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From the editor 
This has been a difficult issue to edit. The 
background has been horrendous, though 
that word must be used with caution. The 
true horror has been in the Middle East, as so 
often in recent months. Yesterday, as I was 
putting articles in, war was waging between 
Israel and Palestine, and the photos on the 
web as I searched for a cover picture showed 
the bodies of children lying dead.  
Today, Thursday 22nd November 2012, Egypt 
has brokered a truce between the two sides. 
Will it last until you read this? Will it last until 
Christmas? The photo on the cover today, 
for all the rubble and wreckage behind the 
Palestinian woman catches the possibility of 
light and hope in her face and those of the 
children behind her. Pray that the hope may 
last. 
Meanwhile the poor old Church of England – 
and I speak as one who loves it dearly, for it 
gave me the liberal faith with which I have 
lived for best part of fifty years – seems to 
have shown itself to have a death wish, to 
have committed suicide, to be becoming a 
national disaster (depending on which of the 
many commentators you listen to) by its 
Synod’s vote against ordaining women as 
bishops. When I heard it I couldn’t at first 
quite believe it, so ridiculous did it seem. 
Then came the rage and the sadness. 
But I was lucky in how I heard it – on my way 
to hear Carol Ann Duffy, the poet laureate, 
read poetry in Southwark Cathedral. As she 
said, she had expected to be at a party, a 
celebration, and then found suddenly that she 
wasn’t. So she read us feminist poetry, in the 
only cathedral, she said, able to accept her 
reading at least one of the poems; and 
promised there would be one soon on the 
Church of England! And so she gave us hope. 
And there is hope, even in the midst of the 
real horror of battle zones, never mind 
ecclesiastical stupidity. For once again a child 
is born. “Whether sacred, whether human, 
himself a sunrise of love enlarged, of love, 
enlarged” 
Happy Christmas,                     Hugh Dawes 

Progressive Voices is the magazine of 
the Progressive Christianity Network Britain 
(Registered Charity No.1102164), and is 
published quarterly in March, June, 
September and December. 
PCN Britain is itself part of a wider international 
network of progressive Christian organisations, 
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States. We are online at www.pcnbritain. 
org.uk. 
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The copy date for the March issue will be 
Friday 15th February. Its not too early to 
start writing. Thank you to all the 
contributors to this issue. 

 For a few thoughts as to what you might 
like to write on, see the note at the bottom 
of page 16. 
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Membership Renewals 2013 
All members are asked to renew their membership 
at the start of the year.  A form is included with this 
newsletter.  Please do act straight away because, as 
you know, it is easy for paperwork to get buried 

and forgotten.  Your administrator has spent many 
days in recent years chasing forgotten subscriptions. 
This year is special because all Gift Aid declarations 
need to be renewed. 

The New Gift Aid Declaration - All taxpayers must sign 

 

The statement which forms the legal basis of a Gift 
Aid Declaration has been amended by the 
government.  Where before you just ticked one 
box, there are now three boxes to be ticked, (tick 
all three if you can).  Charities like us, which have 
ongoing subscriptions, are required to show that all 
our members have made a Gift Aid declaration 
based on the new wording. 
For this reason, we need EVERYONE who wishes 
us to claim Gift Aid on their subscription, including 
those who pay by standing order, to send in a 
membership form this year.  The tax reclaimed on 
your Gift Aided subscriptions is worth over £2,500 
a year to PCN.  So please take a moment to do this 
as it makes a huge difference. 
� A membership form is included in the envelope 

with this magazine. 
� If you choose to pay for your membership on 

the PCN website by card or PayPal you can 
make your Gift Aid declaration there. 

 “The Grapes of Wrath” - a story for our time too 
Catherine Burchell studied Biblical 
Studies and Music at Sheffield 
University and continues to live in 
Sheffield. For the past 18 years 
she has worked as a private 
instrumental music teacher but is 
also organist and one of 4 Lay 
Readers at her local parish 
church. One of her roles is to lead 
a bi-monthly reading group based 

at the church, but open to all. The group discussed The Grapes 
of Wrath at its September meeting. 
Set in the 1930s depression in America, in the 
Oklahoma dust bowl, John Steinbeck’s novel tells of 
the tenant farmers forced off their land by the big 
corporations that owned the land, who made their 
way along Highway 66 to California in the hope of 
finding work and building a new life.  Their uprooting 
is more than just physical - it is also a spiritual 
uprooting and those with a faith find it challenged. 
Jim Casy is a one-time Pentecostalist preacher who 
feels that the Spirit is no longer in him, or indeed the 
people, in the way it once was.  He has seen what is 

happening to the people, that they are all leaving 
Oklahoma and moving away.  He has spent some time 
in the hills thinking, and has started to ask serious 
questions about sin, human activity and what his faith 
is all about.  As a result he feels that the Spirit is still 
strong in him, but not in the same way as before.  He 
still has a calling, but has nothing to preach about.  
However, he feels a strong need to accompany and 
support the folk on the road - they're lonely, they 
have no land, no home.  They need help, but it's not 
the kind of help preaching can give them.  Instead he 
will journey with them, help with whatever work 
needs doing, ask questions and learn from them. 
Casy journeys alongside the Joad family, who despite 
his protestations, still require traditional preaching 
services from him.  They want him to say grace at 
mealtimes, pray with the sick and say "a few words" at 
a burial.  When he protests that he's no longer a 
preacher and can no longer pray, they order him to 
pray anyway "You know all the stuff by heart".  The 
family finds the words of his new prayers strange, but 
accepts him nevertheless - they see God in his 
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authentic humanity.  One terminally ill woman asks 
him to pray with her and reassures him that although 
he thinks his prayers are no longer any good, not 
"preacher's prayers", they are still prayers and good 
prayers too.  She tells him that although he doesn't 
think he has a God, he does have a God - it doesn't 
matter that he doesn't know what his God looks like.  
He keeps silence with the woman and his mere 
presence gives her the reassurance and strength she 
needs. 
When the family arrive in California they soon realise 
that the locals hate them.  There are too many people 
looking for work.  What little work there is, is 
seasonal, casual and underpaid.  Any attempts to insist 
on contracts of employment, fair wages or the 
formation of trade unions are quashed by the 
authorities.  A confrontation breaks out between a 
would-be employer and a budding trade-unionist.  The 
deputy sheriff intervenes and is tripped up by Tom 
Joad, on parole from jail.  Realising that Tom has 
broken his parole conditions by leaving his home 
state, and will be returned to jail if caught, Casy kicks 
the deputy unconscious.  When back up deputies 
arrive, Casy confesses and willingly allows himself to 
be taken off to jail thus letting Tom get away. 
Casy reappears towards the end of the story.  By then 
the Joads have moved camp a few more times and are 
now trying to earn a few dollars by picking fruit.  
What they don't realise is that they have been 
employed as strike-breakers.  Tom discovers this, but 
also discovers that Casy, now out of prison is an 
active unionist, fighting alongside other disgruntled 
people for fair wages.  He has been converted as a 

result of listening to the experiences of the other men 
in jail, who are mostly there for breaking the law only 
to feed their families.  Again there is a confrontation 
with the law.  Again Casy and Tom are involved.  But 
things are more serious this time and at least one 
person is killed.  Tom has to leave the family and go 
into hiding. 
But in the final conversation Tom has with his mother, 
he recalls something that Casy, the preacher, once 
said to him.  What if, instead of everyone having their 
own individual soul, they just had a part share in one 
great big soul?  If that were the case, then Ma Joad 
could feel comforted by the thought that wherever 
there were people fighting for justice, Tom would be 
there, wherever there were people going hungry, 
Tom would be there.  And Tom would be there in the 
good times too, where people were eating food 
they'd grown themselves and in the laughter of 
children. 
Over the course of the novel, first Casy, and then 
others in the story come to realise that God isn't 
quite as they expected.  Their picture of God changes 
from that of a God who is bothered with the petty 
little sins of individuals to that of a God who cares 
deeply about corporate sin.  And their picture of 
community changes from one of giving the most 
importance to blood relatives to one in which 
strangers are embraced as family.  And the distinction 
between what is God and what is humanity becomes 
blurred. 
Let us have hope and faith that in this current time of 
financial difficulty God will once again be revealed in 
the struggle against poverty and injustice. 

The Birth of ‘The Son of Man’ 
There was no star 
but the billions whose light 
has presided over every birth. 
No angel song 
but that first sharp cry 
of the new-born. 
No negligent shepherds -  
just nosy neighbours 
satisfying curiosity. 
‘Wise men from the East’? 
No, nor from the West -  
only well-wishers 
welcoming a child into his world. 
No ruthless butchery 
fulfilling the whim 
of jealous potentate -  
but the ever-present 

and universal fear 
of what a lifetime may know 
of hate and hell. 
So what is left of this nativity? 
A child who grew as children do 
-mark this, as children do. 
No Superchild who never swore 
nor threw a stone, 
but one of us. 
And just because he was 
as human as the rest of us 
he can be our mirror, 
our critic, 
our Star to emulate. 
And as he looks with anguish 
at our aimless wandering 

and squandering 
of this most holy gift, our life, 
he is Shepherd to our sheep, 
Wise Man to our clown. 
He got it right, 
became indeed a Man, 
became what he knew we are -  
divinely Human, 
humanly Divine. 
John was a member of the Leeds 
local group and wrote this poem 
before his death. Offered to us by his 
widow Maureen together with Sandra 
Griffiths, it is a privilege for the editor 
to print it here. 
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The Coming of “the Kingdom” 
During Advent as we prepare to 
celebrate Jesus’ birth, many 
churches also consider the 
promise of Jesus’ return in glory.  
I sometimes wonder whether 
traditional Christian expectations 
of this are really very different 
from those the Jews had for their 
messiah.   They hoped for a 
conquering hero, anointed by 
God, who’d free them from 
Roman oppression and bring 

peace, justice and righteousness, reigning on the throne 
of David forever.  The returning Jesus, promised “soon” 
for 2,000 years, will, we are told, “be victorious” over 
evil, “reign wherever the sun shines”, remove injustice 
and bring world peace.  
When we’re dealing with the “Divine”, we sometimes 
have to expect the unexpected. (“For my thoughts are not 
your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways,” declares the 
Lord. Is 55:8.) Instead of a victorious messiah-king, we 
find one born in a stable, who saw himself as the servant 
of all, and was prepared to suffer. He didn’t force anyone 
to obey God or impose a righteous kingdom.  He 
rejected the third temptation of supreme power (Matt 
4:8-9). Indeed, he reversed the old priorities of power, 
prestige and prosperity.  He was now saying, “Love your 
enemies”, “The meek shall inherit the earth”; “Sell everything 
you have and give it to the poor” and “Whoever wants to be 
a leader among you must be your servant.” He challenged 
people to get themselves right with God, and help him 
to change the world. The power he used was the power 
of love. Love doesn’t work by diktat or force; it works 
by example and invitation.  
As many an occupying army and dictator has found, you 
can impose laws on a country by overwhelming force, 
but you can’t win hearts and minds like that.  A society 
can only be genuinely changed from the inside; you have 
to take the people with you; they have to adopt your 
ideas and values as their own.  Only then will you have 
the active co-operation and enthusiastic participation 

you need, rather than passive, reluctant compliance.  
You achieve your goals of changing society by changing 
the people within it.  That is accomplished by 
empowering people, not by overpowering them.   
Elijah didn’t find his God in a mighty windstorm or an 
earthquake or a fire, but in the sound of a gentle 
whisper.  Too often religious people expect “Divinity” to 
be revealed in acts of power or great miracles when we 
should really be looking for it in acts of love.  Where is 
the power in a helpless baby in a manger?  Yet, as we 
shall soon be celebrating, that was such a turning point in 
history that we date everything from that simple, quiet 
event.  It was at the moment of Jesus’ greatest weakness, 
as he had just been tortured to a contemptible death, 
after being abandoned by his followers, that the 
centurion declares, “Truly, this man was the son of God!” 
By encouraging their congregations to put their hope in 
Jesus’ return in glory, the churches are, if anything, 
delaying the coming of “the Kingdom.”  While people’s 
focus and expectation is on physical intervention from 
on high and on the external imposition of their view of 
an ideal world, they’re waiting for God to act instead of 
acting themselves. They’re missing the point that “The 
Kingdom of God is within you.”   
We can create the promised “Coming of the Kingdom” 
right now in miniature within our own personal world.  
The longed-for spiritual freedom can be ours, if we allow 
ourselves to be freed from feelings of guilt, anger, 
bitterness and regret, and from the fears, desires and 
prejudices that limit us.  Our own lives can be centres of 
love, peace and justice.  We can work for “the kingdom” 
in our home, our street and our neighbourhood.  We 
can experience eternal life not as a distant dream but 
right here and now. If we show enough commitment and 
enthusiasm, we’ll influence other people and begin to 
spread the message.  If we want peace in the world, then 
we have to mean it when we sing, “Let there be peace on 
earth - and let it begin with me.”  If we want a changed 
world, we have to start by allowing ourselves to be 
changed. 

Content 

Christmas greetings often suggest that the season will 
allow me and my family a ‘season of content’. But it’s no 
good telling me that I ought to be content, at Christmas 
or at any other time. I am not content. Neither is 
anybody I know in our street, or goes to my pub, or 
shops at Sainsbury’s. 
But  I am wrong. There is no reason on earth why at 
least most of us are not content. We are not rich, but 
fail to register on the national social poverty scale, having 
enough with which to get by. We are not glowing with 
youthful health, but are getting out of bed on most days, 
watching TV and perhaps even driving the car. 

We are not (yet) in need of professional care. But we 
have kind neighbours, loving relatives, and access to 
health professionals beyond anything they have in many 
countries. In spite of all the grim warnings in the media 
about crime, rogue viruses, fatty acids, scam crooks, 
climate change et-blast-it cetera, I am sitting here 
keyboarding this, and waiting with absolute confidence 
for a good wife to shout that lunch is ready. 
Compared to St Paul, I have nothing whatever to worry 
about.  He lived through great torments, but wrote to 
the fretful Christians at Philippi: ‘I have learned to be 
content, whatever the circumstances’. He takes it 
further ‘I have learned the secret of being content in 
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every situation, whether well-fed or hungry, whether 
living in plenty or in want.’ 
When Paul talks about ’the circumstances’ here, you 
have to draw a breath. Things that happened to him 
certainly trump many of things that might happen to any 
one of us. Listen:  ‘I have worked much harder, been in 
prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and 
been exposed to death again and again..... shipwrecked.... 
in danger from bandits.... gone without sleep.... often 
gone without food.... I have been cold and naked....’  
Read it yourself in harrowing verses at 2 Corinthians 11.  
And all this with a limp and a dodgy eye, we are told, and 
no understanding wife to comfort him and apply the 
bandages. 
Content?  Where does that leave the rest of us, with the 
door locked, the central heating on, food in the fridge,  a 
trifle of money in the bank, something nice on the telly 
and clothes in the washing machine and wardrobe? 
Never mind Paul, what was it like for granny, with a loo 
down the yard, a dolly tub, gas-lighting, with  only Ludo 
and a few chapters of Leviticus to beguile the evening  
hours? 
Britain’s first ‘survey of national welfare’ published last 
summer, tracked British discontent with merciless 
honesty. Thankfully, I am not troubled with anxiety 
about what to do with heavy bank credit balances or big 
cash bonuses. I do not have to leave the country and live 
abroad to avoid paying taxes. Rebels are not peppering 
my walls with gunshot, and I am not in despair about my 
social ‘status’.  
The survey suggests that the worst thing we might 
worry about is not having work to do, because 
apparently what makes us most happy is being able to do 
hard work. You assume that the true happiness trigger is 
having loadsa cash, but while poverty hurts, the fantasy 

of suddenly acquiring large sums of money is just that – a 
fantasy, and if it comes true, a problem.   
Those who have somehow managed to win, ‘earn’, steal, 
or inherit big bucks are not necessarily content at all. 
Indeed the survey found that those who are most 
envious of the rich are not the poor, but the almost rich 
who are on a lower level of wealth. Those who are 
contented with ‘enough’ are generally happier, like those 
who have Mr Micawber’s penny or so more coming in 
than going out. 
Is this Paul’s ‘secret’: just getting by with enough?  Does 
that not mark us off as unambitious?  Should we not be 
joining the mob, hankering after the everlasting ‘more’, 
acceptably dissatisfied with the tedious status quo of 
merely having ‘enough’? 
Isaiah (56.11) had a word for them: they are ‘greedy 
dogs who never have enough’.  
There is a strange attraction for eco-wise citizens in the 
words of Victorian liberal thinker John Stuart Mill, who 
argued for a ‘stationary state’ economic policy, because 
‘economic growth can only be temporary in a world of 
scarce resources in which the population constantly 
presses on land and food.’ 
He wrote (‘Principles of Political Economy’): ‘I know not 
why it should be a matter of congratulation that persons 
who are already richer than anyone needs to be should 
have doubled their means of consuming things which give 
little or no pleasure except as representative of wealth.’     
But there; forget economic growth. I hear a gentle call 
that lunch is ready, and Mr Mill would be pleased to see 
it: a dish of soup and what looks like a roll and mackerel 
pate. But it is nourishment to keep me going for five 
hours, until we get (I wish) to the entree and the fruits, 
ices, cheese and biscuits.   
Contented? You bet. 

Prayer to a non-existent God  
John Miller 

After, though not linked to, Michael Hell’s piece in the last 
issue, John Miller shares another take on prayer. 
God does not exist: such, I believe, is the contention not 
only of Dawkins but of most of the secular world. To 
emphasize it, we might add, “God never did exist, and 
never will.” 
 But that is an idea mooted in the Bible itself! Consider 
the Second Commandment. “Thou shalt not make to 
thyself any graven image, nor the likeness of anything 
that is in the heaven above, or in the earth beneath, or in 
the waters under the earth. Thou shalt not bow down to 
them, nor worship them.” In this, the most neglected of 
all the commandments, we are forbidden to bring God 
into existence in any form whatsoever. So Dawkins, 
Hitchens and the rest are absolutely right. God does not 
exist, and we are forbidden even to envisage his 
existence.  
 But that leaves us with one enormous problem. How 
then are we to pray? Speaking as a retired ordained 
minister, I begin by saying that the most difficult part of 
any church service was not (and is not) the sermon but 
the prayers. It`s during the times of prayer that sweet 

papers rustle, coins get dropped on the church floor, 
and noses get blown. It`s clear that many in the 
congregation also find it difficult even to believe in the 
prayer as such, let alone to follow the words of the 
minister. I can do no better than go to Jesus` own 
teaching.  
  “The Lord`s Prayer” is in my view not a prayer at all, 
but a method of praying. It was given in answer to the 
disciples` request, “Lord, teach us to pray”. And it begins 
significantly with the words, “Our Father who art in 
Heaven”. I have seen this rendered as “Our Father in 
whom is Heaven”. At the very outset of prayer, we are 
to acknowledge The Transcendent. Whatever you make 
of the word “heaven”, it means “beyond existence”. By 
starting to pray, we enter into The Beyond. We take our 
stand at a point utterly outside of this world. Only from 
such a standpoint can we view life as a whole, and our 
own situation within it. 
But we cannot stand “outside of this world” – or can 
we?  By having a special place for the act of praying – 
perhaps a church, perhaps some place special to 
ourselves alone, a quiet corner of a garden, a place set 
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apart as a sanctuary within the home, we may designate 
this as our “heaven”. Even to have a prayer mat on 
which to pray, as the Moslems do, might give us that 
sense of being beyond normal time and space, separated 
from Existence itself.  Bearing in mind that the Hebrew 
word for “heaven” is a plural, as indeed is the word for 
“God”, such “holy places” may be acknowledged all over 
the world, in whatever form, and still be described as 
outposts of the one “Heaven”. 
Should prayer be involved with such a manifest pretence 
as this? If God the Father is indeed “in heaven” as Jesus 
described it, then to contact Him at all puts the believer 
alongside God “in heaven” for at least the duration of 
the prayer. And, as the prayer of Jesus continued, the 
“Kingdom” alone is its object. Biblically speaking, the 
Kingdom of God is also described as “the Kingdom of 
Heaven”. So in prayer we ask for that kingdom from 
within it, as it were. We stand before God as citizens of 
that kingdom, waiting eagerly for its full manifestation on 
earth. A pretence? What more unreal than Jesus` own 
demand, “When you pray, go into your room and shut 
your door”! This in a situation where houses generally 
had no private rooms with doors!  

 If we need a special place for prayer to The 
Transcendent, a special time is equally helpful. The old 
commandment about the seventh day, again more and 
more neglected these days, is our guide here. If daily 
prayer be a real discipline, then we may well designate a 
special time of day as a sacrosanct interval, when time 
itself stands still, subsumed in the great Reality of prayer. 
For prayer is that great Reality, that time, that place, 
which is neither time nor place but is the complete 
presence of God who is beyond all existence.  
 Such prayer, I find, precludes my treating God as Santa 
Claus. I do not, I dare not, ask the non-existent God for 
a list of material possessions. Merely I may desire of him 
the in-breaking of his kingdom, the day`s bread of grace 
for the day`s journey, the gift of forgiveness, and such 
leading in life as will deliver me from evil.  
 I welcome the realisation that God does not exist. Any 
God who exists is an idol. And the worst, the most 
persistent idol is my praying self. But that deserves a lot 
more thought.  

Letter from the chair 
It is that time of the year again 
when we consider afresh the 
relevance, importance and 
practical application of the 
wonderful Christmas mythos 
stories. It is also the time for 
renewing membership 
subscriptions to PCN Britain!  
At the recent Management 
Committee 24 hour 
residential in Windermere, 
time was given to considering 
membership numbers and 
funding. Although membership 
numbers have never been 
higher, our annual 
expenditure also has increased 
as the work of PCN Britain 
continues to develop.  Recent 

developments, most of which carry financial 
implications, include: 
� The launch of the new web site – a great 

improvement on the previous version offering 
new opportunities for groups and for budding 
writers. 

� Increasing awareness of PCN amongst newspaper 
editors and religious correspondents through an 
active volunteer Media Officer.  

� The new Progressive Voices publication (please 
note that we are still requesting voluntary help 
from any member who has skills as a layout 
designer – please contact Hugh Dawes if you can 

help (at hugh.dawes@pcnbritain.org.uk). A 
cataloguer for Progressive Voices is also needed.  

� The new leaflet aimed at local church leaders to 
demonstrate that we are here to help and not to 
undermine (details on the web site).   

� Maintaining a presence with partners at Greenbelt.  
� Continuing the Together in Hope publications - 

now 4 titles are available (details on the web site).  
� In addition, the growing DVD library is well 

maintained by a volunteer and many PCN local 
groups use this regularly.  

As we develop strategies to put PCN Britain and 
progressive thinking into the forefront of Christianity 
within and beyond the institutional churches we now 
invite volunteers to join a list of PCN spokespeople in 
the regions so that names can be circulated to media 
contacts by our Media Officer (training and support is 
available). Those who are interested should contact 
Michael Wright (michael.wright@pcnbritain.org.uk).  
Recent PCN press releases are available in the News 
section of the website.  You will also find new photo 
galleries in the Resources Section including Greenbelt 
and the Bloomsbury conference (Adrian Alker’s 4 
talks are available on CD, as are audio clips and 
scripts of Bloomsbury – all on the website or you can 
write to the PCN office).  
Now a reminder that the 2013 AGM will be held 
during the lunch break at a major PCN Britain 
conference at the Lumen URC Church (close to 
Euston, St Pancras International and Kings Cross 
Stations) in London on April 20th.  Talks and 
workshops will be led by teams from three churches 
around the country as we explore and share how 
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progressive churches celebrate Christian faith ‘on the 
ground’ (see enclosed leaflet and the article following.)  
Also 2013 will be 50 years since the publication of 
‘Honest to God’ and as part of the celebrations there 
will be a major residential weekend conference to be 
held in November at The Hayes in Derbyshire. Details 
available soon. This is organised with Modern Church. 
Local groups and their hard working convenors will 
also have the opportunity to invite Val Webb to speak 
locally or regionally while she is visiting in mid June 
and early July 2013. Val is a leading Australian 
progressive Christian thinker, speaker and seminar 
provider. Val will be launching her new book in UK, 
the result of researching Florence Nightingale as a 
progressive Christian. The only requirement from 
interested local / regional groups is for a contribution 
to her travel expenses around UK and to offer local 
overnight hospitality. Interested convenors are invited 
to discuss the visit with me as soon as possible. 
But this brings me back to where this Chair’s Letter 
started: membership numbers. As Trustees visit PCN-
affiliated groups around the country it often is the 
case that as many as half of those attending have not 

taken the extra step of joining PCN nationally.  If 
every regular attendee at a local group became a 
subscribing member of PCN Britain, the possibilities 
for making an even greater impact upon the Church 
and wider community would be enormous. After all, 
£2.50 a month subscription is not a great amount 
when considering the scope of what PCN tries to 
offer both its members and the wider community. 
Would it be too much to ask every subscribing 
member to set 2013 as the year in which to invite at 
least one other person to become a subscribing 
member? And there is already a sympathetic group of 
potential members who attend PCN-affiliated groups 
on a regular basis! I live in hope that the institutional 
churches can become more progressive and that a 
strongly supported PCN Britain can play a significant 
part in helping that to happen. 
The next committee meeting is scheduled for 
Saturday January 12th 2013 - if you have any 
comments or suggestions please let Andy Vivian have 
them by 2nd January. 
Best wishes for a blessed Christmas.  

John Churcher 

A Twenty First Century Faith – let’s celebrate it! 

In 1999 two books were published with not dissimilar 
aims and both by priests of the Anglican Communion. 
Don Cupitt wrote ‘Reforming Christianity’, which, 
from a non-realist perspective, hoped that in 
promoting ‘kingdom religion’, there might still be a 
role for the Christian Church in its service to human 
flourishing. In the same year Jack Spong, whilst Bishop 
of Newark, New Jersey, saw published in the UK, his 
book, ‘Why Christianity Must Change or Die’. Bishop 
Spong had, in the previous year, challenged his fellow 
Anglican bishops at the Lambeth Conference with his 
stark, doom-laden analysis of dogmatic Christian faith. 
Both Cupitt and Spong are to be found in that 
continuing stream of criticism of how the kingdom 
religion of Jesus of Nazareth has, over two thousand 
years, become overshadowed by the dogmatic claims 
of Christendom.  From the early Jesus Quest, right 
through to current writers and thinkers such as Borg, 
Crossan, McLaren and many others, there is a 
constant appeal to rediscover the historical Jesus and 
a ‘lived Christianity’. 
The Church hasn’t died and some of its more 
conservative adherents point to the growth in 
numbers in many parts of the southern world. But for 
people in western Europe, not least in the UK, one 
sees the gradual marginalisation of churches in the life 
of nation and community. As I travel around Leeds 
and north Yorkshire I see from Sunday to Sunday 
evidence of the loss of younger people and the decline 
in numbers, with of course notable exceptions. 

Many solutions are posed and ‘fresh expressions’ of 
church are tried, with some success. But what of fresh 
expressions of theology? 
How do we at PCN Britain view this situation? There 
are those in our membership who understandably 
have ‘given up’ on church, are part of the ‘Church 
Alumni Association’, oft quoted by Spong.  Some feel 
on conscience ground unable to subscribe to the 
traditional tenets of faith and may have joined the 
Society of Friends, for example or simply have found 
more time on Sundays for their families, their 
rambling club, their sport or gardening. Others ‘hang 
in’, finding in the life of their local church so much of 
worth, not least that sense of being ‘in community’. 
They may not agree with much of what is being said, 
sung or stated but they may find like-minded souls to 
share ideas with and hope gradually that change will 
come. 
And then there are those churches which are on a 
journey of exploration, offering to those who come, a 
thinking faith, unwilling to be satisfied with dogmatic 
certainties, shaping their faith around the person of 
Jesus and his kingdom teaching. 
PCN Britain might seem to the more conservative 
members of the church to be the kind of organisation 
which seeks only to pull down and not to build up, to 
be critical but not constructive. This is far from the 
truth.  Many of the Trustees and members of PCN 
are sticking in with our churches, hoping for that 
reformation which Cupitt and Spong wrote about.  
Indeed we believe that the eight points which frame 
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our work offer to churches an opportunity to rethink 
and reenergise their mission.  

John Churcher and Adrian launching the new leaflet in September 

That is why we have recently produced a leaflet for 
churches and their members, entitled Helping Churches 
to Celebrate a 21st Century Faith.  
You can read the leaflet on our website. Better still 
you can seek permission to put some of the leaflets in 
a ‘church near you’! Through our resources, our 
network of groups, our conferences, we at PCN hope 
to stir up in positive and expansive ways, new thinking 
by churches about the God whom they seek to serve 
and to speak about in their communities. 
I refuse to give up on church, not just because it 
employs me! Having left the St Marks Broomhill 
community and finding myself in a diocesan role 

without any one church ‘base’ I know how much I 
miss that constancy of a life shared in community with 
others. But Sunday by Sunday in city and in country I 
warm to the church communities which I find. I do 
believe that many people in those churches are 
seeking the fresh thinking and challenge which PCN 
offers. One way we can help is by clearly showing 
how progressive churches can flourish in the face of 
those who claim that only evangelicalism attracts 
adherents. This is why we have organised a day 
conference in London on April 20th 2013 at the URC 
Lumen Church in Bloomsbury. On this day three 
churches, St Marks Sheffield, Carrs Lane Birmingham 
and Exeter’s Southernhay URC will share with 
conference members specific ways in which being a 
progressive church can and does work. We will look 
at areas such as liturgy and worship, matters of 
inclusion, the nurture of young people, the challenge 
of a thinking faith. Excited by this? I hope so! If you 
are a member of a church which might benefit from 
such encouragement or indeed if you do belong to a 
progressive church and can share insights with others, 
then this is a day for you. We hope on April 20th for a 
real sharing of positive experiences of church from 
people around the country, as we hear about 
intelligent sermons, good hymnody, creative work 
with the young, places where you don’t leave your 
brains in the porch, places of love and inclusion, places 
of blessing.  
Challenged and interested, please book now! 

Also coming in 2013 from St Mark’s Centre for Radical Christianity 
Coming up next year from our partner organisation in 
Sheffield are two promising looking conferences. On 
Saturday 11th May Gerd Ludemann will be leading a day 
entitled “Christian Beginnings: Why didn’t the Jesus 
Movement die out?” In his early writings Ludemann 
anticipated much of the work of the Jesus Seminar in the 

States, and was clobbered by many in the faculty in 
Gottingen where he taught. Well worth hearing. Later 
next year, on Saturday, 16th November Ann Pettifor of 
the New Economics Foundation will speak to the subject 
“Just Economics”. 

Appointment of Justin Welby as the new Archbishop of Canterbury 

If Justin Welby really means to banish homophobia from 
the Church of England, his appointment is warmly 
welcomed by us.  That his first public utterance as 
archbishop-designate included a promise to listen to the 
LGBT community on the subject of gay marriage gives 
hope that his intentions are serious. 

Our organisation is founded on the principle of 
inclusivity and we are pleased to find Justin Welby used 
that word to describe his vision for the Church of 
England.  If his first act as archbishop-designate is to lead 
members of the synod into the yes lobby for women 
bishops than he will have made a good start. 

As this issue of Progressive Voices was being put to bed, the hope of that last statement was shattered. A further 
statement gives PCN’s response. 
PCN Britain expresses its regret that women priests are not to be given the opportunity to become bishops.
The Progressive Christianity Network Britain deeply 
regrets that the Synod of the Church of England was 
unable to agree to a way in which it could accept women 
as bishops, against the advice of the Archbishop of 
Canterbury, and the Archbishop-designate.  Other 
provinces of the Anglican church have found a way to do 
so and been enriched by the ministry of both male and 
female bishops. Other churches in Britain have for some 
years had women in leadership roles, and benefited 
greatly from doing so. 

We hold in our prayers those who are distraught by 
what has happened, as well as those who have felt unable 
to accept that women should be able to exercise an 
episcopal role. We will continue our work of 
encouraging all Christians to listen to one another in an 
open and loving spirit, as we all seek a vision and 
understanding of Christianity which does not try to 
escape from the challenges of the modern world. 
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News from local groups 
Bath 
(Sheena Carter 01225 331806) 
s.m.carter@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The Bath group met up again in September after the 
summer break, with a look at the eight points of 
Progressive Christianity, evaluating especially the more 
potentially controversial of them. Then in October we 
started viewing the DVD: “Eclipsing Empire: Paul, Rome and 
the Kingdom of God”. This DVD is the product of a 
pilgrimage led by Marcus Borg and Dominic Crossan to 
Turkey in 2006, so it combines video footage of the sites 
they visited with short lectures by either Borg or Crossan. 
The first two chapters looked at the nature of the Roman 
Empire compared to that of the Kingdom of God, and at 
whether Paul’s work was in continuity with that of Jesus, or 
had developed in a different direction – Borg and Crossan 
do, in fact, consider Paul’s work was a direct continuation 
of that of Jesus. We look forward to looking at more of the 
DVD in future sessions. At the time of writing we are about 
to have a session on “Carols for today” – a look at carols 
written by 21st century poets and hymn-writers from a 
progressive point of view. 
Our next meetings are as follows: 
28th January 
Eclipsing empire: Paul, Rome, and the Kingdom of God: 
Paul’s missions and character 
25th February 
Sinful thought! 
Is “sin” an outdated concept? 
25th March 
Eclipsing empire: Paul, Rome, and the Kingdom of God: 
Paul’s vocation, and the cities and communities he visited 
22nd April 
The Saving Jesus Seminar: 
The search for the historical Jesus 
We meet at 7.30 p.m. on the fourth Monday of the month 
in the William Jay Room, United Reformed Church Halls, 
Grove Street, Bath. Do come and join us is you are in the 
area. You will be most welcome.  
Birmingham  
(Richard Tetlow 0121 449 4892 
richard.tetlow@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
We are now 18 months old and meet bi-monthly. It’s 
interesting how we’ve wanted to explore the identity of 
Jesus and most recently ‘who is he to us?’ A basic reason 
we all roughly share is that to us Jesus demonstrates 
supremely the transcendent spirit of God active on earth in 
a way we can seek to follow: a truly human being! That 
search involves our minds, hearts and practice. To call Jesus 
God though is unnecessarily non-sensical to us. Two books 
have strengthened our understanding: ‘Jesus: An Historical 
Approximation’ by the Roman Catholic Spanish scholar, Jose 
Antonio Pagola and ‘Jesus the Teacher Within’ by Laurence 
Freeman; also a Crossan/Borg DVD, First light Jesus and the 
kingdom of God. 
 A major development is our localized website within the 
new and excellent website of PCN Britain. We welcome 
Nigel Blakey as our administrator and appreciate the 
national lead.  
Our next meeting is a joint New Year ‘Bring and Share’ 
Lunch for our 3 West Midland groups, N. Worcestershire, 
E. Shropshire and Birmingham, hosted in Stourbridge on 

January 19th. Our own next meeting is Wednesday, 
February 6th at 2./2.15pm. Please consult our website for 
details or contact the convenor 
Bolton 
(Jim Holleyman 01204 456050 
jim.hollyman@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The next meetings of the group will be on Tuesdays, 8th 
January and 12th March 2013.  For our discussions we are 
using John Dominic Crossan’s book “The Greatest Prayer” 
– published by SPCK - ISBN 978-0-281-06417-5. 
The book is subtitled “Rediscovering the revolutionary 
message of the Lord’s Prayer”.  
“Every Sunday the Lord’s Prayer echoes in every church 
around the world. It is an essential element of the faith.  It 
is the way Jesus taught his disciples to pray, encapsulating 
the basic beliefs and attitudes that every Christian, 
throughout the ages, has tried to follow. Here John 
Dominic Crossan, widely regarded as one of the world’s 
greatest writers on Jesus and his times, explores the rich 
depths of this foundational prayer, line by line”. (From the 
book’s introduction).  
Newcomers always welcome. 
Chelmsford  
(Jane Anderson 01245 466160 
jane.anderson@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
We meet on the second Sunday of each month at St 
Augustine of Canterbury Church, North Springfield from 
6.15 PM - 8 PM.  
We will be discussing the final instalment of 'First Light' at 
our December meeting where we will then choose our 
next topic.  
All are welcome please feel free to contact Jane with any 
questions about our group.   
Edinburgh 
(Mary McMahon 0131 441 3337 
mary.mcmahon@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The group meets in the Cluny Centre on Braid Road, which 
has on-street parking, and is also accessible by bus to 
Morningside Station.  Meetings are on the last Monday of 
the month, begin at 7.30 and finish at 9.30 p.m. Average 
attendance is between eighteen and twenty. All are 
welcome. Plans for Monday 28th January: ‘Beyond Religion’ 
– the Dalai Lama’s perspective 
Monday 25th February: ‘Radical transformation –the Way of 
Jesus’ with Michael Paterson 
Monday 18th March: A meal with a theme (theme yet to be 
decided) 
Talking of food (!), we’ve opted to present our November 
meeting just past as a menu, partly to give it some lighter 
touches, and partly to ensure that we work our way 
through to the last course without stalling at any one 
aspect/dish!  We were going to use a (sleigh!)-bell – Swiss 
miniature cow-bell with a dollop of imagination!! - To 
ensure that we stick to times..... 

MENU/ Food for thought! 
STARTER/ AMUSE-BOUCHE: ‘What do you most miss 
about Santa?’ 
MAINS: Was there a point on your journey when you 
moved from a literal to a metaphorical understanding? 
DESSERT: What are we celebrating at Christmas? 
COFFEE AND MINTS: How do we tell the story? 
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Exeter 
(Liz Vizard 01392 668859 
liz.vizard@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Chris Avis reports: We met on Sunday October 7th at our 
usual time of 2.30 to watch and discuss another in the 
'Saving Jesus' DVD series. For a variety of reasons fewer 
members than usual were present (around 15) to see 'Jesus' 
Ministry of Compassion' which, after a slow start, eventually 
prompted some lively discussion! 
Our next meeting on November 18th was a one-off 'special' 
with Dave Tomlinson telling us how to have 'Religion 
without the Rules' and all be bad Christians (and better 
human beings) as a result. As this report had to be with the 
Progressive Voices Editor by Nov 16th I will risk 
prophesying that this was a great success with a huge 
attendance! 
Although all Exeter members are now probably aware of 
the brand new PCN website, please don't forget to register 
and then add your member profile to the Exeter Group. 
Clear instructions on how to do this (which is not difficult) 
are available from Liz or Chris if needed.  
Finally, the Exeter Group want to thank Andy Vivian and 
Steve Ireland for all their hard work which has produced an 
effective new on-line environment for enlarging and 
enriching the PCN community. 
Hampshire Hub 
(Martin Godfrey 023 8076 6312 
martin.godfrey@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Talks attended by members have provided a rich source of 
material for our group meetings this Autumn and beyond. 
Among the speakers heard over recent months have been 
Bishop Gene Robinson, The Dalai Lama, Tony Windross, 
Brian Mountford and Adrian Alker.  
Our quarterly newsletter advertises local and regional open 
meetings on topics of interest to progressive Christians 
arranged by organisations as diverse as the British Humanist 
Association, the Scientific and Medical Network, Christians 
in Science, The Oxford Centre for Spiritual Growth, Sarum 
College, The Worthing Theological Society, Southampton 
Interfaith Link, and Winchester City Churches. If you would 
like to be added to the circulation list for the free 
newsletter, please let me know.  
Harrogate Day-time Group 
(Philip Goodwin 01423 563990 
philip.goodwin@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
We meet at Wesley Chapel on the first Thursday of the 
month, 2.30pm. 
See the Wesley Chapel website/church family/journey 
Group for a summary of the ethos of the group. 
After 11 years, still we find interesting topics on which to 
share our thoughts. The following are brief extracts of two 
recent topics: 
Myth – Santa or Saviour?  Without myth (=parable?), cult, 
ritual and ethical living, the sense of the sacred dies (Karen 
Armstrong). Since pagan times people have given presents 
in mid-winter. Were the myths surrounding Christ’s birth 
not simply the writers’ way of saying that here was 
someone really special? 
‘The Dutch Rethink Christianity for a Doubtful World’ – 
from a BBC Religious Affairs correspondent. Some Dutch 
clergy say “A lot of traditional beliefs are outside people, 
and have grown into rigid things that you can’t touch any 
more”. “We focus on people’s personal search for God, 
not on the church’s traditional black-and-white answers”. In 

a ‘post-modern’ society that no longer has the same belief 
in certainty, there is an urgent need to ‘take God out of the 
box’. ‘Google’ this title to see what you think! We had a 
lively discussion! 
We have recently been working through Marcus Borg ‘The 
God We Never Knew’. In this Borg leads us from the 
distant, authoritative God of our Sunday school childhood 
to an equally dynamic adult 21st century understanding of 
God, tracing all this through his own spiritual journey. 
Last chapter discussion on ‘Salvation: what on earth do we 
mean?’ on Dec. 6th. 
Hickling, Norfolk Broads ('Shoreline') 
(Merrie Longbottom 01692 598844 
merrie.longbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our group meets weekly, as we feel it provides a needed 
sense of continuity and fellowship.  We gather at 2pm on 
Thursdays at the home of one of our members.  Visitors 
and new members are always welcome to join us.  In the 
last Progressive Voices, we reported that we were 
reviewing a new DVD course called LifeSpirit.  Although we 
had high hopes for this series, it did not deliver (at least for 
our group).  However, we did thoroughly enjoy another 
dvd presentation by Sister Joan Chittister and Father 
Richard Rohr, entitled "The Human Spirit and the Times 
We Live In" (available to borrow through the PCN library).  
We have also just finished viewing the three-part Channel 4 
production by Richard Dawkins "Sex, Death and the 
Meaning of Life".  Quite a contrast in these two offerings, 
but much food for thought!  Our group travels to Norwich 
once a month to meet with the larger PCN/Fishpond 
group, where they are beginning a series on Science and 
Religion which is proving very stimulating.  Shoreline 
continues to support the much-needed FoodBank, 
WaterAid and St Martin's Housing Trust at Christmas.  All 
are welcome to join us on our journey. 
Manchester 
(John Ramsbottom 0161 456 5119 
john.ramsbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our programme of meetings for 2012/2013 resumed in 
September.  For this session we had decided to use a book 
as the framework for a series of evening discussions, and 
“Speaking Christian” by Marcus Borg was the chosen title. 
In this book, Borg takes several well-used words which he 
feels have been distorted by what he terms “heaven and 
hell” Christianity and tries to recover the original meaning. 
Many of us share his concern that this is a difficult, if not 
impossible task because of the associations with which 
most of us have grown up. 
The September meeting looked at the theme of “salvation” 
and how it is commonly thought to relate to what happens 
after death. Following Borg, we tried to bring a broader 
understanding and see it in terms of healing, rescue and 
wholeness in this life. 
October moved to the sections on God and God's 
character, where we considered concepts of a being 
separate from the world, or as a presence “in whom we 
live and move and have our being”. Is this God a figure of 
judgement and punishment, or of grace, love and 
compassion? 
It is pleasing to report that we have seen an increased 
attendance at these meetings. 
Plans for coming months by way of contrast, move in 
November to thinking about science and religion.  January 
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2013 will be a meditation evening – both of these led by 
members of the group. 
In February and March we shall go back to the book and 
consider Jesus, looking at his death and resurrection. 
April should welcome a guest speaker – Paul Onslow from 
PCN, who will lead an evening looking at the Creeds. 
Details and dates for all of the above will appear on the 
PCN website, or please contact John Ramsbottom for 
more information. 
North Worcestershire 
(Tessa Carrick 01527 873135 
tessa.carrick@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The North Worcestershire Group is friendly and 
welcoming.  We meet in various homes in North 
Worcestershire and meetings last about 1.5 hours.  We try 
to provide an atmosphere in which everyone feels free to 
discuss openly.  At present we are working through Adrian 
B. Smith’s Tomorrow’s Faith.    
Our next meeting will be 2.30.p.m. on Tuesday January 
15th in Hagley (not far from M5 Junction 4 or the Hagley 
railway station.)  The topic will be from Tomorrow’s Faith 
Part D Human Beings.  For more details of the venue please 
get in touch with Tessa. 
The author suggests that everyone reads the whole of the 
short section for discussion and then the leader for the 
meeting focuses on one of the brief chapters.  We hope 
that the use of this book will lead to a discussion of our 
own personal statements of faith.   
Northamptonshire and Buckinghamshire 
(Monty Lynds01908 543206 
monty.lynds@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
We are a very friendly lively group, meeting on the 2nd 
Wednesday of every month in members’ houses.  We 
always start with a shared meal then we discuss/listen 
to/debate the month's topic and we always finish with a 
simple act of worship.  Hopefully we are a very welcoming 
group who are very happy to meet new “searchers/fellow 
travellers.” Our discussions are always open and honest; 
we don't always expect to agree!   
We generally don't follow any prescribed "course" but 
month by month decide at the previous meeting who will 
research/present about an agreed topic; this may be linked 
to recent lectures/conferences attended, an article or book 
recently read and which is felt would be of interest to the 
group etc.  Topics covered recently include, Chris 
Howson's book, "Just Church"; and the subject of 
Liberation Theology in general; one of Giles Fraser's 
essays/articles; and feedback and discussion following 
several of our group members attendance at two excellent 
PCN sponsored events led by Dave Tomlinson and Jim 
Kenney, both of which have given us much food for 
thought!   
We would love to hear from any interested parties, please 
email Jane c/o Monty’s email above to get information of 
location and content etc. of next meeting/s.  
The group also sponsors Monty Lynds' Sunday 
alternative/progressive liturgies held each fifth Sunday at 
4pm in St Nicholas church Potterspury Northants.  These 
services generally follow the Celtic turn of the year.  The 
next service is to be held on Tuesday 1st January (New 
Year's Day) at 4pm (Not the 5th Sunday but we didn't think 
30th December would be very popular!)  To find out more 
about meetings and liturgies, locations and subjects, use the 
contact details above. 

Norwich 
(Alun H Thomas 01603 488931 
alun.thomas@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The Norwich Group, recently affiliated to PCN under their 
original name, Fishpond, continues to flourish: from a 
founding group of six people eight years ago we are now 
23, and growing! Whatever else that says it underlines the 
fact that there are many “out there” wanting to know there 
is a valid and radical alternative to the evangelical view of 
the Gospel, which they would eagerly embrace if they knew 
that groups like PCN existed to promote it.  
We meet on the last Friday of every month with the sole 
exception of December (our secretary likes time to play 
with his presents!) Whereas we are certainly not averse to 
looking at a particular book, what we have found is that 
one discussion always leads fruitfully on to another, which 
becomes the theme for the next meeting. Of course, 
occasionally a particular piece of writing, be it a lecture, a 
magazine article, or even a book, or sometimes a DVD as 
at our last meeting, is the focus, but they tend to be the 
exception for us. 
Our venue is the Common Room of the Sheltered Housing 
where I live, and, as all groups do, we would welcome most 
warmly anyone travelling this way on the last Friday of any 
month. We start promptly at 10 o’clock and end equally 
promptly at 11.30am so that everyone knows precisely 
when they are free to leave. 
The best means of contact is to ring me on 01603 488931 
for any further information - or encouragement to join us! 
Alternatively, e-mail via the PCN website. 
Nottingham 
(David Turner 0115 9764909 
david.turner@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
We frequently hear about Gene Robinson in the news so it 
was good to use a CD of his talks to the Free to Believe 
conference last April. They provided a good base for our 
thinking at our autumn meetings. 
Over the years we have found all our discussions of value 
but we have begun to feel that it is so easy to become 
negative as liberals rather than positive. The next step for 
us is to look at positive ways of building up our faith and we 
certainly felt this at our last meeting when one of our 
members introduced us to 'Poems of Faith and Doubt' from 
his extensive and personal collection from various poets. 
We look forward to further replenishment when he 
introduces us to 'Art and the Passion' at our meeting on 
March 9th in preparation for Easter. 
Our next meeting on December 8th falls in Advent when 
members will bring thoughts, readings, poems etc to help 
us meditate on this season. On January 12th and February 
9th we plan to follow a study course 'Thinking about God; 
God is a four letter word' originally written for St Andrews 
with Castle Gate URC. 
We are a small group so it is a big loss when someone has 
to leave because they are moving away and it is about to 
happen to us again. However it is gratifying when people 
have found their time with us of great help through a bleak 
time of hurt and doubt and we find they have enriched us 
too. 
We meet on the second Saturday of each month 10am for 
10.30am at the United Reformed Church, Edwards Lane, 
Nottingham NG5 3AA. There is plenty of parking on the 
church grounds and there are several buses which stop 
outside the church. We look forward to new people joining 
us. 
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Richmond  
(Alan Powell 0208 878 7355 
 alan.powell@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The group meets on Saturday afternoons (2.30 pm) in East 
Sheen.  The group has just finished a series of discussions 
based on Tony Windross’s book “The Thoughtful Guide to 
Faith”.  In the New Year, it is planned to base several 
meetings on Dave Tomlinson’s new book “How to be a 
Bad Christian… and a Better Human Being”.  Please 
contact Alan Powell for further details. 
Stoke on Trent 
(Ian Gregory 01782 614407 
ian.gregory@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Among the 20 or so who attend the Stoke on Trent group 
meetings on Sunday evenings are some very welcome 
agitators - that is, people who don't agree with us, or each 
other, but temper their opinions with the balm of humour.  
We embark now on a fourth year of discussion with 
increased alarm at the casual acceptance by mainstream 
churches of the way Christianity is offered to a baffled 
public.  Happily, we have found a book which sums up the 
case for liberal theology with clarity and energy. We will 
spend our time looking at 'Grace, Order, Openness and 
Diversity' under the heading 'Good God'. It is by Ian 
Bradley, Reader in Practical Theology (is there some other 
kind?) at St Andrews University and a minister in the 
Church of Scotland. Bradley helpfully traces the emergence 
of fundamentalism to the efforts of various bigots in 
America in 1900-1915, and warns of a 'hard-edged, 
defensive mentality among conservative evangelicals in the 
mainstream denominations that needs to be countered and 
challenged'. The book (Continuum, 2010) has a hideous 
cover, but oozes good sense and bright thoughts.  Among 
subjects for discussion: 'Down with religion - how Jesus 
makes a claim on those who reject religion’, 'The peril of 
the closed mind', 'Daring to think' (led by a member of the 
Modern Church Council) and ‘The Secret of Prayer’, based 

on startling thoughts of the late Fr Adrian Smith.  We end 
in July with a symposium on the teaching of Jesus and an 
open discussion on what Christians are supposed to believe 
and think, and how we should behave. Chairman is local 
optician Simon Poole, and leader is Ian Gregory a retired 
Congregational Minister (email as given above. Ian's little 
book - 'In Simple Trust'- is available, as is his booklet about 
chairmanship of meetings, based on the classic work of the 
late Lord Citrine.) 
Woking 
(John Craig 01483 762059  
john.craig@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
We are now in the middle of the third, and last, DVD of 
the Living the Questions course. The good news is that 
there have been almost no drop outs; the less good news is 
that recently there have been no new recruits. We 
continue to have two groups - one on Saturday morning 
which seems to suit the older generation and another on 
Wednesday evening which suits the relatively younger 
generation. (There are some exceptions to this 
generalisation). The Wednesday group got tired of using a 
busy church premises and car park so now take turns to 
meet in members’ houses. This change has worked well. A 
big issue for us will be what is life like after Easter when we 
will finish the LtQ course about two years after starting it. 
Thanks to Jess Lee, the PCN librarian, for her helpfulness. 
The Ipswich Group has ended meetings from 
September, due to lack of numbers. But there may be hope 
of fresh shoots. Liz Smith writes: 
There may be a new group starting in the Spring at the 
home of one of the former members of the Woodbridge 
Group, who lives in Kirton, near Felixstowe. It is likely to 
meet on a Thursday morning, monthly. 
I will be the leader and Margaret Condick, the host.  
All enquiries to me, Liz Smith.  Tel 01473 462875, email 
liz.smith@pcnbritain.org.uk. 

The church must accept a post-modern world 
We live in a ‘post-modern’ world but if we do not 
understand post-modernism we will have little chance of 
engaging with it to present the always relevant and 
contemporary Jesus Truth of loving God and loving one’s 
neighbour; of doing to others what you wish them to do 
to you; and that lasting peace does not come through 
violent victory in war but through the power of justice 
and of unconditional love.  
The most accessible analysis of post-modernism that I 
have come across is that produced by American, J 
Wesley Hurd who identified five characteristics that 
have a direct bearing upon the present and future work 
and outreach strategies of every church.  
1) The quest for any ultimate truth is a lost cause. Religion, 
along with politics and economics, has always been in search 
of a "holy grail" that will answer all our profound questions. 
However, answers are relative to both the times of asking 
and to the questions asked. This post-modern world no longer 
wants or accepts other people’s Truth told to them – they 
want to discover Truth for themselves. So how can the 
Church, persistent in its preaching of the objective, universal, 
knowable and ultimate truth of its God-given creeds and 
doctrines help people both discover Truth for themselves, and 

communicate effectively with the post-modernist for whom 
such ultimate truth is a myth? 
It seems to me that the Church in Britain continues to 
answer the Ultimate question that the people outside of 
the Church [and many who remain within it] are no 
longer asking. If the Church is to survive in this post-
modern world in which absolute truth seemingly no 
longer exists, it cannot hold onto its unchanging and 
supposedly unchangeable ancient creeds, doctrines and 
dogma that were written in the times when people 
believed that the world was flat, that God lived above 
the sky and hell was beneath our feet.  
2) What we have been taught and have thought to be right 
in the past is now being changed by the rapidly transforming 
culture in which we live.  
Perhaps this is why so many people have left the 
institutional Churches of this country? What they were 
taught and believed to be right, upheld and reinforced by 
the Church, community, culture and politics no longer 
makes sense. Now the straight and narrow of former 
years has become diverse and no longer seems to make 
sense to those outside the Church, and I add to many 
who remain within the Church.  
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3) What is ‘real’ for individuals to live by is no longer 
accepted as something that has been ‘God given’ on tablets 
of stone or in pages of Scripture.  
The time has come for the Church to [a] approach the 
Bible as a human creation that is full of sacred stories 
expressing the God-experiences of the individual 
writers, and [b] to rethink the ways in which we 
worship, especially in the words of hymns and liturgies 
that reflect a by-gone age and have little relation to our 
contemporary post-modern world.  
4) Whoever dictates or controls the words and ways in which 
we use those words in the Church holds the key to social and 
political power.  
The institutional Church holds power over its people, 
keeping them dependent by maintaining the cycle of ‘you 
are guilty and only the Church can tell you how to 
escape your guilt.’ Liturgy continues to belittle people by 
such as ‘you are a miserable sinner unworthy to gather 
up the crumbs from under the table’. This is a 
psychological assault upon the individual. No wonder 
people have fled the Church. Why should any one put 
up with being put down week in week out by our 
liturgies? It is time to re-think all that we do and say in 
Church worship.  

5) Often the Church makes statements that intentionally or 
otherwise create a set of opposite beliefs. 
‘Become like us and you are in – the choice is yours, but 
the alternative is that you are out’. Or, ‘you are either 
saved or you are lost.’ Such language of opposites is the 
language of power and control and by using such 
language we are driving people away from the Church 
and from the Truth of Jesus. The language of the Church 
has created a ‘them’ and ‘us’ divide and it should stop 
using and abusing the power of such language. To 
survive, the Church has to abandon any sense of people 
being ‘in’ or ‘out’, accepting everybody, as they are, 
where they are, and not just accepting them in the hope 
that we can change them into becoming clones of us. 
The Church must stop claiming that it alone is THE 
Kingdom of God. 
Conclusion: The institutional Church can both survive 
and thrive in a post-modern world if it moves on from 
the ‘old ways’ and helps people discover the post-
modern ‘mix and match’ spirituality that will be 
provisional Truth for each individual. This will profoundly 
change the Church and its power structures. However, 
it will allow it to be the natural base where those who 
explain their post-modern experience of God through 
the life of Jesus of Nazareth can explore and develop 
their own spirituality and that of the Church.  

Mallard 2009. ISBN 978-0-9562734-0-6. Pb. pp xvii +259. (order from the author through Tunbridge Wells Radical 
Pilgrims group. Email: pat.churchill@pcnbritain.org.uk.  or ebook from Gardners - www.gardners.com) 

I took up this book one evening, meaning to read a 
chapter or two and found at 1.30 a.m. I was half-way 
through and still eager for the next page. 
It tells the story of Mark’s personal struggle with the 
contradiction between the apparent sex of his body 
and his awareness of the gender role he SHOULD be 
playing. His inner turmoil is played out against a 
background of ignorance and hostility from society 
but also with the support of his mother (to whom the 
book is dedicated) friends and various communities to 
which he belonged. He describes honestly the details 
of treatment he underwent, when he began a gender 
reassignment in his late twenties. His sense of 
wellbeing improved quickly and markedly. Yet, despite 
his many and varied talents, achieving what he sought 
in education, a career, and normal family life eluded 
him. “Going public” allowed him to put more weight 
behind changing the law and society’s attitude towards 
transsexual people. 
That is the second theme of the book. In 1986, Mark 
was the first to go to The European Court of human 
Rights to appeal against the U.K. Government’s refusal 
to grant transsexual people their full rights. He lost 
but spurred on others to do the same, ultimately with 
success. He also realised that one voice would not be 
loud enough and was the catalyst for event s where 
transsexuals could meet each other and finally form, 
with their well-wishers, the Press for Change 

Group.(PFC). This group kept the plight of 
transsexuals alive in Parliament until in 2004 The 
Gender Recognition Act was passed, giving them their 
legal rights as members of their new sex. 
Woven in and out of the two stories, for good or ill, 
is the part played by the Church. Mark was a 
practising member of the Church of England for much 
of the story and its activities and members were often 
a solace and a haven for him. The climax of the book 
comes for me anyway, not in the Palace of 
Westminster, but, later, in St. Anne’s, Soho, where 
Mark organised a service of thanksgiving for 
transsexuals and their friends. Yet the bureaucracy of 
the church and the Evangelical Alliance opposed the 
progress, personal and public, which this book 
describes – surely progress towards the justice of 
God’s kingdom. 
Mark writes in a simple style which leads the reader 
on through the seemingly blind alleys of his life 
towards his eventual conception of its wholeness. He 
also covers effortlessly new findings in science about 
gender identification. It’s more than a book for those 
interested in the science and support of transsexual 
people, though. It gives an insight (touching and angry) 
into life outside normal society. Most of all, it is an 
inspiring story of courage, steadfastness and 
compassion, and of a real step forward.
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On seeing Christmas cards  
for sale in August ... 

with apologies to W.H. Auden  
“Stop all the clocks, cut off the telephone...” 
Julia is a member of the Hickling (Norfolk Broads) group, 
known also as Shoreline. 
Stop all the shopping trips, cut off the spending 
spree 
Prevent the tinsel sparkling cheaply on the tree. 
Silence the carols and with muffled sighs 
Impose the overeating ban, say ‘no’ to more mince 
pies! 
Let the stars circle, fading aimless in the dawn 
Scribbling in the sky, it’s said, the message, He is 
born. 
So put an end to stuffing supermarket trolleys 
And let the excess of it all, illustrate our follies. 
Jesus is our North, our South, our West, and East - 
He is life, not just a Sunday or December feast, 
Our daily example, the words of our song 
Showing unloving behaviour is wrong. 
ALL stars are brilliant, value each and every one, 
Marvel in the moon and glory in the sun, 
Pour away all selfishness, gather up compassion - 
Life means living fully now, and love - that’s not on 
ration. 

Well, which newspaper  
did we/do we read? 
If the editor imagined that this would grab the imagination 
of Progressive Voices readers (and, poor man, he did) he was 
very wrong. Just seventeen emails (and one letter) came 
back to him. PCN has about 500 members. Statisticians 
reckon 10-15% is a good response to a questionnaire – we 
were a long way short of that!  
But responses were interesting. Quite a lot of Guardian 
readers had read it for a long time; 66 years is perhaps the 
record, but ‘over 60’, 58, 50, 40 and 35 years were also 
recorded. Some, like the editor, get cross with it at times. 
One actually cancelled her subscription briefly, not enjoying 
the new look of G2; “alas I couldn’t do without it so have 

renewed my subscription and am now back on 
course.” 
Many more respondents said they read the 
Guardian than owned to taking another paper, and 
others besides myself thought than more than 
simply chance. But members read other papers 
too: The Telegraph, The Independent, its baby 
brother The I, and also The Week. The Indie reader 
had taken it from its beginning, which was 1989, 
which perhaps suggests that reader loyalty is not 
exclusive to the Guardian.  
One member recalled her correspondence in 
2000 with Ian Mayes, the Readers’ Editor, about 
the paper’s indifference then towards religion. 
"Sometimes,” she wrote then, “the most 
ridiculous caricatures of Christian belief and 
practice are allowed to pass. Why is this? Why is 
it assumed…. that every one of any sense and 
maturity has long since discarded any religious 
belief?"  But she continued "It is a paradox that 
this 'irreligious' paper is actually a prime resource 
for Christians who take their faith seriously and 
want to pray in an informed manner about the 
needs of the world and to know how to take 
useful action. The Guardian leads the way in 
promoting humanitarian causes such as Jubilee 
2000, Oxfam's Education Now campaign, and in 
promoting fair treatment and respect for refugees 
and asylum seekers . . . It also provides the best 
coverage and comment on international affairs. 
This is why no amount of negative comment 
about the church will ever put me off buying it." 
Generally speaking my correspondents were light-
hearted and good humoured. “We are regular 
Guardian readers – also followers of Dad’s Army 
and Midsomer Murders, if that’s any help!” But 
one person was very cross with me. “I am very 
sorry that you have initiated a Poll on ‘Newspaper 
Preferences’, as I believe it lies outside the PCN 
remit… I hope your published results show only 
preferences. If you expand into reasons, it would 
be but a brief step to political views, which would 
be most unwelcome.” I simply note that when 
Rowan Williams was asked about advice to his 
successor, he suggested he should preach with a 
bible in one hand and a newspaper in the other. It 
was Karl Barth, the great reformed protestant 
theologian, who said it first.  I rest my case. 
 

PCN’s New Website 

If you go to www.pcnbritain.org.uk you will find that 
the PCN website looks very different.  For a start 
there are a lot more pictures.  The Banner is very 
striking too.  The face of Jesus is based on an early 
Christian icon known as the Mandylion of Edessa.  
This ancient image provides the colour scheme for the 
whole website.  
The Home Page is like a contents page.  As you scroll 
down you can view in full anything that interests you 

by clicking the link provided.   Another feature of the 
Home Page is an Eight Points panel in which a 
different ‘point’ appears each time you visit the page.  
You’ll also find an interactive map showing all the 
PCN regions to help you discover a progressive group 
or church near you. 
The website has eleven sections and these are named 
across the Banner.  If you click on a name, you will 
reach that section.  There is also a Search Box in the 
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Banner where you can type in a key word and click 
Go to see what turns up. 
One of the new features of the website is a section 
called Blogs.  The aim is to encourage all and 
especially new writers to send us articles.  It might be 
topical comment, a conference report, a review of a 
book, a protest, challenge or insight that you wish to 
share with the rest of us.  All the authors who write 
for the Blog are featured in the Blog Authors index, 
where you can read a short biography about them.   
The Events section, for the first time, offers an 
archive.  So you can go back to see what PCN has 
been doing over the past five years.  Where there are 
conference photos or recordings available these are 
indicated in the side column.  To look at the schedule 
of future events, you have two viewing options: a list 
of events in date order, or else a calendar view where 
you can see all the planned events, including group 
meetings, a month at a time. 
The new Forum has a simpler design which we hope 
makes it easier to read.  One warning though: if you 
were a contributor to the old Forum, you will need to 
re-register on the new one.  For security reasons we 
have had to start from scratch.  But we have provided 
a link to the Old Forum so that you can go back and 
read what was said. 

An important feature of the new website is the 
enlarged space set aside for PCN-affiliated groups.  
Each group has been given five pages – a Home Page, 
Programme page, Bulletins page, Resources Page and a 
Members page.  The last page is private to the group 
but all the others are shared publicly.  The hope is 
that groups will not only find this a good way of 
making their activities  known, but will be able to use 
their web pages as a group resource, providing an 
easily accessible record of all their work, including 
handouts, newsletters, photos and audio recordings.   
We hope that everyone who attends a group, 
whether a national PCN member or not, will register 
on the new website to share in the online side of their 
group’s activities.  Once registered they can be given 
access to the private Members page for their group 
where they can share information about their spiritual 
journey and books they value as well as contact 
details. 
Any new website will have some teething troubles and 
we’ve been working hard to put these right.  If you 
happen to find something that doesn’t make sense or 
work properly, please let me know.   

Andy Vivian (andy.vivian@pcnbritain.org)

Copy Date for the March 2013 issue is Friday 15th February. Lent is very early, and begins just two days 
later. Easter day is on 31st March. Spring should have begun on 20th March. So thoughts on Lent and Holy Week, on 
our moral fragility as well as our human glory, would be very welcome. So too on new life, renewal, fresh beginnings, 
resurrection – whatever you want to call it, would all be very welcome. And there are some wonderful 
contributions of all kinds and of high quality in this issue. You might like to offer responses to one or other of those. 

The photograph of the front page comes from the website of the Al-Mustafa Welfare Trust (Charity No. 1118492) 
The quotation at the end of the editorial is from A Church in Bavaria by William Plomer. 


