

progressive Islam alongside 

progressive Chris&anity. The mutual 

openness was a revela&on to many, 

especially the Director, Shayk Arif 

(PV22). We are zealously planning to 

 meet again in Jan.  

Currently we are viewing lectures 

given by Professor Bart D. Ehrman 

from “The Great Courses” series on 

the subject of “The Historical Jesus”. 

Our mee&ngs are on the second 

Wed each month at 1.30-3pm.  They 

are held at 121 Junc&on Road, 

Deane, Bolton, BL3 4NF.  

At our 13th Dec mee&ng we will 

have a break from the video lectures 

and, at the request of one of our 

members, we will share thoughts on 

the ques&on “What do I believe?”  

We opened the new session with a 

reflec&ve evening at which we 

looked at where we'd been, where 

we are, and where we are going! 

Members were invited to tell why 

they had chosen to come to PCN. 

Then we worked in groups at 

drawing up a ‘mission statement’, 

defining, as best we could, our 

purpose. Finally, we brainstormed 

our vision for the future. It was a 

worthwhile exercise. (If anyone is 

interested, our 'mission statements' 

can be forwarded by e-mail.) 

In Oct, Ian Love� spoke to us about 

'Death and Dying', which was both 

sensi&ve and radical in content. 

There was much debate about the 

need to revise and refresh the 

rituals of celebra&on and 

remembrance used at present. 

In Nov, we will be exploring climate 

change and the ques&on the 

requirement for an appropriate 

theology. On a broadly similar 

theme we will, in Dec, be asking 

what we mean by ‘Joy to the World’. 

Looking ahead to the new year, 

Sco� McKenna will be talking with 

us about 'the longest journey in life' 

at our Jan mee&ng. We have much 

to look forward to! 

We hosted Professor Adrian 

Thatcher on Oct 15th, who spoke on 

his book: ‘Redeeming Gender’, with 

a good number a�ending. Here is a 

reflec&on from one of our members, 

Rev Iain McDonald: “Adrian is 

enormously knowledgeable about 

the subject of sexuality and gender 

and their interface with Chris&anity. 

This was well demonstrated in his 

talk. He outlined the Chris&an 

a<tude to women over the 

centuries much of which has been 

execrable and how, even in the 

present day, it is less than ra&onal. 

He outlined the changing a<tude to 

gender and sexuality - and reminded 

us that they are not the same! The 

no&on that gender is fluid and that 

there is a gender spectrum is a new 

one to many and poses many 

ques&ons about our tradi&onal 

approach to these ma�ers. The 

church is taking long enough to 

come to terms with the sexuality 

spectrum and has hardly begun to 

consider gender. Indeed the Church 

of England has recently shown signs 

of 'digging in' and confirming its 

view of gender as binary and 

complementary. Adrian's talk was 

followed by an interes&ng ques&ons 

which demonstrated the challenge 

that these ma�ers present.  

Society as a whole is finding this 

subject difficult - and I include 

myself. It is not surprising that 

churches share this difficulty but, 

because they tend to start from an 

entrenched posi&on, the journey 

seems a much more tortuous one. In 

the end, it comes down to the cliché 

ques&on about what Jesus would 

have made of all this - a high degree 

of specula&on being required here! 

People 2000 years ago knew all 

about the complexity of life but had 

no means to express complex 

ma�ers of fluid gender and 

sexuality. We do know is that Jesus 

longed for people - all people - to 

experience life in all its fullness and 

News from local groups 

Abingdon              Cliff Marshall  
01235 530480       cliff.marshall@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Bolton                           Jim Hollyman  
01204 456050      jim.hollyman@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Edinburgh         Mary McMahon  
0131 4413337  mary.mcmahon@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Exeter              Liz Vizard  
01392 668859              liz.vizard@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Birmingham        Richard Tetlow  
0121 4494892    richard.tetlow@pcnbritain.org.uk 
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if, for some, that means changing 

gender in order to be fulfilled, then I 

have li�le doubt that Jesus would 

not have stood in the way.” 

It has been a long &me since the 

group have reported in PV but it 

does not mean that we no longer 

exist. We s&ll meet fortnightly at 

members houses and con&nue to 

study different books. Such as The 

Book of Joy with His Holiness the 

Dalai Lama and Archbishop 

Desmond Tutu with Douglas 

Abrams. This book offered us a rare 

opportunity to experience the week-

long discussions between the Dalai 

Lama and Archbishop Desmond 

Tuto. It is certainly an upli7ing and 

amazing book and it begs many 

ques&ons and conversa&ons 

between members of our group. We 

studied it for many months during 

the spring/summer period and we 

would certainly recommend it to 

others for discussion or just a read.  

We are now studying Richard 

Holloway’s – A Li�le History of 

Religion. He retells the stories of the 

major religions from the dawn of 

belief to the 21st Century, ranging 

far beyond Judaism, Islam, 

Chris&anity, Buddhism and 

Hinduism. He writes for those with 

faith, for those without and those 

who may s&ll be making up their 

minds. We are making our way 

through reading chapters at home 

or in group and discussing them. We 

certainly have had some interes&ng 

conversa&ons and ques&ons have 

arisen from the few chapters we 

have read. This is an extremely 

interes&ng book which we 

recommend to you all.  

We had a permanent place of 

mee&ng un&l recently but our long-

standing friend, and a member of 

this group since its beginning, 

moved away to be near his children. 

We miss you Hector, your warm 

hugs and your hospitality. But as 

stated above we s&ll con&nue to 

meet fortnightly on a Wednesday at 

members’ homes, where we have 

some interes&ng conversa&ons, 

read, discuss chapters of our current 

book and talk about what is 

happening in the world. We all have 

different viewpoints, we may agree 

or disagree but everyone’s view is 

valid. There are 20 of us altogether 

and around 15 people a�ending 

each &me so we do need a large 

living room. We also at &mes meet 

with the Cardiff group and will be 

doing so on the 27th Nov when 

Adrian Alker will be speaking.  

Our 2017-2018 programme resumed 

in Sept and we will be following the 

format that most people seem to 

prefer by each month having a 

member lead a session on a topic of 

their choice, thereby giving us a 

variety of styles and subjects. 

To date we have looked at Bishop 

Spong's 12 Theses, although we only 

managed to cover 6 of them in the 

evening!  Another mee&ng 

considered “A newer Testament” - 

what we might want to include as 

scripture if we were compiling the 

canon today, and might feature 

video and music – a classic example 

being the “I have a dream” speech 

by Mar&n Luther King. 

Future proposals include looking at 

religious language, medita&on based 

around the ancient Labyrinth idea, 

and the thoughts of Peter Rollins on 

the Divine Magician.  We are also 

hoping to host one of the venues on 

the proposed tour by Dave 

Tomlinson in March next year. 

There are some interes&ng evenings 

ahead and more precise informa&on 

and dates will be published on the 

website once the final details have 

been decided.  We meet on the 4th 

Wed of the month except for Dec.  

Our Sept mee&ng used a new 30-

minute Sea of Faith programme, 

filmed to mark 30 years since the 

series of programmes which 

introduced the thinking of Don 

Cupi� to a world-wide audience. It is 

freely available from the SofF 

website, and is well worth watching. 

In Oct two members, Jean and Daryl, 

chose a quota&on from a book by 

Charlaine Harris, ‘Shakespeare’s 

Trollop’. “We can’t leave this world 

without leaving a lot of detritus 

behind. We never go out as cleanly 

as we come in, and even when we 

come in, there is the a7erbirth.”  

We started by discussing the quote 

in small groups and the 

conversa&ons that followed was 

thoughaul and so wide-ranging. 

At the end of Oct some us met to 

‘buzz’ ideas for a pilot DVD to be 

part of the Learning Course which 

PCN Britain are considering. We 

have offered to take the theme of 

Progressive Chris&anity and social 

issues. We came up with ideas and 

words which will need further 

considera&on. One ques&on that 

challenged us was, ‘What difference 

does being a progressive Chris&an 

make as we consider the social 

issues of our &me?’ If anyone else 

would like to address this ques&on 

we’d like to hear from you. 

In Jan our theme is ‘Being a Buddhist 

in Newcastle’, and in Mar we have 

Dave Tomlinson leading an evening 

event. Our group is alive and well! 

We are a core group of seven. We 

meet every Thurs at 2.00pm in a 

member’s house. Between us we 

a�end various churches and none, 

and live in a rural area. 

We are s&ll using the Bart Ehrman 

DVDs “The Historical Jesus” – from 

the PCN Library. Our discussions are 

also provoked and inspired by local 

and na&onal events, and the Church 

press - no lack of subject ma�er! 

We subscribe to the weekly ar&cles 

from the USA under Jack Spong’s 

name. They are now wri�en by 

many other prominent theologians, 

ministers and contributors as well. 

They inspire and instruct us in many 

different ways. The range of 

opinions and subjects covered lead 

us to a wider worldview, as well as 

subjects for discussion.  

We join in with Fishpond Mee&ngs 

in Norwich on the last Fri of the 

month when we can. We take &me 

to share and support one another 

through life’s joys and challenges. 

We relish the freedom to share, 

Newcastle                              Pat Fuller  
01670 519800             pat.fuller@pcnbritain.org.uk  

Vale of Glamorgan   Janet Davies 
07808 235645        janet.davies@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Manchester   John Ramsbo�om 

0161 456 5119    john.ramsbo�om@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Shoreline (Norfolk Broads)  Julia Morris  
01692 598538           julia.morris2@b&nternet.com  
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ques&on, disagree, learn and laugh 

together. 

We are a group of seven regulars, 

mee&ng as a house group monthly. 

We recently watched the report 

from the Sea of Faith conference 

and reflected on Don Cupi�’s 

sagacious view of contemporary 

faith perspec&ves. 

We had a session looking at poetry 

with each a�endee bringing along a 

couple of poems which spoke to 

them. A great sharing experience. 

In May we hosted a second visit by 

Val Webb and her husband Maurice. 

It was a Sunday a7ernoon and Val 

spoke to the subject “How can we, 

or can we speak of God in the 21st 

century” followed by ques&ons and 

answers the tea. At the evening 

service Val gave the sermon. 

Three of us went to the Marcus Borg 

memorial service in Bristol. Some of us 

have become regular viewers on you 

tube of the Mayflower Church in 

Oklahoma and highly recommend it. 

We have met nine &mes during the 

year (at St. Mary's Church Hall, 

Albrighton) with between 10 and 16 

members coming regularly. Amongst 

other things, we've enjoyed talks on 

Sikhism (Rev. David Roberts) and 'God 

and the Senses' (Rev. Doug Hemming). 

We've watched and discussed the 

video on 'Mys&cism', visited St. 

Bartholomew's Church, Tong (thanks 

to Rev. Pippa Thorneycro7) and had a 

Garden Party (well, a sun-room party 

really) as a summer social. Our final 

mee&ng is on 4 Dec, our 'Christmas' 

meal at The Horns, Boningale.  

29 Jan: Ben Whitney will talk & lead a 

discussion on Creeds.  

26 Feb: We'll watch & listen to John 

Churcher's lecture on 'The 

development of the known CE God' 

followed by discussion. 

26 Mar: Members are asked to bring 

along and deliver a po�ed life story 

and their spiritual journey to date. 

(Which I'd like to put on the East 

 Shropshire page of the web site.)  

Our Autumn programme began with 

Revd. Ian Gregory giving us a flavour 

of the life of Charles Darwin. He 

showed the various conflic&ng 

influences on his life and thought, 

including the problem of suffering 

 a7er the death of his favourite child. 

Charles had faith that you should live 

by Chris&an ethics and that you could 

do this without accep&ng Chris&an 

orthodoxy; was he right? 

Then in October Geoff Locke gave us 

an excellent short summary of Mar&n 

Luther's life and thoughts, showing for 

example, that he wanted to reform 

the church, not begin another church. 

There are also the contradic&ons such 

as opposing the revolt of the peasants 

because of its violence, yet saying 

such strong things against the Jews 

that led to violence. The subsequent 

Protestant church emphasised the 

need to live by faith together with a 

gospel of grace, yet so many within it 

later behaved in an ungracious way. 

Our Nov mee&ng was well led 

by the Revd Ray Vincent visi&ng us 

from South Wales. Following my own 

summary of his first book, he 

eloquently spoke of the contradic&ons 

and difficul&es of the tradi&onal 

authorita&ve approach to the Bible. 

This should be replaced by a more 

honest, deba&ng and less simple 

approach in the hope that more 

people will once again study it as a 

whole, feel free to disagree with it and 

yet both enjoy it and be challenged by 

it. Ray's third book 'Sing for Jus&ce' 

about the Hebrew prophets has been 

published by Chris&an Alterna&ve. 

In Dec we shall eat mince pies and 

consider the meaning of Christmas, 

un&l we meet in March. 

2017 has been an encouraging year 

for us; we have had a variety of styles 

of mee&ng including two outside 

speakers (Adrian Alker in Mar and 

John Churcher in Nov), a couple of 

sessions where group members talked 

about their personal journeys in faith, 

a discussion of a chapter from Diana 

Butler Bass’s book ‘Grounded’, &mes 

to share thoughts about past and 

future mee&ngs, and food! We have 

gained some new members and have 

welcomed other not-yet-members to 

our ‘outside speaker’ events. We don’t 

want to divide the group yet, but 

finding home venues large enough to 

accommodate the 16 or so regulars is 

becoming more problema&c, so many 

thanks to those members who do 

manage to find and squeeze enough 

chairs into their living rooms. 

Nevertheless, further prospec&ve new 

members would be welcome; perhaps 

a South Worcestershire group might 

emerge in due course? Next year’s 

programme isn’t yet finalised but will 

begin with a reflec&on and planning 

mee&ng in Bromsgrove on 26th Jan. 

 
 

 

Who weaves the Magic? 

 

What Magic? 

 

The bond between you and I  

 

Through 

    Voice 

    Look 

    Sigh 

    Touch 

    Kiss 

    And Love 

 

Unfathomable 

Indescribable 

Incomprehensible 

 

Yet known and real 

 

So tender and delicate 

Yet strong as steel 

 

Not constraining or confining or 

restric&ng 

But libera&ng, inspiring and fulfilling 

 

Intensifying all senses and percep&ons 

And widening awareness. 

 

Who could weave this but God? 

Anne Burge 

N Worcester   Mary Kenchington 
07804015576 mary.kenchington@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Stoke On Trent       Nigel Jones 

01782 632895          nigel.jones@pcnbritain.org.uk 

East Shropshire     David Wood  
 david.wood@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Oadby                           Gerald Gardiner 

0116 2713869  gerald.gardiner@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Weave 
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 Reformation Day 
Account of a lecture “Let There Be Light” 

by Professor Paul Avis: Research Fellow, 

Exeter University and Church of England 

member of the Council for Chris#an Unity. 

For most children the 31st October means 

Halloween. Although the Cel&c 

celebra&on of Samhain is largely 

meaningless to them, the sale of 

pumpkins, ghoulish masks and witches’ 

hats makes the day yet another 

commercially-driven fes&val of mammon.  

Paul Avis gave a lecture on the day’s 

significance for churches and ecumenism:  

31st October 1517 Wi�enberg: Mar&n 

Luther posted his 95 Theses on the door of the Castle 

Church. In the Chris&an calendar this has become 

“Reforma&on Day”, and 2017 was the 500th 

anniversary, important each year for those who work 

&relessly for Chris&an unity.  

Luther was a man of undisputed integrity, courage and 

faith. When he met people of like mind in the Black Bear 

Inn they discussed the key reforms they wanted 

Christendom to accept. He worried about himself; how 

well he kept his vows as a friar in both fact and spirit. He 

worried as a professor and part of the magisterium of 

the Church, how to find true and sound doctrine and 

then preach it with confidence. The greatest Church 

scandal at the &me was the sale of indulgencies. He was 

angry to see ‘grace commercialized’. Associated with 

that came the absurdity of thinking suffering in 

purgatory could somehow be measured in days. For 

Luther the true treasure of the Church was the Gospel 

proclaiming the Kingdom, and the glory and grace of 

God.  

The Chris&an Church of the West stands before the door 

at Wi�enberg to this day. 

Divisions within Christendom began in apostolic &mes 

and became serious when Constan&ne overturned the 

fundamental message of the Gospel. East and West 

broke apart in the schism of 1054. The succession of 

Church Councils outlines the many issues. In the 16th 

Century the Protestant Reforma&on was followed by the 

Catholic Council of Trent. A key issue has long been an 

understanding of jus&fica&on by faith. 

31st October 1999 in Augsburg: a joint declara&on was 

signed on the doctrine of Jus&fica&on by the Lutheran 

World Federa&on and the Catholic Church. This 

“Reforma&on Day” document was not final or 

comprehensive, rather it was “a basic consensus”, or 

even a “differen&ated consensus”. There are always 

problems of linguis&c interpreta&on. It seems that Paul 

wrote in Romans 1:17 that ‘we live by faith’… the word 

‘alone’ was added by Luther. The transla&on and 

interpreta&on require some ‘crea&ve convergence’. 

31st October 2016 in Lund Cathedral in Sweden: Pope 

Francis and Munib Younan, president of the Lutheran 

World Federa&on prayed together for reconcilia&on 

between their churches. The cathedral had been in 

Lutheran hands since the 16th Century Reforma&on. All 

wore the same white alb and a red stole in recogni&on 

of the suffering of so many martyrs. They stated: “We 

empha&cally reject all hatred and violence, past and 

present, especially that expressed in the name of 

religion.” This at least was refreshing since theological 

issues these days seem to focus so much on ques&ons of 

sexuality. They could have discussed any number of 

these, perhaps why the Lutheran church in Nordic 

countries have accepted women bishops for some &me 

whilst the Catholic church has not. There are so many 

ma�ers which could con&nue to divide Christendom 

(including the poten&al controversy over apostolic 

succession). The Lund gathering at least brought the two 

churches together in prayer. 

The Porvoo Communion was a process of dialogue 

between (mainly Scandinavian) Lutherans and European 

Anglicans which began in 1992.  

ARCIC: The Anglican - Roman Catholic Interna&onal 

Commission was established by Archbishop of 

Canterbury, Michael Ramsey and Pope Paul VI in 1967. It 

appeared to some to be a permanent body, but it came 

to an end in 2005. The themes which were considered 

began with ‘The Eucharist’ and ‘Ministry and Authority’ 

and ended with ‘Mary: Grace and Hope in Christ’. 

There are volumes of reports we could all read if we had 

another life&me to do it. In the mean&me, we can plan 

to make 31st October a prayerful day in which we can 

begin with the words of Scripture: “Let There Be Light.” 

David Ireson was a Roman Catholic 

for 45 years, then a vicar in Somerset; 

s&ll working ‘re&red’ and an ac&ve 

member of Iona Community. 

Ferdinand Pauwels 

[Public domain], via Wikimedia Commons 
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Prayers for Depression: And how best 

to live with it by Fay Sampson, DLT  

This small book consists of four parts. 

The first is for someone  living with 

depression. It is a series of two-page 

sec&ons, each focusing on an aspect of 

it, describing depression, offering small 

hints on how to make some progress, 

and finally a 

prayer. The 

prayer is a 

sort of 

vocalisa&on 

of the aspect 

being 

considered 

and the 

feelings 

associated 

with it, along 

with a 

request for 

help and, occasionally, containing 

references to scriptural episodes; for 

example the sec&on on panic a�acks 

refers to Gethsemane. 

The second part follows the same 

format but is targeted at those trying to 

help someone with depression. The 

sec&on highligh&ng the need to look 

a7er yourself is important and the 

prayer on the sec&on dealing with 

poten&al suicide is par&cularly moving. 

The third part is a small list of further 

resources such as professional and self-

help organisa&ons, and the fourth is a 

couple of blank pages on which to write 

your own prayers, a nice touch. 

The book has been wri�en using 

insights from people who have shared 

experiences, hints and &ps which have 

helped them cope and the resources of 

the organisa&on Mind are highlighted a 

lot (half the proceeds of sale go to 

Mind). Sentences are very short and 

manageable (the book isn't a technical 

manual). It's a book you could very 

easily give to anyone you thought might 

find it useful, and although I'm no 

expert in this area, I'd recommend it. 

Guy Whitehouse 
 

Resurrec#ng Jesus by Adyashan#, 

Sounds True 

I cannot recommend this book too 

highly. For me, it brings out the full 

radiance of the Jesus story, especially in 

the Gospel of Mark. What is so helpful is 

that he is able to combine deep 

knowledge and experience as a 

Buddhist teacher of many years, his 

 personal awareness of the spiritual 

journey, along with a great empathy for 

Jesus and knowledge of Chris&anity. For 

me, this is a unique combina&on. Also, 

as an outsider, he does not carry the 

same baggage of the history of Chris&an 

religion, and neither does he need to 

protect any part of the Chris&an 

religion. In other words, he can look at it 

with fairly 

fresh eyes. 

There are 

many 

resonances 

with 

Marcus 

Borg. He 

sees the 

Jesus story 

as primarily 

myth and 

metaphor. 

This is not 

about being untrue, but about reaching 

for those experiences of the ul&mate, of 

that greater Truth, that can never be 

concre&sed in words. 

For me, he brings out the immense 

human dimension of the story, of the 

conflict between spirit and ego, and 

how this is played out in all of us. He 

brings out how hard it is to actually 

embody our spiritual nature at &mes – 

how easy it is to fall asleep at the cri&cal 

moments of our lives – in a spiritual 

sense. His chapter on archetypes is very 

helpful. Here he looks in more depth at 

Peter, Judas, Pon&us Pilate and Mary 

Magdalene, and sees some of their 

character in all of us. 

As a Buddhist, he is able to bring out the 

contrast between the Jesus story and 

the Buddha story. Both are spiritual 

masters. However, his use of images, of 

Buddha si<ng under the Bodhi tree in 

medita&on, contrasted with the ac&ve 

par&cipa&on of Jesus in the fullness of 

life is well brought out. He sees in the 

Mark a great emphasis on the human 

side of Jesus. This is then used to show 

the struggle Jesus had in incarna&ng his 

spiritual side as Son of God into his 

humanity, a struggle that we all 

experience as both human and divine. 

Depending where you are, you may 

hate this book. For me it resonated 

deeply. So if you are someone who 

struggles with the literal meaning of the 

virgin birth, the miracles and the 

resurrec&on, but if you want to s&ll 

want to find the inner radiance and 

Truth embodied there, and if you are 

aware of being on a spiritual journey of 

personal transcendence, then this is the 

book for you. It will be the start of an 

exhilara&ng journey. 

Richard Eddleston 
 

Love is His Meaning  

by Keith Ward, SPCK 

If you want a 

book to help 

broaden the 

view of a 

more 

conserva&ve 

friend, this 

one fits the 

bill. Ward is 

orthodox 

enough to 

reassure 

them and 

gently teases 

out the Jesus 

of the Gospels to present the revela&on 

of divine love. He concludes that ‘Jesus 

taught in a non-literal way about God’s 

absolute love, and that the various 

figures of speech he used are ways of 

evoking an apprehension of God’s love 

in the hearts of his hearers.’ He weaves 

together an overview of Church history 

and Biblical scholarship to argue for 

emphasising non-literalist 

interpreta&ons of truth, explores Jesus’ 

teaching on morals, the kingdom of God 

and eschatology. He gives primacy to 

‘the absolute nature of divine love’ for 

how we interpret the New Testament. 

Ward believes ‘that everything truly 

important about Chris&an faith will 

remain if you accept these five 

principles’: the Gospels are not verbally 

inerrant; there is no eternal hell; Jesus 

le7 no specific moral rules, about sex or 

poli&cs or anything else; there is no 

imminent end of the universe or 

physical return of Jesus on the clouds; 

there is no exclusive salva&on for 

Chris&an believers. Whilst I did not 

agree with everything he argued, and 

would take a different path in some of 

his interpreta&ons, he offers a posi&ve 

mainstream Chris&an message many, 

both liberal and conserva&ve, could 

affirm. 

David Coaker 
 

 

The Scarlet Cord by Lindsay Hardin 

Freeman and Karen N. Canton, 0 Books 
 

David and the Philis#ne Woman by 

Paul Boors#n, Top Hat Books 
 

Reviews 
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Walking with Biblical Women of 

Courage by Fiona Stra�a, BRF 

The three books reviewed here share a 

common theme. They each explore 

aspects of the lives of women 

characters in the Bible. On reading the 

‘endorsements’ published at the front 

of the first book I read, ‘The Scarlet 

Cord; Conversa&ons with God’s Chosen 

Women’, I had real hopes of a text 

which might offer a different take on 

familiar 

stories. I was 

looking for a 

new, and 

dare I say, 

challenging, 

perspec&ve 

on tales 

undoubtedly 

formed and 

penned by 

men. The 

author’s 

comment 

that she has 

no doubt that these women actually 

existed caused my first bout of 

nervousness. This grew into 

disappointment as I read the twelve 

chapters, each focussed on a biblical 

woman- from Rehab the pros&tute and 

great grandmother of David, to Mary, 

the Mother of Jesus and Mary 

Magdalene. The text is interspersed 

with drawings of the women featured 

and has a constant format. Each woman 

retells her story, much as it appears in 

the biblical text. There is added detail to 

turn it into a narra&ve and an occasional 

twist. Eve, for example, tells us that the 

serpent was a woman who became her 

(false) ‘new best friend’ (my words) 

although we can only surmise the 

significance of this. 

At the end of each chapter are some 

words on why each woman’s story 

ma�ers today and what ’learnings they 

inspire’. As a devo&onal text for 

tradi&onal Bible study it is undoubtedly 

a useful resource. For me it is an 

opportunity sadly missed. 

I moved onto book two: ‘David and the 

Philis&ne Woman’ with an open mind. 

Again the ‘endorsements’ excite-‘a wild 

re-imagining’ is promised. The author is 

a documentary filmmaker who sets out 

to retell the story as narra&ve and as a 

novel. Again, this may be of interest to a 

reader who wishes to see the story of 

David ‘brought to life’. There are 

background details added which are 

interes&ng and the story swings along 

well. I could not stop myself from 

constantly asking, as I might of any 

biblical study, ‘just where are we going 

with this?’. Where we end up is, I am 

sad to say, just a li�le bit further down 

the line on the biblical story. One of the 

‘endorsements’ speaks of the book as a 

wonderful retelling of the telling of the 

story of David with relevance for today. 

I am not sure what that is nor have I 

learnt or understood anything 

significant about the biblical figure of 

David that might stand cri&cal scru&ny. 

The fault may 

well be in me. 

Undeterred, I 

moved to the 

third and final 

book, ever 

hopeful. This 

is ‘Walking 

with Biblical 

Women of 

Courage’. I try 

not to expect 

more of the 

same. 

However, this book is clear in its intent. 

It sets out to tell the stories of women 

biblical characters and give guidance on 

study and discussion for individuals or 

groups. It 

does not 

work for me- 

but I do not 

come from 

this literalist 

tradi&on. I 

found very 

li�le that 

inspired me 

and quite a 

lot that 

brought back 

memories of 

trying to ask 

what were seen as inappropriate 

ques&ons at ‘believing‘ house groups. 

So, my colours nailed to the mast; these 

books were not for me. They do, 

however, achieve what they set out to 

do and represent undoubted 

commitment and enthusiasm from their 

authors. Others might find in them 

more that I could. It may be my loss; I 

remain open. 

Chris#ne King 
 

Days of Awe and Wonder by Marcus 

Borg, SPCK 

Why haven’t you already bought this? 

This is in effect the ‘Best of’ or ‘Rough 

Guide to’ Marcus Borg. To quote from 

the cover text ‘Dis&lled into a single 

volume, here is the essence of Marcus J. 

Borg, one of the most widely respected 

and influen&al theologians of our &me.’ 

This book draws together chapters from 

previous books, sermons, ar&cles, 

speeches, contribu&ons to Patheos and 

ExploreFaith.org, with a foreword from 

his wife Marianne Borg and an 

a7erword which is the eulogy that 

Barbara Brown Taylor delivered at his 

funeral on 22 March 2015. Marianne 

describes the books as a ‘companion for 

your doubts and loves’ and highlights 

the themes of: there is a ‘more’ within 

life, Jesus 

ma�ers, 

context 

ma�ers, and 

there is ‘a 

way’ of life 

that is 

sustainable – 

the way of 

compassion. 

The sixteen 

chapters take 

us on a 

journey 

exploring 

faith, mys&cism, Jesus (par&cularly as 

mys&c, wisdom teacher and social 

prophet), the nature of God, and how 

we are to live out God’s passion for the 

universe. Be drawn back into the arms 

of a knowledgeable, humble, and joyful 

old friend and read Marcus Borg again, 

as if for the first &me. 

David Coaker 
 

Spirituality in Photography by Philip 

Richter, DLT 

Photography 

has become 

ubiquitous - the 

more or less 

universal 

uptake of smart 

phones means 

that people 

now carry one 

with them 

everywhere, 

using it to 

capture key 

moments in 

their lives. These cameras are a useful 

tool, and the snapshots they produce 

have become an important part of our 

culture. There is, however, a big 

difference between this capturing of 

collec&ve memories and the inten&onal 

crea&on of art.  

'Spirituality in Photography' suggests a 

way to start using the camera in our 

pocket to start down the path of making 

art, to take a more reflec&ve approach 

to the pictures we make, and using this 

as an extension to our inner spiritual 
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journey. This is a journey that I would 

join the author in encouraging anyone 

to embark on, one that I know from 

personal experience is a wonderful way 

of grounding you, crea&ng a much 

stronger connec&on to the crea&vity 

that is visible all around us. This journey 

is far more about the experience than 

the tool we use, so why not make those 

images with a smart phone.  

The exercises suggested, and the &ps for 

using your camera phone to get results, 

are bound to help anyone serious about 

embarking upon this journey, but be 

warned you will have a lot more 

ques&ons than this book will provide 

answers. Be prepared to see this book 

as a star&ng point and be open to a 

journey which will take you to many 

interes&ng places which you won't even 

imagine as you set out. As with any 

crea&ve or spiritual journey, you are not 

really exploring if you embark upon it 

knowing where you will finish up.  

Philip Richter takes a formulaic 

approach to the structure of his 

book. This is useful in shaping a series of 

exercises for the reader to undertake, 

but at &mes it leads to jarring and not 

totally convincing parallels between 

crea&vity and spirituality. It is clear that 

Philip has considerable experience of 

both photography and leading 

people spiritually, but I wouldn't make 

this book my primary source or 

inspira&on for either … although he did 

make me think. 

Mike Colechin 
 

Journey to the centre of the Soul.  

by Andrew Mayes, BRF 

The BRF’s 

decision to 

publish a 

series of 

introduc&ons 

to spiritual 

and 

theological 

issues should 

be warmly 

welcomed. 

This 

introduc&on 

to spirituality 

by Andrew Mayes, using a series of 

archaeological and geological 

metaphors, provides an open and 

accessible way to explore in depth the 

soul’s journey.   

Mayes directed courses at St George’s 

cathedral in Jerusalem and makes a 

useful connec&on between the 

explora&ons of pilgrims to the Holy 

Land, as they discover mountains, 

deserts and caves, and what he names 

underground spirituality:  the journey to 

the depths and centre of our being.  

The chapters focussed on caves, rivers, 

cisterns and tunnels begin with lengthy - 

verging on tedious - explana&ons but 

then include well chosen quotes from 

the Eastern Fathers and Mothers as well 

as Richard Rohr and other 

contemporary writers. This provides a 

valuable resource for the reader who 

wants to go deeper.  

There are helpful metaphors which will 

speak powerfully to some readers. Here 

is one: ‘Celebrate the ebb and flow of 

your spiritual life, there is erosion and 

deposi&on, things get glued together so 

that  ... weaknesses ... become 

strength.’ Later Mayes focuses on the 

powerful phrase ‘luminous darkness’, 

used by several early mys&cs as 

describing the experience of descending 

into the depths of God. The dark night 

of the soul of St John of the Cross is also 

explored. Mayes shows how the 

darkness can be a place of 

transforma&on; from there we go 

forward in trust to venture into the 

unknown.   

Social jus&ce is not forgo�en.  Mayes 

suggests that spiritual maturity leads to 

courageous living and ac&on in the 

world. He sums up: ‘we find in the 

journey within …our voca&on in the 

world.’  

Mayes is a writer of sensi&vity and 

depth. There are challenging ques&ons 

at the end of each chapter for personal 

or group use. This book has mined the 

wisdom of many spiritual writers; it 

makes an excellent star&ng place for 

anyone considering their spiritual 

journey.  

Peter Varney 
 

 

The Making of Humanity by Dinah 

Livingstone, Katabasis  

What it the point of poetry?  Why are 

we poe&c animals and why, with our 

poe&c genius, do we create an 

imaginary supernatural realm? 

Dinah Livingstone, a poet, translator 

and editor of Sofia, the magazine of the 

Sea of Faith Network explores these 

ques&ons. 

This book is a defence of poetry because 

some people are wary of it, par&cularly 

when it includes images of the 

supernatural or visionary. When it 

comes to reading scripture, Dinah 

iden&fies two types of literalist: 

Chris&an fundamentalists who believe 

that biblical stories and visions are 

literally 

true, and 

certain 

types of 

secular 

humanist 

who reject 

them 

because 

they are 

not literally 

true. The 

book aims 

is to show 

that this literalism represents a limited 

view of humanity and explains why 

these poems and stories are worth 

keeping and why they are vitally 

important to a richer humanity. 

“Humanity did not create the natural 

world; it evolved in it as part of life on 

Earth. But we do create our own 

cultural world as well as the 

supernatural realms of heaven and hell 

by our shaping spirit of imagina&on.”  

The book isn’t just an abstract argument 

or specula&on. It looks closely at a 

variety of poems and poe&c visions 

including three well known passages in 

the New Testament – the Kenosis Poem 

in Paul’s Le�er to the Philippians, the 

Prologue to St John’s Gospel and the 

Book of Revela&on - and shows how 

they could (or should) be understood as 

poems. I found her reading of these 

passages as poetry both illumina&ng 

and libera&ng, and her reference to the 

original Greek very helpful in 

understanding the nuances that are 

inevitably lost in transla&on.  

The “Divine Descents” described in 

these passages are seen as visions of 

human kindness and actually point 

towards a humanist outcome or goal for 

our species: the reign of God or 

kindness coming on Earth, a new 

humanity with each person being of 

equal moral worth.  

In making poems we formulate our 

poe&c visions. But then these visions 

make us. Poe&c vision is the leading 

light, and kindness the heart of us ‘in 

the making’. Together they are the 

making of humanity. A thought 

provoking thesis which gives the reader 

much on which to reflect and ponder. 

Carol Palfrey 
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Plant a tree for peace 

This is the perfect gift for people who feel strongly about 
peace and justice, for tree lovers, or even perhaps, for 
people who just love olives! 
 

For £15 we will arrange for a sapling olive tree to be planted 
next spring, helping Palestinian farmers protect their land 
from confiscation. 
 

You will receive a registration card (one for each tree you 
sponsor) which can be sent on as a gift. 
 

To sponsor an olive tree, call 01227 811646 or visit 

shop.embraceme.org  
 

For more information about the Olive Tree Project, call 

01494 897950 or go to www.embraceme.org 
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