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Towards the Rising Sun
An imaginary journey through life
by George Drake

George Drake has been a member of
Warwick Road URC in Coventry since he was
about eighteen, and has been an Elder for
over thirty years. His first contact with the
church was in 1947 when he was twelve.
Before then he’d attended a very
traditionally led Sunday School - but was
more interested in Scouting than worrying
about belief.
But for Scouting he might well have drifted
away, realising in his twenties that some of
the things he was expected to believe no
longer rang true.
Some years later he saw a news item about
the Reverend Anthony Freeman who had
written a book entitled – “God in us”.
Freeman’s book opened up for him a whole
new way of Christian Faith. His way since
has led him to Free to Believe, and PCN
Britain; to discovering fellow travellers like
John Shelby Spong, Marcus Borg, Hazel Day
and others, and to a Christianity both
progressive and believable. This lovely tale is
fruit of that journey.

Many years ago, in Kenya, in a village near to
the town of Kisumu, which is on the
Equator, lived a young man whose name, if
translated into English, was Adam.
Adam was about eighteen years of age; he
was not a Christian, but he had heard of a
man who had the same name as himself, who
used to walk with God in the garden of
Eden.
Adam wondered about this, and thought he
would like to meet God, but where should
he start in his quest to find him?
After much thought he decided to ask the
village wise man if he knew where he might
find God.
The wise man told Adam that to find God he
must rise early in the morning and walk
towards the rising sun.  He said that he
would be starting on a journey that would
take many years to complete, and each
morning he must walk towards the rising
sun. On his journey he must do two things;
first of all he must observe and absorb the
beauty around him. This should include all
kinds of beauty; flowers, trees, birds, animals,
mountains, rivers, seas; in fact all manner of
natural beauty.  As well as this he should
take note of all man-made beauty; music, art,
the theatre, parks and landscaped gardens, to
name but a few.
The other thing he must do was to be
mindful of all the inequality and ugliness
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around him; of people who were being
exploited by unscrupulous employers, people
who had no clean air to breath, or clean
water to drink, not enough food to eat, and
no proper housing, living in shacks made
from cardboard, packing cases and all
manner of oddments; or worse still no
shelter at all.
The wise man said that Adam must do
whatever he was able, within the limit of his
ability, to alleviate the ugliness and inequality
he encountered on his journey.
So Adam set off on his journey; as time went
by he passed through valleys, over mountains
and all manner of beautiful countryside. He
saw birds, animals, butterflies and all sorts of
natural beauty.   As well as these he
encountered beautiful music, art, parkland
and much evidence of ways in which mankind
had made the world a more beautiful place
to live in.
At other times he saw ugliness, poverty, and
people who lived in squalor, with no clean
water to drink and not enough food to eat.
When Adam encountered these situations
he did the best he could, within the limit of
his ability, to alleviate them.   Only when he
had done all he could to help did Adam
continue his journey.
All this took many years, and each morning
Adam walked towards the rising sun.
Adam had had very little formal education,
and had never been told that the world was
round, and that if you kept going in the same
direction for long enough you would arrive
back where you started from.
Adam was amazed when one day he realised
he was entering the village he had started his
journey from.  Immediately he went to find
the wise man who had started him on his
journey all those years ago.
By now the wise man was very old but he
was overjoyed to see Adam and asked him
all about his journey.   He asked Adam what
he had felt when he saw all the beauty in the
world around him.   Adam replied that he
had felt uplifted and that life was a wonderful
gift to be cherished.
The wise man smiled and asked how all the
ugliness and poverty in the world had
affected him.   Adam replied that he had
been very sad but had done all he could, within

the limit of his ability, to alleviate these
situations.   The wise man then asked Adam
how he felt when he had done all he could;
Adam replied that although he still felt sad that
he had not been able to do more, he had
peace of mind knowing that he had done the
best he could.
The wise man told Adam that he had learned a
great lesson; in fact he had spent his life doing
the two things necessary to find a meaningful
concept of God.
The wise man said to Adam that as we are all
human beings we can only think of God in
human terms, whereas in fact God was the life
force present in the smallest atom as well as
the furthest reaches of the universe.
Adam asked the question that if God is present
in every atom in the universe; in all the beauty
he had witnessed and all the inequality; was
God good, as in the beauty he had witnessed;
or evil as in all the inequality he had witnessed?
The wise man told Adam that we make God
what we want him to be; it’s how we use the
God force inside us that is important, and we
can use this for good or evil.
The wise man went on to tell Adam about a
Jew called Jesus who had lived a long time ago
and had preached love for everyone as the way
to worship God.   Jesus was so infused with
love that the people who followed him called
him the son of God.
The wise man said that the only way to make
the world a better place for everyone was to
spread the message of love, so that everyone
could have the chance to appreciate the beauty
of the world and rid the world of inequality.
He went on to say that this would take many
lifetimes to materialise, but that to make life
worth living Adam must work towards it,
remembering the two things he had been
instructed to do when he had been walking
towards the rising sun; absorb the beauty
around him and try to make life better for
those less fortunate than himself.
Adam spent the rest of his life trying to live up
to this way of living.  Eventually the wise man
died, so Adam took over where he had left off.
Over the years many young people came to
Adam asking where they could find God; he
told them what the wise man had told him all
those years ago – walk towards the rising sun.
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Introduction to the 3 year Strategy
by Paul Onslow, honorary secretary
In John’s “Chair’s Update” sent out in
October he described the management
committee’s 24 hour planning session
relating to the 3 year Strategic Plan. Whilst
we do sweat blood and toil tirelessly for
PCN Britain, I’ll let you into a secret.  Even
though ALL the committee is 100%
committed, we did not spend the whole 24
hours planning!! You will be pleased to know
we did get some sleep during our time in
York.
On behalf of the Management Committee I
would like to reiterate John’s earlier thanks
to all those members who thoughtfully
responded to our consultation document.
Your contributions, ideas, comments and
thanks were all appreciated and were a great
basis to start planning.  We hope the next 3

years will be as fruitful, encouraging and
challenging as the last 3 have been.
PCN remains committed to maintain a
presence on the national stage, and to
support members and affiliated groups on
the ground.  We have also, in this 3 year
plan, undertaken to target churches, helping
our members and supporters to introduce
their own congregations to a progressive
understanding of Christianity. Of course,
some of you have found it necessary for your
faith journey to leave the world of churches.
We respect this and it remains our aim to
support and resource all our members, as
best we can.
Please feel free to give us your opinion of the
3 year Strategy Plan.

The details
by Andy Vivian, administrator

National Strategy
1. To continue to work alongside other

progressive Christian organisations and to
aim for a presence at large Christian
gatherings, including Greenbelt.

2. To improve our media communications
by preparing a list of PCN regional and
national spokespeople, to be sent to
media editors and correspondents, along
with information about us.

3. To provide articles about PCN Britain to
the denominational press.

4. To work with progressive coalition
partners to stage a major conference in
the spring of 2013.

Membership
5. To ask members to indicate their age

group and ethnicity in order to improve
awareness of the make up of PCN’s
membership.

6. To give members wishing to make contact
with other members in their area a way of
making their names known to others.

7. To provide resources for members who
are churchgoers to encourage a
progressive faith journey in their own
church.

Relationship with churches
8. To produce a PCN leaflet aimed at

churches explaining how PCN can provide
resources to explore current
understandings of scripture and faith.

9. To provide copies of this leaflet to PCN
members and groups to help them
support the faith journey of their own
churches.

10. To provide copies of this leaflet to all the
churches on the PCN locations list and to
follow this up with regular updates.

11. To make 2012 a year when our
conference calendar focuses on how
progressive Christian communities can
live as people of The Way, including the
emerging church movement.

Groups and regional
conferences
12. To encourage the establishment of groups

in areas not currently covered.
13. To produce a fresh statement of the

relationship between groups and PCN
Britain centrally.

14. To encourage groups to work individually
or together to organise events that
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present progressive Christian
understanding.

15. To produce a list of British progressive
conference speakers with information
about each, their contact details and fee.

16. To provide conference advice, publicity
and financial underwriting within the
constraints of our resources and current
policy.

PCN National Conferences
17. To hold at least one residential

conference each year.
18. To stage two non-residential conferences

a year at geographically spread locations.
One of these will generally be linked to
the AGM.

Resources
19. To complete the upgrade of the website

and to provide training for groups in how
to use the new group webpages.

20. To continue to encourage the writing of
new liturgy for publication on the website
or elsewhere while also pointing the way
to similar resources already published.

21. To continue to work with partners on the
Together in Hope study series adding new
titles each year and to improve the
marketing of the study guides to reach the
widest possible audience.

22. To introduce an e-book version of the
study guides if feasible.

23. To make available 25 recommended
books for sale in the PCN online shop in
addition to the currently available stock of
CDs and study guides.

24. To add more DVDs to the DVD library
and to make the DVDs available more
widely.

25. To work with the Centre for Radical
Christianity to make their lending library
list available to PCN members.

26. To research the possibility of providing a
PCN “app” for portable devices.

Financial
27. To maintain the current membership fees

while encouraging those who can afford it
to switch from the reduced to the full fee
option.

Administration
28. To rename the role of PCN Admin

Assistant, PCN Administrator.
29. To appoint a deputy treasurer to ensure

smooth succession in this role.
30. To adopt an eco-friendly and sustainable

approach to administration and
communication.

Renewing your PCN membership
January sees the start of another
membership year for PCN Britain which
means that your 2012 subscriptions are
about to fall due.  The amount is unchanged
for the seventh successive year.  Full
membership is £30, reduced membership for
those on a limited income is £15 and donor
membership for those who wish to support
the network further is £45.
Some of you have asked to receive this
newsletter by email as a PDF file, so this year
we’ve included an option to that effect on
the membership form.  Royal Mail remains
the standard form of delivery.
We’d also like you all to take part in a short
survey covering age and ethnicity. This arose
from the recent consultation over our three
year strategic plan.   One respondent
pointed out that we have little hard evidence
about the makeup of our membership.   The
committee recognises the benefit of knowing

which parts of the population we are or are
not reaching.  Such snapshots will not
happen every year, perhaps once every five
years will suffice.  The information will be
treated anonymously; it will not appear on
your membership record.  The survey form
is included with this newsletter and can be
sent back with your membership form or
you can fill in the survey on-line at
http://bit.ly/pcnsurvey2011.
How to send your subscription
Those with a standing order need not send
back a membership form this year unless
your contact details or gift aid status has
changed.
Those without a standing order, please pay
your subscription before the end of January
as this helps us to know where we stand
financially.  If you are not sure whether you
have a standing order please either check
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with your bank or ask Andy Vivian in the
office.
There are three ways you can pay.
1. Send a cheque made payable to PCN

Britain along with the membership form
enclosed with this newsletter. To save
time you need not fill out your whole
address if this remains unchanged – just
the post code will do.  But please, do
make sure you tick the gift aid box if
you are eligible.

2. If your contact details and gift aid status
remain unchanged you can pay your
subs into our account using on-line

banking.  Please include your name on
the payment reference.  You’ll find our
account details on the membership
form.  If you choose this option, please
send Andy an email to make sure he
knows you’ve paid.

3. You can use our web-payment facility in
the Membership section of the PCN
website.  Here you can pay using a card
or a PayPal account.  You will also be
asked to fill in your contact details and
gift aid status.

Thank you once again for your support.
Paul Onslow, Honorary Secretary

What we already know about PCN membership
The existing membership data enables us to sort
out members by the region where they live.  We
use the same regional boundaries as the Office of
National Statistics, so this makes it possible to
see where PCN has its best reach.

The region with the largest membership is the
South East.  Of our 542 members, 102 or 19%
are from there.  The South East accounts for
14% of the British population, so we are running
five points ahead of what might be expected in
this region.  London is counted separately from
the South East and here the situation is reversed.
We have a membership in London of 48, which is
9% of our total, but the capital contains 13% of
the British population, so we are running 4
points behind there.
Our next best reach is in the South West where
we have 71 members, which is 13% of our total.
The SW accounts for 9% of the population, so
here PCN is four points ahead of what might be
expected. The other area where PCN does
reasonably well is Scotland where our 60
members represent 11% of PCN membership,

compared with the Scottish population which is
only 9% of the British total.  All the other regions
of Britain are equal to or marginally behind the
figure which might be predicted from their
population size.
London fares poorly in one other respect; it has
only 2 PCN groups.  This contrasts with the East
of England or Yorkshire/Humberside where the
retinue of PCN members is similar to London
but where the number of groups available is
seven or eight.  If you are interested in starting
up a group in London, then please get in touch.
Just over half of PCN members (273) say they
attend a local PCN group.
The current membership data allows us to glean
two other interesting facts about our members.
The proportion who are ordained is just under
one in four (126).  And the number who do not
declare a denomination or Christian community
is around one in ten (54).  Mind you, six clergy
are included in this category, so I am not really
sure how much credibility to put on that figure!

     Andy Vivian

Do you wish to contact PCN members in your
area?
One of those who responded to our strategy
consultation asked for a system to help members
contact each other when there isn’t a local group
available.  Here’s the solution we’ve come up
with.  (If you think of a better way, do let me
know.)
Email or write to me, specifying the towns or
postcode areas you are interested in.  You can
say a little about yourself too if you wish.  I will
forward your name and contact and any
information you give to all our members in that

vicinity.   I’ll also tell you how many there are.
They will then know that you are interested in
making contact and they can reply if they wish.
You never know, meeting up for the occasional
coffee might eventually provide a basis for
launching some new PCN groups.
If you are not sure whether there are any
existing groups in your area, please contact me
or else look on the website under “PCN in your
region”. Andy Vivian, PCN Administrator, 01594
516528, andy.vivian@pcnbritain.org.uk.
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Letter from the chair
This is the first Christmas for many years when I
will not be preaching on either Christmas Eve or
Christmas Day. This is the result of an increasing
struggle between my personal integrity as a
Follower of the Jesus Way and my not offending
the many who visit Church at sometime during
Christmas Eve or Christmas Day. There are
those who attend Church week by week and
others who attend 'regularly' at these festival
times who rightly rejoice in the wonderful cuddly
story of a babe born in a manger, sung to by
angels and visited by shepherds and wise men
from afar. It is a magnificent story but as I
understand and experience it, the narrative is
mythos (in the context of Karen Armstrong's
definition). Its truth is not in the story but in the
actuality of a babe born into the poverty,
oppression and exploitation of Imperial power. It
is our contemporary story that is lived out by
millions of people each and every day.
The real challenge of the Christmas story is that
of the one God of all coming to us daily. It is the
challenge of God incarnate in all whom we meet,
including those whom we like and those whom
we find very difficult; God incarnate in the
asylum seeker and refugee; God incarnate in the
starving child and the HIV sufferer; God
incarnate in the homeless and in those whom
sections of the press deem to be social security
spongers; and so on. To speak the truth of this at
Christmas time, of such a God incarnate seems
to be offensive to so many people. It seems
acceptable to many frequent and infrequent
church attendees alike to rejoice in the story of
long ago as long as 'we' are not confronted with
it as a dirt and grime reality of today that calls us
to action on behalf of the poor, the marginalised,
the outcast and the rejected.
So this Christmas Eve and Christmas Day I will
rejoice in the God that comes to me in those
whom I will meet, the revellers in the local pubs
and those spilling out onto the pavements, and
those coming out of church services, and so on. I
will rejoice with them that together we can
experience the love and joy that prevails
especially at Christmas. But this year I will not
have to struggle with preaching sermons that will
not offend (too many and too much). Nor will I
have to sing words of carols that are not only a
misreading of the truth of the birth of Jesus but
do much to undermine the Church and the
Christian message in our contemporary age.
You may think that I am a killjoy but I assure you
that I am not! It is because I do not want to kill
the joy of those who welcome the traditional

Christmas story that I am not preaching this
Christmas. I will be talking informally to any one
who wishes to talk with me about my experience
of a contemporary Christmas message. And this
leads me into part of the strategy of PCN Britain
for the coming 3 years (and beyond!) - the
development of resources to support members
who wish to put open progressive theology
more widely into the thinking of more churches
and more Christians. This will include new
leaflets to sit alongside the excellent series of
booklets in the Together in Hope series
[produced with partner organisations] and
especially for this time of year, Adrian Alker's
"Christmas: Ancient Meanings, Modern Faith"
and John Simmonds’ "Jesus Then and Now". The
list of DVDs in the library is expanding and there
are more book-based resources in the pipeline
by PCN Britain members both in the Together in
Hope series and also through publishers such as
O Books and Harper Collins. Additionally,
several of the Trustees are regularly attending
and speaking at locally organised PCN Britain
events. Please make greater use of the resources
that are available, and also, why not contribute
yourself or your ideas to the expanding
resources that will both encourage and support
PCN members and others who attend our
meetings around the country?
It is a continuing encouragement to note that
membership numbers keep on growing and
increasingly new members not served by existing
local PCN Britain groups are seeking support to
develop groups where they live. The Trustees
and the resources are here to help develop the
Network. As progressive Christians we have a
message and a life style that is relevant to the
world in which we live and, hopefully, the
growing resources will help to give confidence
and support to us all as we proclaim the
progressive message by deed and by word. So, as
I wish you all a very happy and blessed Christmas
I do so in the knowledge and experience that the
mythos of Christmas, of God incarnate, is
dynamic and transformational of ourselves and of
our communities. And that really is the good
news of this most important time of the year!
PS The Management Committee is pleased to
announce the co-option of Andrew Burrell as the
new Treasurer. We welcome Andrew and look
forward to his involvement and contribution in
both managing the financial aspects of this
growing organisation and as a member of the
Trustees.

John
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Faith Journeys, faith understandings
Two network members offer reflections on their own.

Inter-faith Dialogue and its impact on my beliefs
by Hazel  Day
For most people the faith to which we belong starts
either from that of our parents or from that of the
country in which we live. For some it is through
conversion.
Globalisation has led to migration and if we live in big
cities and towns we are often living in both an ethnic
and faith mix.
Growing up in North London and with a father
working in a Jewish area I learnt a little about Jews.
My parents were invited to Jewish weddings and I
learned about the ceremonies. We sometimes
received invitations to their homes where we had a
warm welcome and I enjoyed the excellent food we
were given. One of these was to a Jewish refugee who
had lost all his family in the Holocaust. We also had
two German Jewish girls in my class who had been
brought to Britain for safety. We liked one of them so
much that we elected her as form leader.
It was many years later when I was training for the
ordained ministry at Westminster College, Cambridge
that I did an option on learning more about Judaism
and I was able to visit one or two in their homes and
was impressed about the way the older children
joined in discussing their beliefs and customs. This was
all a good start in learning about inter faith dialogue. It
was retirement that brought opportunities to begin to
meet with people of other world faiths except for a
talk about Baha'is.
I was able to go to India with a party on an
educational visit with a friend who had been a teacher
there. We were able to visit mosques and temples
and in one place in Rajasthan I met a Hindu who had
been involved in inter faith and formed a friendship
with an Englishman who set up a charity enabling
them to start the digging of wells in a drought ridden
area. Here the Hindus sat with us when we had a
Communion Service, Soon after I returned home I
had a letter from this Hindu in which he wrote: "We
all believe in the one Lord, the Creator" — an eye
opening experience. I next read in a book that the
Indian greeting Namaste means "I salute the divinity in
you". Hinduism is one of the oldest religions and the
greeting leads me to think of both its connection with
being made in the image of God — Genesis — and
with what lies behind the idea of the Spirit within us.
Before I reached home I had observed two acts of
worship, the first in the Hindu home of a Goldsmith's
when the mother at a small shrine did her evening
worship. Her using of a lighted match, hand
movements and words looked very similar to what I
would observe later in an Orthodox Church in
Moscow. Christian women were doing what appeared
very similar to non Christians - lighting a candle at
one of the icons and making the sign of a cross — for
both it probably helped them feel closer to God.

In learning about shared customs between Jews and
Hindus I learned that their marriage services often
included the use of a canopy.
I was in Sri Lanka that I had my contact with
Buddhists. We had a superb Buddhist tour leader. He
could not have been better and even sent us each
home with a box of orchids. Later at home I read a
book entitled "Living Buddha, Living Christ". Buddha
in his search for faith is understood as finding
enlightenment and again this for me can be compared
with the Spirit or Divinity within in us helping us in
the way we live our lives.
Through dialogue and other learning about the major
world faiths we all share in trying to live as Confucius
taught: "Do to others as you would have them do to
you". It seems likely that this probably came about
through interaction between traders on the Silk Road
from China to the Mediterranean. For Christians and
Jews it is expressed in the call to love our neighbours
as you love yourself.
This brings me to Mohammed and the Islamic faith.
Living where he did he would have learnt about both
Judaism and Christianity. His teachings led to the
Koran and the spread of Islam first in the Middle East
and North Africa and more sadly to the Crusades.
Through a conference with Jewish, Christian and
Muslim speakers I met an Imam who leads worship at
a North London Mosque who said I would be
welcome to visit one Friday. When I did so, I was
given the warmest of welcomes and taken to the
President's office. They took a Bible of the bookshelf
and we enjoyed a good discussion and invited me to
an open day. Again I had a great welcome and the
women went and got food for me. I now go every few
months to give them an Inter Faith journal to which I
subscribe. Through them I was given a booklet
entitled: "Three Prophets, One Mission" — Moses,
Jesus, Mohammed. It is a reminder of what we could
do together towards a better life for humanity.
Observing worship in a mosque, a synagogue and a
Hindu temple, but in not knowing the language used,
makes me feel I am sharing in the worship of God in
much the same way as not knowing the language of a
congregation in a foreign country. In the mosque the
sermon was in English and would have been used for a
church service.
Marcus Braybrooke's book "A Thousand World
Prayers" includes prayers not only from the major
world faiths but also from American Indians and
African tribes that are appropriate for all humanity.
The same is true in the extracts from their scriptures
in "A Bible of the World's Religions". I recently was at
an inter faith service in St Martin in the Fields
celebrating the 75th anniversary of the World
Congress of Faiths. The Scripture readings we had of
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the faiths represented were all appropriate for any
one of us present. Learning about inter Faith groups
and reading about them makes one aware of both the
big differences and what we share. Discovering what
we share in values for life means recognizing we are
one worldwide humanity and that the more we do
together, the more likely we will have more peaceable

neighbourhoods and a more peaceful world.
Increasingly the world's larger cities and towns there
is a big ethnic and religious mix that needs to be a
starting point. This begins with each one of us. This
begins with peace in our homes, peace in our streets,
our country and our world.

My journey so far
Liz Smith, co-ordinator of
the Ipswich group, writes
about the development of
her faith understanding, her
initial shock and distress at
discovering she had a new
progressive vicar which
caused her to leave the
church, and of her journey
since.

“My Vicar is telling me that a lot of my beliefs are
wrong!” said I to a friend.
 It was 1980, and I had just qualified as a Lay Reader in
the Church of England.  In other denominations Lay
Reader would probably be better understood as Lay
Preacher. I had been trained to preach the traditional
beliefs of the Church of England and lead study
groups.  My newly appointed Vicar had decided that
his church would be what we would now call
Progressive.  He therefore disagreed with many of the
traditional beliefs of the church and he wanted me to
adopt and preach his beliefs.  I just could not cope
with it and in the end left his church to be a Reader
elsewhere. I remained a Reader for a number of
years, although I am not one now, and continued with
my traditional beliefs.
Two years ago I joined the Discussion Group at my
present church and the first book we read was ‘A New
Christianity for a New World’ by Bishop Spong.  I
approached it with the attitude that I would see what
I thought of its ideas, which I gathered from others
were likely to be not traditional.
By the time that I had finished the book I was seeing
Christianity and my beliefs in an entirely new way!
What Bishop Spong had written made perfect sense
and I found that there was no going back to my
original way of thinking.  This was rather frightening.  I
felt that I had burned my boats without intending to,
and discarded the beliefs of a lifetime.  I wondered
how many authors there were writing similar books
and how long such ideas had been available to
Christians in general.  I thought way back in 1980 that
my Vicar was the only one holding such beliefs!
I went to hear Bishop Spong speak at Colchester in
the Autumn of 2009 and there learned of PCN.  I
joined, and after a few months joined the local group
at Woodbridge, there being no group in my home
town, Ipswich.  We meet monthly and I enjoy our
discussions. (I also enjoy the coffee and homemade
cakes!).  It is good to talk with people of my own, and
other denominations of the church, as we are a mixed
bunch.
Through PCN I have found other authors writing on
the same subject, such as Marcus Borg, and Dominic

Crossan.  The Discussion Group has also read books
by Tina Beattie, Tom Wright and Richard Holloway.  I
have read several more by Bishop Spong.
The result of all this is that, although I still believe that
the Bible has much to teach us and should be central
to our faith, I believe that it is not an historical
account, or totally inspired by God.  I see it as
containing a lot of myths conveying various messages.
A prime example of this is the story of the creation. I
see it as a myth about the ways things began, including
what the people of the time thought as the way sin
came into the world.
I also believe that Jesus remains central to our faith,
and the facts that he lived, and died on the cross are
historical facts.   I believe that all of us are children of
God in a sense, including him.  I believe that he was
filled with the Being of God (sometimes called the
Holy Spirit), to an extent that nobody before or since
is likely to be.
I believe that he died  because the Romans saw him as
a threat to their domination, and the Jews were
disappointed that he was not the Messiah that they
hoped for, who would drive out the Romans.
I believe that there is a next world to which we shall
all pass. However I do believe that what we have
made of our life in this world will effect what happens
to us in the next, by way of lessons learned, or still to
be learned.  I am not sure if Jesus had a bodily
resurrection.  It is possible that he did, due to the
extent that he was filled with the Being of God.
However, I would not be upset if this were not the
case, as of course he will have passed into the next
world like all of us, and so I hope to see him one day.
My relationship with God is very important to me and
I pray, meditate and do spiritual reading daily.  I
believe that God is not an interventionist God who
answers prayer, in the way I used to.  However I
share my life with him by praying about its events.
I have been involved in the Healing Ministry of the
church in the past, and thought for a while that I
would have to give this up now, which made me very
sad.  However, I do believe that Jesus healed people
due to his filling with the Being of God.  We are also,
to a certain extent, filled with that Being and he can
heal through us.  I have also been studying Noetics
which is a science of the power of the mind.  (The
Noetic Universe by Dean Radin, and Conscious Medicine
– by Gill Edwards) I learned that we can change
situations for the better, when alone, or with several
others, we imagine or will positive things into any
situation including healing.  I think that this is the way
God works through us.
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This is my journey so far. I would like to go to a
Progressive church, if there was one.  The one I
mentioned earlier has another Vicar now and has
reverted to being traditional. I know that PCN would

like us to try to change our churches from within,
which is a difficult task.   I am excited about where
God will lead me next, and what work he has for me
to do in the future.

News from local groups
Abingdon
(Cliff Marshall 01235 530480
Email: cliff.marshall@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The PCN group based in and around Abingdon is
known as the ‘Living the Questions Group’.  It
consists of both PCN members and others who share
our wish to explore what Christian faith and practice
means in the 21st Century.  We chose the Living the
Questions name because as one of our members put
it, ‘throughout life we are living WITH the questions
and inevitably we cannot ever answer them all. But
the living with them, seeking answers, discussing and
exchanging ideas with other seekers means that the
questions are always part of our lives and we have to
live (with) them.’
The meetings, at 7.30 pm on the first Tuesday of the
month, have been growing in attendance over recent
months and now typically attract 18 or so people
from a variety of churches and none.  We now meet
in church rooms as we have outgrown members’
home spaces and are trying to use as many
denominational locations as we can.  We now
publicise our meetings throughout the Church in
Abingdon which consists of 13 churches working
together in Local Covenant. Some members have also
been invited to devise and lead some evening services
in their church over the past year.
Currently, we are using Living the Questions 2 as the
stimulus for what are often wide ranging open and
accepting discussions.  Anyone wishing to come along
and join us would be most welcome.  Please contact
Cliff Marshall for more details of the month’s meeting
place and discussion materials.
Bath
(Sheena Carter 01225 331806
s.m.carter@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The highlight of our meetings this autumn was
undoubtedly John Churcher’s visit in October when
he gave a talk entitled: “What does God look like?” to
which he admitted he didn’t really know! But he did
go on to offer some challenging insights and
convictions about how he personally envisaged God.
God, he considers, is not a remote and mighty figure
‘out there’ but more of an internal experience, a
presence within us that is felt in our innermost selves
and is detectable in the lives of others. He then went
on to talk of other aspects of progressive Christianity,
such as being more concerned with contemporary
truth rather than tradition, and considering that a
spiritual journey should be lived in the ‘now’ rather
than as a preparation for a ‘home’ beyond the grave.
Inevitably not everyone in our audience agreed with
all that was said but our interest and imaginations
were most definitely stimulated and we were all
encouraged to investigate further what it means to
follow ‘the way of Jesus’. We were very pleased to

welcome members of the Mid-Wilts group and some
people from Bristol to this meeting and would be
delighted to welcome anyone from the Bath area who
fancies coming along to any of our meetings.
In our two other meetings this autumn, we have
looked at another session from LTQ2 and will look at
Christmas hymns and carols at out next meeting,
considering how well they fit with modern Christian
thinking. The programme for the New Year is not yet
settled at the time of writing but we shall certainly be
listening to some of the talks recorded at Dominic
Crossan’s session in Leeds in September. Details will
be posted on the PCN website when settled.
We meet on the fourth Monday of the month from
September to May (excluding December) in the
Central United Reformed Church Halls (Grove Street
entrance) at 7.30 pm. Occasionally, for various
reasons, we do deviate from the fourth Monday so do
remember to check the PCN website for exact
details. If you are in the Bath area and would like to
come along, please do, and feel free to contact the
convener at the phone number or email address given
above.
Bolton
(Jim Hollyman 01204 456050
jim.hollyman@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The Bolton group has just started discussing Michael
Taylor’s book “Sorting Out Believing” - subtitled “Not
Alpha but Omega”! (ISBN 978-0-9551859-3-9
published by Open House Publications at £4.50).
In his introduction Michael says “I often meet and talk
with people whose Christian faith and churchgoing
are in serious difficulties.  They are reluctant to
abandon Christianity altogether, but if they are to go
on with it they need a different and, for them, a more
satisfactory way of doing so.  What follows has such
people very much in mind.”
We had an excellent first session on it and are looking
forward to the next meeting which will be looking at
the second chapter.  Our average attendance is 9.
Newcomers are always welcome.  We meet next on
10th January 2012.
Edinburgh
(0131 441 3337
mary.mcmahon@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We’ve started the new session with two very
different but equally interesting topics.  In September,
John Stevenson led the group in a discussion:
’Progressive Christianity – What’s it all about?’ and
reminded us that we are standing on the shoulders of
theologians in the 19th century who were already
challenging received teaching.   Much food for
thought!
In October, our facilitator was Robin Shohet, a Jewish
psychotherapist, who helped us to focus on the ways
in which we create ‘otherness’ as a way of protecting
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our ego.  He underlined the qualities common to
humanity – fear, need to be loved, need for meaning
etc, and stressed the aim of growing towards
unconditional love, as being closest to the example set
by Jesus.
Future meetings are:
5th Dec – ‘Sparks for the journey’. (Please bring your
favourite saying/quotation) 2nd hour –Wine and mince
pies!
30th Jan – The Golden Rule and the Charter for
Compassion, led by George Haskell
27th Feb – A conversation Dinner with invited guests
26th March – ‘What is Spirituality?’ An in-house
discussion.
All are – as always – welcome at the Cluny Centre on
Braid Road from 7.30 until 9.30.  Coffee from 7.15.
Further information from Mary McMahon, above.
Exeter
(Liz Vizard 01392 668859
liz.vizard@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Our group has continued to follow up on the Saving
Jesus Redux series. We found number four to be a
great stimulus to discussion about our active
responses to the Christian message as seen in Jesus:
peace and justice issues particularly. Two of our
members offered to lead a session on the current
crisis of capitalism, made more relevant still by the St
Paul's Occupy protesters. So on November 6th we
heard from Noel Harrower, secretary of Exmouth
transition town group and Gorazd Andrejc, a
Slovenian PhD student at Exeter University on:
Religion, Economy and Politics: Are we on the brink
of tectonic changes?
By circulating the local Christians Together network and
the University we had several newcomers attracted
by the topic, though disappointingly only two
students. However, there were 30 attending and as
usual a very good quality of discussion - only just
beginning to tackle this enormous and urgent subject.
Gorazd introduced us to the thoughts of Zizek, a
fellow Slovenian and philosopher, much quoted by the
Occupy movement, whom he addressed in Wall
Street. Zizek is a Marxist atheist, but he proposes a
christian philosophical framework using the
expression 'holy spirit' to describe the community-
based new thinking needed to create - a new form of
capitalism? A replacement for capitalism?  Much more
debate is needed and we will do that in the New Year
at some point.
See a transcript of his Wall St talk at:
http://www.imposemagazine.com/bytes/slavoj-zizek-at-
occupy-wall-street-transcript. And an interview on
Newsnight at:  http://youtube/Pb50-117dQQ.
We have previously looked at the words of Terry
Eagleton in 2008’s Lent talks - another atheist Marxist,
but like Zizek he seems to understand (and promote?)
Jesus better than many Christians!
We will plan next term's meetings on Sunday 4th

December, at 2.30 in the Southernhay URC hall,
when we continue discussion of number five of Saving
Jesus Redux. Two possible subjects in addition to
follow up on the subject above are: heaven and
original sin - we are not afraid to tackle the difficult

ones! We welcome everyone to our meetings and
hope, don't we all, for more intergenerational
discussion.
At our meeting on 6th November we started by
remembering our good friend and member David
Lunn-Rockcliffe, who died in August after a brief
illness. David was a deeply thoughtful man and great
supporter of PCN and similar organisations, taking
part in energetic email discussions with us when he
couldn't get to meetings. We were surprised and
pleased to discover more of his fascinating history
from the obituaries in national newspapers. We will
miss him.
Gloucester
(Frank Godfrey 01452 533825
frank.godfrey@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Our session on hymns led us to spend one session on
“Atonement” followed by “What do we mean by
‘faith?” This led to an excellent discussion on ’the
Creed.’ A number of us have problems with accepting
some credal assertions. One member as an Anglican,
rehearsing the creeds regularly, shared his unease
about some credal statement and went on to say how
Borg (“The Heart of Christianity”) had been of help
to him. In saying the creed we make a commitment of
the heart to this God we encounter in Jesus, whilst
the intellect to continues to struggle with problem
areas. He found Borg’s use of metaphor puzzling.
Born of a Virgin, a Resurrection of the dead, the
Coming again and the Trinity are themes about which
many of the group had reservations. Those in the
Reformed traditions, URC (Presbyterians and
Congregationalist} and Baptists have little difficulty
with the creed – because they do not use it!
We listened to a letter of Tertullian (circ 160-220AD)
fulminating against a large number of philosophers and
heretics who were inventing their own theories about
the person and work of Jesus - even writing their own
gospels. A letter like this helped us to understand why
the early church leaders had to decide which writings,
gospels, epistles were authentic and reliable, and what
was correct belief about God and Jesus (orthodoxy =
right thinking).
Unfortunately church leaders themselves could not
always agree on this right thinking and controversy
has continued throughout the centuries (down to
PCN!) sadly sometimes accompanied by violence (not
with PCN we hope!). Some felt strongly that the only
creed we should need is “Love God and love your
neighbour as yourself.” Next time each of us will
prepare a one sentence statement beginning ‘I Believe
in.....’, and we shall share these together, with mince
pies.
Hertfordshire
(Diana Reddaway
diana.reddaway@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Hertfordshire Group/Permission to Speak continues
to meet at the Backhouse Room, Handside Lane,
Welwyn Garden City on the third Sunday of each
month. Meetings begin at 4 p.m. and conclude with
light refreshments at 5 p.m. The dates for the New
Year are 15th January, 19th February and 18th March.
We will be discussing programmes from a DVD series
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(title of series to be confirmed). Further details are
available from diana.reddaway@pcnbritain.org.uk.
Manchester
(John Ramsbottom 0161 456 5119
john.ramsbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk)
John writes: Our autumn programme has been based
around a series of meetings led by different members
on a varied range of topics and has proved interesting,
provoking some useful discussion.  Some of us have
also attended the conferences in Leeds and Sheffield
led by Crossan and Borg and we may have chance at
some later stage to share some of this with people
who were not able to attend.
We are not having a meeting in December but shall
hopefully resume in January next year.  The first
meeting is planned for Wed 25th January when the
topic is "Hymns - helpful, or a hindrance?". At this
stage the remainder of the spring programme has not
yet been planned, but we shall continue to meet on
the 4th Wednesday of the month at the usual venue of
Heaton Moor United church in Stockport.  As soon
as the information is available I will circulate to
everyone on the member list, and anyone else
interested would be most welcome to attend and can
contact me for more details.
Mid Wiltshire
(Janet Tanner 01380 738155
janet.tanner@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Janet asked members if they would write something
about their experience of the group. Kevin wrote:
The group's been running for a year now! Who could
have foreseen last November just how wonderful it
would turn out to be. It’s worked on every level and
it's become a big part of my life. I think we did well in
deciding to use the Living the Questions 2 DVD. It
gave focus to the meetings which was important at
the start as we got to know each other and we
worked out how the group should work. And of
course the subject matter of each session has been
interesting and provoked lots of deep and thoughtful
discussion. We've just had a very powerful session on
the Myth of Redemptive Violence and next month it’s
the Resurrection! The group has grown together and
bonded well and as confidence in each other has
grown people have found it easier to talk with
honesty about what they feel. Personally I have found
myself challenged again and again and been made to
rethink so much of my faith but it's been a fantastic
journey of discovery. In addition to the monthly
meetings we have had one social which consisted of a
lovely intimate service followed by a bring and share
supper. On top of all that I have made some really
good friends. I end where I started. It's been 12
months and we have had a wonderful time trying to
articulate an alternative view of Christianity. Fantastic.
And Carole:
Our local PCN group is a safe place for me to have
my ideas challenged. People are on a journey
searching for truth and it is not about point scoring or
highlighting other people's gaps in knowledge or
understanding. It is a place where you can dare to
think differently from the norm and expect thoughtful

and thought provoking responses. I do not feel in the
least bit judged; and love, care and concern are
central. I used to feel very much ‘on the edge’ but
now I am with others ‘on the edge’.
North Lincolnshire
(John Sharp 01472 509857
john.sharp@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We were very privileged that, only a fortnight before
he died, Adrian Smith paid a visit to our group.  He
was an inspiration.  He listened closely to our
discussions and spoke very lucidly and warmly about
aspects of his book, “Tomorrow’s Faith”.  While he
was clearly not a well man physically, mentally he was
alert and his commitment to his faith undimmed. It
was a morning which none of us shall ever forget. We
had already decided, before his surprise visit, to use
his CANA booklet, “Christ in us Today” as a ten part
course.  He generously agreed to come back to hear
our responses when we had completed it.  Sadly, that
is not to be, but we nevertheless have embarked on
the course with great hopefulness and by the new
year will be exploring the third chapter, fittingly
entitled, “On the Threshold of the New”.
Nottingham
(David Turner 0115 976 4909)
david.turner@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We are continuing to use Adrian Smith's 'Tomorrow's
Christian' which is stimulating deep thought and
plenty of discussion. We will see people have the
necessary material before the next meetings which as
usual will be on the second Saturday of the month i.e.
December 10th, January 14th.
Our November meeting was postponed as some of us
took part in the weekend arranged by the Centre for
Radical Christianity at St Mark's Sheffield when the
speaker was Marcus Borg. Needless to say this was an
inspiring time both because of Marcus' presence and
because so many people attended. Some came from
long distances and there was a great meeting of
people from other progressive groups.
Our venue is the Sherwood United Reformed
Church, Edwards Lane, Nottingham NG5 3AA; there
is plenty of parking space in the church grounds and it
is well supplied by good bus services.
Leeds (Yorkshire)
(Sandra Griffiths 0113 258 2652
sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The Leeds Group gathers at Chapel Allerton
Methodist Church Centre (LS7 4NB), usually on the
second Saturday of the month. Coffee and tea are
available from 10 am, and the gathering proper takes
place between 10.30 and 12. Our December 2011
meeting is likely to be a discussion about 'What is a
progressive Christian?' Among other things in 2012
we plan to look at the Jesus Seminar, have a ‘bring and
share’ session of favourite music, poetry, art or Bible
stories etc. and discuss justice-related issues.
Suggestions are always welcome for the programme.
Our fortnightly Monday evening meetings, Questers,
take place at the home of one of our members in
Roundhay, Leeds (further details on request). At
present we are looking at The New Atheism by
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Michael Poole, and thinking about which book to
discuss next.
We are always pleased to see regulars, occasional
visitors and newcomers alike, and both groups
contain all such.
Please contact me for further information or
directions to any of our meetings. It might be possible
to arrange a lift too.
Richmond
(Alan Powell 020 8878 7355
alan.powell@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The group, which is currently about twelve in
number, is currently basing its meetings around Tony
Windross's book "The Thoughtful Guide to Faith".
The short chapters provide plenty of valuable material
and, with only eight of the 39 chapters covered to
date, there is material for several meetings well into
2012.
The Group meets on Saturday afternoons (2.30 pm)
in East Sheen.  The next meeting is on 10th December.
Please contact Alan Powell (0208 878 7355 or
alanepowell@blueyonder.co.uk) for further
information.
Stoke-on-Trent
(Ian Gregory 01782 614407
ian.gregory@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The Stoke on Trent group is to show the DVD by
Bishop Spong - Christianity for the non-religious - on
Saturday 4th February at the Congregational church
hall, King Street, Newcastle under Lyme. Ian Gregory
says this is probably the best way of helping people to
understand that Progressive Christianity is not the
enemy of the churches, which many seem to think it
is.
Tees Valley & North East of England
(Michael Wright 01642 851919
michael.wright@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Michael Wright led a morning's exploration of Karen
Armstrong's “The Case for God” at Breathing Space
at St. Silas' Church, Biker, Newcastle upon Tyne at
the end of September. With over 40 people present,
a summary of the book, led on into small group
discussion on prepared questions. After a coffee
break, attention turned to the final chapter The
Epilogue, which stresses the value of silent worship,
sitting lightly to theological speculation, and applying
the Golden Rule throughout our lives and
relationships. It was well received.
The monthly meeting has spent this year working
through “The Case for God” chapter by chapter.
Some found it tough going, but it certainly raised a lot
of thoughtful discussion and inter-play with different
individuals' engagement with their own congregation.
In 2012 we are exploring a different type of book
altogether. It is “A Just Church” by Chris Howson. He
is an Anglican priest who leads a Fresh Expressions
church in Bradford based at Desmond Tutu House.
This book explores fresh and practical ways of
worship, spirituality, and a prophetic ministry in the

context of a lively faith and practical action on:
safeguarding the environment; enriching our local
community; non-violence as a way of life; solidarity
with those suffering throughout the world; providing
sanctuary to those who have suffered; aiming to make
poverty history; cherishing and protecting civil
liberties.
We will not be seeking to replicate the ministry of
Chris Howson and his members, but we shall hope to
be inspired, challenged and encouraged to identify
appropriate and practical roles for ourselves, in our
own communities, that we may so far have failed to
notice or to respond to.
We meet on the second Tuesday of each month, 2.30
- 4.30.p.m. at the Friends Meeting House, 131
Cambridge Road, Middlesbrough, TS 5 5HL.
Tunbridge Wells Radical Pilgrims
(Pat Churchill 01892531541
pat.churchill@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Everyone is welcome to our meetings which are
generally on the last Thursday of the month. (do ring
me to check time and venue). We tend to pick topics
to discuss rather than following a set course.
In September, we spent an evening concentrating on
peace with various contributions in the form of
poetry and prose.  We then sat round the table and
made a prayer flag which was taken to Everest Base
Camp by Noel Lockyer Stevens, administrator for
Spirit of Peace, who held a ceremony for World
Peace and left Peace Flags made up of messages
contributed by folks around the world.
As we worked on the flag, Justice became the word
central to our thoughts.
Two members attended Dominic Crossan’s lectures
in Leeds.  They selected parts of his CD’s for us to
listen to and discuss at our next meeting in October.
We will meet again in late November to discuss the
birth stories of Jesus, no doubt with some extracts
from both Dominic Crossan and Marcus Borg.  We
start January with a shared lunch and, weather
permitting, a walk in the woods.
Woking
(John Craig 01483 762059
john.craig@pcnbritain.org.uk)
In Woking we have just finished the first seven
sessions of the Living the Questions DVD - rented
from the PCN Library. It has been a successful
initiative. To cope with increased numbers we needed
to start a second group and this means there is a
second possible time slot for people to choose from.
The material has been much enjoyed. Three of us
became such Borg fans that we travelled to Sheffield
to hear Marcus in the flesh; we were not
disappointed. We will start on the next seven LtQ
sessions in January and would be delighted to be
joined by more Newsletter readers. We meet
monthly on a Saturday morning and a Wednesday
evening. If interested contact John Craig on the phone
number above.
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James Rowe Adams
Jim Adams, who died in Cambridge, Mass on 13th

September 2011, was the founder and first President
of the Center for Progressive Christianity in the
United States, and a skilful midwife for PCN Britain
here.

Jim at an early PCN conference at St Faith’s, North Dulwich

He and his wife Ginny were also true friends to me
and to Jill. Many people wrote at his death of how he
had changed their lives. He most certainly changed
mine.
My first encounter with Jim was a letter he sent me in
the mid-90s when I was a vicar in Cambridge here. He
had read my book Freeing the Faith. He was due to be
in England soon. Could we meet up? How we
managed that outside a Greek restaurant I’d
suggested, when neither of us had a clue of what the
other looked like and we both eschewed clerical
collars, I do not know. Some sort of intuitive Anglican
homing-device, maybe. Anyway we did. We ate; we
talked, Jim telling me a lot about his 30 years as
Rector of St Mark’s, Capitol Hill, which he’d quite
recently left to set up TCPC; we shared a glass or
two.
Jim invited me to go to the States, meet the TCPC
board, and speak at one of their first forums. I was
invited to join the board, and the pattern continued
for several years. On one occasion I took my partner
– not yet my wife – with me; Jill too quickly had her
skills co-opted. But at the same time the midwifery
was underway. Jim didn’t want TCPC confined to the
States. He had a list of TCPC affiliates in the UK.
Might I call them together? There was the offer of a
venue in inner city Leeds. TCPC Britain, later to
become PCN Britain, was underway.
He was a man of many parts. A gifted writer, he loved
words and the English language as much as he loved
English beer. We gave him a copy of Eats shoots and
leaves before it became available in the States and he
was delighted with it.

Language was the theme of his last book, From Literal
to Literary, a reference book for biblical metaphors.

Jim, Ginny and Hugh by New England waterside
Some found it esoteric, but in fact its focus on the
centrality of metaphor to religion was the theme of all
his writing, all of his work. So you think your not
religious?, So you can’t stand evangelism? are his other
best known titles. ‘Take another look’ was his
constant theme, and what he saw as central to
progressive Christianity. He didn’t want the church to
exclude thinking people of the present. But he didn’t
want those people to exclude themselves either.
His TCPC blog was entitled Better than believing, a
phrase that went back to his days at St Mark’s. Some
people who cannot accept church doctrines and
dogmas, he said, find other things in Christian
congregations that may be better than believing. And
he listed these:
Being part of an extended family with "brothers and
sisters" who care about you; Participating in the life of
a community where your concerns make a difference;
Locating companions with whom you can work to
help bring to the world a greater measure of social,
economic, and environmental justice; Finding your
roots in the rituals and traditions of a people with a
history; Growing in awareness of your personal values
and your potential as a human being; Increasing your
capacity for open and honest relationships with other
people; Approaching God directly through disciplined
meditation and prayer; Having a place to celebrate the
joys of birth, marriage, and success as well as to find
support in the tragedies of death, divorce, and failure.
All point to aspects of Jim’s own self expression:
crafting wood furniture; making beer; baking bread;
walking (he completed the Thames walk on his last
visit to England); and above all family. Our hearts go
out to Ginny, his daughters Lesley, Gretchen and
Nancy, and to his grandchildren in their loss. And we
thank God for God’s child, Jim. Hugh Dawes

Responses to a paragraph
Hugh Dawes
I rarely become a news item myself! So I was
surprised to be contacted by John Churcher as
chair telling me that two new members of the

network had contacted him. The final paragraph of
my report on Sonya Brown’s ordination had
worried them that perhaps they should not be
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members; hence his next chair’s email update
would correct that impression. I had received two
responses from members myself before that, and
promised both people that I would print their

contributions in the next issue of the newsletter. I
do so gladly here. The first is from Alison
Beresford, a longstanding member of PCN, and
contributor to the newsletter.

I feel constrained to respond to Hugh Dawes’
comment in September’s PCN Newsletter that
“only church has the capacity to live out the
gospel”.
Of course it depends on what Hugh means by
‘church’. Jesus persuaded ‘communities’ to live his
‘Way’ but Hugh appears to suggest that only people
who attend places of worship can “live out the
gospel”. I find that view both hurtful and arrogant.
When I left the Anglican/Methodist church I did
regard myself as a sinner at first, remembering
what I had thought of others who had left the
church before me. In my arrogance I assumed that
they had thrown out all they had preached and
believed in. But how often did Jesus tell ‘sinners’ to
attend Synagogue and the Temple?
Surely its time we stopped the widely accepted
notion that you cannot be a true Christian if you
don’t go to church? It is in the interests of clergy to
propound that view - and also too often that
recitation of doctrines will bring salvation (John’s
Gospel versus the Synoptics).
Many people today cannot stomach liturgies which
link the eucharist wine to ancient pagan blood rites
for the ‘forgiveness of sins‘... and the eucharist
bread to the body of Jesus dying for our ‘salvation’,
and that God wanted him to die. It just doesn’t
make sense to people today. The ceremony smacks
of cannibalism. It certainly nauseates my vegetarian
daughter. Most of all it is not being true to Jesus.
Why can’t the church hold the kind of Agapes held
by the earliest Jewish followers? Can I suggest that
such Agapes be initiated by PCN in as many
churches as possible? Sometimes people could be
invited to the feast from the highways and byways
who are lost or forsaken, or homeless or hungry,
or just lonely. It's great that many churches already
provide food, lunches, drop-ins.

What is Christianity? Even my own children have
told me that Christianity is ‘going to church’. This is
heinous and it must be stopped. Surely Hugh does
not think that only churchgoers can truly follow
Jesus? Of course church members are renowned
for their good works, but thousands in this country
who do not go to church devote their lives to the
interest of others; work towards justice for the
poor and oppressed; give and never seek reward;
visit the sick, prisoners; work tirelessly to bring
about a fairer system of world trade; conduct their
business lives justly and fairly; and show love and
kindness. Many of them attend places of worship of
other religions - although personally I do think
Jesus’ ‘Way’ is more beneficial to humanity than
some of the teachings of other religions.
I’ve spent most of my adult life trying to change the
church, both from ‘within’ and subsequently from
without. I’ve joined numerous national radical
church groups with this aim, many of which have
now gone by the wayside whilst new ones like PCN
spring up. I’ve failed in many ventures, mostly from
lack of ability, and been so hurt I’ve now gone out
to pasture. If PCN is to achieve anything, it must
use all modern media to gain support from people
of influence outside the churches to change the old
understanding of the nature of Christianity.
Of course Hugh is right in saying there has to be
places where the gospel can be proclaimed. But
how, where, when and who should do the
proclaiming? Should 'church services' preaching to
the converted be the prime method? Another big
question is whether God requires human ‘worship’
at all. Even the 8th century BC biblical prophets put
worship second in priority.
Greetings of love to all PCN members,
Alison Beresford

This second is from Merryn Hellier.
I have just read the article by Hugh in our PCN
News and got jolted into absolute shock and
dismay by his final paragraph, “only church has the
capacity to live out the gospel story of Jesus and
proclaim its vision for all. Those who consider
themselves to have ‘moved on’ from church have
moved on from Jesus and moved on from
Christianity also. It is really as simple as that”.
As one who, with years of deep thought and
anguish has ‘moved on’ from church, this is exactly
the sort of thing from which I have moved away. I
have gradually felt so alienated by the body of
church doctrines we are given to “believe”, that I
could no longer go through its liturgies and
eucharists with my whole being turned into

rebellion at the way the church has created a Jesus
of complete opposites to the Jesus I find in the
gospels.
Hugh, I have moved INTO the real Jesus, liberated
from untenable doctrines into a life that rarely
stops working towards his vision of life in all its
fullness here on earth for all people. Have you seen
the work of Islamic Relief, the Muslim equivalent of
Christian Aid, and did you know that all Muslims
who earn over a basic wage are required to give a
tenth of their money for the poor? Do you know
that Sikhs must feed anyone who comes into their
Gurdwara? Such things surpass anything that
Christians must do, and yet they are absolutely
central to the teachings of Jesus. Have you read
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Mt.25, 31 onwards and taken it seriously? When
the Dalai Lama was asked which religion he thought
was best, he replied that it doesn’t matter which
religion we belong to, what really matters is the sort
of person it makes us.
I believe that with my whole heart, and I don’t want
to see even a hint of the damaging exclusivity that has
lived in Christian doctrine down the centuries causing

untold suffering from wars, witch hunts, proscribing of
books, sermons about hell and holocausts etc. We
may teach it in a more kindly way nowadays, but in
the end we still haven’t ruled out the ‘join us or be
damned’ element, and until we do, I have no home in
a church that still proclaims the death of a god/man to
enable us to get to heaven. (Ed. To discover what I do
mean by church, read chapter 9 of Together in Hope)

PCN National Conference in Leeds - John
Dominic Crossan 16th-18th September
Report by Paul Onslow
Dominic’s overarching theme was entitled “What
the Gospels really teach about the Birth and Death of
Jesus”. He tackled the subject with typical scholarly
insight and thoughtfulness. There were four
lectures, each beginning with a short 10-12 minute
video that acted as an “overture” to each lecture.
They were based on Dominic’s and Marcus Borg’s
joint publications “The First Christmas” and “The Last
Week”.

Dominic Crossan. On his right Sandra Griffiths and Christine Alker;
on his left his wife, Sarah, and Adrian Alker.

“The Challenge of Parabolic Overtures”
Here Dominic introduced us to his idea of “Matrix”
to help us understand the first century situation
better. He preferred the term “Matrix”  which is
made up of vision, tradition, time and place to
either context or background because, he says, we
have spent the last 2,000 years ignoring both
“context” and “background” and as a result made a
mess of our understanding of both the New
Testament in general and the Gospels in particular.
We need the “matrix” to understand correctly the
message given by the authors of Matthew and Luke.
Dominic said each of the four gospel had an
overture, John’s was the first 18 verses about the
word and Mark’s was John the Baptist, Matthew
and Luke chose a birth narrative as a parable to
Jesus life. Dominic also introduced us to what
“divine” meant to the first century readers, it was
their language to describe a human who had done
something wonderful for the human race.
“The Christmas Stories of Matthew and
Luke” The initial video described the life of Jesus.

Dominic wanted to emphasize it was Jesus’ life and
not his birth or death that was important. It was
only because of the importance of Jesus’ life that
led to the “overtures” being written. All the major
titles given to Jesus, son-of-god, prince-of-peace etc
were all previously used to describe Caesar
Augustus so when the angelic choir came to
announce the birth of Jesus to the shepherds they
declared “peace on earth”. This peace was in stark
contrast to the peace on earth already enjoyed by
the Roman Empire. Dominic explained the contrast
between the programme of Caesar to bring peace
and Jesus’ programme to bring peace. Rome’s
peace was through violence whilst Jesus’ peace was
a message of justice and non-violence. For Matthew
Jesus was the New Moses or New Lawgiver so he
modelled his overture on the birth of Moses. For
example because Pharaoh tried to kill all males
under two; Matthew had Herod doing the same.
The overtures are parables and not history.
Arguing about whether they were historical or not
is a good way to avoid being challenged by the
parable.
“The Execution of Jesus in Mark” Dominic
started with theology rather than what happened
historically. From experience if he started with
history then the first question invariably was always
about Penal Substitutionary Atonement because
most people in the US thought sacrifice meant
substitutionary atonement. Anthropologically he
probed why different cultures, not just the Jews,
wanted a “blood sacrifice” as a gift for the Gods.
What were they thinking by blood sacrifice? If we
wanted to please someone we would provide a gift
or a meal.  In the same way to please the Gods the
people would give either a gift or a meal to get the
attention of the Gods.  If they produced a meal it
was logical that an animal was sacrificed to provide
the sacred food. The idea of substitution never
entered their imagination. Dominic caused a laugh
by saying substitution was anthropologically,
historically, exegetically and theologically wrong -
apart from that he did not have a problem with it!
Where did Substitution come from? Anselm, the
archbishop of Canterbury in the 11th century, used
a metaphor of God as the supreme Judge. Dominic
said he had tremendous respect for Anselm as a
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monk, abbot, theologian and philosopher but said
he really got his metaphor wrong with ‘judge’. Why
did he not choose father rather than judge? Judges
can’t be merciful but fathers can, why not choose
father as used in the Lord’s Prayer? Dominic brought
out as an alternative the idea expounded by Paul of
participatory atonement – we too are called to
forgive.
“The Resurrection of Jesus in Mark” Dominic
asked, “What was meant by Resurrection in the first
century? And don’t presume we know it”. He made the
point that in eschatological terms there were two
contrasting resurrection stories; the individual
resurrection promoted by western Christianity, and
the eastern tradition which had icons and images of a
communal resurrection, and Jesus was imagined
descending to Hades to liberate the Jewish martyrs.
Following him out of Hades are Adam and Eve; Abel
and John the Baptist; and David and Solomon. Why
the difference? Why those six? Why did the idea of
resurrection arise when previously there was no
belief in an afterlife detailed in the Old Testament? It
was all to do with the Maccabean martyrs. Finally,

Dominic made a case for seeing resurrection as a
process, that Christians are already living resurrected
lives, as Paul puts it.  He believes the stories of Jesus’
resurrection were told as parables and, for him, the
deepest meaning of Easter lies in the story of the
Road to Emmaus.
“The Greatest Prayer” The focus was on God as a
father, Dominic suggested what was meant by father
was actually householder so God was best described
as a householder of the world house. The message of
the prayer was how could justice be brought to the
world. Dominic said that throughout the whole
weekend he had never described God as a God of
love but rather a God of distributive justice. Why? It
is because love and justice are inseparable.  Justice
without love is barbarism.  Love without justice is
banality.
And his blessing at the end of the service:  Go in
justice, and peace will look after itself.
Copies of the lectures are available from our website
on either audio or mp3 CD
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/index.php/shop/

David Lunn-Rockliffe
Liz Vizard writes in her report on the Exeter Group
of David’s loss to them. He was a very early member
of PCN, and at a time when many of our meetings
were in London he regularly travelled up to them. His
obituarist in The Guardian wrote: “David combined
two qualities in a priceless mix. The first was a thirst
for intellectual inquiry and a curiosity over what
makes people tick. The second was a sensitive
approach to others' feelings. His enthusiasm was
tempered by long-suffering patience, which usually
paid off. He had the handwriting of a GP, and he lived

in a world of pending. But he had the knack of lighting
on the moment of success.
Life around David was filled with probing
conversations about the arts, politics, religion, rowing
or travel. It was also about arms raised in despair
while he searched for his misplaced spectacles, car
keys, phone, vital papers, coat or briefcase. But behind
the benign absent-mindedness was alertness to
everything going on. Impressive hurdles were
overcome. There was infectious laughter in the
corridors.”

The Management Committee, in association with the editor, is looking at a gentle updating of the newsletter’s
appearance, including printing it on lightweight gloss paper. We feel we prefer the current A4 format to A5, but
this does inflate our postage costs. If we were to put a copies through a folder so they would fit into an A5
envelope, that would reduce postage. If any members feel strongly about this either way, please let the editor,
Hugh Dawes, know before 15th January 2012.
Copy date for the March issue will be Friday 24th February 2012. There will be much more room again
for contributions from members. Lent, Easter, spring thoughts are just some possibilities. Newcomers as always
very welcome. Email please to hugh.dawes@pcnbritain.org.uk, or if you don’t use email, post to Andy Vivian at the
address below. All posted copy must be typed, in a font that is easy to scan.

The Progressive Christianity Network – Britain (Registered Charity No 1102164) is itself part of a wider
international network of progressive Christian organisations, including ProgressiveChristianity.org in the United
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