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Might there be ...
Might there be (not ‘is there’ which might suggest we know)
A point on which to stand
With one arm outstretched to touch
Those who believe an outside power
Can save, can punish or reward;
While other arm outstretched
To those who believe the only power
Is within, weak, yet all they have?
I find myself unhappy with that image:
It seems I reach to grasp the two beliefs
while in truth I cringe from both.
Religion certain, cruel and contemptuous of others
while struggling weakly to express the compassion
and care for weak outsiders which it professes.
The secular fighting for its own advantage
espousing nationalism, capitalism or fascism
while the ecosystem struggles to be heard.
I reach towards either to my shame – hope faint.
Yet might there be (forget the bracket up above)
a point from which to dream?
The point where evolution, so often assumed to be
amoral, rewarding the strongest, wisest;
is found in fact to be the seedbed
from which love can flourish, and must,
if we are to find fulfilment – or even survival.
Jim Mein
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Added to that we have Hilary Brand reflecting on
‘disagreeing well’, how that didn’t happen with regard to
the roots of Celtic Christianity, and how the absence of
debate has lessons for us from the history of China.
Our issue closes reviewing a book about the events
following the Grenfell fire, why we should care about
housing, and encouragement to engage with the theme
of the Week of Prayer for Christian Unity which explores
the Indonesian principle of gotong royong which is to
live in ‘solidarity and by collaboration’.
A not very Christmassy edition, but hopefully a sprig of
greenery in an at times frozen landscape!
Welcome to the 27th edition of Progressive Voices.
Enjoy!
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Chair’s Letter; Staff and Trustees
PCN Members Weekend
Your letters; PCN on Social Media
Perceptions of Christianity; Talks: Dave
Tomlinson, Alastair McIntosh, Barbara
Brown Taylor; AGM; Conference
Borg Memorial Conference; Compassion;
Poem: Mining for Gems
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Your reflections, questions, events, poems,
images, reviews, letters, comments, news,
prayers and other contributions are all welcome.
Publication is at the discretion of the editor:
dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk

Copy Deadlines:
March: Friday 25th Jan 2019
June: Friday 3rd May 2019
Sept: Friday 12th July 2019
Dec: Friday 1st Nov 2019
Progressive Voices is the magazine of the
Progressive Christianity Network Britain
[Registered Charity No. 1102164]. It is published
quarterly in March, June, September and December.
PCN Britain is itself part of a wider international
network of progressive Christian organisations.
You can contact us at 01594 516528,
info@pcnbritain.org.uk, or PCN Britain, 26 High
Street, Newnham, Gloucestershire, GL14 1BB.

Celtic Christianity
The China Effect
Non-Conforming Companions;
Poem: Logos - The Word
News from local groups
Reviews: Pathway to the Stable,
Just Love, Love that Dares to
Speak, The Girl De- Construction
Project, Past Perfect, Authentically
Emergent, Other Friends of Jesus, Should
the Church Abandon the Bible?
Christians care about Housing?
Week of Prayer for Christian Unity

Greenbelt, 23-26 Aug 2019
Boughton House, Northants, NN14 3AG
For our Sept 2019 PV we will be having a
Greenbelt special edition. Our intention is to
produce additional copies of PV to give away.
To make this as effective as possible we invite
you to contribute material to make it an
especially appealing edition!

Further information, including details of publications
and conferences, is available at

Greenbelt is a Christian festival of arts, faith and
justice and we have a presence there offering a
progressive voice into the mix.

www.pcnbritain.org.uk

www.greenbelt.org.uk
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There have been a number of well-received
PCN events this autumn, in particular our
members’ weekend at the Hayes Conference
Centre at Swanwick (reviewed in this PV) and
the Marcus Borg Memorial Conference held at
St Marks Church in Broomhill, Sheffield, when
we had the pleasure of welcoming Marianne
Borg. These and other events, such as the
Future of Faith lectures in Rawtenstall, give a
much needed opportunity for PCN members
and friends to meet together and to feel part
of a bigger progressive movement across the
UK. Indeed, we know that we are also part of a
global movement seeking to free Christianity
from many of the constraints imposed by
outdated dogmas and rigid frameworks of
belief. Marianne invited us to keep in touch
with the work of the Marcus Borg Foundation
and you can do this by registering your email
address to receive news from that
organisation (see www.marcusjborg.org).
But evident at these and other PCN events is
the age demographic of those who attend.
There are very few participants between the
ages of 18 and 30 and this is an issue which I
raised in my last PV letter and of course is a
familiar one to many churches and religious
organisations. I am therefore very excited by
the initial progress made in respect of some
short films which the PCN trustees have
decided to commission. A generous grant
from the Westhill Trust will go some way to
have a number of short films (5 minutes or so)
made by a professional media company. Two
such companies have met with us and are very
keen to engage with us on this project.
The hope is to produce films which feature
young adults telling their particular story of
how they are experiencing life in our
contemporary society; stories which resonate
with a wide range of ages and which raise
issues around gender and sexuality, selfworth, poverty, racial prejudice, the role of
faith, extremism, and other matters. We hope
through accompanying resources, signposting
to faith-based and secular organisations, PCN
can walk alongside young people, learning
from them and giving whatever support and
encouragement is needed. It may well be that
we can encourage a network of younger

people to come into being (probably through
social media) which is very much allied to PCN,
is involved with the film project and has a life
of its own. I’m not sure if this is a good
analogy but perhaps in the way that
mainstream political parties have a younger
members’ set-up?
I truly believe this film project gives us a real
opportunity to engage with younger people
and to share our vision for a compassionate
and just world, taking our inspiration from the
life of Jesus and exploring together what we
experience as the sacred in life. Many young
people may not see churches as their home
turf but we can share across the ages the kind
of hopes and convictions which emanate from
our eight points. Our project may well provide
just the kind of stepping stones we need.
But we will need more financial support if we
are to produce these short films to a high
professional standard and that is why I would
like to hear the views of members about the
possibility of setting up a special fund to
finance this work. Members were generous
when we set up the Marcus Borg Memorial
Fund and that has achieved its purpose of
helping to finance an event for each of the five
years following Marcus’s death. We now have
sufficient funds to complete this undertaking
and the trustees will discuss whether to wind
up that particular fund and perhaps to set up a
new fund for the film project. Please let me
have your views.
Finally, as we approach Christmas – and with a
great deal of deconstruction needed as we
attend Christmas services! - it would be good
to hear of good, progressive ways in which the
festival of Christmas was celebrated where
you live or visit. In the New Year do let us have
any encouraging stories of imaginative and
challenging liturgies which moved on from the
infant nativity play, wonderful though that is
for us grandparents to see our grandchildren
so dressed up!
And with that thought may I, on behalf of the
trustees, thank all our members for their
support throughout 2018 and hope you will
continue to support and commend the
network in the year to come.

Adrian Alker serves as the
Chair of PCN Britain
adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk
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PCN Members Weekend
Unbelievable: Why neither the ancient creeds nor the
Reformation can produce a living faith today
John Shelby Spong
Spong writes in the introduction that this was written in
the twilight years of his life, indeed he estimates that
some of his best books have been written in these years.
Whilst one might not want to study the fulsome
arguments in those books, reading and discussing
“Unbelievable” can be sufficient to underpin the notion
that the dysfunctionality / dissonance of 1st and 16th
century-based Christianity really is unbelievable now.
Our group of 15 PCN members ‘just hanging on in there’,
in terms of church, met in the welcoming surroundings
of The Hayes at Swanwick for a couple of days to share
our thoughts and experiences concerning the ‘then’ and
‘now’ of Christianity’s journey through the centuries. We
soon discovered that studying Spong’s “Unbelievable”
was an excellent vehicle on which to travel for that
purpose. The landscape is very familiar in this book and
all the major sites and stopping points have a mention:
Original Sin, the Virgin Birth, Atonement, Easter,
Resurrection, Ascension, Miracles, Life after Death and
Universalism and much else besides They were the stuff
of our discussions and we found ourselves frequently in
concert with his thinking. To quote the author himself:
“… the universal human experience that our ancestors
once called ‘original sin’”, (it could have been any
other topic as well), “… the experience was real; the
interpretation was false. We are not ‘fallen sinners’;
rather we are incomplete human beings. Our old
theology is dead. The door begins to open on a new
way to tell the old, old story.” (“Unbelievable” p.89)
It is not difficult to imagine that this ‘old story’ would
have groups of people like us telling stories of their
experience in those long ago days. Although in our series
of discussions we were constantly aware that
“experiences rarely travel well across either time or
space”. If (to paraphrase Spong) Moses had possessed a
smart-phone equipped with a camera in the story of the
burning bush, could he have taken a photograph of the
God who appeared during this experience? (p.178)
Needless to say our group had its literalism-awareness
flag flying freely at all times.
The process of our discussions during our time together
was for one member to briefly introduce 3 consecutive
chapters of the book after which our conversation
flowed until the end of the session; we all agreed that
this worked really well and our thanks to those who took
the extra responsibility to present Spong’s thinking (and
to Sandra and Pat for time management and liaising with
the Hayes’ team for the room and refreshments). There
were some unexpected bonuses for us in our time
together, in particular the sharing of the work of one of
our number who is a Prison Chaplain. Her related

experiences left us all reflecting on the enormity of such
a task as well as the ‘being real, honest and open’ in
such a context; all of which was deeply challenging for
anyone whose assumptions and faith position may rest
on an ‘interventionist God’.
Our responses from being together for these days
included such comments as: “An amazing time together
from which we experienced huge benefit”; “The book is
a great catalyst for sharing wisdom and insight”; “A safe
place to share challenging issues and to be affirmed”;
“Church doctrine is increasingly redundant in a 21st
century Christian faith”. From this positive and
refreshing experience of a weekend away the issues now
to wrestle with are the how, when, and where the
insights of this group and all the others spread around
the UK might engage with the generations ‘below the
grandparents’ who are faith seeking but simply balk at a
reductive, literal and ‘closed off’ interpretation of the
Bible.
With Christmas around the corner let’s hear it then for
the blue octopus and the Wise Women, and young ‘Dr
Who’s’ who will be taking centre stage at the Nativity
plays across the nation’s infant and junior schools this
year. Literalism concerning this particular narrative is
surely redundant in the 21st century.
The gospel writers wrote about truths and not ‘the
literal truth’. The former can indeed be life-changing and
life-affirming – the latter is simply ‘Unbelievable’.
Ian and Fran Lovett
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Your
letters
…. midwinter
In this
bleak
Gretta Vosper - Joint Statement
Toronto Conference, Rev. Gretta Vosper
and West Hill United Church have
settled all outstanding issues between
them. Rev. Gretta Vosper will remain in
ordained ministry at West Hill United
Church. We acknowledge the faithful
work of all of those who have been
involved in this process.

perhaps, if more people were willing to
express their concerns.
I am a Unitarian. We have a free and
open attitude to religion and belief. We
think that the most important thing
about belief is that it should affect the
way you behave. There seems to us to
be no point in talking about an everloving God and ‘what a friend we have
in Jesus’ if the next minute you are
drawing up lists of people you hate.
There are courses out there other than
the Alpha course. We have two, both
written by David Usher. The first is Life
Spirit: for groups and individuals
exploring deep questions. An
opportunity for you to explore the big
questions and what you believe and
why. It is also about what you do with
your answers and how your life can be
spiritually enriched. The second, Twelve
Steps to Spiritual Health is a uniquely
Unitarian guide. Spiritual health gives
life meaning and purpose. It is about
being open to all life’s possibilities.
A lot of congregations have also found
Karen Armstrong’s Twelve Steps to a
Compassionate Life very useful. Drawing
on a wide range of material - ranging
from the spiritual character of the world
religions to the findings of
contemporary neuroscience - she
argues that compassion is hardwired
into our brains, yet is constantly pushed
back by our more primitive instincts for
selfishness and survival. Since time
immemorial religion has enhanced our
altruistic tendencies: all faiths insist that
the Golden Rule is the test of true
spirituality - 'Always treat others as you
wish to be treated yourself’.
You might also like to look at Peter
Rollins' Omega Course.
Do not despair. You are not alone.
Dorothy Haughton

PCN on Social Media

Did you know that PCN is on
In this bleak midwinter
Facebook and Twitter?
On our Facebook page you will see
Gifts abound
all sorts of features about subjects
of interest to progressive
Given in the same spirit, a spirit of love.
Christians: news items, theological
reflections, media news, events,
Whenandwords
and features about the worlds of
Evaluating
Reflecting of wisdom I cannot bring to utterance,
Church and faith. In recent
After almost a year of PCN membership
Thank
you for
my evaluation
of PV is positive.
PV is the silent embrace I can offer.
months we've shared articles
thought provoking in presenting a
snapshot of the theological currency
and problems within the Church and a
civilised forum of debate for readers.
PCN is about enabling change to
counter falling church attendance and
perhaps provides a lifeboat for the
established church. The Network offers
a defence against the uncompromising
critique and antagonism of some
authors who claim that religion subverts
science and liken religious teaching in
faith schools to mental abuse.
My background, in scientific research,
engenders appreciation and great
wonder of the simplicity found in
nature: the construction of species
specific DNA molecular strands from the
pairing of a few nucleotides, the
relationship of hormones and drugs to
nucleotide structure and the extensive
symmetry found in science and nature.
The Universe fulfils the role and
requirements of God for me; we live in
God and are part of God but this is not a
listening or reactive God. Since coming
into being the Christian church has
sought to monopolise the love and
compassion expressed in humankind,
created by God and exemplified in
Jesus. This is the time humanity grew
up. The church now needs to mature in
regard to its recognition of God and
relationship to God.
Robert Williams

about sexuality and gender;
images of God; common ground
between Christians, Atheists and
those of other faiths; the
relationship between science and
faith; the purpose of worship;
and living with doubt.
You can read our posts without
having to 'sign up' to Facebook,
but if you want to comment you'll
need to get a Facebook account.
You also have the option of joining
the PCN Britain Discussion Forum,
a private Facebook group which is
a safe space for you to discuss
anything you want with likeminded people! Recent
discussions have included such
topics as whether Britain is a
Christian nation; what it means
to have a relationship with God;
the nature of the Resurrection;
issues to do with sexuality and
Christianity; the role of faith in
politics; and which hymns are the
most 'progressive'!
On our Twitter page we 'tweet'
about current world events of
concern to progressive Christians:
such as social justice issues; the
environment; modern slavery; the
death penalty; as well as
theological debates and Church
politics. You can access our
Facebook and Twitter pages via
the website - please take a
look. If there is anything you
would like to know or to feed back
about our social media pages,
please email:
janis.knox@pcnbritain.org.uk.
We’d love to know
thoughts.
Anayour
Gobledale
Janis Knox

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 gift 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,Nicene
this
season
of love,
Creed
#1
Taking services as an Anglican Lay
Thank
you
for
the
manifestation
of your Spirit
Minister
(Reader) I have become
Describing what I believe?
increasingly uncomfortable about
I enjoyed Chris
article
(PV26 p.6)
inKing’s
gifts
bestowed,
reciting the Nicene Creed with integrity.
because it echoes what so many PCN
I have to point out that it is a statement
membersIn
havethe
said toactivation
me over the
of
the
sentiment
from
the Church’s
history but even then
years. They love the liturgy, the
I almost have to cross my fingers behind
solemnity and the beauty of traditional
my back. others,
On days that I am sitting as
Toareserve
you
by loving
worship and
then appalled
by some
part of the congregation I make a point
of the other aspects of worship and the
of omittingall.
the sections I cannot
tohateful
love
by serving
hideous and
thingsyou
that some
truthfully affirm.
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Christians seem quite happy to say and
believe in. There are radical churches
out there and there would be more,

As a result I have put together an
affirmation which I have included in a
number of liturgies I have compiled.

Inspired by 1 Corinthians 12:1-11

What do you think?
An affirmation of faith
We believe in God; the ground of all
being, the source of all love;
The creating spark that brought forth
time and the universe.
We believe in Jesus, revelation of God
incarnate;
Chosen by God to show us the Divine.
Demonstrating God’s way by teachings
and healings, resisting bad law, might
and violence and all things that block
the pathway of God’s wishes for human
kind.
In execution He accepted death without
resistance to demonstrate to us the
wholeness and completeness of God’s
creative love.
We believe in the Spirit, present at
creation; shown to humanity at the first
Pentecost; guiding us towards acts of
compassion, charity and healing that are
God’s will for our brothers and sisters.
We believe in the Kingdom of God here
present within all of us; offering us a
new way of living in the fullness of our
own humanity. Amen
Monty Lynds
Nicene Creed #2
In PV26 there were articles which refer
to creeds directly or indirectly. I want to
add a different perspective on the
Nicene creed.
This creed was written between 325 &
381CE. The people who drew up this
creed were living in the 4th Century
with a world view very different to ours.
I do not wish to question the reason for
the creed; who am I to know exactly
their reasons and prejudices? This is not
a revisionist critic.
But let us look at the state of physics at
that time. No Copernicus, no Galileo, no
Boyle, no Newton, no Huygens; so no
classical mechanics as we take for
granted. (The same classical mechanics
which predicts eclipses, and guides
satellites around planets, moons and
comets. Also which proved that the
Earth went around the Sun). How about
History? In the 4th Century did historical
research/accuracy prevail? Did people
look at many sources to describe
events? Music was without Bach,
Beethoven & Mozart and their
contribution to how music is now
structured. There are other examples
from other disciplines which are very
different now to the 4th Century
including Christology, epistemology and
the social mores of today!
My question is simple; why do some
Christian denominations stick to an out

of date creed which was fixed in the
mores of the 4th Century? Did the
authors think that they had made an
everlasting statement which can never
be modified or questioned? (If the
answer is yes, then their arrogance is
overwhelming!) I do not wish to
denigrate the original authors but what
other branches of learning are stuck in
the 4th Century?
So why not just ditch this creed (and the
other ones) as they are an unnecessary
hindrance to the Christian faith?
Martin Bassant

Want to reply? Have your own
burning question? 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

Black Sheep and
Prodigals
Dave Tomlinson
Thurs 10 Jan 2019, 7.30pm
Christ Church Hall, Malvern,
WR14 3AY
Cost: Donations
Dave Tomlinson is a writer and
Church of England priest – a
fervent proponent of progressive
Christian theology and practice.
Andrew Webb 01684 565708
www.pcnmalvern.eventbrite.co.uk

Five people, each of a different
faith, share their perceptions of
Christianity. Five Christians
respond. The author reflects.
An opportunity to read how across
faith divides people can listen to
each other, an invitation to enjoy
meeting new people and share
mutual respect in troubled times.
A hopeful and honest book.
Positive, progressive and personal.
Available for £12.00 + £3.20 P&P
0121 4494892
richard.tetlow@pcnbritain.org.uk

Barbara Brown Taylor
24-27 May 2019
Truro Cathedral, and elsewhere
Cost: TBC
More details to follow.
richard.gray@pcnbritain.org.uk

The Future of Faith
lecture series

Religious but not Spiritual?
Spiritual but not Religious?

Rawtenstall Unitarian Church and
Unity Centre, Bank Street,
Rawtenstall. Rossendale BB4 7QY
Cost: Donations

French Protestant Church,
Soho Square, London
Sat 8 June
PCN invites you to participate in a
conference which reflects upon
religious faith, atheism and
spirituality.
There will be a structured
conversation between
Julian Baggini - philosopher,
author, Guardian columnist
Richard Holloway - bishop,
broadcaster, writer
Harriet Harris - Edinburgh
University head of chaplaincy,
author, priest.
More details to follow.

Alastair McIntosh
Saturday 23 March 2019, 11am
‘Towards Third Millennium
Christianity: Activism, Nonviolence
and the Mystical Imperative’

PCN AGM
Sat 6 April
The venue will be announced early
in 2019, but as always this will be
an occasion for members across
the network to come and meet
and share views.
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Christmas
A Season of Goodwill and Bad Theology?
Here we are again, approaching this festival, probably
bemoaning its ever-increasing commercialisation as our
shops desperately seek customers to avoid closure. As
the last poppy falls to the ground in remembrance of the
war dead, the Christmas lights are switched on across
our towns and cities and the churches prepare for
another draw-puller after Remembrance Sunday,
namely the nativity play and the carol service.
I love Christmas, not least with the arrival of two
beautiful grandsons, who will doubtless one day be
dressed as shepherds or kings! But any serious attempt
to engage with the theological significance of the birth
narratives of Matthew and Luke is a very minor player in
the bigger game of putting on bigger and better church
concerts and other crowd pleasing approaches – live
animals in this year’s nativity story – come and watch!
Over the years I’ve wondered what the punters really
make of the Church’s beliefs about a baby born of a
virgin, whose mother was visited by an angel, whose
birth attracted shepherds alerted by singing angels, and
three wise men arriving at the same time, following that
star? Are all these bishops and clergy telling me a story,
or a legend, or a set of historical happenings? As the six
year-old Greg said to his grandfather on leaving my
church’s Christmas Eve service many years ago,
‘Grandad, is the Christmas story true?’
Progressive Christians have welcomed the writings of
people like Bishop Spong in demythologising the
Christmas story and enjoyed the work of Crossan and
Borg in ‘The First Christmas”. I even wrote a small book
in the Together in Hope series, entitled ‘Christmas:
Ancient Meanings, Modern Faith.’ What good, honest
scholarship teaches us is that there is profound depth of
meaning in these birth narratives and alongside the
infant school play, adults deserve a more profound
message at Christmas about what the gospels are
teaching us about love, compassion, power, cruelty,
poverty and justice. For those themes are all to be found
in the birth narratives.
I hope readers will be inspired by a Christmas service
near you and it would be encouraging to hear of such
intelligent approaches to the Christmas narrative as you
encounter them in public worship.
Alongside the sadness of bad theology lurk other
dangers at this time when people’s generosity of heart
can be manipulated. Recently Polly Toynbee (admittedly
no friend of religion) wrote in the Guardian about the
Samaritan’s Purse, that popular act of filling a shoe box
with goodies for children across the world.
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/
nov/08/christmas-evangelical-christians-samaritanspurse-children-muslim-countries
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What might seem more charitable than a gift of toys,
pens, notebooks and treats for a poor child in many a
poor (often Muslim) country? And it all seems so good
when drop off points include Caffe Nero, Shoe Zone, The
Entertainer and other outlets.
Toynbee writes: “Many good-hearted packers of
shoeboxes know little of the organisation behind this
scheme. It’s run by Samaritan’s Purse, fundamentalist
American evangelical Christian missionaries. After the
boxes are dispatched, they are then delivered along with
a missionary book of bible stories, The Greatest Gift,
with “the 12 Bible lessons offered by many of the
churches distributing shoeboxes,” according to the
Samaritan Purse’s website.” They claim to have reached
157 million children in over 160 countries.
Samaritan’s Purse is run by Rev Franklin Graham, son of
Billy Graham, who spoke at the inauguration of Donald
Trump. Toynbee continues: “Most people packing up
shoeboxes don’t know they are used for anti-Muslim
proselytising. Or that they are backing a pro-Trump, antigay message. Some may be from churches sharing that
evangelical brand – but I would guess most parents and
children haven’t a clue what they are supporting.”
As an alternative Polly Toynbee suggests a list from
Humanists UK, of which she is vice-president, including:
www.linktohope.co.uk a shoebox scheme run by a more
inclusive Christian charity.
www.plan-uk.org runs a range of projects to assist some
of the world’s poorest children.
www.oxfamunwrapped.com for life-changing or lifesaving gifts.
www.goodgifts.org a means of getting suitable gifts to
people who really need them.

Adrian Alker serves as the
Chair of PCN Britain
adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk

Sing Hymns
Singing Hymns Again For the First Time!
We will inspire you to sing and to think afresh about
our faith and how we express it in words and music.
Sat 19 Jan, 1.30-4.30pm
Guildford United Reformed Church
83 Portsmouth Road, GU2 4BS
fiona@yeomans.org.uk
Sat 2 March, 1.30-4.30pm
Saint Nicholas Church Potterspury, Northants
montyrlynds@hotmail.com
£5 (under 25s: £2)

Conference

Compassion

Marianne Borg gives third Memorial Lecture
The lecture took place
this year in St Marks
Church in Broomhill,
Sheffield. The
conference resonated
with significance for it
was in 2000 that
Marcus Borg first
spoke at a local parish
church in the UK.
Marcus had accepted
the invitation to come
to Sheffield at a time
when many people
across the country were beginning to read his books.
Through his work many came to realise, in an
increasingly conservative Church, that there was another
way of seeing the Christian faith. We were being asked
to look again at the person of Jesus, to read again the
Bible with fresh eyes and understanding, to
conceptualise in different ways notions of the divine.
And whilst biblical scholars had offered such insights
from the academy, the genius of Marcus was that he
was able, so accessibly, to encourage and embolden
people to speak of being Christian in ways which
appealed to both head and heart. For many he opened
up a way of redefining and reimagining Christianity
which made sense, which might appeal to a sceptical
world, which didn’t just shake the foundations and
declare what was unbelievable but offered a positive
reconstruction of the Christian faith and life.
This year’s conference was also significant because we
were honoured to welcome Marianne Borg, who had
been unable to join us in 2016 because of a hand injury.
Marianne was on the staff of Portland Cathedral in
Oregon for 18 years and her sensitive, pastoral skills
were so clearly in evidence over the weekend. More
than this, Marianne captivated her audience through the
warmth of her personality and the sincerity of her deep
commitment to following in the path of the
compassionate Jesus.
On Friday evening she spoke of her own upbringing and
journey of faith and went on to speak of the work of the
Marcus Borg Foundation, inviting us to sign up our email
addresses if we wish to receive regular news from the
Foundation. (www.marcusjborg.org)
Over 150 attended the day conference on Saturday and
we hope to receive some form of transcript of her talks
from Marianne. On Sunday Marianne preached the
sermon at the Parish Communion at St Marks and this
will soon be available to read. Thus completing a
memorable weekend.
Adrian Alker

Do not be daunted
by the enormity
of the world’s grief.
Do justly, now.
Love mercy, now.
Walk humbly, now.
You are not obligated
to complete the work,
but neither are you free
to abandon it.
- The Talmud

We mourn for all the injustice in the world. However,
the Charter for Compassion implies that we take
compassionate action to work to alleviate suffering, to
stand against injustice and to work for peace.
https://charterforcompassion.org/

Poem
Mining for Gems
Somewhere lies a secret treasure hoard,
Jewels and Gems,
Deep underground,
Formed by pressures, stresses and
Unimaginable strain.
Why are they hidden out of sight?
What makes them so precious when brought into light?
Why are they so rare?
Because of the miracle of formation?
The scarcity of discovery?
The effort of excavation?
The joy of realisation?
Whatever gems are being hidden in me today
I hope I will treasure their beauty tomorrow.
Meryl White
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Learning to 'disagree well'
The phrase comes from Justin Welby, who spoke in 2016
of 'finding ways to disagree well'. The Archbishop, of
course, has a profound need of this discovery, trying to
hold together not just a perpetually squabbling national
church, but more desperately a worldwide Anglican
Communion that increasingly threatens to explode. If it
does fall apart in the near future, then the blue touch
paper will undoubtedly be the full acceptance into the
church, or otherwise, of gay people. And it was this issue
that last year set me to writing Love that Dares to Speak,
a group study course exploring Christian reactions to
homosexuality.
It did not begin as a book, rather as a resource for our
local church. Our vicar had proposed a sermon series on
inclusivity. As we discussed it among our teaching team,
it seemed at least possible to address economic power,
gender, mental health, physical ability and race in the
context of a sermon, but when it came to sexuality, and
homosexuality in particular, it immediately became clear
that there was much more to be said than could be
crammed into one short Sunday talk.
More to the point was not what needed to be said, but
how it needed saying. What it didn't need was a
dictatorial voice laying down the law. What was needed
was a chance for everybody to air their experiences,
their opinions, their questions, their uncertainties and,
yes, sometimes their ignorance. We needed to find out
what the Bible actually said, rather than what we
thought it said, and question the authority on which we
made our ethical decisions. And so we decided to run a
group study series, which in our case became our 2017
Lent course, and I was delegated to write it.
Now this, of course, was a high-risk strategy, because
tension is very much part of this territory. Sex is difficult
to talk about for most people, homosexuality more so,
and very often so is personal faith. Put these together
and add the fact that for some people these may be tied
up with deeply painful experiences, and it was evident
that this could be tricky.
But what was also evidenced was a much deeper
underlying problem. We were simply not used to
acknowledging difference, let alone accepting it. Our
little village Anglican congregation is composed of
people from many different backgrounds: Baptist,
Catholic, Jewish; many with no religious grounding at all.
Some were well-versed in Anglican orthodoxy, some
knew their Bibles well, the majority knew little of either.
We got on quite well with each other - but then very
rarely did we confront our differences, either of lifestyle
or of opinion. So this course became an exercise in
learning how to do just that in a loving, respectful way.
And for us it went well. We discovered we had more in
common than we had differences, and that being more
honest than usual was stimulating rather than scary.
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It so happened that a few months later, I went on a
study day that unexpectedly became hugely relevant. It
had been intended to be about interfaith issues, but
because of a change of speaker, ended up being more
about principles of dialogue. And I realised that this was
the sub-text of my entire course - it was about learning
to dialogue. I even began to wonder whether this subtext might be rather more important for the church local and worldwide - than the subject in hand. Because
on the whole, dialogue is not what the church does.
It is hot on debate - in synods, assemblies, councils. It is
good at deliberation - in learned tomes that rarely reach
a wide audience. And it frequently indulges in discussion
- though mostly with a single participant 'discussing'
with themselves 'six feet above contradiction'!
But dialogue is slightly different to all of these.
Discussion, which shares its Latin root with words like
'percussion' or 'concussion', carries an image of hitting an inherent aggression. Debate, from Old French,
literally means to quarrel or fight and carries an
assumption that it should end with someone winning
the argument. Deliberation derives from the idea of
weighing in the balance (from libra - scales) and implies
that a balanced conclusion will be reached.
Dialogue, however, is rather less conclusive and
therefore more complex. Coming originally from the
Greek, it has its roots in the idea of gathering and
collecting together. And what it gathers together is
words and meanings. It is not about aggression, or
winning, or even about clear conclusions. It is about
bringing together different ideas and opinions and
experiences and learning to sit with them and value
their diversity. It is about being comfortable with
difference. It is about learning to disagree well.
I called my book Love that Dares to Speak partly in
reference to a poem: 'The love that dares not speak its
name', quoted in Oscar Wilde's trial for indecency in
1894 and frequently used thereafter as a euphemism for
homosexuality. But my title also refers to a Christian
love that surely should, if it wants to be authentic and
truthful, speak rather than remain silent. Because whilst
preachers, theologians and religious authorities have
been talking endlessly about gay priests and gay
marriage, it seems that the vast majority, the ordinary
Christian believers on the ground, simply remain silent.
And, it seems, are encouraged to do so.
One bishop who was sent my course to review
commented that he didn't think it would work in his
diocese because it would 'risk becoming divisive'. And
this from someone who is a known advocate of
dialogue. Did he think that speaking of difficult things
was OK among experts but not among the hoi polloi?
He's right in a way - allowing people to speak among
themselves is risky, especially within the confines of a

religion that traditionally depends on doctrine and ethics
being handed down from above. But then again it's a
religion centred on following Jesus, a life choice that can
never be without risk. (And he also has a point in that
any group dialogue, especially on subjects as tricky as
these, requires a facilitator who has either learned or
has a natural talent for being impartial. It needs to be
someone very secure in their own skin, someone willing
to forego pushing their own agenda, someone who
enjoys difference and can diffuse tension in a relaxed
and good-humoured way. Above all it requires someone
gifted in listening - paying attention to what isn't said, as
much as to what is.)
Indeed, maybe a more accurate title would have been
'Love that dares to listen'. Because listening is perhaps
even more challenging than speaking.
After the Church of England synod debate in February
2017 on marriage and same-sex relationships, a letter
was circulated from our Bishop. He had been the only
Bishop to abstain from voting, a choice he made, he
explained, because he felt there was more listening to
be done. The key to this process, he said was to 'speak
well of one another and to listen well... This is generous
humble listening, that makes the voice of the other have
more weight than one's own.'
Really? Speaking well of someone you fear may hurt
others? Allowing an opinion one feels to be profoundly
wrong to be heard above your own? Acknowledging that
the person you despise might actually have something
to teach you. I want to say that all this is not only
idealistic, but impractical and unwise. But then I know
that the whole of the Christian gospel is full of paradoxes
like this and I also know, from long experience that,
amazingly, when I allow them space in my life, they
seem to work.
I tried to write my course in a neutral way, not
expressing my own opinions but putting forward
relevant information, asking non-leading questions,
giving space for people to share their own experiences
and provoking a questioning attitude to ideas on both
sides of the gay debate. Naturally I failed to be entirely
neutral. One can never hide what one really feels. But in
this case what I felt was genuinely an empathy with both
sides. I am old enough to feel that societal norms that
have endured for centuries should not be lightly
jettisoned. I am still evangelical enough to realise that
naive black and white beliefs are often needed on the
Christian journey, especially for new believers. But then
again as I've listened to friends, acquaintances and
writers who are gay I've come to understand why they
see their orientation as an essential part of who they are
and therefore as God-given. I've also heard in many
cases of the pain that the church has inflicted on them.
I've looked closely at how much society has changed on
all issues of sexuality over the last 50 or so years, and
also examined what the Bible actually says and the
world in which it said it.

And I've returned to the belief that set me off as a
disciple all those many years ago, that for Jesus
compassion always trumps the rule book! (I mentioned
this to a die-hard conservative evangelical in a
conversation over his garden pruning recently. He asked
me where the Bible said that!)
A few weeks ago I sat in the sunshine outside a tea-shop
conversing with two of my oldest friends. Naturally my
new book came up. One of these friends from my school
days, let's call her Mary, is a pillar of her local Baptist
church. I knew she would be ill at ease with the whole
subject and disagree with me on much of what I
thought. I thought she would be too uncomfortable to
mention it at all. But she did. What those on the
neighbouring tables thought of our long and deep
discussion over bank holiday tea and scones, I can only
guess. But I realised that I was the one becoming
uncomfortable. I was frustrated with so many of her
suppositions and I found myself alternately determined
and reluctant to confront them. My other friend was
much wiser. She saw that whilst Mary was indeed firmly
set in her ways and troubled by anyone who questioned
them, she was having the courage to talk and listen.
Gently and respectfully she praised Mary for doing so.
And I felt my hackles subsiding and realised how much
more I still have to learn about 'finding ways to disagree
well'.

Hilary Brand is the author of five
very popular Lent courses, works of
fiction for children and young teens
and other non-fiction for adults.
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Celtic Christianity
What our Christian heritage could have been?
This article is about narratives of faith. The stories we
tell. And how they relate to us and our place in the
world. I am going to start with the story of perhaps the
most influential figure after Biblical times in shaping our
Christian heritage, St Augustine. I love him and find him
fascinating. He has given us a rich treasure trove writings
and has shaped much of Christian history since the
fourth century. But he was a pretty messed up, and he
has, in part, contributed to our pretty messed up world.
His full name was Aurelius Augustinus. He lived in the
fourth century and was of mixed Roman/Algerian
background. His family name Aurelius indicates that his
ancestors were former slaves who were granted Roman
citizenship in the third century. His mother, Monica, was
a devout Christian; his father Patricius was a Pagan who
converted to Christianity on his deathbed. Although
raised as a Christian, Augustine left the church to follow
the Manichean religion much to his mother's despair.
Before that, as a youth Augustine lived a hedonistic
lifestyle for a time, associating with young men who
boasted of their sexual exploits. It was during this period
that he uttered his famous prayer, "Lord grant me
chastity and continence, but not yet”.
At about the age of 17, Augustine began an affair with a
young woman in Carthage. Though his mother wanted
him to marry a person of his class, the woman remained
his lover for over fifteen years and gave birth to his son
Adeodatus. In his early thirties, he ended his relationship
with his lover in order to prepare himself to marry a tenyear-old heiress. (He had to wait for two years because
the legal age of marriage for women was twelve.)
By the time he was able to marry her he instead
converted to Christianity and became a celibate priest.
As Augustine later told it, his conversion was prompted
by a childlike voice telling him to "take up and read",
which he took as a divine command to open the Bible
and read the first thing he saw. He read from Paul’s
Epistle to the Romans: “Not in rioting and drunkenness,
not in chambering and wantonness, not in strife and
envying, but put on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make no
provision for the flesh to fulfil the lusts thereof.”
As in Newton’s Third Law of Physics, ‘every action has an
equal and opposite reaction’. Augustine’s licentious
youth gave rise to a horror of what was called ‘the flesh’
and a deep division of ‘spirit’ and ‘flesh’. Drawing on his
former Manichean beliefs as well as the writing of Paul,
his narrative of faith became a narrative of division and
dominion. Sex played a central part in this but was just
one strand. The broader narrative of division and
dominion embraces several themes:
What is higher is spirit.
What is lower is not just sex but the human body and
beyond that the material world.
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The spiritual path involved recognition of these divisions
and mastery and dominion of the higher over the lower.
Complementing this is a narrative of sin and individual
salvation. Initially, body and soul were in perfect
harmony, but then came along Eve and that apple. Sin
entered the world and we are without redemption, save
by the loving grace of God. In today’s language, building
a guilt-complex about our sinful nature is a necessary
prequel to a narrative of God saving us from our lower
self. The need to tell this story was the central reason for
writing his Confessions: the story of ‘how deep the pit is’
as he described it. And this story has been a central
narrative of mainstream Christianity ever since. It was
once commented that St Augustine took the worst of
Paul, and John Calvin took the worst of Augustine.
At the heart of this narrative is a picture of humankind
not as a part of Nature, but as apart from Nature. This is
not just a historical curiosity, it has a deep impact today.
In part this legacy now takes the form of a negative view
of faith as a bad thing, or at best an irrelevance.
Beyond that, deeply ingrained in the story we tell of
ourselves, is a story of division and dominion. We are
something apart from, and higher than, the natural
world. And we have the right to use the natural world as
we wish and for our benefit. Whether or not God was
around to give it to us, it is there simply for us.
But there is another narrative in the Christian tradition.
A story of togetherness. A story of harmony and
connection. A story of Celtic Christianity. I have drawn
much from a book written 25 years ago: ‘The Celtic Way’
by Ian Bradley: “Now that we are at last seeking to
escape from the gloomy shadow that Augustine and the
Reformers have cast over Western Christianity for so
long, we would do well to let the Celts be our guides.”
Early Celtic Christians drew much from their pagan
inheritance, as well as from the Psalms and Hebrew
prophets who spoke of the reciprocal relationship
between God and Creation. Isaiah spoke of the
mountains and hills breaking forth with the glory of God
and the trees of the fields clapping their hands. The
legends of St Brigid, a patron saint of Ireland, drew much
from her pagan predecessor Brigid, goddess of spring,
fertility and poetry. In Irish tradition St Brigid was seen
as the first woman priest, having apparently been
ordained by a short-sighted bishop. Like Jesus, she had a
sense for the good time and managed in one miracle to
turn dirty washing up water into beer. She was also
proto-feminist. It is said that she turned the Lord Mayor
of London into a horse when he was rude to her. But it
took a myopic bishop to ordain her and most Celtic
theology is written by men.
Acknowledging this I will illustrate the Celtic Christian
way of looking at the world through the stories of two
men. Their names are Pelagius and Erigena.

Pelagius was born around the year 350 and was a
contemporary of Augustine. Born in Ireland, he was tall
in stature and portly in appearance. Pelagius was also
highly educated, he spoke and wrote Latin and Greek
with great fluency and was well versed in theology. He
moved to Rome around the year 380 where he enjoyed
a reputation of austerity. Pelagius became concerned
about the moral laxity of society. He blamed this laxity
on the theology of divine grace preached by Augustine,
among others. He began to teach that salvation was a
matter of co-operation between nature and grace,
arguing strongly for human free will and against
Augustine’s notion of predestination. This became
known as the Pelagian heresy which duly earned him the
wrath of Augustine and others and excommunication by
Pope Zosimus under pressure from Emperor Honorius.
Augustine and friends such as St Jerome got their way. In
a memorable turn of phrase, Jerome referred to Pelagius
as ‘a most stupid fellow heavy with Scottish porridge’.
So, what had Pelagius done wrong? Augustine was
amongst those writing to the Pope complaining about
Pelagius’ nine heretical views. First was to deny that
“Death came from sin, not man's physical nature”. In
Pelagius’ Celtic tradition, to quote Ian Bradley, human
nature was viewed not as being “radically tainted by sin
and evil, intrinsically corrupt and degenerate, but as
imprinted with the image of God, full of potential and
opportunity”. Bradley goes on to reflect on the imperial
past of both Rome and England where religion usefully
served as judge and reprover of the individual. He
contrasts this with both Celtic tradition and liberation
theology which were subject to, rather than
perpetrators of, imperialism and which instead stressed
faith’s role as liberator and enabler. The reality of sin
and evil in the world is not denied but seen as lying most
in the forces of oppression and aggression and not
centred on the innate depravity of humankind. The
stress is not on sinful humanity but rather on liberating
and encouraging people to fulfil their potential and
achieve their destiny of communion with God.
And now to John Scotus Erigena. Born in Ireland in the
early ninth century he spent his later years in Laon north
east of Paris. Like Pelagius his views got him into hot
water and he was found guilty of heresy by the Synod of
Valence in 855. Foreshadowing Pope Francis, he argued
that Hell was not a physical place. Heaven and hell for
Erigena were about the closeness of one’s relationship
to God. More broadly, whilst Pelagius sought to
establish the intrinsic goodness of human nature,
Erigena was concerned with all of nature and wanted to
counter the damaging dualism which split God away
from Creation and suggested that the material world
was somehow profane and inferior to the spiritual. In
contrast to Augustine, he held that the material world
was essentially good. For him, every object was a flash of
the supernatural. “We ought not to understand God and
the creatures as two things distinct from one another”
he wrote, “but as one and the same. For both the
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creature is in God and God, by manifesting himself in a
marvellous and ineffable manner, creates himself in
creatures.” The long word for this view is ‘panentheism’.
All things are in God, but God is more than all things. He
also provides a prequel for modern process theology:
the very nature of God is continuous creation. God is
both the source and the fulfilment of all existence.
Insightful imagery building on St John’s Gospel is used,
with the Logos, or the Christ, presented as the alpha and
the omega, beginning and end: the origin of all things
and the one in which all things will be gathered up.
The main story for Erigena was one of togetherness
rather than division and dominion. “The tragedy of
Western theology” Ian Bradley writes “is that it has
sought to widen divisions, seeking to separate the
material from the spiritual, to distance humans from the
rest of creation and to remove God from his creation.
The effect of that dualism” he continues “has been to
produce an unhealthy over-concentration on sin and
guilt and an attitude towards the natural world which
has encouraged a reckless exploitation of our planet.”
He concludes: “We urgently need a return to those more
holistic values of our Celtic ancestors”. That message is
as true today as it was twenty-five years ago.

Jon Cape is a leader of the PCN
Forth Valley local group in central
Scotland and is a member of Stirling
Methodist Church.
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The China Effect
I was listening to ‘The Sunday Service’ on Radio 4. The
speaker was thoughtful and challenging, the music
beautiful and inspiring, and then came the prayers –
“worship Thee” “Thou givest” “Thy mercy”. It took me
back to my youth when the question amongst our youth
group was “Do you know how to pray in public?” I
thought about this for a long time until I realised what
was really being asked was “Can you speak fluent 17th
century English when referring to God while using
modern English for everyone and everything else?” I also
recall that our pastor railed against the ‘blasphemy’ of
the (then) recently published New English Bible for
altering the actual words of God in THE Bible – the 17th
century English of the Authorised Version.
I once read an article which attempted to unravel the
mystery of ‘What happened to China?’ Early in the first
millennium CE China was the most advanced civilization
on earth - its learning, knowledge, social structure,
inventiveness and industry exceeded the rest of the
world put together. Almost two millennia later it was
virtually unchanged and looked like a quaint fossil. Why
did China not develop and advance like other
civilizations? The suggested answer was that its religion
and culture were so tied to ancestor worship that China
locked itself into a time bubble. It just could not (dare
not) question ‘the ancestors’ and ‘the wisdom handed
down’ and so it could not change. In time, it even
isolated itself as far as possible from outside influences
that might foster change. By always looking backwards
the Chinese locked themselves into a particular point of
development and were unable to progress.
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What brings those two reflections together is the vexed
question of church decline today. Most churches consist
of ever fewer elderly regulars with virtually no ‘new’
people - so why are others not attracted to the ideas,
truths and inspiration that we find in our faith? In
Christianity we claim to find insights that glorify, guide,
and add value, add meaning to, all life, but increasingly
we seem to be talking to ourselves. We struggle with
missions, outreach initiatives, Messy Church, coffee
mornings, etc., but (most of) our churches resolutely
refuse to grow. At the same time society in general is
clearly not at ease with itself and is increasingly looking
for a sense of meaning and purpose: just witness the
new cults, movements, ‘-isms’, even diets, and whatever
that keep springing up and rapidly attract adherents. At
the same time contemporary politics appears to be
increasingly dominated by inter-factional struggles for
power rather than any concern for the general welfare
(dare I mention the Brexit debate or the Trump
phenomenon in the USA?). This all attracts a great deal
of attention and opinions are solicited from all sorts of
people, both those with relevant experience (politicians,
pundits, and the like) and those without (actors,
sportsmen/women, writers, even arts critics!) But if

anybody dares suggest a Christian point of view there is
an outcry (both inside and outside the Church) about
keeping religion out of politics. The fact is, Christianity is
seen as increasingly irrelevant to real life. I fear that, in
part at least, this arises because Christianity is
increasingly living in, even delighting in, its own version
of the ‘China Effect’ – a dogged attachment to the ways
things used to be and understandings that made sense
to previous generations but are no longer tenable. The
result is that we become increasingly irrelevant.
Over the last five hundred years the understanding of
the universe and humanity’s place in it has changed out
of all recognition. Through all history until roughly the
16th century it all seemed very simple. Humans
laboured on earth while God (or the gods) lived in
comfort above the sky, just out of reach, keeping an eye
on things. All human life was controlled by ‘outside
forces’, whether inanimate (e.g. the stars) or nonphysical animate (spirits). These forces determined
events, dispensing good or bad luck, ill health, life and
death etc. according to their own wishes, foibles, malice
or goodwill. Individuals were assigned a place within this
scheme of things and just had to get on with life as it
was dealt to them – “the rich man in his castle, the poor
man at his gate” and all that. Right and wrong was
defined by the rich and powerful and you had to respect
and obey or be punished. Life for most ‘ordinary’ people
was generally tough and precarious. Work was physically
hard, ill health and deprivation always at hand, life
expectancy was limited and many (most?) people died
whilst they were still around the top of their physical
powers. God, of course, was the ultimate source of all
power who would eventually reward or punish
individuals according to divine judgement.
Beginning around the 16th century systematic
quantitative (i.e. scientific) investigation of natural
phenomena began to change that understanding of the
world. This was slow at first but accelerated into the
19th century and thereafter the rate of change
continued to increase until it is now almost explosive.
The universe is now seen as a much more rational place
and we now have an altogether more mechanistic view
of how “life, the universe and everything” (to quote
Douglas Adams) functions. Because of this society in
general has been (and is still) going through the most
amazing changes – for example in developed countries,
medical science now enables many to live long healthy
lives, brutally hard physical labour has been almost
abolished and the sense of deference towards ‘betters’
and the social elite has largely evaporated.
Most human organisations are finding it difficult to cope
with the rate of change but Christianity seems to be
doing worse than most. In fact, there seems to be an
increasing emphasis on keeping our faith exactly as it
was for our forebears, using the same understandings,

language and concepts as they did. Indeed, we often
hear talk of “keeping the ancient truths”, “maintaining
the faith” and such expressions. The language of
Christianity has become ossified and (largely) dated. We
use a jargon which is almost unused outside Church.
Worship has increasingly become a structured rehearsal
based on ancient ideas of a hierarchical universe. In
Methodism (where I have most experience) the phrase
“Methodist heritage” is increasingly heard along with
the suggestion that “every act of worship should include
at least one Wesley hymn” – nothing against the
Wesleys but nowadays we see life differently.
Against that the Bible offers us a wonderful record of
how people explored their sense of God and invites us to
do the same, but we need to see this in terms of our
(modern) knowledge and understanding. Above all we
need to take the Bible seriously and this has two
dimensions. Firstly, we need to read what it actually
says, not what we think it says, have been told it says, or
want to think it says. Most emphatically that does not
mean that we should regard the Bible as an infallible
text written under God’s direct control, maybe even
dictated by God (yes, the Pastor mentioned in the
opening paragraph did believe that). Secondly, we must
distinguish carefully between the narrative - i.e. what
happened - and the commentary - i.e. how the observer
interpreted what happened in that particular time and
culture. Taking the Bible seriously is not necessarily easy.
The writers were surely honest observers but what they
saw and how they interpreted it was influenced by their
knowledge, understanding, expectations, and culture.
Since then their text has been translated, re-translated,
maybe mis-translated, edited, elaborated, and all the
other things that happen to ancient texts. However, read
seriously and considered in the light of modern
perceptions the Bible has quite remarkable insights.
Gen 1 presents the most amazing appreciation of how
the early development of planet earth would have been
observed by a (hypothetical) inhabitant at the time, and
Gen 3 then discusses what it means to be human coming
to terms with self-awareness, sense of being and hence
of mortality. Elijah’s “still small voice” is still the way God
speaks and guides us, notwithstanding all the forces and
voices of the world. In the NT the Temptations show
Jesus coming to terms with his sense of calling after his
baptism, an example to us all. The Feeding of the 5000
was not a one-time-only conjuring trick to provide a slap
-up picnic for imprudent people who forgot their lunch,
but rather points out the potential of sharing available
resources - a message for today if ever there was one! It
is also clear that whilst Jesus denied violence as a
response to personal insult, he did not utterly foreswear
it – in the ‘Cleansing of the Temple’ he used violence,
albeit minimal and strictly controlled, to stop the abuse
and exploitation of others. This too is an important
message for today – armed conflict, and hence being
prepared for armed conflict, is not necessarily
unchristian and may be necessary to protect the weak or

vulnerable. In truth,
the Bible still speaks
very directly to life as
we experience it
today, but we need
to read it afresh
against the
background of both
its cultural context
and modern
knowledge and
perceptions. We
must recognise,
accept and be willing
to acknowledge, that
much of our heritage
of belief is of historic
interest only and
instead to make
sense of our faith in
Sander van der Wel
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the world as it is,
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now. Then, perhaps,
we will have something to say and people will listen!
As a ‘minister in pastoral charge’ I was always conscious
that my congregations consisted largely of the
‘survivors’; that is, those who had come to terms with
archaic language, practices and understandings.
Conscious of this, I tried diligently to avoid offence by
not raising difficult or contentious subjects. This was not
always successful. I once suggested that Noah’s Ark was
too small to contain fodder for all the animals but was
firmly corrected because only one bucket of fodder was
needed and, as in the feeding of the 5000, God
replenished it as it was eaten. Likewise, when leading
Bible studies one of the most frequent, and depressing,
questions to be asked was: “but what does that Bible
passage mean?” – in reality, “please tell us what we are
supposed to believe”. Maybe the leader can offer
specialist knowledge about the historical context, but it
is for the participants to think what it means for them,
now. Since retiring I have been more open about
addressing the Bible in the light of modern knowledge
and, to my surprise, the great majority have welcomed it
as a challenging breath of fresh air. I firmly believe there
is a desperate need for an up-to-date Christian
commentary on the world as it is now experienced and
there is ample material in the Bible on which to base
this. However, it will not happen whilst Christians are
more concerned with “keeping the faith” and
“maintaining the truths” handed down to us than with
facing up to modern reality. Above all, we need to take
the Bible seriously!

Jeff Smith was a nuclear
scientist for 25 years followed by
16 years as a Methodist
minister. Now retired.
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Non-Conforming Companions
Rod Tickner’s reflection and the questions he posed in
PV26 p.15 sent me back to the eight points. It seems
that point five ‘We seek to build communities that
accept all who wish to share companionship without
insisting on conformity’ is what we all hope to
experience in our churches and PCN. The overemphasis
on right belief rather than the journey of faith and hope
is shutting down discussion in many congregations and
so it is understandable many articles in PV have focussed
on this. The risk in doing so, in articles and group
discussions, can be that others feel their beliefs prevent
them from belonging to the forum. I am glad Rod
reconsidered this. Perhaps point seven can help here ‘to
gain more insights in the search for understanding than
we do in certainty’. Surely this also means
understanding what holds meaning for each other?
In Rugby group, where PCN membership is not universal,
we hold a range of views on the meaning of the life and
death of Jesus, the Resurrection experience and the
miraculous, but people attend in order to explore in an
open way. Experience has shown us however, as with
the Stoke on Trent group (PV26 p.20), that passionate
responses can be triggered when discussing what we do
and don’t believe. Rod Tickner describes how his atheist
friends value his ‘readiness to listen to and accept their
views in a non–confrontational way’, and when we have
also achieved that in our encounters it does feel like we
are sitting alongside each other with difference. I would
like to suggest that PCN in developing new course
materials models this in some way and can perhaps
work collaboratively with others in doing so.

16

Belief is so wrapped up with definitions of what it is to
be Christian that even within PCN we have trouble with
the label and some like Ben Whitney (PV26 p.10) no
longer use it. I wonder if it is better to focus on good
practice in relating to difference rather than trying to
convince everyone that PCN is Christian. In reality many
of us already do that as family and friend circles often
include a wide variety of opinion and belief, both
Christian and non Christian. It is only by having
conversations over time that we often find better ways
of both listening and sharing experiences about faith and
belief. At our recent meeting in Rugby one of our
members gave us an example of this as he is also a
member of SPECTRUM, an organisation with roots in
Methodism. Originally for ministers it is now open to lay
people and all denominations. The name was chosen
‘because it was felt the movement should embrace all
shades of theological opinion in a genuine spirit of
openness and acceptance’. There is an annual
conference and we have been looking at this year’s
papers based around the title ‘Beyond Belief’ which
covered areas familiar to us in PCN. Such a spirit of
openness can’t be imposed and can be deflated when
met with opposition but hopefully we can

demonstrate it in
PCN and help
each other find
the language to
foster it within
our other circles.
It would be good
to hear about
conversations
CC0 Public Domain
https://pixnio.com/sport/hot-air-ballooning/colorful-spectrum-balloon-aircraft-color#
people are
having and progress made?
It is important that we support each other especially
when members such as Rod Tickner and Chris King (PV26
p.6) describe how isolating it can feel in congregations
where questions are resisted. I particularly want to
affirm all those who stay within congregations to try and
facilitate dialogue and be a voice for others who may be
sitting silently with no way to explore their thoughts.
This can be especially challenging for those in leadership
roles, whether in lay or ministerial positions. It would be
good to hear how journeys progress. I would be
interested to learn if Chris spends time with other
congregations in order to express her faith more fully,
even if only periodically, and if Rod finds some other
local support whether in PCN or beyond?

Nicola Phelan is a retired NHS
nursing and genetic counsellor and a
founder member and convenor of
the Rugby group.

Poem
Logos - The Word
The Word became flesh and dwelt among us,
pitching his tent in our daily life
The Word is our light, enabling us in the darkness.
The Word helps us to perceive
the straight and narrow way,
the spiralling way
that leads to that mystery beyond telling.
The Word is the door of the sheepfold,
enabling us to move freely
as we are guided to vital sustenance.
The Word is ever-present with compassionate love.
The Word ever holds for us the energy of prayer,
that vital essence of all that is,
enlightening, encouraging, enabling
and spiritually enriching
as we are gently transformed on our earthly journey
from now to eternity.
Ros Murphy

Well-being
Finding Meaning in a Secular World
In the world I inhabit, the world of holistic health and
wellbeing, a world that speaks of integrating body, mind
and spirit but seldom defines what that looks like, we
now have a new tool. My colleague, Dr Nicola Brough,
has recently been awarded her PhD and a major
complementary Therapy prize for developing an
outcome measure for Craniosacral Therapy.
What particularly interested me about Nicola’s work,
and its development, was that she actively seized the
nettle of trying to define what spiritual health looks like.
To summarise, at the centre of spiritual wellbeing is the
ability to ‘be present’; from this central state then flows
the sense of connection to self, others and nature, the
ability to trust life and live meaningfully in line with
personal values. A series of rigorously tested questions
have been designed to measure the sense of spiritual
wellbeing and if that changes while undergoing a
particular course of therapy.
The ability to ‘be present’ or ‘aware’ also links all the
subsections of the outcome measure. In other words, to
the extent that a person was present or aware they were
able to integrate their physical functioning, social,
mental and spiritual wellbeing. This makes ‘being
present’ the heart of other aspects of health. It is truly
the key to unlocking integrated health. As Ken Wilbur
says, ‘Spirituality is... the matter of ultimate concern, the
epitome of all that is meaningful, the essence of all that
is good and truth and beauty’ (Integral Life Practice).
We are all engaging with questions of connection,
meaning and living our lives with integrity. Given that
this is true, I wonder where people are receiving spiritual
nurture and what it is about a good therapeutic
relationship that is able to facilitate an improvement in
spiritual wellbeing? Nicola’s research certainly seems to
indicate that this is happening.
I wonder if a wise empathic therapist, whatever their
discipline, is able to accompany a person as they engage
with questions of a deeper nature, whether that be
through the medium of the body, mind or indeed the
spirit. As traditional beliefs and attendance decline are
we in danger of throwing out the proverbial baby with
the bath water?
Perhaps good therapists; well grounded in these
practices and their own experience of them, will perform
a priest-like function within their communities.
According to Nicola’s research that is exactly what is
happening.

Karen Elsworth is a
Chartered Physiotherapist, Craniosacral
Therapist and former priest in the
Anglican Church.

Practice?
Spiritual practices are more important than belief?
On Thurs 20 Sept,
the Tunbridge
Wells Radical
Pilgrims (part of
PCN), in
conjunction with
the UK charity
Spirit of Peace,
held an open
evening at the
Tunbridge Wells
Camden Centre.
About 50 filled the
hall to hear
biologist, author
and practising
Anglican Rupert
Sheldrake,
currently Fellow of
the Institute of Noetic Sciences in California, and of
Schumacher College, Devon.
Dr. Sheldrake's subject was Science and Spiritual
Practices, drawing from his book of the same title, and
another of his books The Science Delusion. He explained
how science can authenticate spirituality by validating
seven practices on which all religions are built and which
are themselves more important than specific beliefs.
These are meditation, gratitude, connecting with nature,
respecting plants, rituals, singing and chanting, and
pilgrimage. Many atheists now acknowledge religious
and spiritual practices generally make people happier
and healthier, as seen in the growth of atheist churches.
Time precluded expanding them all, but he suggested
ways we can explore these fields for ourselves. For
example, gratitude can be expressed by simply saying
grace before a meal. Meditation can alleviate many
medical conditions and is increasingly available on the
NHS. It can involve not only exploring the mind within,
but potentially connect you with the Ultimate Mind, or
the divine. Tourism can be a debased form of pilgrimage,
but real value can be experienced by a simple day’s walk
ending at a holy place, such as a cathedral, which
symbolically links heaven and earth.

www.sheldrake.org
After the talk, Dr. Sheldrake fielded some searching
questions from the floor. There was great interest in his
views but some concern of his advocacy of using
psychedelic drugs in carefully controlled circumstances.
The lasting impression was however that this had been a
most interesting and stimulating evening.
Stephen J. Greenhill
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News from local groups
Please contact group convenors or
see the relevant PCN Britain web
page for further details.
Newcomers are always welcome.

Abingdon
01235 530480

Cliff Marshall
cliff.marshall@pcnbritain.org.uk

We have enjoyed a shared meal
together and been developing a series
of meetings exploring what the
response of the progressive Christian
might be to questions raised by nonchurchgoers about traditional doctrines,
etc. Thus far we have explored the
teaching and claims about ‘salvation’,
the forms of prayer which might be said
to be effective and, in Dec, we shall
think about what should be said to
children and non-churchgoers about the
NT birth narratives. Looking ahead we
are planning an open meeting in Mar
when the speaker will be Keith Ward on
the theme of his book, ‘Love is His
Meaning’. Details of this meeting will be
posted on the website. Some members
attended the recent Marcus Borg
Memorial Lecture in Sheffield and
future meetings will include discussion
of the points raised by Marianne Borg.
Our normal meetings will be at 2.30pm
on 4 Dec, 8 Jan, 5 Feb, all at St Michael’s
Church Room, Abingdon. Our regular
meeting on 5 Mar will be at 7.30pm in
St Peter’s Church Room, Drayton. All
details will be on our webpage. Typically
between 14 - 20 members, drawn from
our growing group of at least 29, attend
the meetings for discussions which are
always interesting and valued for the
open and accepting approach we adopt.

Birmingham

Richard Tetlow

0121 4494892 richard.tetlow@pcnbritain.org.uk

We are aiming to vary our monthly
Monday afternoon meetings with 3
evening meetings aimed at attracting
full time workers. Adrian Alker’s evening
lecture was particularly appreciated as
was the special meeting to launch
Richard Tetlow’s book, ‘Perceptions of
Christianity from People of Different
Faiths’ attended by over 70 people. We
have also had further fascinating and
fruitful meetings with staff and students
of the Muslim Al Mahdi Institute which
takes a progressive stance on Islamic
studies. Discussion centred round the
possibilities of making a publicity film
aimed mainly at younger people setting
18 out some of the aims of PCN. Our

meetings provide mutual support, a
sharing and development of ideas,
ongoing difficulties with current
ecclesiastical practice, discussion
around poetry readings, particular
topics such as the nature and practice of
prayer and future patterns of worship.

Bolton
01204 456050

Jim Hollyman
jim.hollyman@pcnbritain.org.uk

Our meeting has an average attendance
of eleven, a good number for a house
gathering. The group is almost equally
female and male and includes members
of the URC, Anglican and Methodist
denominations. We meet on the second
Wed each month at 1.30pm until 3pm –
usually at 1462 Junction Road West,
Lostock, Bolton, BL6 4EG.
We are finding Conrad Gempf’s small
book “Jesus Asked” an intriguing way to
reconsider ways of looking at Jesus and
the questions he is reported as asking.
Having looked at “Questions with no
obvious answers” and “Jesus Pretends”
at our Nov meeting , on 12 Dec we will
be discussing the last two chapters –
“How not to Answer Jesus’ Questions”
and “What Jesus wanted to know”.

Edinburgh

Mary McMahon

0131 4413337 mary.mcmahon@pcnbritain.org.uk

We started the session exploring the
need for a second Reformation, and had
plenty of suggestions for and against,
but no consensus – yet! - for a list to
attach to Edinburgh cathedral! In Oct
we were invited to share our signs of
hope. Some of us struggled a bit to think
of positive signs of light in the prevailing
darkness! We were concerned about
much of institutional religion, politics,
and our damage of the earth. However,
we hope that increasing awareness
helps us to choose more responsible
options. In Nov, we will return to
examining the inward journey, the
exploration of which was begun so ably
by Scott McKenna last year. And pre
Christmas, John McKechnie will
introduce us to some songs with less
dogma and more progressive language.

Exeter
01392 668859

Liz Vizard
liz.vizard@pcnbritain.org.uk

We hosted the Very Rev Jonathan
Draper, former Dean of Exeter
Cathedral and now Chair of Modern
Church, on 14 Oct, who spoke to us on
Evolutionary Theology: why change is all

there is. He used understandings of
evolution and genetics as an analogy for
understanding why there are so many
diverse 'species' of the Christian faith and why that is not a bad thing. Adapt
and change, respond to challenges, or
die, was a lesson drawn from the
comparison – a warning to the Church.
Not a new message, but insistent and
clearly expressed in a refreshing light.
This was well attended and engendered
thoughtful questions and answers. We
have no plans yet for 2019, but hope to
find some equally good speakers and
topics. Liz is looking for someone to take
on the task of convening the group, so
far without success...

Manchester John Ramsbottom
0161 456 5119 john.ramsbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk

We resumed in Sept looking at more of
Bishop Spong's “Theses”. The following
month we were led in thoughts of
remembering war with a glimpse of how
one of the local churches had
researched the lives of former members
who were involved in WW1, and some
shared their own personal connections
who had taken part in the conflict.
Whilst we must remember what
happened and those who died, and
hopefully learn from this, maybe the
idea of celebration is not appropriate?
Future plans for the Nov meeting are to
think about mental health issues such as
suicide, depression and self-harm, using
the expertise of one of our members
who worked in this field. This will be the
last meeting of the year.
In the new year we propose to use a
book from the Together in Hope series,
“Rethinking Worship” by Jan Berry. This
is a new venture which we hope will
stimulate a lively discussion.
The average attendance is round about
10 and we continue to meet generally
on the 4th Wed of the month at Heaton
Moor United Church in Stockport.

Newcastle
01670 519800

Pat Fuller
pat.fuller@pcnbritain.org.uk

During our wonderfully head-churning
AGM in Jun, a raft of ideas was floated
for future sessions. We wanted to
engage with our community, to
encourage both original thinking and
profound study and (just as importantly)
to swap stories and food with each
other. Our new programme has started
off with a series of discussions based on

Francis Spufford's book, ‘Unapologetic’,
which usefully sparked outrage,
puzzlement and mirth in equal measure.
At our next meeting we will be finding
out more about the work of the Food
Coop in Newcastle, leading into a
conversation on what it means to follow
an ethical way as Progressive Christians.
Future meetings will consider
Christmas, local Fairtrade initiatives and
our favourite pieces of music. One of
our strengths is diversity as members
come from a variety of backgrounds so
there can be no single, monolithic, way
to ask questions or to draw upon
resources. It is however intended
always to be a thought provoking and
hospitable environment. We generally
meet at St Thomas’ in the Haymarket on
the second Tue night of the month.

Rugby
01788 562562

Nicola Phelan
nicola.phelan@pcnbritain.org.uk

One of us is involved in SPECTRUM, an
organisation with roots in Methodism
that seeks to explore faith and belief in
a spirit of openness and respect. Their
conference this year was entitled
‘Beyond Belief’ and covered areas
relating to the nature of believing
familiar to PCN. In Sept we looked at the
first three papers by Professor Michael
Taylor, former Director of Christian Aid.
The first explored how Belief can be
challenged and changed over time and
asked ‘Are we all in the same boat?’ and
we explored that metaphor for some
time. The Humanity of Religion looked
at the human origin of all belief even
the belief that they are not man- made.
We heard about Michael Taylor’s own
journey to what is now I understand a
non realist position. PV26 gave many
examples of why people still go to
church and Michael’s third paper was
on the same subject. He holds that as
the church is man-made it has its faults
and limitations and we should not
expect too much of it but it is not a
reason not to attend. Among concern
for justice and the struggle to be
inclusive of the poor and others he also
says ‘I believe in the realism of
Christianity which advises us to take
account not only of the best in us but
also of our tendency to act out of selfinterest requiring us to promote the
balance of power wherever we can.’
Everyone was interested to learn more
of SPECTRUM and found the papers
stimulating, and during the writing of
this report I have gained new insights.
We will look at the next three papers in
Nov which focus on voices and visions,
what they mean and possible origins.

Tunbridge Wells Sandy Elsworth
sandy.elsworth@pcnbritain.org.uk

After a recent open meeting with
Rupert Sheldrake on the seven spiritual
practices, it was decided to follow this
up by discussing each one in turn. We
started off with gratitude, or rather ‘The
Flow of Gratitude’ to use the chapter
title in Sheldrake's book ‘Science and
Spiritual Practices’. Members had been
asked to bring with them a piece of
paper on which there was something
useful or interesting which could be
used as a gift to whoever sat next to
them. In the subsequent discussion, we
were encouraged to articulate how they
felt about the act of giving and receiving
this gift and in general. With prepared
questions as a prompt, discussion
ranged from the flow of gratitude, the
use of gratitude diaries, the insanity of
ingratitude in a consumerist society, to
whom are we expressing gratitude, and
the extent to which having a belief
enhances gratitude. Some of the ideas
in Bruce Lipton's ‘Biology of Belief’, such
as the science of gratitude, and how it
works at a cellular level and on your
DNA were also discussed. A distinction
was drawn between real gratitude and
mere 'good manners'. Everyone seemed
to enjoy the discussion, and it is
intended to tackle another spiritual
practice at our next meeting.

Mid-Wilts
01380 738155

Janet Tanner
janet.tanner@pcnbritain.org.uk

Meetings: 1 Thurs of the month at
7.30pm in St. James Church, Devizes.
We continue to watch the DVD ‘The
Jesus Fatwah’ and realise the significant
similarities between Islam and
Christianity, as well as the blurred lines
between religion and culture.
Two members report a special event:
In Oct we went on retreat to the Isle of
Wight for three nights. One of our lead
facilitators, an Anglican priest, has
returned to the Island where she was
brought up, and taken on a team
ministry near Ryde. She arranged for us
to stay in a family run hotel on the
seashore. We could see the shipping
coming and going on Spithead. We were
blessed with good weather. The theme
of the retreat was the Bible, with an
unusual approach. We discussed which
books would we discard and why. Our
other lead facilitator introduced us to
"The Bible Makes Sense" by Walter
Brueggemann, which raises some
challenging questions, and we shared
our experience of relationships which
have godlike qualities. We had a session

on Freedom in a team church, with
contributions from all of us of poems
and music. We attended communion in
a nearby modern chapel, and explored a
church built in the 12th century. It was
particularly moving to see memorial
windows to sons who were killed in
WW1. On the last evening we had our
own Eucharist reminding us of the last
supper. Around bread and wine we told
our favourite stories of Jesus’ life.
We know each other quite well, but we
were able to bond more closely. Our
conviviality and the beautiful
surroundings added to the spiritual
experience. We hope to go again.

N Worcester
01562 884344

David Tubb

david.tubb@pcnbritain.org.uk

On 11 Sept we met to discuss
“consciousness”. It will be interesting to
see how this will impact on our
individual and collective thinking about
matters of faith.
We continue to enjoy and value our
meeting together in homes about every
two months. We usually number around
a dozen or more friends, sharing our
individual journeys and exploring
together. It shows how much easier it is
to do this in an informal gathering.

West Yorkshire Michael Burn
michael.burn@pcnbritain.org.uk

Our Oct meeting took the form of a
discussion on John Gray’s “Seven Types
of Atheism” ably and helpfully led by
Phil Carlin.
On 12 Nov Michael Burn introduced a
discussion on Jack Spong’s
“Unbelievable”. Details of what we
thought will be in the next PV.
Pencilled in but subject to confirmation
the meeting on 14 Jan will consider
Jonathan Clatworthy’s “Why
Progressives Need God”.
It is encouraging that a number of
people have recently enquired about
joining the group and we hope that will
mean increased attendances and a
wider sharing of thoughts and
experiences.
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Reviews
Pathway to the Stable by Ivor Thomas
Rees, Circle Books
Ivor aims to show
the relevance of
the Christmas
narratives for us.
Each chapter
examines and
analyses a specific
character or
episode and ends
with a reflective
prayer and
pertinent questions. This enables the
book to be used by groups. Where
historical background is given, it is
enlightening, and great emphasis is
placed on the fulfilling of OT prophesies.
Studying the Gospels and Acts, Marcus
Borg wisely advised: “Don’t worry about
whether these events happened or not.
Instead ask yourself What do they
mean?” This crucial perspective is quite
absent. He assumes uncritically that the
events and players in these fables were
once real. To make them plausible
requires fruitless speculation in the
absence of evidence and the need to
explain the gaps, inconsistencies and
contradictions in the stories. While the
fulfilment of prophecy is assiduously
pursued, some scholars propose a
plausible alternative explanation.
The Christmas fables really do have a
valuable contemporary message only if
they are regarded not as history but as
metaphorical, symbolic, poetic and
mythical. Nevertheless, the questions at
the end of each chapter are stimulating
and challenging for us today, but an
opportunity has been missed to
evaluate the Birth narratives.
Robin Story
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Just Love by Jayne Ozanne,
Darton, Longman & Todd
I read this fascinating
and an absorbing read
in two evenings. It has
then taken me weeks
to review because it
challenged my
thinking regarding
prayer and in some
ways I still don’t know
what to make of it.
It is autobiographical and its underlying
theme is how Jayne has struggled with
her sexuality. She relates how her early
life was over-shadowed by the
confusion of knowing she was different
and she was well into adulthood

before she recognised that she was gay.
At first she would not accept this
discovery about herself and there
followed years of denial, then fervent
prayer for delivery from her feelings
before finally, and much later in life, her
acceptance that this is how God made
her. Jayne tells with great honesty the
pain of rejection, by her church and
some of her Christian friends when she
came out to them. But also the rejection
when she misunderstood the feelings of
some of her female friends - all too clear
is her embarrassment and hurt.
This book is so much more than that
though, it tells about the life of
someone who has committed
themselves to prayer and asking God for
guidance in all the minutiae of day to
day existence. At every turn of the page
there is a prayer answered and that is
my difficulty with the book. Is this just
hindsight or has God been instrumental
in her every move? As someone who is
uncertain that God intervenes directly in
our lives when asked, I struggle with this
book. Nevertheless, this is a great read
and a challenge to anyone who fails to
accept that gay love is just as natural
and wholesome as any other.
Chris Clasper
Love that Dares to Speak by Hilary
Brand, Darton, Longman & Todd
This is one of a series
of Lent reflections.
As a person who has
no problem with
homosexuality, I
wondered how this
five-week Lent
course would work. It
is short but has a
structure that any
group could use but it is Anglican
centred; I would have thought that this
would not be a problem for other
Christian denominations. Its strength is
in its references, not just biblical ones
but also modern secular ones including
an interesting and informative short
quiz. It does stress the need for dialogue
and a group willing to listen to each
other’s concerns. I would recommend
the book/course to a group that has
previously met and has discussed some
other so-called controversial topics. It is
an antidote to alpha courses as the
participants can explore their individual
ideas and prejudices and is not too
prescriptive.
Martin Bassant

The Girl De-Construction Project by
Rachel Gardner, Hodder and Stoughton
This is written for
‘women of all
ages’, but mainly
the very young.
President of the
Girls’ Brigade,
Rachel is well
known- not least
for her campaign
to have the sign
’Send Me Nudes’
removed from fashion store ‘Misguided’
in Bluewater shopping centre. The
success of her campaign also prompted
a number of brands, including Levis, to
address the sexist and potentially
damaging messages of their advertising
material. She is young, on trend and
passionate about her causes.
She takes us through a range of issues
for women under the headings of Body,
Mind, Soul and Strength. She
encourages young women to resist
stereotypes and to be prepared to
explore their individual identity. She
espouses a sex and drugs-free lifestyle
and encourages young girls to resist the
many pressures to look, behave and feel
in ways that are potentially dangerous.
There are many case studies and some
clear and practical advice.
The sting in the tail is that this book is
saturated with evangelicalism and an all
-encompassing assumption that
developing good Bible reading habits
and following Jesus are the only keys to
the liberation promoted. Its premises
are overtly Christian, filled, as the
publisher proudly proclaims, with
‘biblical insights and wisdom’. I cannot
fault her intention or her sincerity but I
really didn’t enjoy reading it. The title
implies that this is a book which could
change lives. To be fair, it is clear that its
message is written for Christians. This is
a pity; what message might it have, I
wonder, for the young woman of any
faith or none who wants to explore her
identity, but not in the context of such
hard-hitting evangelism?
Christine King
Past Perfect: by Stephen Mitchell,
Christian Alternative
This small book is a warning against
perfectionism and encourages us to
work with the imperfect in our attempts
to improve our lives and the world.
The first chapter looks at a few every
day uses of the word "perfect" ("a

perfect day", "the
perfect
performance in
sport"). Then a
small chapter is
given over to areas
of life where we
might be tempted
to seek perfection,
e.g. in the arts, in
the search for the
perfect self-image, in science or in
attempting to create a blueprint for the
perfect society. He argues that seeking
perfection has caused problems in the
past and will do so in the future. A
telling phrase halfway through is that in
Genesis, God declared the world good
and that should be good enough for us.
He is aware of potential difficulties
caused by passages such as Jesus' words
in Matthew where he tells his disciples
to be perfect and the Prophet’s visions
of a perfect society or a perfect heaven.
I'm not sure he fully resolves the
difficulties these might raise; it seems to
me the best he does in this regard is
when he describes the kingdom of God
as coming through growth, sometimes
in secret and often through challenge.
Overall I'd say there was a lot of
interesting thought in the book. It reads
rather like a series of homilies or
reflections and might provide some
useful examples or insights for those
involved in teaching religious education
or who are involved in some sort of
teaching role in the church.
Guy Whitehouse
Authentically Emergent by R. Scott
Smith, Cascade Books
Smith is Professor of
Ethics and Christian
Apologetics at a
Californian private
Christian university,
and presents a
densely-argued
rebuttal of many
issues that he finds
troubling. It is a
rehashing of ‘Truth and the New Kind of
Christian’ (2005). Its target is the
“Emergent Christians” movement, and
its associated challenge to Evangelicals’
claim to objective reality. In analysing
logical flaws in recent work by Brian
McLaren, Tony Jones, Rob Bell and Doug
Pagitt, he defends orthodox American
Evangelical positions of Scriptural
inerrancy, Penal Substitution and Divine
judgment of incorruptible human souls.
The rebuttal has serious problems.
Firstly, the author mischaracterises the

global and grass-roots nature of
Emergent Christians, whom he
reductively lumps together as being
theologically contiguous with Brian
McLaren. Secondly, he inappropriately
uses techniques drawn from academic
Systematic Theology to confront
McLaren’s thesis that institutional
systematic theology is in itself
intrinsically flawed. Thirdly, his
fundamental objection to McLaren’s
claim (i.e. that Graeco-Roman
ideological framing devices have
distorted our understanding of Jesus’
Hebraic context) is irrelevant. It is true
that McLaren telegraphs foundational
Platonic and Aristotelian arguments
without footnotes or subtlety in his
bestsellers. But it doesn’t make a
difference to the argument because
McLaren’s emphasis is clearly on
metaphor and on the ways we have
culturally inherited thought patterns.
Raphael’s influential sixteenth-century
painting School of Athens, for example,
features Plato pointing upward to
Heaven and Aristotle pointing down to
the earth in a way that perfectly
illustrates McLaren’s case.
Bibliography? Discussing contemporary
religious postmodernism without
referring to Derrida or Habermas!
This passionate defence of orthodox
American Evangelism is instructive. Just
not, I suspect, as he intended.
Hellen Giblin-Jowett
Other Friends of Jesus by John Henson,
Troubador Publishing
This well written and
stimulating book
highlights the
networking skills of
Jesus as he
interacted with
people of all faith
and cultural
backgrounds and all
strata's of society.
From Roman soldiers to Jewish
resistance fighters; publicans, tax
collectors, workers, lepers, destitute or
wealthy, women, children, the living
and the dead - no-one was beyond the
reach of his longing to engage.
In a world that today is not shy of using
faith as a pretext for division of class,
gender, sexuality, race, culture and even
faith itself - we are soberly reminded of
what decent people intuit about Jesus’
life and ministry that led him to the
iconic embrace at Calvary of not only
the whole of humanity but the world
itself along with the entire web of life.
David Gray

Should the Church Abandon the Bible?
By Jim Vincent, aSys Publishing
This is for those with
little knowledge of
biblical criticism or
theology. It includes
a comprehensive
examination of
biblical literature,
with some topics
covered in detail and
others cursorily.
He first asks whether the Bible is
divinely inspired and quotes Thomas
Paine: the Bible is 'the word of a demon’
which has corrupted mankind, as
complementary to his own approach
that ‘there is the merest grain of truth’
in the history as told in the Bible: ‘myth
and legend predominate over historical
fact’. ‘To claim it embodies God’s
purpose … or holds any significance for
Christianity is quite indefensible’.
He criticises ‘the predilection of
Christian apologists to find Christian
meaning in every part of the OT’ and
offers many examples of passages
assumed to be auguries of Christ. A
helpful table gives the likely authorship
and dating of the books of the NT. He
accepts J A T Robinson’s early dating,
and surprisingly that Matthew was the
first gospel, but says nothing of other
scholars or of the Jesus seminar. There
are no references to recent writings of
Spong, which complement his ideas.
More convincingly he accepts that the Q
passages in Matthew and Luke give the
sense of Jesus’ teaching about how to
love and live, and that other gospel
passages may be eyewitness
testimonies. The remainder is
‘midrashic storytelling’.
There are lengthy quotations of
scriptural passages and footnotes but
no index or bibliography, making it
difficult to find references to particular
subjects or authors.
The conclusion gives a useful, but
perhaps too brief, summary of how the
church may be revitalised and how
those struggling to maintain an
authentic faith may be supported. This
includes: abandoning a supernatural
God and doctrines such as the Trinity,
atonement, justification by faith and
Christian exclusivity; and holding no
creed or doctrine other than the
unconditional love of others. Vincent
has invited readers to draw their own
conclusions. This book deserves a wide
readership and will encourage those
who share his search for authenticity.
Peter Varney
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After the Fire
After The Fire by Alan Everett, Canterbury Press
The Grenfell fire was an event of such catastrophic
significance that we remember where we were on Wed
14 Jun 2017. I was on retreat on the Isle of Wight,
though I live just 15 mins away. My family drove to St
Clement’s, Notting Dale with our spare bedding as soon
as they heard. Alan Everett, the book’s author, is a CofE
priest there. He was in the thick of it all as he describes
in the first of three sections of this short, gripping book.
The horror of it all unfolds in those opening pages, made
all the more vivid by four pages of black and white
photos. His descriptions are strikingly self-deprecating.
The credit goes instead to the staff of the Clement James
Centre, the church’s sister community action project, to
the emergency services, to other faith leaders and, of
course, to the survivors. The political and organisational
disarray, which may yet prove to be criminal, is
described without rancour and the focus is placed
instead on the community effort and the coming
together. Highlights for me in his clear, concise and stark
telling include the description of the first Sunday Mass
after the fire – the strong words of the sermon
(preached, typically, not by Alan but by a colleague), the
two minutes’ silence, the lighting of candles, the quiet
presence both of the Mayor of London and the local
CofE bishop. “The mutual support in those few minutes”,
he explains, “were transformative.” However, there is
nothing more moving in the whole book than the simple
statement at the start of the story when he, aware for
the first time of the appalling turn of events in his parish,
“opened St Clement’s church, turned on the lights, and
lit the candles on the altar.” I remember reading a
Guardian column shortly afterwards that pictured Alan,
surrounded by boxes of donations, describing his as an
“unsuccessful church”. Whether this is accurate or not –
the reference is to the Sunday attendance – he and his
church were in a position to respond and did so.
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Everett develops this thought further in the second
section, “Reflection.” He explains that the readiness to
respond was coupled with the long history of
engagement with the community, by parish and by
successive priests, that had already built trust that St
Clement’s could be a place of sanctuary and refuge. He
expounds the themes of openness and light, symbolised
by the opening of the door and the switching on of the
lights. He draws on Christian themes such as Incarnation,
Trinity and Crucifixion to illustrate the significance of the
CofE’s parish vision with its capacity not only to respond
to crisis but also to speak truth to power because the
church is there on the ground, intertwined with its
community. There are words of warning that this needs
to be protected and a questioning of whether the CofE
has, currently, the right criteria for what success should
look like, particularly in times when church attendance is
inexorably in decline. “We need”, Everett argues, “to

be liberated
from
oppressive
models of
success,
driven by a
self-punishing
urge to
achieve
unrealistic
outcomes.”
The third
section,
“Finding
Words”, is
much more
tentative
than the
previous two.
In a series of
what he calls
“linked
meditations”, not necessarily in chronological order, he
ponders themes such as human fragility (where he also
considers the lack of media interest in even more
intense but further away disasters), the endurance of
trauma (which includes a profoundly insightful section
on the limitations of talking therapy and the importance
of The Arts in recovery); and the long journey towards a
better future for the survivors as well as the need for a
better narrative other than that of neglect,
incompetence and injustice which Grenfell Tower has
come to represent. There are no easy answers
presented. There is no theodicy, though there is no
questioning of God either. In fact, in that first Mass on
the Sunday after the fire, in the moving description of
the inclusive memorial service at St Paul’s six months on,
with rows of Muslims present in particular, and in the
Mass at St Clement’s in Nov 2017 marking 150 years of
the church, he declares that “God felt very real, very
present, very local. Heaven seemed to touch earth”.
Nevertheless, no one person can, he argues, find words
for Grenfell and his poem, “14 Jun 2017” which was
published in The Guardian at the time, brings the book
to a very personal conclusion. These are his words for
Grenfell. They are bleak, questioning and disturbing, as
is the book itself, yet there is a rumour of hope,
nowhere more so than in the lines that describe the
sermon at the first Mass after the fire: “It almost
restored their faith In Christianity Almost.”
Raw, but brave; humble and gentle, yet honest – these
describe the tone of the book and Alan’s character.
From the lesser tragedies that have shaped my life and
work, I take huge comfort, challenge and inspiration.
Nick Jones

Christians care about Housing?
Housing is one of the most divisive
social issues of our time. It is one of the
ways in which inequalities in our
society are not just being perpetuated
but made worse year by year.
Housing inequality divides the
generations, with housing wealth
concentrated in the hands of the over40s, and home ownership an
impossible dream for many of the
under-40s, unless they are able to call
on the “Bank of Mum and Dad”, who
by 2017 were the 9th largest mortgage
provider in the UK in terms of money
given or lent, according to Legal &
General.
(https://www.legalandgeneralgroup.com/
media/1077/bomad_report_2017_aug.pdf)

It also divides those lucky enough to
have bought their homes at a time
when the income-to-house price multiplier was lower
than it is now, from those who couldn’t afford it even
then. The number of pensioners renting privately is at an
all-time high – elderly people managing on small
incomes and with no long-term security in their homes.
Loss of a private-sector tenancy is currently the biggest
single reason why anyone becomes homeless.
(https://england.shelter.org.uk/media/press_releases/articles/
eviction_from_a_private_tenancy_accounts_for_78_of_the_rise_in_
homelessness_since_2011)

Even if we are amongst those lucky enough to own our
own homes, we may well have children or grandchildren
for whom home ownership, or even a secure tenancy at
an affordable rent, is an unrealisable fantasy.
But it doesn’t have to be like this. One thing which could
be done to ease the housing crisis is to return to the
days of mass public house-building to let at genuinely
affordable social rents. Following the Second World War,
this was undertaken by Conservative and Labour
governments alike, and public house-building always
made up a significant proportion of housing delivery
nationally. It was only with the advent of Margaret
Thatcher’s “Right to Buy” policy in 1980 that the existing
stock began to be sold off in large numbers and new
social house-building ground to a halt.
The major house-builders are not set up to meet housing
need, and relying on them for the delivery of housing for
all is a fruitless exercise. They are geared towards
making profits for their shareholders through the
incidental production of just as many houses as will keep
profits - and prices - high. Sir Oliver Letwin’s
Independent Review, which focusses on the huge gap
between planning permissions granted and actual build
out of housing, finds that “The fundamental driver of
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build out rates once detailed planning permission is
granted for large sites appears to be the ‘absorption
rate’. This is the rate at which newly constructed homes
can be sold into (or are believed by the house builder to
be able to be sold successfully into) the local market
without materially disturbing the market price.”
(https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/independent-reviewof-build-out-draft-analysis)

Councils and housing associations are not reliant on
making profits and can build according to demand,
rather than trickling out houses to maintain high prices.
New social rents could be tied to local incomes rather
than the current “Affordable Rent” product which is
based on a 20% discount from market value. In many
parts of the country this is still unaffordable. And the
younger generation, so often disenfranchised from
home ownership, and pensioners too, could be given
secure tenancies at genuinely affordable rents which, in
the case of the younger generation, could enable them
to save for a deposit should they wish to buy a home
eventually. Meanwhile the older generation could relax,
knowing that at least their home is secure and they can
enjoy it without fear of being made homeless.
So Christians should care about housing. It’s one of the
biggest drivers of inequality, between rich and poor,
between young and old. In the interests of a fairer, more
inclusive society, it’s vital that this issue is tackled.

Jenny Jacobs is a trustee, lives in
Harrogate and organised “Truth, Lies &
the Spirit Level” dealing with poverty
and inequality.

Resources for 2019 have been prepared by
Christians from Indonesia, the largest country in
South East Asia.
Indonesians have lived by the principle of gotong
royong which is to live in ‘solidarity and by
collaboration’, regarding all Indonesians as
brothers and sisters.
But gotong royong sits ill at ease with the neoliberal approach to economics that has led to
economic growth, and corruption infecting politics
and business, often with devastating effects on the
environment. Meanwhile those who are supposed
to promote justice and protect the weak fail to do
so. As a consequence, a country rich in resources
bears the burden of many people living in poverty.

The Christians of Indonesia found that the words
of Deuteronomy, ‘Justice, and only justice, you
shall pursue…'(see Deut. 16:18-20) spoke
powerfully to their situation.

