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‘Nativity’ by Brian Kershisnik 



The artist Brian Kershisnik shares his 
personal inspiration for painting ‘Nativity’. 

http://kershisnik.com/ 

My painting is called "Nativity".  (It is in the permanent 
collection at The Museum of Art at Brigham Young 
University, USA.) The decision to avoid the definite 
article seeks to illuminate a particularly fascinating and 
miraculous aspect of Jesus' advent to me.  
Notwithstanding the overwhelming significance of Jesus’ 
coming, he came very much like you and I came. His 
birth was like your birth and mine.  He came into our dirt 
and sweat and blood and milk. He arrived into our 
hunger and discomfort, just as everyone else on the 
planet ever has. His birth was, in that sense, 
unremarkable. It hurt his mother and him. 

In the story the birth is very likely troubling to Joseph as 
well (his vexation probably complicated by their 
displacement from home) and likely not so troubling to 
the midwives, smiling through the bloody ordeal as 
midwives do. I know that no midwives are mentioned in 
Matthew or Luke, but bear in mind that almost none of 
the details of his birth are mentioned in these holy texts. 
Even the stable is inferred by the brief mention of an 
improvised cradle-- his being "laid in a manger”. The 
chance of a young woman having her first child away 
from her usual residence and not being attended by 
women (even strangers) seems to me very unlikely. 
Women would come. They would hear, they would help. 
I feel sure of it. 

In undertaking this sacred subject on such a large scale 
(the original is 17 feet long) I decided to not look so 
much for an actual historical reality, but rather to try to 
fathom an emotional reality to the experience. Virtually 
all of the visual memory we have of Jesus' birth has 
come from centuries of this kind of imagining - the event 
being so very important, the historical details so very 
scant. 

Perhaps the sheer number of them is a clear indication 

that I became engaged with the angels.  The births of my 
own children felt so very "attended to" by otherworldly 
beings. Perhaps they were ancestors and descendants; 
any who had particular interest in our little nativities. 
Since I believe none would have a chance of salvation 
without Jesus, it felt obvious that all beings looking to 
this redemption, would take a peculiar interest in this 
birth. The number of angels in my work kept multiplying.  
I have counted them several times, but I come up with 
different numbers. I rather like not knowing exactly. I 
also imagine this to be the vanguard of countless others. 

My original plan to include the conventional beasts was 
eclipsed by this cloud of witnesses. I did have a bit of 
room for a dog and her pups. Although no mention is 
made of any stable occupants, I wanted animals to be 
represented and I love dogs. They have long been a 
symbol of fidelity in western art, so I put them in since 
Jesus' coming can be seen as the ultimate and most 
impossible example of keeping the unfathomable 
promise of incarnation. 

I believe that the human hunger for dramatic 
conclusions (to sporting events, books or movies) is 
linked to our seeking to explain redemption. Part of our 
attraction to these dramatic endings is because it is in 
part our story too. Jewish tradition expected and 
anticipated the Messiah. Then impossibly and 
improbably, in Jesus that was fulfilled, but not as we 
would have expected. Only the dog can see the glorious 
river of angels. The mortals depicted, like us, are 
understandably and rightly distracted with the quotidian 
tasks at hand. And certainly the epic drama of 
redemption is far from over but the message to me is 
this: He came. He came. Thank God he came. 

Thank you 
 

Our thanks to Brian for sharing his inspiration and 
for allowing us to reproduce his painting here, 

and as our cover image.  

http://kershisnik.com/
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So we find ourselves in another Christmas season. Which 
I feel I could have said for the last couple of months at 
least! This year our December edition has a smattering 
of seasonal material. The main piece being our cover and   
the artist sharing his inspiration for it. The other is Derek 
Webster’s poem and a quote by Marcus Borg, which are 
placed in the context of wider issues within the Holy 
Land. We broaden this context elsewhere as we explore 
other social justice issues in anticipation for our Spring 
Conference, and devote space to promote Church Action 
on Poverty’s work on our back cover. 

We will look back to the Greenbelt festival last summer, 
look forward to our Spring Conference, Member’s 
Residential Weekend, the Marcus Borg Memorial 
Lecture, and have plenty of book reviews to read! 

There are also opportunities to get more involved by 
joining our list of book reviewers, volunteering to minute 
trustee meetings, and the all important reminder to 
renew your membership for 2016! 

In the last edition we asked for responses on two items, 
and those offered can be found on the website. 

For items for the next edition I would encourage you to 
reflect on children and young people, and how we can 
engage them with progressive faith. 

Welcome to the 15th edition of Progressive Voices. 
Enjoy!  

 

Progressive Voices is the magazine of the 
Progressive Christianity Network Britain 

[Registered Charity No. 1102164]. It is published 
quarterly in March, June, September and December.  

 

PCN Britain is itself part of a wider international 
network of progressive Christian organisations.  

 

You can contact us at 01594 516528, 
info@pcnbritain.org.uk, or PCN Britain, 26 High 
Street, Newnham, Gloucestershire, GL14 1BB. 

 

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

www.pcnbritain.org.uk 

There is an open invitation for submissions.  
Your reflections, questions, events, poems, 
images, reviews, letters, comments, news, 

prayers and other contributions are all welcome. 
 

Publication is at the discretion of the editor: 
dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk 

 

Copy Deadlines: 
March: Friday 12th Feb 2016 

 

June: Friday 13th May 2016 
September: Friday 12th August 2016 

December: Friday 11th November 2016 

Welcome Contents 

Book Reviews 
Each time we receive a book to be reviewed an 

email will be sent out to those willing to be 
reviewers. In exchange for 300 words you will be 
able to keep the book and share you opinion with 

PCN Britain. If you would like to join the list 
contact: dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk 

mailto:info@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PV%20link
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk
mailto:dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PV%20contribution
mailto:dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PV%20contribution
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Letter from the Chair 
In the last few months since taking up the position of 
chairing the meetings of trustees, I have been made 
more aware than ever of the enthusiasm of PCN 
members and groups across the UK. Since the summer 
there have been successful regional conferences such as 
those organised by the Manchester and Newcastle 
groups welcoming Rex Hunt from Australia; in Cornwall 
there have been a number of events, thanks largely to 
the energy of Richard Gray; new groups of people 
wishing to meet regularly have come to the fore in 
Brighton, Bristol and other places. 

One of the pleasures of being Chair is sending welcome 
letters to new members, almost weekly. Quite often a 
new member expresses the wish to begin a new group if 
there is not one in their area. This is very encouraging. 
Our administrative staff, Andy and Sarah, do a fantastic 
job in supporting such initiatives. 

Also in the last few weeks I have been heartened by the 
response to our Marcus Borg Memorial Fund. Thanks to 
the generosity of members, such a fund will enable us to 
support day conferences and other events in the coming 
years, all inspired by Marcus. Please consider making a 
donation to that fund if you have not already done so. 
This brings me to make a plea to all our members to 
book now for the Marcus Borg memorial conference on 
the 14th May 2016 in Birmingham. Our speaker will be 
Diana Butler Bass, whose latest book 'Grounded' is a 
fascinating read. This day will bring together open 
minded and open hearted folk from across the country 
and will be a wonderful time of mutual support and 
celebration of progressive Christianity. Although May 
seems a long way off from the perspective of a foggy 
November day, when I am writing this letter, it would be 
good to receive your booking this side of Christmas! 

Recently I attended a talk given by Will Hutton, political 
economist, Principal of Hertford College Oxford and 
Guardian columnist, whose latest book, 'How Good Can 
We Be' is another of his challenges to the present way of 
organising capitalism to the detriment of a fair society. 
Hutton encouraged his audience to keep saying in every 
sphere of life - at work, in the pub, with friends - that we 
can order our society differently to make it less unequal, 
more productive and more moral. As I listened, I drew 
parallels in my mind with organised religion and the 
churches. Yes things could be different, the oppressive 
ties of dogma could be undone, love and compassion 
could replace controlling rules and regulations but we all 
have a part to play in speaking out, in challenging so 
much of the status quo as did Jesus of Nazareth. 

I am therefore particularly pleased that our annual 
Spring Conference in March 2016 in Leeds takes 
inequality as its topic when our speaker, Professor 
Richard Harris, will be asking what we all can do to make 
 our society fairer, reflecting something of the kingdom 

of God on earth. Please do put March 12th in your diary 
and join us in Leeds for the Spring Conference and AGM. 

I would like to draw your attention to two more 
welcome developments. First I am delighted that we 
have appointed Gareth Hexter as PCN treasurer. Gareth 
will be our second trustee from South Wales and we are 
very thankful for his willingness to undertake this role. 
Secondly we have added a much needed booklet, 'Re-
thinking Worship' to our Together in Hope series. The 
author, Jan Berry, a URC minister, teacher and liturgist, 
has written this book in order that those who lead 
worship in churches can be encouraged to think again 
about their tasks, to consider fundamental questions 
about the purpose and meaning of worship. The book 
too should be of interest to PCN affiliated groups. 

The trustees are giving time and thought to 
implementing our three year strategy. We want to do 
more to create and make available good progressive 
liturgies and would welcome the help of interested 
members. We wish to strengthen our work with the 
media and make the PCN voice heard more distinctly in 
the public square. And thirdly we are working on the 
production of a new set of leaflets outlining the theology 
of our movement, the importance and support of PCN 
groups, our presence in the churches and our desire to 
increase year on year our membership and thereby our 
resourcefulness to undertake more initiatives to further 
the progressive cause. 

So much to be encouraged about and to be thankful for. 

Finally by the time of our next Progressive Voices, we 
hope to have appointed an administrator to succeed 
Andy and of course we will be making our due and 
heartfelt thanks to Andy for his years of dedicated 
service as our administrator. 

Adrian Alker serves as the  

Chair of PCN Britain 

adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk 

mailto:adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Response%20to%20Chair's%20letter%20-%20PV
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Introducing 
Gareth Hexter 

PCN Britain Treasurer 
I would like to introduce 
myself as the new Treasurer 
of PCN Britain. My name is 
Gareth Hexter; I am aged 54 
and married to Jane. I have 
three daughters and two step-
daughters and my youngest 
daughter Jasmine has just 
turned 9. 

I am employed as Director of 
Finance and Corporate 
Services for United Welsh, a 
large housing association based in South Wales. On 
leaving school I worked as an accounts clerk for Powell 
Duffryn before attending college to study accountancy. 
After college I joined Pannell Kerr Forster to train as an 
accountant and then started a career in housing some 25 
years ago. In my current role I have responsibility for 
finance, human resources and IT. I was previously Chair 
of the Welsh Housing Federation Finance Committee. 

I have lived in Cardiff most of my life. I attended Cathays 
High school and later studied accountancy at the 
University of South Glamorgan. I returned to the same 
university in later years to study Counselling, and more 
recently have studied Coaching and Behaviour Change at 
Henley Business School.  

As a child I attended a local Baptist church and enjoyed 
being a member of the Boys’ Brigade. I lost interest in 
church during my late teens and it took many years 
before I returned to Christianity. During this hiatus I 
learned Tai Chi and investigated Buddhism and several 
new age practices. After a number of experiences I 
realised that I was called to be a follower of Jesus but I 
struggled with Christian literalism. Discovering the 
writings of Marcus Borg and then PCN were a great 
relief; realising that there were so many others inspired 
by Jesus but unconvinced by certainties and superstition. 
I now attend a local Anglican church and have been a 
member of the Cardiff PCN group for several years. 

I am also a Trustee of the Involvement and Participation 
Association, a London based charity that advises 
organisations on industrial relations and employee 
engagement. I am a qualified Executive Coach and coach 
people at work, and others when time permits. My long 
term interests include Tai Chi, Christian meditation, 
walking, and of course supporting Cardiff City football 
club.  

My favourite book is They Speak by Silences by a 
Carthusian. I am currently reading Jesus the Teacher 
Within by Laurence Freeman. 

Members’ Residential Weekend 
Friday 22 - Sunday 24 April 2016 

A Mindful Life? - led by Simon Parke 

Belsey Bridge Conference Centre, Ditchingham, 

Bungay, Suffolk, NR35 2DZ.  
 

This mindfulness weekend will combine simple 

mindfulness teaching with space for mindful 

practice, both with the group and alone.  
 

The cost will be £150 for a single non-ensuite 

room, £165 per person for a single (only two 

available), double or twin ensuite room.  
 

Enquiries: Sandra Griffiths, 0113 258 2652 

sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Marcus Borg Memorial Lecture 
A Day of Thanksgiving  - Sat 14th May 2016 

Grounded – Finding God in the World 
Speaker : Diana Butler Bass 

10am-4pm, £20 
The Church at Carrs Lane, central Birmingham. 

During the day there will be two talks given by 
Diana Butler Bass whose latest book, ‘Grounded’ 

will form the basis of our discussions.  

Diana describes herself as a Christian, ‘who 
attempts to live the generative, inviting, inclusive, 

and transforming practices at the heart of 
Christianity that can heal the world’.  

Enquiries: Adrian Alker, 07595 249791  

adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk 

 

Spring 

Conference 
 

Saturday 12 March 2016 10:30am - 4:00PM 

An Unequal Society: What Must Christians Do? 

Mill Hill Unitarian Chapel, City Square, 

Leeds, LS1 5EB 
 

PCN Britain invites you to a day of challenge and 

discussion led by Richard Harris, Professor of 

Social Geography at Bristol University. 
 

It will include the PCN Britain AGM over lunch. 
 

£12 and £10 (members) 

Bookings: 01594 516528 info@pcnbritain.org.uk 

mailto:sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PV%20-%20Member's%20weekend
mailto:adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Response%20to%20Chair's%20letter%20-%20PV
mailto:info@pcnbritain.org.uk
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Minute Secretary Volunteer 
From our June 2016 meeting the trustees are 

seeking a volunteer to support our network by 
taking the minutes. These happen four times per 
year (2 Saturdays and 2 Sat-Sun - 30/1, 11-12/6, 

17/9, 5-6/11) for which expenses will be 
available. To discuss this further please contact: 

Adrian Alker adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Re-thinking Worship? Jan Berry 
 

The latest title in the 

Together in Hope 

series has just 

appeared, although 

the official launch of 

the booklet will take 

place on 25th January 

at Luther King House 

in Manchester next 

year. 
  

One pressing need for 

many progressive 

Christians is accessible ‘worship’: worship 

content and style that they can feel at home 

with, how to come by the materials which are out 

there, and how to contribute to the production of 

more  resources. Together in Hope has 

responded to this need; Jan Berry has written a 

booklet which may offer hope to those who 

might despair even at the mere mention of the 

word ‘worship’. 
 

As with all the booklets in the series, Re-thinking 

worship? can be read by individuals or, ideally, 

used by a group. Each chapter has questions 

about aspects of worship for discussion, and 

there are also suggestions for worship or prayer 

privately or in groups.  
 

It is surprising how little worship is ever talked 

about within Christian communities. The booklet 

encourages its readers to bring the topic to light, 

explore ways to effect change, and examine more 

deeply our own experiences.  
 

It may depend on what stage we are at as 

progressive Christians how much benefit we 

derive from the booklet, but learning from each 

other through discussing the issues will bring its 

own reward. 

The Charter for Compassion Education Institute 

Charter for Compassion has created this to educate and 
prepare people to understand the power of compassion 
to transform the inequities and the injustices of human 
civilization for the work of spreading compassion and 
compassionate action throughout the world. 

Its goal is to increase self-compassion, compassion for 
others, and compassionate action in any sphere of 
human activity (education, business, environment, faith/
interfaith/spirituality, social services, restorative justice, 
the arts, healthcare, peace/non-violence, science and 
research). 

http://www.charterforcompassion.org/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Emotional Intelligence for a Compassionate World 

http://charterforcompassioninstitute.org/courses/12/enroll 

Emotional Intelligence for a Compassionate World 
provides you with the most recent concepts about EI as 
well as many practical ideas for enhancing your 
Emotional Intelligence skills - through videos, photos, 
and exercises - and for applying those skills to building a 
more compassionate world. 

The course consists of seven lessons and costs $149. 

This is an "open access" course, which means that after 
signing up, you may go at your own pace, start and stop 
anytime, and go back to review when you want to. As 
long as you have access to the Internet, you can access 
the course anytime, anywhere, at your pace and 
convenience. 

Market place 

The Charter is opening Marketplace offering art, books, 
clothing, crafts, journal subscriptions, music and more 
via partners. Part of the proceeds goes to the Charter. 

Compassion 

mailto:adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Response%20to%20Chair's%20letter%20-%20PV
http://www.charterforcompassion.org/
http://charterforcompassioninstitute.org/courses/12/enroll


7 

Fighting for Shalom 
The over-excited anticipation of Christmas has 
taken a sombre turn this year as it begins in the 
wake of the horror of the events in Paris. The 
twinkling of lights, carols, seasonal songs, bright 
wrapping paper, Santas, and stable scenes, all 
feel out of place in the aftermath with the 
rolling news that tells of raids, gun fights, 
explosions, and aerial bombing in distant lands. 

How do we tell the good news of the Prince of 
Peace this year? 

How can we stand in solidarity with the citizens 
of Paris and also seek a peaceful and equitable 
resolution in Syria and Iraq? 

As in all such situations there is a need to pause 
before responding. In Matthew’s telling of 
Jesus’ birth we have the example of Herod’s 
over-reaction. He hears of the birth of a 
pretender to his throne and orders every child under 
two to be killed. Girls and boys, toddlers and newborns, 
were all caught up in his fear. In the story, the fear he 
had about one tiny baby results in mass slaughter. 

We face a similar dilemma. Throughout our nation and 
around the world Muslims are declaring ‘Not in our 
name’ but their voices are drowned out as pre-existing 
Islamophobia hits new heights. Our fellow children of 
Abraham declare the Koran does not condone the killing 
of innocents, but others who share their heritage preach 
hatred, violence, bigotry, and murder. As Christians we 
could face the same condemnation if our faith was solely 
judged on the worst parts of our shared history. With 
the Crusades; those affirming different strands of our 
faith fighting wars between nations, and persecution 
within nations; slavery, Nazi Germany, and apartheid, to 
name but part of our regrettable history, we are not 
blameless. None of these point to the man who 
preached ‘love God, and love your neighbour as 
yourself.’ Who declared the presence and the coming 
Kingdom of God, the Shalom of God, where peace, 
justice, love and mercy are the reality. 

Where we stand now is shadowed by history, is 
confused by multiple interpretations of history, and our 
current actions can either reinforce existing prejudice or 
move us forward into an equitable future. There are no 
simple solutions to our current situation. My pacifism 
does not extend so far as to not consider any violent 
response, but I believe it does need to be part of an 
equally well-resourced plan for gaining consensus for 
action, dealing with the aftermath, and engaging with 
the fear, prejudice, injustice, and ignorance which fuels 
the cycle of hatred we are stuck in. 

As the saying goes, ‘if all you have is a hammer, 
everything looks like a nail’, the same is true for our 
nations. We have standing armed forces, so giving the 
order to attack can be straightforward. We have the 

resources at hand to respond with overwhelming force 
and violence. That can make us feel better, safer, 
justified, but it requires little sacrifice on our part, and 
perhaps the ultimate sacrifice for members of our 
forces, those we oppose, and those caught in-between. 
Declaring war on ISIS is but one part to any solution. The 
millions that can be spent deploying our stockpiles of 
weapons needs to be matched with funds to support 
refugees, rebuild homes, schools, hospitals, and 
infrastructure. There needs to be as much effort as it 
takes to mobilise our Army, Navy and Air Force, taken to 
gain a consensus for action, for building trust and 
understanding, and taking the time to help rebuild in a 
humble and respectful way, coming alongside the 
citizens of the nations affected.  

It also requires our personal sacrifice. Having and 
maintaining our stockpiles of weapons is mainly covered 
by our existing taxes, acting in such a way as to have a 
long-term solution will cost more money which we may 
have to bear. It also needs us to raise our voices in 
solidarity, but also in compassion and mercy. It needs us 
to remain focussed on a long-term goal and ensure our 
political leaders do too. It requires that we go out of our 
way to better understand our Muslim neighbours, to 
challenge prejudice and bigotry, commit to building 
relationships, and struggle to remain on common 
ground with each other. 

There is no easy solution before us, and maybe the first 
step is to acknowledge that. There is also no true 
solution that does not require us to participate. Public 
opinion can influence decision-making and we have a 
role in influencing it, and encouraging our political 
leaders in changing it.  

We are called to raise our voices on Christ’s behalf, 
following his example, and seeking the Kingdom. 

          David Coaker 

Shalom and Salaam, peace in Hebrew and Arabic                                                   Bernd Schwabe 
[CC BY 3.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0)], via Wikimedia Commons 
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Greatest Commandment 
I was brought up “Coffee”. I attended a “CofE” primary 
school, was a chorister and later became a server. I took 
Religious Studies at “A” level but undertook a degree in 
Law at university. I remained an Anglican but visits to 
church were sporadic. Later, when my children went to 
Sunday School, my attendance became more regular 
and after retiring I trained as an authorised lay minister 
and then to be a licensed lay minister (Reader). During 
my final year of training I increasingly became aware 
that there were aspects of church doctrine which I found 
difficult to accept; the creeds for example. Although I 
know I am not alone in my doubts, I was uneasy about 
standing before a bishop and affirming loyalty to things 
which I could not accept. So I called a halt. 

Throughout all of this, I remained a disciple of Jesus and 
I wanted to find out more about him as a man and not 
as the divine being created in the early centuries after 
his death. Who was this man? Why did his teaching 
survive his execution as a rebel at the hands of the 
Romans? I was drawn to Borg, Crossan, Armstrong, 
Spong, and became focussed on Jesus as a Jew from an 
impoverished but devout Jewish family and who gained 
a considerable reputation as a rabbi during his life time. 

As part of this journey I looked with increasing interest 
at the Great Commandment:  

‘“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, 
and with all your soul, and with all your mind.” This is 
the greatest and first commandment. And a second is 
like it: “You shall love your neighbour as yourself.” On 
these two commandments hang all the law and the 
prophets.”’ Matthew 22:37-40 

I came to believe that this passage is one of the most 
important to be found in the Bible and yet finds little 
place in Anglican liturgy and reflection.  

The First Commandment 

The “greatest and first commandment” referred to by 
Jesus is to be found in Deuteronomy 6:4. The Lord God 
“charged [Moses] to teach to the people to observe” this 
commandment and its importance is underlined by the 
verses which immediately follow it: “Keep these words 
that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite 
them to your children and talk about them when you are 
at home and when you are away, when you lie down 
and when you rise”.  

Along with all Jewish people from earliest times until the 
present day, Jesus, his disciples, and Paul, would have 
recited this commandment, known as the “Sh'ma 
Yisrael”, twice daily and whenever they prayed. It would 
have a central place in their daily lives from childhood.  

If we reflect quietly upon the Commandment, it requires 
a total and uncompromising commitment to God and by 
reciting it, at least twice daily, it continuously reaffirms 
 that commitment. The full extent of Jesus’ 

commitment to God is shown by his acceptance of a 
fearful and humiliating death upon the cross with the 
words “… but not my will, but Your’s be done”. If we are 
to “take up our cross and follow him” we must heed the 
words of Jesus that the Sh'ma Yisrael “…is the greatest 
and first commandment.” 

It is therefore difficult to understand why it does not 
play a more prominent role in Anglican liturgy. Why are 
creeds, written several hundred years after Jesus’ death, 
given greater prominence than this command which was 
so central to the understanding of Jesus’ earthly life and 
work? Was it because of its close association with 
Judaism that made Christians from the second century 
onwards want to hide its significance and allow, to our 
shame, anti-Semitism to pervade Christianity for much 
of its existence? This hostility to Judaism has resulted in 
our failure to recognise the importance of the Torah 
(both written and oral) as it was understood in Jesus’ 
time when we seek to determine fully the meaning of 
his teaching. For Jesus the Torah was given by God to 
Moses as a set of guidelines for a whole way of life, and 
is to be found in the scriptures and in their 
interpretation by the sages / rabbis in the centuries after 
Moses. If we ignore this, there is a danger that we fail to 
see the deeper meaning of much of Jesus’ teaching. 

The Second Commandment 

The second commandment Jesus gave us is to be found 
in Leviticus 19:18 and again it is part of the law given by 
God to Moses. It became a central part of Jewish 
theology. Genesis tells how on the sixth day “God 
created humankind in his image .., God saw everything 
he had made and indeed it was very good”. By 
committing oneself to love God it follows that we must 
love God’s Creation which includes our fellow beings. In 
simple terms, how can we love God and not love God’s 
Creation? Thus we find in the written Torah that there 
are obligations to look after the widows and orphans, 
the poor, servants, slaves, and aliens that “dwell 
amongst you” and a clear command to “love the alien as 
yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt” 
Leviticus 19:4 . The respect one must have for God’s 
Creation is graphically illustrated in an encounter 
between a young rabbi and an exceedingly ugly man. 
When the man greeted the rabbi, the rabbi did not 
return the greeting but said: “Good for nothing! How 
ugly you are! Is everyone in your village as ugly as you?” 

The man replied: “I do not know. But go and tell the 
craftsman who made me, ‘how ugly is the vessel which 
you have made’.” 

The young rabbi realised that he had sinned and 
prostrated himself before the man to ask for 
forgiveness.  

This is an excellent example from outside the Christian 
Gospels of how, for Jesus and his contemporaries, loving 
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God was inextricably 
linked to love of one’s 
fellows. It is reflected in 
the teaching of Hillel the 
Elder who was an 
important figure in Jewish 
religious life shortly before 
Jesus began his ministry. 
When one of his students 
asked him for a concise 
statement of the Jewish 
religion, Hillel replied: 
“What is hateful to thee, 
do not unto thy fellow 
man: this is the whole Law; 
the rest is mere 
commentary.”  

The linking of 
Deuteronomy 6:5 and 
Leviticus 19:18 into one 
exposition of the law is an 
example of Jesus’ use of 
one of the Seven Rules of 
Hillel used by rabbis at the time. It is known as gezerah 
shavah, a comparison of equals, and allows one to use 
one passage of scripture to expand on another if they 
share the same word. This is using scripture to assist in 
interpreting scripture, commonly known as midrash. 
Therefore in the Great Commandment Jesus could bring 
the two passages of scripture together because they 
both contain the Hebrew word ve’ahavta which 
translates as “and you shall love”. 

This obligation to love one’s fellows is encapsulated in 
the term tzedakah which, in Biblical Hebrew, is 
translated as righteousness, justice or fairness. Although 
sometimes translated as “charity”, this word lacks one 
important element, namely tzedakad which is an 
obligation required of all who wish to live according to 
God’s Will. Just as God is righteous, so we also must 
actively seek to be righteous by striving to pursue justice 
and fairness for all in everything we do as individuals, as 
members of a community, of society, and of the world. 
The difficulty for us, whether Jews or Christians, is how 
to live our lives in accordance with tzedakad; to be 
righteous in the sight of God. Jesus, as our Rabbi, 
through his teaching and actions shows us how this can 
be done. Through his actions he demonstrated 
compassion to the poor and the outcasts of his society, 
and through his parables and teaching he showed us 
how to live in a manner that is pleasing to God. What we 
often fail to understand and acknowledge is that for 
Jesus living in accordance with God’s Will was to live in 
accordance with the Torah.  

Bringing the Torah back into the heart of Christian 
thinking is a hard task but one that needs to be done. 
Our understanding of the words and teaching of Jesus 
will be greatly enriched if they are studied within the 
context of Oral Law which is increasingly being made 

available to us through the work of scholars both Jewish 
and Christian. As a first step, we, Christians, should 
follow Jesus’ example and recite the Great 
Commandment daily, making it part of our lives and 
ensuring that it has a central place in all our liturgy. 

 

Nigel Bastin is a retired legal 

academic and served as a 

churchwarden during  

a twelve year vacancy. 

Eric Lynch www.flickr.com/photos/royal65/2952676577/in/photostream/ 

Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.0 Generic (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0) 

Malvern Science and Faith Weekend 2016 

4-6 March 2016, Malvern, Worcestershire 

Compassion 
The practical aspects of the theme will be 
reflected upon in the different sessions. These 
include Education, Science, Healthcare, 
Economics and Faith perspectives. The speakers 
will address the topic from their own standpoints, 
and the accompanying discussions and activities 
will allow participants to follow up their own 
interests within the overall theme.  

The opening speaker is Sir Anthony Seldon, 
political historian and commentator on British 
political leadership as well as on education and 
contemporary Britain.  

www.scienceandfaith.org.uk    
Booking: msf2016.eventbrite.co.uk  

info@scienceandfaith.org.uk  01684 565708 

http://www.scienceandfaith.org.uk
msf2016.eventbrite.co.uk
mailto:info@scienceandfaith.org.uk?subject=Info%20request%20from%20PV
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Britain’s role in Palestine? 

What has been the historic role of Britain that has 
contributed to the tragic present day situation in 
Israel / Palestine?  

This was the theme engaged with as part of the 
Thatcham Festival by a very mixed group of over seventy 
people. The mayors of both Thatcham and Newbury 
were present and both spoke very appreciatively at the 
end of the evening. 

The event was hosted by the West Berks Peace and 
Integration Forum. About four years ago local Muslim, 
evangelical and progressive (PCN) Christian, Quaker, and 
other friends, came together to found the Forum. Beliefs 
differ considerably, but participants have a common 
heart for community building. Initiatives have varied 
from meetings on topics like forgiveness, social 
conditioning, and extremism; to ‘bring and share meals’ 
and a cricket match. 

But on October 11th, being very conscious of the 
ongoing Israel/Palestine conflict, the theme was ‘The 
Role of Britain in Palestine, 1917–1948’. We came 
together to engage with the initiators of The Balfour 
Project, to see their new film about this topic and to 
work towards a greater understanding. Some in the 
audience were very knowledgeable about this history, 
but for most the evening was a real eye-opener. 

I introduced the evening sharing how my wife and I had 
tried to live into the narratives of the Palestinians and 
the Israelis. Eighteen years ago we were invited to stay 
with a Palestinian family in a refugee camp outside 
Bethlehem. This was a sobering but enlightening 
experience. We have also recently been to a Second 
World War prison camp in Holland, and tried in some 
small way to live into the experience of the Jewish 
people, millions of whose families had been killed in the 
holocaust. I also noted that there is another narrative to 
consider, that of ordinary British people like myself who 
have little idea of the British role in triggering the history 
which has led to the present situation in Israel/Palestine. 

The invitation for the event stated, “November 2nd 2017 
will be the centenary of the Balfour Declaration, when 
the British government announced its support for a 
Jewish homeland in Palestine, while stipulating that the 
 rights of the existing inhabitants should not be 

prejudiced. This was one of several contradictory 
promises concerning the Middle East that were issued 
during the First World War. The fact that some of these 
promises were honoured, and others were not, has 
contributed significantly to today’s conflicts. 

“The Balfour Project believes that understanding our 
country’s past actions and facing their consequences 
honestly are essential steps towards rebuilding trust. Its 
emphasis is to educate people’s understanding of the 
historical British role. It is not about apportioning blame, 
but laying a foundation of understanding  from which an 
inclusive narrative can emerge.” 

After an enlightening introduction by the Balfour team 
the excellent new film was shown, followed by a debrief 
on the history it revealed. Participants then broke into 
discussion groups to consider such questions as, “What 
one word sums up how you feel in response to the 
film?” and “If you could rewrite this chapter of history, 
what would have happened differently?” 

The feedback from this was chaired by Shahzad 
Nadeem, the president of West Berks Muslim Society. It 
brought out many insights and revealed how much the 
participants had valued the opportunity to learn about 
this topic in discussion with people they would never 
normally meet with. Palestinians present were also able 
to share movingly, but in a balanced way, how this stage 
in history was affecting their homes and families now. 

However, the focus was on the role of the British. Peter 
Riddell, a Balfour Project Steering Group member, 
concluded the event by urging people not to take sides 
in the present conflict, but to seek a deeper 
understanding of the perspectives and motivations of 
everyone concerned, and out of that to take any 
constructive steps that come to mind. 

To explore further go to the website where you can view 
the film: http://www.balfourproject.org/ 

Howard Grace is a member of 

the Newbury PCN group, he is a 

teacher, and executive producer of 

the film ‘Beyond Forgiving’. 

http://www.balfourproject.org/
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Chosen? Reading the Bible Amid the Israeli-Palestinian 
Conflict, Walter Brueggemann, Westminster John Knox  

Walter Brueggemann, renowned 
Old Testament scholar and 
minister in the United Church of 
Christ, offers us a biblical base for 
discussion of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. 

For anyone to publish on the 
subject of contemporary issues in 
the Holy Land and the Bible is 
brave, and even more so when in 
the opening paragraph he 
acknowledges that his position 
has changed . 

In this slim volume we have four chapters outlining the 
issues of: Reading the Bible amid the Israeli-Palestinian 
Conflict; God’s Chosen People: Claim and Problem; Holy 
Land? and Zionism and Israel. Some of the issues raised are 
teased out more in a Q&A section, followed by a useful 
glossary and the outline for four study sessions. 

Throughout the text he walks the tightrope of trying to 
keep everyone involved in the discussion and challenging 
us all to hear other views. He does this by acknowledging 
Israel as God’s chosen people, the horror of the Holocaust, 
Christianity's anti-Semitism, and the need for Israel’s well-
being and security, but warns when this leads to ideology 
removed from reality on the ground, explores the various 
strands of Biblical testimony and interpretation, the need 
for all human rights to be protected, and the disparities of 
power involved. He also brings the dilemma much closer to 
home when he quotes Martha Nussbaum generalising on 
her study of the Hindu-Muslim conflict in India stating “The 
real ‘clash of civilizations’ is not ‘out there,’ between 
admirable Westerners and Muslim zealots. It is here, within 
each person, as we oscillate uneasily between self-
protective aggression and the ability to live in the world 
with others.” 

By offering us these Biblical insights, and some pointers to 
the current context, through this study I feel we would be 
better informed, more open to question, and also 
challenged by the mirror that this discussion places before 
us as individuals. 

This is an issue tangled by history, ideology, religion, 
politics, and suffering. In this study book we are 
encouraged to find common ground, self-awareness, and 
to support equitable and realistic solutions. 

David Coaker        

Review 
A Nativity at Bag Enderby 

 

Tune sound to another register  
 and hear  
  spiralling galaxies spin,  
  lingering dreams die,  
  the murmur of a hurt world. 
 

Filter a deeper grammar  
 and see 
  stillborn secrets,  
  an empty cathedral,  
  children smothered by silence 
 

Trap new lexicons  
 and touch  
  ice-ringed suns,  
  cliffs of love,  
  letters from nowhere. 
 

Tenant fresh syntax  
 and taste  
  lost kisses,  
  fractured lives,  
  and green in living. 
 

Snare new tropes  
 and smell  
  barriers of light,  
  a tiny mop head  
  sleeping on hay.  

Derek Webster 

Poem 

Embrace upholds the Christian presence in the Middle East,  
tackling poverty and injustice for people of all faiths. 

 

Our Christmas appeal is raising funds to support Syrian refugees  
facing a harsh winter in Lebanon. 

 

Find out more at www.embraceme.org/appeal 01494 897950 info@embraceme.org 

To those Christians who insist that the miraculous 
parts of the Christmas stories really happened, I 
gently and respectfully ask, “What is lost by letting go 
of that?” And, “Is anything gained by thinking of these 
elements in the stories as affirmations of the 
significance of Jesus?” That he and what happened 
through him is “of God”? Does the truth of Christmas 
depend upon the “happenedness” of the miraculous?  
Or is its truth more-than-factual?   

For me, the answer is clear. For me as a Christian, 
Jesus is light in the darkness, the path of liberation, 
the way of return, the Word of God and Spirit of God 
embodied in a human life.  

In him we see God’s passion for a different kind of 
world. That’s what his coming and Christmas are 
about.         Marcus Borg 

http://www.embraceme.org/appeal
mailto:info@embraceme.org?subject=PV%20advert
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Care about inequality? 
Our society is one of the most unequal in the developed 
world – and that inequality is getting worse. Not only is 
there a huge divide between the richest and poorest, 
but increasingly there’s a divide between the elderly and 
the young. But is that inequality a problem, and is it 
particularly a problem which should concern us as 
Christians and people of faith? 

Inequality is certainly a problem. The life expectancy of a 
Londoner at the bottom end of the income pile is 25 
years lower than that of his richest neighbours.1 And it 
has been estimated that inequality costs the UK £31-
33bn per year in lost productivity and taxes.2 The 
poorest tenth of the population, after adjusting for 
inflation, is actually even poorer than they were a 
decade ago, though on average, everyone else is in real 
terms better off. Changes to taxation, benefits and cuts 
to services through austerity measures seem likely to 
impoverish the poorest still further, at the same time as 
people wealthy enough to incur inheritance taxes are 
given tax cuts. 

Yet while the poor – even the working poor – have to 
resort to food banks and pay day lenders to get them 
precariously through their lives, at the other end of the 
scale people are rewarded wildly beyond their merits. 
And when some of us have so much - the richest 10 per 
cent of households own 850 times the wealth of the 
poorest3 – evidence shows that the bigger the divide, 
the more we look the other way.4 

And yet our Government seems keen to implement 
measures which increase inequality and drive an ever-
bigger wedge between the poorest in society and the 
wealthier amongst us. This doesn’t seem likely to 
enhance social cohesiveness and Cameron’s famous 
phrase “we’re all in this together” makes his voice seem 
just sounding brass to those for whom he appears to 
show scant charity. If little else is clear in today’s Britain, 
it’s clear that we’re definitely not all in this together – 
since 2005, through the period of the worst recession 
we have ever seen, Britain’s billionaires have actually 
more than doubled their wealth.5 

And if you still need convincing about inequality, 
Professors Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett 
established in their ground-breaking work of 2009 “The 
Spirit Level” that just about every problem you can think 
of – drug addiction, teen pregnancy, mental health 
issues, prison population – is worse in more unequal 
societies. And that even the rich actually benefit from 
more equal societies – the benefits are universal, not 
just confined to the poor. 

More than this, however, I believe inequality is 
particularly a issue for Christians and a problem with 
which we should concern ourselves. The early Christians 
lived in a society which was even more unequal and 
 polarised than our own. But they lived in such a way 

as to minimise the effects of their society; they shared 
their wealth and looked after each other. They modelled 
the good society and obeyed Jesus’ injunction: Love one 
another as I have loved you. 

In Acts 2: 44-45, it is recorded that: “All who believed 
were together and held everything in common, and they 
began selling their property and possessions and 
distributing the proceeds to everyone, as anyone had 
need.” And after all, Jesus commanded this behaviour 
several times (Matthew 19:21, Luke 12:33, Luke 14:33). 
It has always struck me how we largely manage to forget 
these injunctions and the practice of the early Church, 
which tried hard to live up to them. 

They didn’t always succeed of course, there was 
backsliding. Paul had to take the Corinthians to task on 
at least one occasion (1 Corinthians 11: 17-22). As he 
describes it, where the congregation fails in table 
fellowship, “one person remains hungry and another 
gets drunk”. Just as happens in our own society today. 

But the common practice was to treat each other as 
equals, addressing each other as brother and sister. In 
Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians, he refers to the 
Christian custom of collecting such money as the 
congregation could afford to fund their poorer brothers 
and sisters, referencing God’s gift of manna in the 
wilderness, when each was instructed to gather just 
enough for the day – their daily bread: “Our desire is not 
that others might be relieved while you are hard 
pressed, but that there might be equality. At the present 
time your plenty will supply what they need, so that in 
turn their plenty will supply what you need. The goal is 
equality, as it is written: “The one who gathered much 
did not have too much, and the one who gathered little 
did not have too little.”2 Corinthians 8: 15-17 

In these few words Paul sets out the principle of a 
system founded on loving your neighbour as yourself; 
you share your plenty in the hope and expectation that 
they will do the same for you when you need assistance. 
This is also significant in Jesus’ prayer where we are told 
to ask, not for riches, but only our daily bread – enough, 
not a surplus. “The goal is equality”; just imagine the 
howls of derision which would be heard should this 
phrase feature in an address from, say, Jeremy Corbyn. 
Yet this simple prescription is the way to ensure that the 
abundant bounty of the world supplies the needs of all 
rather than just the wants of a few; if we all take just 
what we need, or, if we find we have more than we 
need, share what we have, there is enough to go round. 

Why is it that this Christian message seems to have been 
so easily forgotten? Why have we departed so far from 
this vision of how a Christian society should function? 

Paul’s prescription for the good society is just as true for 
the world at large. Inequality is a problem not just within 
the UK, but between developed countries like the UK 
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and the developing nations of the world. There is 
enough food in the world and enough wealth for 
everyone to have a decent life; but these goods are not 
fairly distributed. The result is hunger and extreme 
poverty for millions of people, and premature death 
from easily preventable diseases. 

The problem is not lack of what is needed; despite 
“austerity” we live in a time of unprecedented 
abundance. The problem is of unfair distribution. Some 
countries, just as much as some individuals, taking more 
than their fair share. The problem is greed and self-
interest coupled with a system which encourages and 
rewards this. While some have more than they could 
ever possibly need, others do not have enough. The 
economy does not function as our tool to ensure 
efficient and fair distribution, but as a cruel master 
which enslaves and impoverishes far too many of us. 
This is not, surely, the way of the Kingdom of God. 

Throughout the Bible this message is emphasised; take 
care of the widow and the orphan, welcome the 
stranger, do to others as you would have them do to 
you. One cannot take the Bible seriously without taking 
this oft-repeated message to heart. And just as we need 
to think about this in relation to our own society, we 
also need to think about it in a global context. 

Many of us regularly pray “Thy Kingdom come on earth”. 
I don’t think many of us in PCN think that all we have to 
do is subscribe to a certain set of beliefs and then at 
some nebulous future time God will make everything 
come out all right, God’s Kingdom will come on earth 
and we’ll be amongst the saved. But we do think in 
terms of what it might mean for God’s Kingdom to come 
on earth and what we might have to do in order to bring 
it about. 

For me, God’s Kingdom is the world the prophets spoke 
of - this one - but so organised that it’s a world where 
the “widows and orphans” (read: the poor, the 
powerless and the marginalised) lead lives without fear 
of poverty and destitution. It’s a world where society 
works in such a way that the gifts of all are encouraged 
and promoted for the good of us all; where society 
works for the common good rather than the good of a 
highly-privileged few. Where richer nations don’t exploit 
poorer ones, but share the wealth and technology which 
has frequently been built on the backs of those poorer 
nations. Where we don’t export climate change by 
getting our heavy manufacturing done for us overseas, 
but share green-technology with those countries – and 
tackle climate change ourselves, since that has a far 
greater impact on the poor in the developing world than 
it does on us (so far!). 

Inequality is a moral issue. It is a deep, divisive and 
corrosive force working in the world today. It destroys 
the hopes, reasonable expectations, and quality of life of 
millions of people. Tackling inequality is the first step to 
build the Kingdom of God, not just in England’s green 
and pleasant land, but throughout the world. 

And that’s why we should all care about inequality and 
why we should all work within our churches and wider 
communities to promote a fairer, more inclusive society; 
a society which allows all its members to grow to their 
full potential. And we should also care about the impact 
our consumerist lifestyles have on the planet, and the 
effect of that on the poor of developing nations, facing 
life-threatening climate change. 

The prophets called their leaders to account. Again and 
again, they reminded them of God’s covenant with the 
people; God would protect and save them if they 
followed the commands: to love God and to love their 
neighbours as well as they loved themselves. Thousands 
of years on, for those of us with ears to hear, the 
prophetic voice is still proclaiming the same message, 
inspired by a divine vision of life in all its fullness. 
Tackling inequality means fighting for a good life for 
every person on the planet, not just for a privileged few; 
life as it could be, in all its glory, rather than the 
impoverished and stunted life it all too often is for so 
many of the world’s inhabitants. 

Jenny Jacobs lives in Harrogate. She 

organised the 2014 conference “Truth, 

Lies & the Spirit Level” dealing with 

poverty and inequality.  

1 “A 25 year gap between the life expectancy of rich and poor Londoners is a 
further indictment of our unequal society”- article by Kate Pickett & Richard 
Wilkinson http://www.independent.co.uk/voices/comment/a-25-year-gap-
between-the-life-expectancy-of-rich-and-poor-londoners-is-a-further-
indictment-of-our-9061888.html 
2 Professor Sir Michael Marmot, "Fair Society, Healthy Lives: A Strategic 
Review of Health Inequalities in England Post-2010”  
3 Office for National Statistics http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/was/wealth-in
-great-britain-wave-2/wealth-of-the-wealthiest--2008-10/wealth-of-the-
wealthiest-households--great-britain--2008-10.html 
4 “Look Twice” by Susan T. Fiske http://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/
item/look_twice 
5 http://www.theguardian.com/business/2015/apr/26/crisis-what-crisis-
britains-richest-double-their-wealth-in-10-years 

Jared Rodriguez / Truthout   
Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 2.0 Generic (CC BY-NC-SA 2.0) 
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Greenbelt - first-timer 

I'd thought about going to Greenbelt ever since a close 
spiritual friend of mine had mentioned it in a throw-
away remark a few years ago. I hesitated a while, having 
once been to Spring Harvest back in the 80s and not 
enjoying it, but I kept thinking that if he enjoyed going it 
couldn't be too bad. There was also the not to be 
ignored matter of how I'd manage as a totally blind 
person who would probability end up going on his own. 

After I bought some of the talks from the 2013 and 2014 
festivals I felt I just had to experience this for myself 
even if only once, regardless of the difficulties; after all 
I'd moved towns without sighted help for work, so a 
weekend festival ought to be manageable? So having 
cleared it with my Access team I took the plunge. It has 
been a month or so since I got back and I've been 
mulling over my first-time experiences and listening to 
the talks on the memory stick you can buy (it helps you 
hear all those talks you wanted to go to, but couldn't!) 

It's an important aspect of Greenbelt that it hosts people 
from different Christian traditions, other faiths and 
none, from the arts and literary worlds. This definitely 
gives it a different flavour, and in my view is an 
important aspect of the festival. It creates an open, 
anything's possible feel, and forces you to be 
adventurous. e.g. Giles Fraser gave a tremendous talk, 
the main thrust of which was that without a certain 
vulnerability, even helplessness, true human community 
can never form. His talk took in Augustinian and Pelagian 
Christianity, Freudian psychology and glanced, in an all 
too human way, at the euthanasia debate. (Arguing that 
the motive underlying the efforts of those pushing for 
the legalisation of euthanasia was this fear of 
vulnerability and dependence.) 

Eve Poole's talk was a tour de force using market forces' 
own language to prove that market forces aren't 
rational, and are no basis for organising society. There 
was also a panel discussion called ‘The Real Benefits 
Street’, which gave some insight into what lies behind all 
the talk of reducing the number of people on benefits 
and the pressures on the Department of Work and 
 Pensions (DWP) staff involved in the process. Story-

line: woman goes into the job centre to sign on, child 
needs the toilet, trip to the toilet takes them past their 
sign on time; result: she gets sanctioned. There was even 
someone on the panel who knew what it said in 
paragraph 30999 of the DWP's Decision makers' guide! It 
does seem to me that the experience people have of the 
benefits system can be pretty awful, even punitive. 
Apparently the word ‘punish’ appears in decision making 
guidance and not all the staff are happy with it. 

Kelvin Holdsworth's talk on homophobia was like no 
other talk on this issue I'd ever heard. He is from an 
evangelical background, and you can tell by the 
theological language he used, but his story of how his 
coming out had led to his congregation growing in 
numbers and ethnic diversity is something that 
everybody should hear. His comments on the changing 
attitudes in three large evangelical city-centre churches 
in Glasgow were encouraging, and his assertion that his 
enemies were liberals presiding over homophobic 
systems will come as a shock to some. His talk was 
covered in the Church Times and I believe has received 
quite a lot of positive comment. Likewise Katharine 
Welby-Roberts's talk on her struggles with depression 
and chronic fatigue syndrome, and how a never-ending 
stream of testimonies seeking to emphasize success in 
the Christian life can leave the unhealed feeling 
abandoned even by God, is something that certain parts 
of the church would do well to take note of. It got what I 
think was the largest round of applause at the festival. 

Well enough of talks, one of the reasons I'd thought 
about going to Greenbelt was to get the opportunity to 
experience Iona worship, and for the first time I did. It 
was a beautiful service at the end of what had been a 
sunny day, with some very simple but moving choruses, 
and communal prayer with the opportunity for the 
laying on of hands. Not something I've always been 
comfortable with myself, but this time round I felt quite 
at ease with the whole thing. I did though miss the 
Northumbria community which is a pity, and it has to be 
said that the space inside the worship tents was simply 
inadequate. I got speaking to people in the queues and 
they said one of the main reasons they come to the 
festival was for this kind of worship, and so I was slightly 
surprised by this apparent slip up. No such problems 
though with the main Sunday morning communion 
which was an experience I won't forget in a hurry. 

I didn't get to many of the arts and literature events, 
which is a shame as I had hoped to get to meet the 
Bogside mural artists from Londonderry and I daresay I 
won't be on the same site as A. L. Kennedy again in a 
while. Looking back on it now I think I'd do things a little 
differently and mix my programme up a bit more. 

I'm seriously glad I went. People I met there clearly love 
and value this event and there was a remarkably friendly 
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The theme for next year is Silent Stars at 
Boughton House near Kettering over the August 

Bank Holiday weekend 26 - 29 August.  

https://greenbelt.cloudvenue.co.uk/home 

Guy Whitehouse is a classicist, a 

classical music lover, works in IT, but is 

now trying to get into law; and has a 

broad, inclusive approach to Christianity. 

and peaceful spirit about the place. Nobody ever 
complained when I asked for assistance getting from A 
to B, which can not always be guaranteed these days. 
Even when people were getting annoyed it was only the 
annoyance of people concerned that issues being 
addressed weren't improving. And you have to be 
impressed when you find yourself sitting only a few feet 
from someone committed enough to protest on the roof 
of a military company involved in manufacturing drones, 
and someone who's courageous enough to stand in 
front of bulldozers to prevent them from demolishing 
Palestinian homes.  

You can feel somewhat overwhelmed by such a plethora 
of social issues being addressed, and end up wondering 
what on earth you should be doing in response to what 
you're hearing. There was a petition on tax evasion to 
sign, Embrace the Middle East were running a mattress 
appeal for their work amongst refugees, and I joined the 
Israeli Coalition against House Demolition, thinking that 
the membership fee might be more useful than anything 
I could do individually. 

Probably the biggest effect on me personally, in terms of 
activism, was a renewed determination to pursue a 
career aimed at trying to help people in a legal context 
rather than going back to an essentially disheartening 
life in corporate IT. I also had some remarkable personal 
encounters, including the friend I referred to earlier and 
a woman whom I'd met on the train up to Kettering; she 
told me that she'd been, to use her own words, "a 
typical Ulster prod", but had had to change when her 
son expressed a need to transgender. 

And is Greenbelt progressive? There is certainly a radical 
edge to its approach to some topics. This year's opening 
gambits were talks entitled "Close your youth group to 
save your church" and "The jihad of Jesus". I have to say 
that this progressiveness isn't always contained in the 
views expressed by all of the speakers. I can think of at 
least six speakers who dealt with the Biblical text and 
gave expositions which would not ruffle the feathers of 
even the most conservative of my Christian friends. 
Often the progressiveness comes through in a sort of 
mindset, an apparent fearlessness and preparedness to 
go exploring. I'll bet most other Christian festivals 
wouldn't give two slots to a speaker trying to forge links 

between the Christian and Pagan communities, and 
when you come across a Methodist minister drawing 
strength from the writings of the Catholic mystic Thomas 
Merton you know you’re with people who are on their 
travels. 

And progressing? I'd say mostly yes. I was impressed to 
see Steve Chalke and a Chine Mbubaegbu of the 
Evangelical Alliance on the same panel. True, it wasn't a 
topic likely to generate much debate, but the fact they 
were there together tells me something. Some issues do 
seem to continually come up, but this is probably 
because they need to, though I can't help thinking one 
or two have probably been talked out for a bit and 
would be better dealt with in a workshop setting. 

Having said that, a couple of new issues were 
introduced, probably the most exciting of them being a 
panel called movements of the spirit. This took as its 
starting point the view that party politics was leaving 
many people feeling disenfranchised and disinterested, 
and that approaches to social problems based on 
throwing large amounts of money at them left people 
passive. One speaker on the panel described how 
instead of doing a classic Salvation Army good works 
mission in Tower Hamlets, he'd built an alliance of 
groups, both within and outside the Church, and brought 
about social change in his area and even in neighbouring 
Chelsea. I personally would like to see something done 
on Church unity missions; where I live I’m beginning to 
see churches setting aside differences and working 
together at least some of the time. Some of the results 
are interesting. A programme specifically targeted at 
younger people must also be a positive, and I'm sure 
others who have been more often than I have could 
suggest some new ideas as well. 

All in all I'd like to go again and feel that this very 
different, sometimes edgy, festival is a very necessary 
part of the Christian calendar. One or two people I spoke 
to told me that they'd been going for a considerable 
number of years but were beginning to feel that perhaps 
this chapter in their lives was drawing to a close. But I 
hope this trend is reversed and was pleased to learn that 
the collection raised at the Sunday communion alone 
was enough to ensure the festival would be happening 
again next year. 

https://greenbelt.cloudvenue.co.uk/home
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Inclusive Church Resources 
Gender by Rosemary Lain Priestley 

The concise 
introduction 
states it 
‘presents a 
theological 
reflection 
about gender 
informed by 
academic 
traditions and 
her own life 
experience. 
Those who 

have contributed their personal 
stories have done so in the 
courageous hope that there might be 
resonance with, and encouragement 
for, those who read them.' 

Part one, 'Experience', comprises 
stories from lived experience. Rachel 
describes her childhood and 
adolescence as similar to that of most 
young people growing up in a loving 
UK home in the 1970s. But she lived 
with a secret which grew within her 
like a 'painful tumour'. She felt that 
she was not a boy but a girl. 

Hilary, a campaigner for the 
ordination of women, was exultant 
when the vote passed in November 
1992. The sense of betrayal when 
bishops 'caved in' to the opponents a 
year later, setting up a separate 
system for those who didn't agree, 
was deeply troubling to her.  

Natalie, a victim of sexual abuse 
within marriage works to enable 
others to prevent and respond to 
male violence against women.  

David, a homosexual Anglican priest, 
sees the advent of women bishops as 
a sign of our mutual learning about 
becoming more human in the 
particularity of our own gender. 

Part two is an article entitled ‘The Rise 
and Fall of Default Man’ by Grayson 
Perry, a Turner prize-winning artist. 
He delivered the BBC's Reith Lectures 
in 2013. His article in Part three is 
entitled 'Theology: A Theology of 
Gender'. The chapter headings being: 
'Why are we still talking about 
gender?'; 'Exploring our inheritance.' 
and 'How do we raise up 
 women today.' 

Part four is a resources section  
compiled by Ronni Lamont who 
specialises in children's spirituality and 
works as a Spiritual Director. 

On the whole this book raises 
awareness of the urgency of the 
debate in the Church of gender issues. 
The theological reflections in Part 
three are sometimes presented with 
some confusion and occasional 
ambiguities in the language used. 
Nevertheless it is a worthwhile read 
and a good resource. 

Raymond Eveleigh  
 

Mental Health  
by Jean Vanier & John Swinton 

This is a 
short, punchy 
and 
memorable 
introduction 
to mental 
health issues 
for Christian 
communities. 
The core of it 
consists of 
four personal 
stories which 

deal with mental health and church 
and faith; and a series of reflections 
written by Jean Vanier of L’Arche 
Community and John Swinton, 
theologian and mental health 
specialist. 

The personal stories are especially 
powerful. One is by a male, three by 
females; three by those with a bi-
polar disorder diagnosis; and ones by 
a priest, a chaplain and an ordinand. 
So these are the stories of those at 
the heart of the Church’s life. Two 
instructive themes run through them. 
The first is the link that each makes 
between struggling with mental 
health and personal and spiritual 
development. “There is a fine line” 
writes one “between mystical and 
psychotic experiences.” Another 
writes of depression helping on a 
journey away from a more 
judgemental notion of deity. “God for 
me now is the compassionate non-
judgmental source of all being.” The 
second theme is the ambivalent 
response of faith communities, from 
unconditional acceptance and the 

benefit in particular of Celtic-style and 
healing services, through to avoidance 
and outright hostility, including by the 
church hierarchy. The priest’s story is 
the most shocking in this regard. “In a 
naïve way I believed the church would 
be open to all. However, my 
experience makes me feel that I am 
on the outside of the institution and 
an embarrassment”.  

Vanier and Swinton’s theological 
exposition is underpinned with 
reference to the ministry of Jesus and 
his healings, drawing a crucial 
distinction between healing and 
curing. The latter seen as the focus of 
mental healthcare professionals and 
the former, being “more soulful”, has 
to do with “finding wholeness, inner 
beauty, unity and peace” and is, they 
argue, intrinsic to the ministry of the 
Church. They highlight the significance 
of experiencing a strong sense of 
belonging through compassion and 
love. In relation to belonging, they 
contend that Church communities 
need to reclaim their own specialism 
which is a true community care, 
unburdened by encroaching 
bureaucracy. They develop a strong 
theme of the role of accompanying, 
whether that’s listening and 
understanding, affirming spirituality 
or simply what they call “meeting”, 
the profound encounter where two 
people are present to each other with 
both taking on the roles of learner and 
teacher. 

I found the fourth chapter the most 
powerful, where they address stigma 
in mental health in relation to “giving 
people back their names” describing 
the origin of the word stigma and 
discussing how “sticky” wrong 
labelling is. The Church has the task, 
“to give people back their names.” 

Though Part Three points to good 
sources of training and further 
reading. It was also published a little 
too early to include Katherine Welby’s 
excellent Mental Health Access Pack, 
designed for Churches
(www.mentalhealthaccesspack.org).  

It is too a book of two halves – 
personal stories and theological 
reflection. The reader is left to piece 
the two together. The stories 
themselves all have a similar 

Reviews 

http://www.mentalhealthaccesspack.org/
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provenance and the only mention of 
the link between mental health and 
poverty is made fleetingly in the 
Introduction. There are startling 
statistics for that link, in particular 
amongst those in prison. This is surely 
a key area for Christian engagement 
as we follow in the footsteps of Jesus.  

Eva McIntyre, herself a priest, explains 
in the Introduction that one in four of 
us in our lifetime will be treated by 
the GP in regard to our mental health. 
She bravely describes herself as being 
part of the one, as would I. In regard 
to the Church’s responses she 
concludes that “there is much to 
celebrate, but there is also much to be 
done.” This book will contribute 
greatly to this.  

Nick Jones 
 

Disability by John M. Hull 

In 2012 and 
13 St Martin-
in-the-Fields 
and Inclusive 
Church ran 
conferences 
on Disability. 
The insights 
from these 
conferences 
provide the 
material for 
this book.  

The introduction urges us to listen 
attentively to the situations, 
experience, thinking and feelings, of 
people with different disabilities. We 
are then presented with excellent 
case studies: Susan has a particular 
form of epilepsy; Fiona, a wheelchair 
user with pain and fatigue; Rachel has 
cerebral palsy and is also a wheelchair 
user; and Ben is dyspraxic and high-
functioning autistic. All passionately 
plead for a deeper understanding 
from the public and Church.  

In the second part John Hull argues for 
theological reflection on disability 
offering personal experience and 
insights: “Why a theology of 
disability?” or “the meaning of 
disability and some of the ways in 
which the very presence of disabled 
people seems to raise questions about 
faith, hope and love.”  

The next chapter asks whether there 
is a basis for such a theology. Both the 
Hebrew and Christian scriptures 
stigmatise and abuse people with 

impairment. “There is no denying the 
fact that the negative imagery of 
blindness and deafness has entered 
into our hymn books, often simply 
because of references to the Bible but 
reinforced by our everyday negative 
language.” So the Bible as a basis for 
one is quite useless. So perhaps we 
need a critical evaluation of Christian 
doctrine on the subject. He asserts “I 
believe that for most disabled people 
disability is a challenge to the 
imagination of faith rather than to the 
doctrines of the creed as such.”  

The last chapter discusses people with 
disabilities and the prophetic Church. 
He concludes “There is not so much a 
question of including disabled people 
in the church; it is rather a matter of 
the normal church learning how to 
welcome those who appear to be 
different, and in that welcome which 
embraces difference to rediscover the 
prophetic calling”.  

The problems raised concerning 
creation, imperfection, suffering, sin 
and prayer are largely irrelevant for 
non-theists. Is the practical answer 
simply to face up to human reality? 
It’s just the way things are. People are 
disabled by genetics, accidents, 
mental and physical illness. We can 
deal with disability as John Hull 
concludes, by seizing the example of 
Jesus in dealing with flawed human 
beings. “The church will become more 
truly a symbol of the Kingdom of God 
when it becomes more faithfully a 
community of inclusive love.” Yes, it is 
really up to us. 

Robin Story 

The choice of John Hull to write the 
largest section of this book was 
inspired. Readers may well be familiar 
with other books he has written out of 
his experience of blindness. 

His contribution to this book follows 
five very impressive “stories” by 
people reflecting on their own 
experience of disablement. I feel that 
two remarks deserve deeper 
consideration. “I am no longer trying 
to change what I have,” says Fiona, 
“but to live more deeply within it, to 
trust that I am as I have been created 
to be, somehow.” And Rachel: “I know 
that for some of my friends, especially 
Christians, the notion that God 
intends me (this side of heaven at 
least) to be as I am is controversial, 
but is something I am convinced of.” 

Reminding me of Hull’s affirmation: 
“While I cannot simply accept 
blindness, I must not reject it either. I 
must integrate it.” (Touching the 
Rock, p. 124) 

Under the heading “Theology”, Hull 
takes a thorough look at attitudes, 
conscious and unconscious, towards 
disablement. Unconscious prejudice 
against the blind, for example, is 
reflected in the way in which 
blindness is equated with “unbelief, 
ignorance and sin”, as in the hymn 
“Amazing Grace”. Against the ideal of 
perfection, held continually before us 
by the advertisers, Hull encourages 
the church to be sceptical of 
‘normality’ and to be “a prophetic 
witness against a narrow, disabling 
society.” A consequence of this is to 
refuse to accept a ‘medical’ model 
which sees the disabled as victims, 
lesser people who need to be made 
‘more’ people, and to realise that “it is 
the society which has to change”. 

What Hull calls for, then, is an 
enlargement of our perspective, 
parallel to the enlargement that has 
taken place with the developing 
acceptance of women in the ministry 
of the Church. Embracing difference, 
rather than tolerating it, is the next 
step which the church is called to 
take; a “metanoia”, from seeing the 
disabled as people to be pitied, to 
seeing them as the sisters and 
brothers bringing us gifts towards our 
own wholeness. 

Edward Walker 

 

 

 
 

Sadly John Hull died on Tuesday, 28 
July 2015, three months after 

celebrating his eightieth birthday 
with family and friends.  

He had a serious fall at home the  
previous Friday and, despite the best 
of hospital care, he did not recover.  

He is greatly mourned by his wife 
and five children, and the hundreds 
of academic colleagues and friends 

who found him to be both a 
scholarly and a personal inspiration. 
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Learning to Walk in the Dark by 
Barbara Brown Taylor, published by 

Canterbury Press, 2015 

This book 
starts with 
stories and 
thoughts 
about 
physical 
darkness - 
how we are 
taught that 
darkness 
harbours 
danger and 
that we 

must avoid it or flood it with light. 

But has traditional Christianity not 
also chosen to use images of light to 
represent God’s goodness and of dark 
to represent all that is evil? 

Do we need the physical darkness of 
night in our lives? Can we, or even 
should we, attempt to douse the 
natural darkness that is half our daily 
living experience? By extension, can a 
promise of light offered by churches 
give us a simple release from the 
reality of spiritual darkness? As with 
our need for both light and dark in our 
daily lives, does this instead represent 
only half of the story? 

Darkness is the other side of our 
reality and we ignore it at our peril. 
Both physical darkness and light are 
needed for life as it was intended to 
be. In the dark we can often use our 
other senses and can ‘see’ more 
clearly and with more mindfulness. 

The darkest of times, however, come 
not with loss of vision but with the 
loss of hope, which is often described 
as ‘the dark night of the soul’. It is in 
this darkness that the struggle for 
belief in God becomes most acute. 
Here neat answers about ‘salvation’ 
do not hit the spot. What is lost is not 
faith in God but faith in the system 
which has attempted to explain the 
divine. 

This ‘dark night’ image may be used to 
describe what is happening to many 
people within or outside of the 
churches today. For some this is a 
loss, for others it is a liberation. 

The author says that her book is, at its 
heart, a book about living with loss - 
the loss of Christian certainty. Its 
advice is that we all try to live more in 
 and with the darkness. In that 

darkness the author herself has found 
treasures; a collection of Bible stories 
which all happen after dark and a new 
set of teachers, ancient and modern, 
who know their way around in the 
dark. 

This book may well prove to be such a 
teacher. It is both frightening and 
exciting to read. This is, after all, a 
story for our time. 

Christine King 
 

Treasure Beneath the Hearth by 
Edward Walker, published by 

Christian Alternative Books, 2015 

The title 
refers to a 
Jewish tale of 
a rabbi 
searching for 
treasure who 
finds it at last 
beneath his 
own house. 
This book is 
addressed to 
those who 
feel a hunger 
for a more spiritual life, and yet are 
unsure of the route to follow. Can the 
modern searcher find spiritual 
treasure in Christianity? 

Walker covers the mythos / logos 
argument elaborated by Karen 
Armstrong, and argues vigorously for 
the value of poetry and imagination in 
our apprehension of the world. He is 
strongly influenced by Jung’s ideas of 
“images of wholeness” within our 
being. He considers that the modern 
searcher needs a spirituality which 
expresses itself in terms of a 
contemporary culture. But what if 
that culture is incompatible with our 
vision of the good life? He touches on 
this in relating his time in apartheid 
South Africa. With the searcher in 
mind, he covers modern approaches 
to reading the Bible and to prayer and 
refers briefly to the need to take part 
in communal worship. 

One reviewer suggests that this book 
offers a “lifetime’s reflections”, and its 
theory is supported by the interesting 
illustrations. Some may be put off by 
his frequent habit of referencing other 
writers, while some may find this 
helpful for further study. It will be of 
interest to anyone searching for a new 
spiritual direction. 

Val Smith 

From Monk to Modernity by Dominic 
Kirkham - Sea of Faith Network 2015 

The chapter
-length 
preface 
traces 
Dominic 
Kirkham’s 
journey as a 
Manchester 
cradle 
Catholic 
who spent 
the prime of 
his life as a 
priest in a religious order, until, 
unable to go along with the “charade” 
of revived anti-modernism, he left the 
Church in his fifties to find rewarding 
employment in a succession of 
community projects. Throughout he 
drew comfort from the parallels he 
saw with his hero George Tyrell, a 
high profile casualty of Pius X’s 
original denunciation of modernism in 
1907. 

At the heart of the book are two 
sections of six essays written over a 
period of years and brought together 
under the broad themes “Looking 
Back” and “Looking Forward”. 
Inevitably, such a collection has some 
duplication, but this will be less 
apparent to those dipping in and out. 
Other influential figures appearing 
more than once in Kirkham’s story 
include Charles Davis and Don Cupitt. 
It is clear that Cupitt’s writing and the 
Sea of Faith Network have been 
significant in the development of his 
ideas. 

Charles Davis was, in Kirkham’s words, 
“a brilliant theologian and lucid 
communicator, a doyen of the 
renewal movement, which was 
sweeping through the Catholic Church 
in the 1960s… Then came the 
thunderbolt: he left the Church and 
got married.” I can bear witness to the 
impact this made during my student 
days, when Davis spoke at the Oxford 
Union. The chapter on “Spirituality 
and Sensuosity” draws on Davis’ book 
Body as Spirit to expound the 
importance of getting beyond a 
negative soul–body dualism, a 
significant shift for both men. 

I could see PCN local groups making 
use of it to ignite discussion on the 
many important topics it opens up. 

Anthony Freeman 



19 

God still awaits a being that can love  
as God loves 

 
Out of the swamp of nothing things came together  
coalesced and solidified into gases, liquids, objects; 

things that we could recognise today, 
and millennia passed. 

 
From all that mix came new forms of nature 

complex groups that moved as one driven by some 
common purpose, and millennia passed. 

 
A purpose grew, developed, consolidated; 

into competition, survival, conquest; overcoming its 
environment, and millennia passed; 

 
And competition generated new forms that moved  

and fought and grew, and learnt to think and reason  
as millennia passed; 

 
And moral purpose grew to constrain 

the greed of competitiveness  
and we learnt to love as millennia passed; 

 
And loving awareness came to us to show  

our latest goal of growth the hope for humanity, 
when millennia have passed; 

 
And maybe God still awaits  

a being that can love as God loves to evolve,  
over those millennia, from God's creation. 

 
Yet, Christian theology centres on our needs,  

rather than on God's. 
“We” are central to creation; God merely the Creator. 
We have crafted our ideas of divinity to suit our need. 

Surely there is a greater truth,  
something beyond the veil, 

a reality beyond our understanding. 

 
For God's hopes are surely not realised  

in creation as it is; 
in the instability, pain, suffering and uncertainty  

of the world today. 

 
Faith, all hope, must lie in the concept that God is real. 

That God is good. 

 
God awaits in love, encouraging Creation with signs 

 of light and warmth and kindness, and hope and human 
love, for God’s love to be returned. 

 
     Edward Conder 

Poem 

PCN Membership Renewals 
With the turn of the year your 2016 subscriptions 

are due. Please consult your reminder letter to 
see how you paid last time.    

This year we are offering members the chance to 
order extra copies of Progressive Voices.    

Help spread the message about PCN.  

West Midlands Day Conference 
Saturday, 5th March, 10am - 4.30pm 

Worship: Exploring Why and How 

What matters most to us about worship? 

£10 (£8 for members) 

St John’s and St. Peter’s Church, Ladywood, 

Birmingham B16 8TF 
 

Speakers:  

Jan Berry, creative writer and academic 

researcher in worship and liturgy, the Open 

College, Manchester,  

David Lambourn, membership secretary, Sea of 

Faith Network and host to Birmingham group, 

Mick Perrier, musician, and Jake Lever, artist. 
 

0121 449 4892 richard.tetlow@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Life Spirit: for groups and individuals exploring deep 
questions by David Usher published by Lindsey Press  

David Usher was born in 
Australia. He has had ministries 
in England and the US and is 
currently serving as interim 
moderator at the Unitarian 
Universalist Community of the 
Mountains at Grass Valley, 
California.  

His small book of 123 pages, 
would be a good tool for young 
people’s groups, or any group, 
which wants to look at basic 
questions about their spirituality 
and their values in relation to such matters as their 
evolving religious beliefs, their morality, the nature of 
death, and their concept of God. 

It’s progressive in the sense that it offers no answers – but 
asks good questions to help people think through their own 
beliefs in company with others. Being written by an open, 
liberal Unitarian you would expect that. 

Chapter titles include: What is spirituality?; The role of 
personal faith; The role of organised religion; Making moral 
choices; Facing death; By whose authority?; God; Suffering 
and evil. There are appendices with suggestions for the 
group leader, Rituals and readings, and Questions and 
exercises. 

Jim Hollyman 

mailto:richard.tetlow@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PV%20West%20Midlands%20Conference
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Please contact group convenors or 
see the relevant PCN Britain web 
page for further details. 
Newcomers are always welcome.  

The Abingdon group has 23 
members and typically 15 of us 
meet for our monthly meetings.  
Recently our meetings have focused 
on the revised ‘eight points’ and in 
particular the eighth point. This led 
us to discuss suffering, with respect 
to the way religions interpret this 
basic human experience. For this 
meeting we drew on the thoughts of 
Brian Mountford in ‘Perfect 
Freedom’ and Richard Holloway in 
‘Between the Monster and the 
Saint’. Having considered suffering 
in some depth we decided to re-
examine the role of prayer at our 
December meeting  using Tony 
Windross’s chapter on Prayer in his 
‘The Thoughtful Guide to Faith’.  
Our next few monthly meetings are 
likely to continue to use chapters 
from Tony’s book to stimulate our 
thoughts. Our coming meetings will 
be at 7.30pm on Tuesdays, 5th 
January, 2nd February and 1st 
March. Meetings are normally held 
at St Michael’s Church Room, Park 
Road, Abingdon but in March we 
shall be meeting in St Peter’s Church 
Hall, Drayton. Full details for each 
meeting are posted on our PCN 
Britain website page and new 
members are always very welcome. 

The Bolton Group has recently 
viewed and discussed videos of 
lectures and question and answer 
sessions of Richard Holloway and 
Greta Vosper. At our first meeting in 
2016 on January 13th we will be 
finishing the video “With or Without 
God” and then in following meetings 
discussion will be centred on 
 Richard Holloway’s book “Doubts 

and Loves” (ISBN: 1 84195 291 5.  
Published by Canongate at £7.99). 
Richard Holloway says that what he 
has tried to do in the book “is to 
reclaim three revolutionary 
elements from what is left of the 
spirit of Jesus – i.e. to uncover the 
challenge of Jesus to human systems 
that are allowed to harden into 
tyrannous absolutes; to point to the 
angry pity of Jesus and the endless 
challenge of social hope; to look at 
forgiveness – the most distinctive of 
Jesus’ teachings”. He says “the issue 
is…. can we discover new ways of 
using the Christian tradition that will 
deepen our humanity, our care for 
the earth and for one another.”  
Our meetings are on the second 
Wednesdays in alternate months at 
1.30pm until approximately 3 pm. 
They are held at 1462 Junction Road 
West, Lostock, Bolton, BL6 4EG. New 
members are always welcome. It 
helps to know if you plan to join us. 

The Edinburgh group began the 
Autumn session with a look at the 
‘eight points’, although our speaker, 
Jim Mein, drew on a much broader 
progressive canvas, and triggered a 
lively engaged conversation about 
the future.  
In October, Maud Robinson, the 
minister of the Edinburgh Unitarian 
community, spoke with us not only 
about the beliefs and practices of 
her church, but also about her own 
journey to this point, all of which 
was interesting and insightful.  
In November we considered the 
topic of ‘Prayer’ and looked in 
groups at a few ‘meaty’ questions 
on the subject, recognising the great 
diversity of views, all of which we 
honour, since there are no definitive 
or prescriptive approaches. Then in 
December, prior to our annual 
intake of wine and mince pies, 
George Haskell challenges us to 
grapple with what we say to people 

at large about the traditional 
Christmas stories, as well as what 
we say to fellow Christians who are 
uncomfortable with the myths.  
Our group is open to all. 

The Exeter group remains 'paused' 
at the moment awaiting more 
practical support for the larger 
meetings we have had. We are very 
much still in existence however, and 
are in the early stages of planning a 
conference in Exeter next autumn, 
with Adrian Alker's support, to 
which we will invite other South 
West groups.  
In the meantime, a small group 
meet monthly in a member's home. 
We have been discussing Karen 
Armstrong's 'History of Myth'. It is a 
short book, but is providing a great 
deal of material for debate.  We also 
plan to have a stall in the churches' 
area at the Devon County show in 
May to promote PCN. 

The venue has been changed to the 
Convenor's home (details from 
Diana). Having shared faith journey 
experiences these past few months, 
including a play reading of 'The 
Tribunal' concerning Conscientious  
Objectors in the 1st World War, we 
begin in Jan with the Crossan and 
Borg DVD series 'Eclipsing Empire'. 
Meetings are on 3rd Sunday 
afternoon of each month (4 to 5 pm) 
followed by light refreshments. 

We meet at Chapel Allerton 
Methodist (Church) Centre, Town 
Street, Leeds LS7 4NB monthly on a 
Saturday between 10.30am and 12, 
with coffee/tea and our mini-library 
available from 10.00. In October we 
were immersed in the Dalai Lama’s 
book ‘Beyond Religion’, while in 
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November we had a very good 
discussion on all sorts of things 
arising from an introduction to 
process theology, under the 
heading: Advancing progressively 
backwards. On 12 December we will 
consider what Christmas means, 
and/or does not mean, to us. Dates 
in 2016: 16 January - Desert Silence,  
6 February,  19 March,  9 April - ex 
PCN chair John Churcher will 
address us on a topic TBA. 

The Mid-Wilts group continues to 
thrive. We meet now in a church hall 
with sofas and curtains, both of 
which help us feel relaxed! During 
the spring and summer we listened 
to and discussed CDs of Gretta 
Vosper and then John Churcher, and 
we also had a couple of sessions in 
which we brought a piece of writing, 
a picture or an object, which held 
significant meaning for us. This very 
open experience proved to be most 
moving. Our new planning group 
suggested for September through 
the winter the DVD series ‘Painting 
the Stars’, which ‘explores the 
promise of evolutionary 
Christianity’; it is very stimulating. 
Using the accompanying notes, 
whoever is leading the meeting asks 
questions that encourage us to see 
how our own experience shares, 
mirrors, or differs from, the issues 
on the DVD. In our last session the 
passion of one of the speakers about 
the primacy of evidence provoked 
some contrasting thoughts – to be 
continued, we hope! The group has 
not managed any time away this 
year, partly because our local 
Retreat House has closed. However, 
we are planning a day together in 
the early Spring. 

In our monthly meetings we have 
been discussing part two of ‘Living 
the Questions’. We start with a 
general sharing of books and articles 
read, disturbing or enlightening 
news items, and chance 
conversations or  experiences that 
have come our way. 

One of our aims as a group is to 
keep our local Methodist 
congregation informed of why we 
meet as Questioning Believers. So 
we submitted an article for the 
recent edition of their newsletter 
that let them know we had between 
us found A.N. Wilson's ‘The Book of 
the people - how to read the  
Bible’ interesting, along with ‘Why 
Islam needs a Reformation’ by a 
radical female writer Ayaan Hirsi. 
One of our group was going to the 
local Secular Society where there 
was a talk of Faith to Faithless, 
describing the double lives of some 
Muslims. Another in the group 
reported on a youtube video by 
Spong, and a couple who had 
holidayed in Holland described some 
conversations they had had about 
the state of the Christian church. A 
local theological society invited us to 
a lecture, and finally we shared in 
the questions one of our group 
aimed at would be members of 
Synod, correcting their ignorance 
about PCN! 

The group are currently discussing 
the 1999 Gresham Lectures on 
Living Theology by Richard 
Holloway. On Saturday 5th 
December we will consider the 
second of two lectures entitled 
“Living with Jesus”. The remaining 
three lectures - “Living with Doubt”, 
“Living with Disagreement” and 
“Living with Other Beliefs” will be 
the subjects of the first three 
meetings in 2016. 

We are currently using the DVD 
“Beyond Theology” to help our 
explorations and engender 
conversations (not difficult!).  
We are also closely watching the 
situation in the United Church of 
Canada with regards to Gretta 
Vosper’s ministry. The outcomes will 
be instructive, not to say, life-
changing. All these inputs engender 
and feed our discussions along with 
local and national events and the 
Church press.  

Having spent the autumn sessions 
discussing chapters in Roger Ray's 
excellent and challenging book 
'Progressive Faith and Practice', the 
group members decided to continue 
with further chapters at the January 
28th, February 25th and March 24th 
meetings. We continue to meet at 
Trinity URC (7.30 - 9pm) 

Two of our meetings stand out as 
different this past year. We watched 
the film 'The Imam and the Pastor' 
about how the leaders and followers 
of two groups in the late 1990s who 
were killing each other in Nigeria, 
came to see the error of their ways. 
It ends with them agreeing that in 
spite of continuing theological 
differences, both would meet in 
heaven. Everyone was 'moved' by 
the film, including Cecilia 
Dockendorff, our visitor from Chile. 
On another occasion we read 
poems, beginning with 
'Resurrection' by R S Thomas; we 
then divided into small groups to 
look at a couple of other poems by 
him and by Charlotte Mews and 
Louis MacNeice. We were guided by 
comments in the books of Janet 
Morley and what I had learned from 
Mark Oakley at the meeting in 
London in May. For those used to 
hard logical (sometimes literally-
minded) discussion this was not 
easy, but most found it very 
enlightening. A meeting around the 
‘eight points’ provoked much 
debate; led by Geoff Locke, who did 
not analyse them one by one, it 
revealed many differences of view 
on the subject of Christian identity, 
particularly since the points make no 
reference to the Cross and the 
Resurrection. 
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Performing the Faith 
Performing the Faith: Shakespeare in the World 
Shakespeare, the Theatre and Theology Today 

11-13 July at High Leigh, 
Hoddesdon, Hertfordshire  

£220 ensuite, £165 standard 
www.modernchurch.org.uk    

0845 345 1909  
This may seem to be a strange theme for Modern 
Church’s annual conference, but it has been planned to 
be part of the celebrations of the 400th anniversary of 
Shakespeare’s death in 1616.  

Many of us enjoy professional productions of 
Shakespeare, but would I immediately be enthused by 
the thought of a three day conference on the Bard? I am 
not so sure. In view of this I asked the conference 
secretary, Anthony Woollard, a few questions:  

Why a whole conference on Shakespeare and faith? 

For some Shakespeare is the leader of the Dead Poets’ 
Society – especially if they got turned off at school by his 
plays, or have only seen bad amateur productions!   

For others, he is absolutely central to our national 
cultural identity – maybe, in some respects, in a similar 
way to the national Church only more so. His language, 
and many of the ideas it expresses, are much the same 
as the 1611 King James Bible and the 1662 Prayer Book, 
which are key parts of our history whatever we make of 
them. The nuances which he puts on some religious 
ideas, in the context of the “culture wars” of the 
Reformation period, may have special relevance today. 

But this conference is not just about a dead poet. It is 
called “Performing the faith”, and will address the 
mutual relevance of the Christian faith and the theatre 
as a whole, to which Shakespeare is central. Many of the 
sessions will be performative and interactive rather than 
academic in the conventional sense. The worship will 
include a Poetry Mass in which the shape of the liturgy is 
interpreted through Shakespeare’s words. 

Why is Rowan Williams the keynote speaker? 

Rowan Williams is not only the former Archbishop of 
Canterbury; there is another Rowan – the poet, critic, 
visionary, who sees deeper than most of us into the 
presence of the Gospel in the arts. A few years ago he 
came to the annual Shakespeare's Birthday celebrations 
in Stratford-upon-Avon. He preached (twice) and also 
participated in an open forum with luminaries of 
Shakespeariana such as Greg Doran. It was memorable, 
not least for something he said: "You should read the 
Bible in the way you read Shakespeare". 

Thus Rowan sets us pondering: Did he mean what he 
said? Surely the Bible has a quite different status from 
the Shakespearian canon. Huge claims are made for the 
Bible, some of them within the text itself ("Thus says the 
 Lord"). It is said to be divinely inspired (and 

Shakespeare, presumably, 
isn't?). Christians are assumed 
to see the Bible as a definitive 
guide to truth and living. 
Shakespeare never claimed 
that for himself, and few if any 
have claimed it for him. 

Yet Shakespeare has gained a 
unique cultural and humanistic 
authority, cutting across 
nations, cultures and creeds. If 
he does implicitly make a claim for himself, it is "to hold, 
as 'twere, the mirror up to nature" and to explore the 
fundamental dimensions of the human condition. 

Do conference participants need to be “experts”? 

Absolutely not.  Someone who knows the plays of 
Shakespeare well, and is an intelligent lover of theatre 
generally, as well as being theologically literate, will 
certainly get a lot out of this experience.  But so will 
those who come with more limited knowledge, who are 
simply interested in what this particular slice of the arts 
may say to Christians and the wider society today. 

Christine Alker, Administrator, Modern Church 

All things are part of the One; nothing is beyond. 
 

All love, all hope, all goodness, all beauty and all truth;  
 all work, all thought, all energy, activity,  
  all joy, all joylessness, all sadness, pain, despair;  
   all tenderness, all hate; all cruelty, all fear;  
nothing is not included, nothing is left out,  
unrecognised, not held within the One. 
 

All music, and all words,  
 all colour, shape and form, all movement, all grace,  
  all laughter and all dignity,  
   all honour and all deceit;  
all similarity, familiarity, all difference,  
  all change and calling, all restlessness and all stability;  
   all small kindnesses and petty-mindedness,  
    all tears and bitter wailing;  
all long-held suffering and hurt;  
 all understanding and forgiveness,  
  of the One they are, eternally the breathing of life. 
 

All pride, all reticence, all stumbling and all speed,  
 all sureness and all quailing,  
  all belief, all unbelief, all sweet presence and all loss,  

   all matter and all spirit;  

all one, in the One, no beginning and no end,  

 all beginning and all end. 

Poem 

Janet  Tanner 



A visit from our Cousins 
The faith journey for Sybil and 
Jerry McLeese has been like a 
ride through the Cotswolds – 
lots of ups and downs. When 
they visited the Gloucester 
PCN group 5 years ago, their 
journey had reached valley’s 
bottom. They returned last 
summer to offer an update. 

They were attending a United 
Methodist Church near 
Winston-Salem, North 
Carolina, when the 9/11 
terrorist attacks rocked the 
world. Responding to their 
small rural congregation, they 
organized a study about 
Islam. Despite a warm 
reception from participants, they were targeted in the 
minister’s sermons. Eventually Sybil was prohibited from 
teaching at the church where they had both been 
members for more than 20 years. 

However, when they left they jumped from the frying 
pan into the fire. At the next church, they joined an 
adult class using “Living the Questions” where 
participants were branded heretics and non-believers. 

Rather than leave this core group of progressives with 
whom they had bonded, they decided to ride out the 
turmoil but seek another place to worship. They were 
still seeking when they came to Gloucester last time. In 
the intervening five years participation in their adult 
class, where they are still involved, grew by more than 
75 percent and they transferred their membership to 
Green Street United Methodist Church for a different 
worship experience. 

About the time, Green Street, an inner-city church, was 
facing racial intolerance. Dorothy Johnson had moved to 
the community from New York and become the first 
black person to join the church. She joined and 
remained, despite suggestions that she might be more 
comfortable in a “black” church. With “white flight” to 
the suburbs, Green Street’s Sunday morning attendance 
declined to less than 15 people. Calling themselves “the 
remnant,” they vowed to open the church to everyone 
regardless of faith, colour or sexuality. 

Today, Green Street has more than 500 members. The 
church rocks with a blend of gospel, jazz, spirituals, and 
the congregation spans the colour and gender spectrum. 
Although the United Methodist Church does not 
sanction same-sex marriages, Green Street has around 
20 gay and lesbian married couples and several mixed-
race couples. 

In 2013 homophobic protestors showed up outside the 
church threatening hell and damnation. A video made by 

the protesters and distributed on social media featured 
a nine-year-old boy spewing hatred whilst his father 
egged him on. It proved to be counterproductive. Two 
weeks later, as the service was concluding inside, 
members heard singing. Outside, instead of protestors, 
they encountered the entire congregation of another 
church singing “We Shall Overcome” and holding signs 
that said “Love Wins.” 

Inspired to counter the intolerance they had 
experienced by a challenging lecture by John Shelby 
Spong, and by the ignorance of religious traditions 
revealed by in a Pew Forum survey, the McLeeses 
founded Interfaith Winston-Salem with the goal of 
building peace through understanding. In three years 
more than 5,000 people have participated in educational 
programs that are free of charge. More than 65 
programs are offered each year. 

Jerry and a colleague, Drea Parker, convinced city 
leaders to sign the Charter for Compassion, created by 
writer Karen Armstrong, Archbishop Desmond Tutu and 
His Holiness the Dalai Lama. Compassionate Winston-
Salem places Compassion Corner benches in school 
playgrounds. Young children are taught principles of 
compassion and know they can sit on the bench when 
they are sad, lonely or feel left out. Other children then 
come to comfort them. 

Their journey is on a high note now. We wonder where 
Jerry and Sybil’s faith journey will take them next, and in 
what direction their inspiration will take us. 

 

Maureen Partington is part of 

the Gloucester PCN group, an 

Anglican Children's Ministry Reader, 

and also preaches in the 

Gloucestershire Methodist Circuit. 
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