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Women Priests – Twenty years on 
by Evelyn Hughes 

Evelyn Hughes lives and works in the same small 
town in Surrey as the editor, a sprightly octogenarian 
still presiding regularly at worship in the parish 
church. She speaks with gentle authority of how 
Church of England events 20 years ago still matter so 
much today.  

On 3rd May 2014, at the invitation of St. Paul's 
Cathedral, around seven hundred of the first 
women priests met for a national celebration. 
How did we get to this point? It's a long story, 
spanning years of "for" and "against"; of hopes 
raised, dashed, and raised again. I'll confine myself 
to just part of my own experience. 

I came on the scene as a deaconess in 1979, 
never expecting to go further. But in 1986 I was 
present as the Commons debated the General 
Synod's decision to admit women as deacons. 
When the House voted in favour, a deaconess 
sitting near me cheered. A steward – 
unsurprisingly - made an admonishing gesture! 

Thus it was that 1987 saw my admission to the 
Church of England's three-fold order of ministry. 
I, and others like me, had already been doing the 
work of a deacon, but now our place in the 
system was clarified; and there was the grace of 

ordination. Commenting on the service in my 
Diocese someone wrote: "What a day to 
remember. I felt this was God's celebration." 

Objectors feared that this would be a step 
towards the ordination of women to the 
priesthood. After a rocky ride, this proved to be 
the case. In 1992 I was at Church House for the 
General Synod debate. Along with others, I 
watched the proceedings on CCTV. In the 
chamber, Archbishop Carey asked that the result 
of the vote be received in silence. The vote was 
in the affirmative. In the ante-room, we cheered! 

Following Parliament's endorsement of Synod's 
decision, women deacons who wished to become 
priests had to be re-selected. That accomplished, 
I was one of 32 ordained in Guildford in April 
1994. My local paper reported: "Cathedral erupts 
with joy as women are ordained." 

From 1988-1992 I'd had charge of a daughter 
church. Each Sunday a male colleague from the 
parish church had to come and preside at the 
Holy Table. For 2 years in my next appointment a 
succession of retired priests did likewise. I longed 
to be able to perform all the priestly functions for 
the people in my care: to say the Prayer of 
Consecration, and to pronounce the Absolution 
and the Blessing. From 1994 onwards, I had the 
joy and privilege of being able to do so. 

Now to that twentieth anniversary celebration at 
St. Paul's: The sun shone on those who joined in 
the walk of witness from Westminster Abbey, 
and on the reunions taking place on the 
Cathedral forecourt. The air was festive; a 
Salvation Army band provided music. A cheer 
went up when Justin Welby arrived for the 
photograph on the steps. His episcopal purple 
distinguished him among a great company of 
"angels" robed in white. 

As we filed into the Cathedral through the three 
west doors, there was resounding - and 
prolonged - applause. This was wonderfully 
affirming. Our seats were beneath the dome in a 
vast semi-circle several rows deep. The service 
was rich in liturgy and music. 

 The Canon Treasurer of St. Paul's presided, the 
Archbishop taking "the humbler part" as her 
deacon. In testimony and in sermon, past traumas 
were acknowledged but not dwelt on; as also 
issues that remain to be resolved. But this was a 
day for rejoicing - and how we rejoiced! 



Letter from the Chair 
Enclosed with this June 
edition of Progressive 
Voices you will find a 
questionnaire for you to 
complete which is 
intended to help us work 
together on the strategic 
directions we want to see 
PCN Britain taking during 

the period 2015 – 2017. 

The last three year plan set out a challenging set of 
30 targets for the years 2012 – 2014, (read them 
here:  http://goo.gl/v0ouxV).  I hope that the 
following overview of our progress towards those 
targets will help you as you consider what future 
directions PCN Britain might take.  

With regard to the national strategy: 
PCN has continued to work alongside a number of 
other progressive Christian organisations such as 
Modern Church, Free to Believe, the Student 
Christian Movement and the St Marks Centre for 
Radical Christianity in Sheffield, to name but a few.   
These collaborations have included publications 
(Together in Hope), a Greenbelt stand and the 
staging of two major conferences at Swanwick (one 
with Modern Church, the other with SCM).    

Attempts to increase our media profile have met 
with limited success.  In terms of public outreach 
our main success has been the website. 

On membership: 
In the last three years, we have carried out two 
major consultations with members – about Equal 
Marriage and the Eight Points.  We have also 
surveyed our members’ age and ethnicity profile 
and as a result are seeking ways to make contact 
with younger people.  To this end, a new student 
membership rate has been introduced and we have 
increased our presence at Greenbelt and developed 
links with SCM.   We have also opened the DVD 
library to all members to use, whether or not they 
are part of a PCN affiliated group.  

Developing PCN Britain’s relationship with 
churches: 
We have created a new PCN leaflet designed for 
churches and their members in which we explain 
how PCN can help provide resources to explore 
current understandings of scripture and faith.  
Copies of this leaflet are available to all PCN 
members and groups to help them support the faith 
journey of their own churches, although we have 
not yet sent copies of this leaflet to all the churches 
on the PCN locations list.  This is presently a work 
in progress with an aim to complete the exercise 

during the summer.   

During 2012-13, PCN held three conferences on 
the theme of what a progressive church might be 
like.  This autumn the scheduled Peter Rollins 
conference will also include contributions about the 
role of progressives in the church.   

Groups and regional conferences: 
Since 2012 twelve new PCN affiliated groups have 
been launched.  We continue to encourage new 
groups and we have created a new set of guidelines 
for affiliation.  PCN has pursued its policy of 
encouraging groups to work individually or together 
to organise events that present progressive 
Christian understanding.  To this end we created a 
new grant fund to which groups can apply.  The 
number of public events organised by groups rose 
from four in 2012 to thirteen in the last year.  A 
particularly good example of this in action was the 
successful Val Webb tour of Britain in June 2013. 

One target, which has yet to be achieved, is the 
production of a list of potential expert speakers to 
address regional conferences.   

PCN Britain national conferences: 
Trustees have continued to stage three national 
conferences a year, at least one of which is 
residential.  In fact this year the total will be four.  
Last November saw our first large scale residential 
at Swanwick and we will be repeating that exercise 
in November this year.   A quick look through the 
events archive on the PCN website will give you an 
insight into just how much variety and activity there 
is at both a national and a local or regional level. 

Progressive Christianity resources: 
The PCN website has been completely upgraded 
and training is available for groups needing help in 
how to use the new group webpages.   

New titles are constantly being added to the DVD 
library.  These are now widely available and 
reasonably priced through the PCN website from 
our resources librarian, Jess Lee.   

We have continued to work with partners on the 
Together in Hope study series.  Only one new title 
was added in the years 2012 – 2013 but this year 
we are expecting to see three new titles, one of 
which was published just before Easter.   The list of 
current titles on sale can be found on the PCN 
website (http://goo.gl/4eiY8S) or obtained from the 
office.  Titles are also being made available as Kindle 
downloads (just look up the editor, Adrian Alker, 
on the Kindle store).   

Through our partnership with the St Mark’s Centre 
for Radical Christianity all PCN members are now 
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welcome to borrow books from the CRC lending 
library.  A link to the St Mark’s Centre for Radical 
Christianity website and the lending library 
catalogue is on the PCN website along with 
information on how to borrow books from the 
CRC library.  Look in our Publications section 
under the Resources tab. 

We have not made progress on putting a selection 
of recommended books for sale online through the 
PCN website.  Before putting this back on the list 
of targets in the next plan, we would like to know if 
this is something our members want. 

PCN is frequently asked for help in finding new 
progressive liturgies.  Whilst we continue to 
encourage the writing of new liturgy for publication 
on the website, or elsewhere and, when possible, 
signpost similar resources already published, the 
trustees have not succeeded in publishing new 
material as regularly as they would wish.  This is 
something we regret and recognise that we need 
some help with. 

PCN Britain’s finances: 
PCN remains in good financial standing.  We are 
pleased that we have been able to maintain the 
membership fees at the same level throughout the 
three years. 

As far as possible PCN has adopted an eco-friendly 
and sustainable approach to administration and 

communication.  Nearly a third of our members 
have chosen the option to receive Progressive 
Voices by email.   PCN bills are paid using BACS 
and internal communication such as agendas and 
papers are all dealt with through emails.   

In 2012, trustees re-designated Andy Vivian’s role 
from part time Admin Assistant to part time 
Administrator.  He remains on 15 hours a week.  
Since January this year a new PCN admin assistant, 
Sarah Guilfoyle has been employed for six hours a 
week. 

I hope you will agree that much has been achieved 
over the past three years to ensure that PCN 
Britain continues to offer a relevant voice and fitting 
resources for progressive Christianity.  I have 
owned those areas in which we have been unable 
to achieve all that we had wished. 

The trustees join me in hoping that you will now fill 
in the enclosed questionnaire, which has been 
prepared by an appointed sub-committee of 
trustees.  We greatly value your responses and 
assure you that these will inform trustees when we 
meet together in September to plan the future 
strategic directions for the Network.   

With best wishes 
Angela 

 

Jim Cotter – PCN Advisor, wordsmith, friend 

 
Jim Cotter with Alan Powell at the 2003 PCN Retreat 

Jim Cotter died on the Wednesday of Holy Week, 
16th April, peacefully at home without pain, and 
with friends around him. He was a remarkable man 
– wise, humane and gentle, but strong in his 
determination to struggle for an inclusive 
Christianity, since inclusivity was at the very heart 
of Jesus’s gospel. 

He was a founding member of what was then called 
simply the Gay Christian Movement. I first got to 
know him when I was appointed to succeed him as 
chaplain of one of the Cambridge colleges. His had 
been a three year appointment, and might 
reasonably have been expected to be extended. But 
Jim’s ‘coming out’ alarmed some of the senior 
members of the college, and no extension was 
granted. 

He did other jobs, including several years in 
ministerial training in St Albans, but after that he 
floated free. He was indeed a wordsmith. He had a 
great gift for taking words familiar in the language of 
Christianity, and in particular of Anglicanism, and 
transforming them; breathing into them new life and 
vitality. Many people of all traditions have reason to 



5 

be grateful for his craftsmanship with prayers that 
can indeed be prayed. His Prayers at Night have been 
used by people all over the world. 

He was also a very good friend to PCN. The 
Network’s first set of trustees were very keen to 
have an annual pattern of retreats for members, and 
Jim seemed an obvious person to lead the first one 
in 2003. The theme Jim chose was “God? Real 
Presence or Ultimate Concern. ” Alan Powell was 
the committee member who took charge of 
organising the retreat and in cooperation with Jim 
did so brilliantly. We used what was then still called 
St Deiniol’s Library, and the event proved to be 
fully booked.  

The member who offered her personal reflections 
afterwards wrote:  

“There was much about the weekend that was 
encouraging and affirming:  conversations with 
people who were willing to listen to my story as 
well as tell their own; plenaries led in a way that 
assumed we all had wisdom to bring; stimulating 
suggestions for further reading; open discussions; 
plenty of space for silence and reflection.  Jim 

Cotter’s input was both personal and professional, 
both light and profound as he coaxed us to reflect 
on the nature of the God in whom we did or didn’t 
believe, whether ‘out there’, ‘in here’ or both and 
neither simultaneously.  The Biblical record was 
taken seriously, and indeed reclaimed as a tool for 
open enquiry, and a source of fun.  Had I taken 
nothing else home from this retreat, I would be 
forever grateful for the image of the feast given by 
the shepherd to celebrate the finding of the lost 
sheep.  Guess what was on the menu?!!” 

I am truly grateful to have encountered Jim and 
known him. He was a wonderful mixture. At a large 
gathering of friends some years ago and long before 
his final illness he told me that he was looking 
forward to heaven because the sex would be 
wonderful there. I looked back at him somewhat 
circumspectly, but he repeated that again.  

I hope that heaven will by now be living up to his 
expectations! Simply resting in peace would not be 
Jim’s style. 

Hugh Dawes 

No go 
by Ian Gregory 

It is all the fault of Bill Inge, who 
lived from 1908 to 1970, and 
became Dean of St Paul’s. 

The Daily Mail found reason to 
call him ‘the Gloomy Dean’ for 
apparently preferring books to 
people, although he said that 

there was no such thing as a Christian pessimist. 
His obituary asserted that he did not get on too 
well with ‘simple people’, and his most quoted 
utterance was that ‘one of the lasting pleasures in 
life is that of not going to church.’ Let’s analyse 
what this means. 

I have sampled most of the ‘lasting pleasures’ of life 
that the law allows, and became intrigued by Dean 
Inge’s claim about this one. What have we all been 
missing by not going to church when we should and 
could have done so, and so resisting its holy ways? 

If you are Dean of St Paul’s, of course, the 
experience will not be the same as that of the 
layperson’s less formal attendance at a place of 
worship. All the same one has to be up betimes, 
decently dressed, familiar with the Prayer Book, and 
unaverse to organ music. 

All these criteria being ticked, I made a conscious 
decision not to do what I have done every Sunday 
for more than 50 years – get to church and Sunday 
School up to three times every Sunday. Now, as a 

retired Congregational minister, I would consign 
this blessed habit to history, at least for one week.  
It rather shook the household when I announced 
this from my still-warm bed one Sunday morning. 

‘Not going?’ said a startled wife. ‘Not well, grandad?’ 
asked a worried grandchild. The dog noted that I 
was not wearing the normal Sunday-scented 
trousers. ‘Day off, then, vicar’ said a neighbour, 
seeing me take said dog for an unaccustomed 
Sunday walk as he religiously shampooed his Ford 
Mondeo. 

‘No, Alex,’ I lied: ‘Just catching up on desk jobs.’ 

As a professional religious beater, I have spent my 
life telling people that they should attend church, 
even devising blatant bribes and gimmicks to get 
them through the doors.  What were they missing, 
and what was Dean Inge missing, by denying himself 
all this sacred pleasure?  Why do so many who 
cheerfully claim to be Christians wilfully deny 
themselves the delight of going to church, 
preferring the even greater delight of not going? 

During the week that followed my absence from 
the familiar pew, it was like a death notice in the 
local paper, I was ‘sadly missed by all.’ Worse was 
to meet friends in the street.  ‘Gardening leave?’ 
said one. ‘Better now?’ asked another. I hardly 
dared to say that it was deliberate test, to see how 
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much ‘regulars’ like me would miss the Sunday 
morning routine, and if so, why? 

I once asked six ‘regulars’ to miss church attending 
for two weeks, and report what  it felt like to re-
arrange their diaries to include all sorts of other 
things they did instead. ‘It was like having my feet 
cut off,’ said one. ‘Didn’t sleep all week afterwards,’ 
said another. Went Pentecostal instead, much 
better sermon,’ was one sarcastic response. 
‘Methodists make better coffee,’ said a fourth. One 
confessed to reading the football results and ‘star 
signs’ over and over again in the Sunday papers and 

(I think in jest) contemplated suicide. One never 
came back, or sent a message. 

None had found the ‘lasting pleasure’ that Dean 
Inge hinted at in not going to church, and which 
John Newton promised to Zion’s children. Indeed, 
‘fading is the worldling’s pleasure, all his boasted 
pomp and show’, said Newton, a world expert in 
pleasure. In truth the only ones who delighted in 
Solid joys and lasting treasure were ‘Zion’s 
children,’ which, if I have got it right, are those who 
pay serious attention to the Christian church.  

PCN Spring Conference and AGM 
Report from Andy Vivian, PCN Administrator 

Nearly 70 
people 
gathered at 
the Priory 
Rooms in 
Birmingham 
on Saturday 
17th May to 
hear Mark 
Townsend, 
a former 
Anglican 
priest and 
founder of 
Hedge 
Church, 
talk on the 

theme, Seeing Jesus Again with New Eyes.   

Mark’s first book was called The Gospel of Falling 
Down, and it was evident from his opening session 
that he’s done quite a bit of falling down.  While he 
was a young clergyman he had a breakdown and 
launched into an affair with a parishioner.  
Afterwards, he confessed to his Bishop who told 
him to resign for a period of three years.  To make 
ends meet he took a job as a cleaner.  No longer a 
servant of the church, he explored the spirituality of 
the new Druidic movement.  He made many Pagan 
friends and found much to inspire him as a 
progressive Christian.  What marks them out from 
us though, he says, is that Pagans leave room for 
mystery and enchantment.  That’s something he 
commonly finds missing in progressive Christianity.   

He told us he’d made a study of how Jesus is seen 
through Pagan Eyes1.   He approached sixteen 
leading writers in the Pagan world and asked them 
what they thought of Jesus Christ.  He was 
surprised to find that they had a very positive view 
of Jesus the man and were at ease with the idea of 
Christ.  Where they took issue with Christianity 

was the exclusivity implied in the formula, ‘Jesus 
Christ’.  Pagans see Christ as the whole process of 
cosmic revelation.  For them it could never be just 
about one man.  At this point, Mark pointed us 
towards two progressive Christian writers who 
appear to be on the same wavelength as the Druids 
- Matthew Fox who speaks of the cosmic Christ2 
and Richard Rohr who wrote,  “We spent nearly 
two thousand years worshipping it [cosmic Christ] 
in Jesus instead of discovering it in ourselves”3. 

Mark said Christians need to keep in mind how the 
myth of Jesus Christ was invented by the early 
church.  By literalising the myth, it has become 
more difficult to appreciate the remarkable 
inspiration of Jesus the man who was so daring and 
courageous.  He lifted up the spat on and shut out, 
the women, drunks, prostitutes and children.  It 
cost him his life.  All of which brought Mark back to 
the point he was trying to make by giving the 
illustration of his own messy life.  Why, he asked, 
are church leaders so preoccupied with purity 
when it is evident that Jesus himself rejected the 
purity codes and religious meritocracy of his own 
time?  And why are liberals uncomfortable with the 
idea of the cosmic Christ bringing a magical 
enchantment to our messy lives? 

In the afternoon, we divided into groups to discuss 
a range of topics suggested by Mark. Groups 
reported back at a final plenary and Mark addressed 
some of the questions raised by delegates.  The 
conference ended with all the delegates sticking 
their name badges to PCN’s map of Britain followed 
by a Celtic and a Druidic blessing.   

At the brief AGM, a new trustee was elected to the 
committee, Tanya Ralph from Sheffield.  Those re-
elected were John Churcher, Sandra Griffiths and 
Paul Onslow.  Tony Rutherford, previously a co-
opted member of the committee, (who organised 
this conference), was this time officially elected, like 
the others, to serve a three year term. 
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Footnotes:  

1. Jesus Through Pagan Eyes: Bridging Neopagan 
Perspectives with a Progressive Vision of Christ 
by Mark Townsend 

2. The Coming of the Cosmic Christ by Matthew 
Fox 

3. The Cosmic Christ, by Richard Rohr, a CD talk 
published by the Centre for Action and 
Contemplation.  

Living with Idols, or the courage to destroy them 
by Chris Vermeulen 

Chris Vermeulen was trained at 
Rhodes University in South Africa, 
and ordained in the Presbyterian 
Church of Southern Africa. Since 
coming to the UK in 1991 he has 
ministered in the United Reformed 
Church and for the past nine years 
has been minister of Orchardhill 
Church of Scotland Parish Church 
in Giffnock, Glasgow.  

I began my formal training for the ordained ministry 
in South Africa at a conservative evangelical Bible 
College, where we were taught that if the Bible says 
it then it’s true.   We were also told which 
publishing houses were “safe or trustworthy” and 
which were not.  After I was accepted by the then 
Presbyterian Church of Southern Africa for training 
I went to Rhodes University to study.  I thought 
that my Bible College training would give me a good 
grounding and an edge over the other students who 
were not as well equipped in “the word of God.”  
For me the Bible was literally the “word of God”.  I 
recall one of those interviewing me for admission 
to training for ministry saying to me to be aware of 
“bibliolatry” and I naively nodded politely not 
knowing what he was on about.  Over 30 years 
since I began that journey and I have come to 
understand what that warning meant. 

As we began our formal theological formation I 
remember Calvin Cook, head of the faculty 
welcoming us with the words that “the study of 
theology was the destruction of idols”.  At 
university I came face to face with critical Biblical 
scholarship and was encouraged to read from those 
forbidden publishing house.  My faith was in turmoil 
at my idols being destroyed as I encountered the 
historical Jesus, Christian origins, and related topics. 
I was surprised to learn that Matthew and Luke 
relied on Mark to write their gospels; they certainly 
would not get past the plagiarism software of our 
modern universities. And since the names Matthew, 
Mark, Luke, and John were assigned to gospels by 
believers, we don’t really know who wrote the 
gospels. The Apostle Paul certainly wrote some of 
the letters attributed to him, but some letters are 
almost universally rejected as written by Paul: 1 & 2 
Timothy and Titus, for example. Even more of a 

shock was to learn that Jesus didn’t say every word 
attributed to him in the New Testament.  

Such information might not be upsetting to 
someone who sees the Bible as literature or as a 
collection of texts. But for those of us who were 
raised within the Christian tradition, or surrounded 
by it in our culture, we can be left reeling. The 
experience totally challenged everything I once 
understood to be undeniably true.  It has taken me 
many years to work through what I actually believe 
and I continue to do that today.  My faith is a 
journey and I am continually letting go of old idols 
and evolving my understanding of who and what 
Jesus was all about. My understanding of God has 
changed beyond any definition or words to a reality 
in which I exist, and my understanding of the Bible 
has been totally changed.  I am less concerned with 
the afterlife – something that I believe no can speak 
on with authority – and I am more concerned with 
love, compassion, justice, peace and action in this 
world.   

What is left of my faith and the Bible after this 
experience?  Can I really expect members of my 
congregation to be fast tracked, when I have taken 
a life time to get here?  I know I am a slow learner, 
but not that slow.  Does Christianity disintegrate 
under the withering lens of historical and critical 
scholarship? Is there a credible defence of the 
Christian Church in our secular society? 

Last year two former Oxford University theological 
students, now living the United States, had an 
interesting and stimulating exchange.  On 30th 
October 2013 Tara Isabella Burton wrote an article 
entitled “Study Theology, Even If You Don't Believe 
in God” in The Atlantic. She writes, “If history and 
comparative religion alike offer us perspective on 
world events from the ‘outside,’ the study of 
theology offers us a chance to study those same 
events ‘from within’: an opportunity to get inside 
the heads of those whose beliefs and choices 
shaped so much of our history, and who - in the 
world outside the ivory tower - still shape plenty of 
the world today.” 

Alana Massey in an essay “Want to Know How 84% 
of the World Sees Itself: Study Theology” published 
in Religion Dispatches on 1st November 2013 
responded, “Burton is right to implore non-theists 
to ‘engage with the great questions—and 
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questioners—of history on their own terms.’ But to 
discuss the great questions and questioners in the 
past tense is to suggest that the most important 
theological questions have already been asked and 
answered. Theological inquiry has present and 
pressing applications in the world and we would be 
wise not to leave all the fun to historians and the 
clergy.” 

Is it unfair to challenge our assumptions about early 
Christian history? In his book A Scandalous Jesus, 
Westar Fellow Joseph Bessler defends professors’ 
right to challenge their students to think critically. 
“Can one also imagine, I wonder, the gall of 
professors in other graduate departments, in 
physics, for example, or psychology, or cultural 
anthropology ‘forcing’ their students to learn a 
methodology: How outrageous!” In The Craft of 
History and the Study of New Testament, Beth M. 
Sheppard expresses concern for the lack of 
historical consciousness sometimes present in 
biblical studies. But she also points out that a 
historical approach can still be flexible and doesn’t 
necessarily lead to a single conclusion. “History is 
the arena in which we explore the past. Not every 
historian will come to the same conclusions or find 
the same insights about a single episode that 
happened days, decades, or centuries ago.”  

Applying this to the historical Jesus, Joseph Bessler 
observes that we often reach for the historical 
information that helps us interpret the problems of 
today. Quests for the historical Jesus, for example, 
matter deeply to theology because “they have, in 
their differing ways, sought to argue that the central 
figure of the Christian faith continues to hold open 
the horizons of religious and cultural life.” 

So what do we take home? Dennis E. Smith has said 
that when we accept stories uncritically, we can be 
tempted to see what we have as inevitable and the 
only possible outcome. Paying attention to history 
can serve as a corrective, or at least a caution, 
against oversimplifying what it means to be 
Christian, to follow Jesus, or to be religious at all. 

Consider this an appeal to study Christian origins in 
spite of discouragement and frustrations along the 
way. Is it difficult to explore alternate versions of 
the story of Christian origins? Yes. Is it worthwhile? 
Definitively, yes. One of my favourite Living the 
Questions clips is from Yvette Flunder on the 
“Beyond the Either or God” - see Youtube – where 
she says “the more I grow the less I know … but I 
can tell I have more peace in my life than ever 
before; I am more secure even though I am filled 
with more questions; I am more at ease with my 
relationship with God …”.  What a blessing that is. 

Revenge  
by Ray Eveleigh 

Born in the Rhondda Valley, Ray 
graduated with a degree in 
Maths & Physics at the University 
of Cardiff. He also studied music 
at the Royal College of Music & 
Drama. He took up ordained 
ministry in 1976. Now retired, he 
spends his time playing the piano 
and in the Cornflakes Theology 
Group. 

It was in the summer of 1945 that our piano was 
rolled out for the street party. Even at the tender 
age of 9 years I was able to play sufficiently well to 
lead the singing of ‘Roll out the Barrel’, ‘It’s a Long 
Way to Tipperary’ and ‘Knees Up Mother Brown’ 
with the occasional burst of ‘Sospan Fach’. Our 
friends and neighbours in Taff Street would never 
refuse a chance to sing and celebrate on this V.E. 
day – victory in Europe. The street was decorated 
with red, white and blue bunting, and trestle tables 
from the Labour Club provided support for 
sandwiches of spam and corned beef, trifles of 
various kinds and cakes. All of this in spite of 
rationing! Germany had surrendered on 26th July. 
Peace at last. Occasionally I caught sight of women 

weeping – men don’t cry. My cousin Melvin who was 
in the R.A.F was reported missing during a bombing 
raid over Berlin, so Aunty Ivy wept. My uncle 
Donald, the youngest of five children in my father’s 
family died from a strange disease whilst serving in 
the army in Africa, so Mam Eveleigh cried too. 

To my amazement the whole celebration was 
repeated only a fortnight later. The Americans had 
dropped two nuclear weapons on Japan, one on 
Hiroshima on August 6th and another on Nagasaki 
on the 9th. My father said that the bombs were 
unnecessary; the Japanese were about to surrender 
anyway. They did so on August 15th. 

Marked by mass deaths of civilians, including the 
Holocaust, the massive use of air power to bomb 
enemy cities, and the first use of nuclear weapons in 
combat, it resulted in an estimated 70 million 
deaths.  These made World War II the deadliest 
conflict in human history.  

You have heard that it was said, An eye for an eye and 
a tooth for a tooth: but I say unto you, Resist not him 
that is evil; but whoever strikes you on the right cheek, 
turn to him the other also.  (Matt. 5:38f)  
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The followers of Jesus are to renounce every 
personal right. He calls them blessed because they 
are meek. In chapter 12 of his book The Cost of 
Discipleship the German pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
who was executed in the concentration camp at 
Flossenburg on 9th April 1945 because he had been 
involved in a failed plot to assassinate Hitler, 
claimed that those who are followers of Jesus of 
Nazareth have given up their right to retribution. 
They have taken up the cross to follow him and 
therefore must suffer as Jesus did. By being willing 
to renounce self-defence, the Christian affirms an 
absolute adherence to Jesus, and a freedom from 
the tyranny of one’s own ego. But isn’t this just too 
idealistic? We live in a fallen world do we not? It is 
unrealistic to hope that the words and actions of 
Jesus can be lived out on a national and 
international stage.  

For many centuries theologians have wrestled with 
the problems of ‘Just War’ theory. From St. 

Augustine to St. Thomas Aquinas and even to 
President Obama, attempts have been made to 
justify war. Proportionality, the possibility of a good 
outcome, the protection of non-combatants, are 
examples of the attempts to set up a set of rules 
which would make war morally justifiable. 
However, with the development of Nuclear 
weapons, Chemical weapons and Drones, the 
danger of escalation to uncontrolled violence which 
may even threaten the continued existence of the 
planet, is increasingly probable. Perhaps in the end 
Jesus was not so unreal as many have thought. 
Recent examples of non-violent action such as the 
fasting of Ghandi, the refusal of Nelson Mandela to 
seek revenge after his 27 years in prison, and the 
example of many peace loving people throughout 
the world from Buddhists to Quakers have shown 
that meeting aggression with non-resistance has the 
power to transform the world. 

That’s the Spirit 
by Chris Avis 

Chris Avis has been a stalwart 

of PCN from before it began 

(see his article on page 2 of 
our 10th anniversary issue). 

Before that, and ongoing, has 

been his membership of Free 
to Believe, his commitment to 

Southernhay URC, his 
invaluable recording of so 

many events (on which he can still teach PCN a few 

things!), and his care for Anne. He is a true friend to so 
many of us, and I’m really glad he’s contributed to this 

my final issue. Ed 

 Earlier this year a national church magazine 

featured an article which posed the question "Who 

is the Holy Spirit?" to four people for their featured 
answers, which ranged from the carefully 

considered to the downright daft (one respondent 

was certain the Holy Spirit is male!).   

I felt my hackles rise just from reading the question 

with its anthropomorphic phrasing (shouldn't ‘Who’ 
be ‘What’?). 

As I enter the third half of my life (ok, as I grow 

old) I find myself becoming increasingly 
uncomfortable, frustrated even, with what seem to 

me to be misconceptions of the term 'Holy Spirit' 
within much of church life.  For example, the 

democratic heart of the United Reformed Church is 

the Church Meeting, where a voting assembly of 
Christians is supposed to open itself to the 

influence of the Holy Spirit so that the meeting's 

decisions will conform to ‘the will of God’.  But 

who or what is to blame if such a vote is 

inconclusive or even proved later to be wrong?  
Were some voters spiritually insensitive or wilfully 

disobedient?  Was the prayerful bidding of the Spirit 

at that meeting insufficient to capture God’s 
attention?  Or is there something wrong with the 

Christian understanding of the Holy Spirit as an 
external power available on demand, under the 

right conditions, to the right people? 

Most readers of this newsletter will already know 
that the concept of the Holy Spirit is wrapped up in 

the late-developing church imagery of the Holy 
Trinity, a construction hammered out by the 

Ecumenical Council of Constantinople in 381 CE as 

a result of the politically motivated urgings of the 
Roman emperor.  It attempted to create a God in 

triplicate that would be more easily understood, 

but instead built a structure that has since 
generated enough contentious hot air to rival 

politicians everywhere.  Meanwhile the church has 
played its part by idolising the Trinity paradigm and 

frowning (or worse) on those who dare to question 

it.   

So does that mean I dismiss the 'Holy Spirit' as a 

mere fantasy comfort blanket for the insecure?  No, 
but I believe this 'presence' is universal within the 

whole of creation and resides in the soul – that is, 

consciousness - of every human being (and within 
all created things? – who knows?) regardless of 

race, culture or religious belief system.  I have also 
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become convinced that, although what I have 

learned with my brain has brought me to this stage 
in my thinking, it is not my brain that harbours this 

'presence' as its own manufactured idea, but my 

consciousness, which exists apart from my mind and 
survives it after death. 

'Interconnectedness' is a buzz word these days, 

powerfully demonstrated within the weird, 
wonderful, tiny world of quantum physics where 

'entangled' particles remain connected so that 
actions performed on one affect the other, even 

when separated by great distances.  Apparently this 

phenomenon greatly riled Albert Einstein, who 
called it "spooky action at a distance."  I have no 

doubt that in spite of all our self-confident scientific 

achievements, our knowledge in many areas, 
especially the spiritual, is still primitive.  I think the 

omnipresent interconnectedness within which we 
are totally and for the most part unknowingly 

immersed may well be where 'the Holy Spirit' is 

powerfully present.  It borders the realm from 
which we came and into which our surviving 

consciousness will return when we die, just as our 

body will revert to stardust.   

Meanwhile, when a truly altruistic act of 

unselfishness is performed, when love is given away, 

even wasted, when intellect overrides superstition, 
when knowledge trashes fear, when ego has the 

lowest priority, then the Spirit of God surfaces 
within all human experience.  It is not summoned 

by rituals, it is neither the product of pious 

imaginings nor the exclusive property of the 
religious elite.  The Spirit is everyone’s sitting 

tenant, always eager to enter our living quarters of 

self-consciousness but more often confined to the 
basement while we busy ourselves with our selves. 

I wonder what Constantine would have made of 

that? 

Chris Avis Recordings: Hear the Overtures! 

  Carla Grosch Miller, Dominic Crossan, Sarah Crossan and Linda 
Harrison. 

Rarely are seasoned Free To Believe conference 
goers shaken by new ideas, but this 2014 event 

with John Dominic Crossan stimulated much new 
thinking and debate about the Christmas and 
Easter stories. 

‘The Challenge of Christmas and the Meaning of 
Easter’ is an invitation into the ‘matrix’ to 
experience overtures and other surprises.  Four 
audio CDs include the talks and Q&A sessions, 
plus worship extracts led by Carla Grosch-Miller 
and Dom’s sermon during the closing worship. 

All discs are boxed, tracked and indexed for 
speedy access to any section.  Total cost including 
postage is £12.00.  Order from Chris Avis, 37 
Clifton Road, Exeter EX1 2BN, with cheque 
payable to C. Avis, or more speedily via Paypal, 
paying to chris.avis1@tiscali.co.uk 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Tickets are currently available for the following PCN 
events 
Wednesday September 24th Gretta Vosper lecture on ‘Christianity with or without God’ at Bloomsbury 

Central Baptist, London, 7.30pm.  Price £10 

Friday to Sunday, September 26th – 28th (with Sea of Faith): Gretta Vosper weekend conference at the 

Quaker Meeting House, Oxford and, on the Sunday, a non-theist liturgy at Somerville College.  Price £20 

(Other prices available) 

Friday to Sunday November 14th – 16th (with SCM): Peter Rollins - Godly Mayhem residential weekend 

at Swanwick.  Price £195* 

Full details & forms are available via the Events tab on the PCN Britain website, www.pcnbritain.org.uk, 

or from the PCN office.* 
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News from local groups 
Aberdeen 
(Joan MacDonald 01224 311093 
joan.macdonald@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Since last autumn, our group has met on the last Monday 
of the month, often in Queen's Cross Church lounge, or 
in the local pub, and once in Ferryhill Church Manse. 
We decided in October that members of the group 
should volunteer to start off our discussion with a theme 
of their choice, and this has proved very stimulating and 
satisfactory for the group. 
At our November meeting, Peter McCaffery, an active 
Quaker in the Aberdeen Meeting, spoke enthusiastically 
about a book called "The Man that Peter Knew -The 
Historical Jesus according to Mark ", which made me, for 
one, very keen to read it, and I would recommend it 
highly. Very sadly and suddenly, Peter McCaffery died a 
few days after his talk to us, which was pretty shattering 
for the group, as he had supported our group since it 
started. He was a quiet man, full of wisdom, and we miss 
him. 
We continued to have group members leading meetings, 
and in February we were led by Rev Peter Johnson of 
Ferryhill Church to think about the problems facing the 
school chaplaincy system in Scotland. 
In March Dr Peter Olley (a retired psychiatrist) spoke on 
the theme, "Questions about the Early Church," which 
prompted good discussion, but left many unanswered 
questions! 
In April Ian Anderson spoke on Listening for the Silence, a 
thoughtful talk, which was followed by some heart-
searching.  

Bolton 
(Jim Holleyman 01204 456050 
jim.hollyman@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
 Our next meetings will be at 1.30.pm on Wednesdays 
9th July and 10th September. 
We are reading Karen Armstrong’s “TWELVE STEPS 
TO A COMPASSIONATE LIFE” – published by Bodley 
Head - ISBN 978184 7921 581.  We’ll be looking at the 
chapters on “Mindfulness” and “Action” in July. 
Karen argues that compassion is hardwired into our 
brains, yet is constantly restrained by our more primitive 
instincts for selfishness and survival ….all faiths insist that 
the Golden Rule is the test of true spirituality – “Always 
treat others as you wish to be treated yourself”.  
Meetings are usually held at 1462, Junction Road West, 
Lostock, Bolton, BL6 4EG. Newcomers always welcome.  
It helps if you let us know you hope to come by 
contacting Jim Hollyman.  

Chelmsford 
(Jane Anderson 01245 466160 
jane.anderson@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The Group continues to meet on the second Sunday of 
the month 6.15pm till 8 pm at St Augustine of 
Canterbury Church Hall in North Springfield. We are 
working our way through the Painting the Stars DVD 
and are all finding it very interesting. If you would like to 
come along and join us you will be most welcome. For 

more information please do feel free to telephone Jane 
Anderson. 

Driffield Cornflakes Theology 
(Raymond Eveleigh 01262 420062 
raymond.eveleigh@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The last two meetings of 'Cornflakes' have been devoted 
to listening to and discussing talks by Adrian Alker on 'A 
Jesus Shaped Church' and Dominic Crossan's excellent 
talks on 'Resurrection'. These have given rise to a 
concern to develop a Christian Ethics based on the 
teaching of Jesus of Nazareth rather than on the ‘Christ 
of Faith’. To this end our next meeting will be led by 
Alan Leach whom we are fortunate to have as one of 
our members. Alan is a qualified Clinical Psychologist and 
Gestalt Counsellor. His subject for the evening is 
entitled 'The Human Condition and Morality'. 
There is also a concern within the group to form a 'Jesus 
shaped spirituality' which is appropriate for a Progressive 
Christian life. Raymond Eveleigh would appreciate any 
contributions from other groups which may feel the 
same need. 

Exeter 
(Liz Vizard 01392 668859 
liz.vizard@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
In April we hosted Nick Spencer, head of research at 
think-tank Theos, for a widely publicised talk about The 
Future of Welfare, taking an historical Christian 
perspective on what welfare is for. He is an 
excellent speaker and provoked very good discussion. 
Nick edited the Theos booklet with the same title: a 
collection of contributions on the topic, including Iain 
Duncan-Smith, Stephen Timms, Frank Field and 12 
others and this is available from their website: 
www.theosthinktank.co.uk.  Nick intends to do further 
research into the involvement of Christians in practical 
welfare work, and may return to tell us about his 
findings. Around 40 attended, many not regulars: two 
through political parties that I had emailed - encouraging 
- though it seems political subjects don't necessarily 
attract our core membership - I wonder why? 

Nick's new book Atheists: the origin of the Species 
(Bloomsbury May 2014) was reviewed positively, with 
some reservations about its point of view, in the 
Guardian of 3rd May.  
On April 6th Chris Avis changed his subject from Honest 
to God to that of a 'good' death (see his article in March 
Progressive Voices on the same subject) showing the 
film Tuesdays with Morrie and leading discussion on it. A 
necessary topic that we may avoid too often & we are 
grateful to Chris for approaching it. 
Our next meetings are: June 29th with Dr Chris 
Southgate, Exeter University senior lecturer in theology 
and poet (subject to be announced) and July 27th  Bishop 
Michael Van Buren on mysticism from the perspective of 
the Liberal Catholic Church. Both meetings at 2.30 in 
Southernhay URC Hall Exeter. All are welcome. 
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Gloucestershire 
(Eric Massey 01453 766389 
e.massey56@btinternet.com) 
Since our last brief report Eric Massey has replaced 
Frank as our convenor.  He has prompted us to look at 
the words we use about our faith: - judgment, 
resurrection, salvation, redemption. Can these words 
coming from people with a first century world view have 
the same meaning and validity in the twenty-first 
century?  We compared the meaning of ‘judgment ‘in 
Hindu, Islamic and Judaean traditions.  As far as Final 
judgment is concerned Biblical literalism is not helpful to 
us, as planet earth may not be the centre of the 
universe, and the end thereof may be 600 million years 
away!  
 Next we looked at Resurrection. Frank offered three 
statements: that the Resurrection is crucial, that the 
Resurrection is impossible and that the Resurrection is 
transformative.  We looked at the N.T record, including 
the earliest written evidence in St Paul’s writings. 
Eric led us on “redemption, salvation, and atonement.”   
What words can we use to communicate our faith in this 
age?  Jesus communicated by parable. One or two of our 
members attempted to create a parable for today. 
We were fortunate at our last meeting to have a 
showing of “Beyond Forgiving” with its producer, 
Howard Grace, present to share the story of the film, a 
very moving story of healing and reconciliation from the 
South African experience.  This 28 minute presentation 
is a powerful one that we believe all our groups should 
see - and discuss.  (We could lend you a copy - though 
PCN resources should store one.) 

Hertfordshire: Permission to speak 
(Diana Reddaway diana.reddaway@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Although the number of attendees is not quite what it 
used to be, the group continues to meet at the 
Backhouse Room, Handside Lane, Welwyn Garden City 
on the third Sunday afternoon of each month [4 to 5 
p.m., followed by tea/coffee and continuing informal 
chat!]. Some months a DVD is used and at other times 
the discussions are introduced by a group member [for 
example, Gerald Drewett introduced May's meeting: "An 
exploration of theism and the 'I AM' nature of God"]. 
There will be meetings on June 15th and July 20th but 
we take a break during August, resuming again on 
September 21st. 

Kendal Ecumenical Group 
(Norman Burnell 01539 737432 
norman.burnell@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our long-standing discussion group has lapsed into 
inertia. There are simply too many other matters that 
our regulars are engaged with. Some of us do review the 
position from time to time and consider possibilities, but 
nothing concrete emerges. 
The break may prove valuable, we were getting a bit 
stale, or perhaps too stretched by successfully hosting 
Val Webb. Since then we have taken active part in an 
interfaith exhibition, arranged a public meeting on multi-
faith healthcare chaplaincy and a display at a charity 
Christmas Tree Festival in Kendal, but our core 
discussion meetings are in limbo. Two years have been 

increasingly dominated by church matters, a situation 
that seems likely to persist for quite some time. But ‘all 
work and no play makes for a dull life’ so we will try to 
stir ourselves.  

Leeds 
(Sandra Griffiths 0113 258 2652 
sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
PCN Leeds meets at Chapel Allerton Methodist 
(Church) Centre, Town Street, Leeds LS7 4NB) 
normally on the second Saturday of the month - with 
coffee/tea available from 10.00 - between 10.30 and 12.  
We can provide directions, or possibly arrange a lift.  
In April the ex-chair of PCN John Churcher addressed 
the subject: "Resurrection it wasn't, but it is a Truth to 
be lived daily" (a week before Easter). We invited 
individuals and groups living near enough to join us, and 
as a result had a very well attended meeting. About 2 or 
3 times a year the Leeds and Harrogate groups make a 
special effort to join together. 
Our May meeting saw one of our members give a 
presentation on: (After reading Bishop Spong’s Why 
Christianity must change or die) what is there left to 
believe? I think I speak for the group: what is left is 
ACTIVE! 
On 21st June (NOT the 2nd Saturday of the month!) we 
will have another ‘bring and share’ session - this time 
bringing a hymn or a poem we have found meaningful. 
These have always been popular - and this is a response 
to a request. 
On 12th July we will hear about and discuss ‘organised 
love’ (as opposed to ‘organised hate’).   
There is no meeting in August, but the new ‘year’ will 
start again on (probably) 20th September (NOT the 2nd 
Saturday) 2014. 

Manchester 
(John Ramsbottom 0161 456 5119 
john.ramsbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The group has continued to meet on a monthly basis 
with an average attendance of around 12. Our 
programme has had a varied mix of topics - we have 
looked at the PCN 8 Points, considered our response to 
Jesus in the light of historical studies and a progressive 
understanding, and then thought about the meaning of 
“Mercy” following the chapter in Marcus Borg's book 
Speaking Christian. As our April meeting fell on St 
George's day, we took a different approach to what has 
often been used by right-wing political organisations for 
a nationalistic agenda, by exploring the fact that George 
was not English and was actually an immigrant in his own 
country! There are definitely implications here for how 
we should value other traditions and relate to them, 
even though this is not always easy. 

The final meeting in June will be devoted to planning our 
activities for the autumn, so everyone is invited to come 
along to share any ideas they may have.  This will be the 
last meeting of the spring/summer. 
Please note the Gretta Vosper event in Manchester for 
September has regrettably been cancelled. 
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Market Harborough 
(Jill Cooper 01858 433865 
jandpcooper@yahoo.co.uk) 
Our group continues to meet on a Sunday evening every 
4 to 6 weeks for discussion on a topic agreed at the 
previous meeting.  In March we considered Why the 
Crucifixion with views based not only on traditional 
Christian teaching but also on members’ reading around 
1st century CE Jewish thought and expectation and on 
the social and political realities of the time.  At the 
beginning of May, Debbie led us, with several interesting 
examples, into the world of Peace and Reconciliation.  
One question raised was whether reconciliation is 
possible without forgiveness – on one side or on both.  
The importance of listening, patience and perseverance 
cannot be over-stated.  Blessed are the peacemakers.  
We look forward to our next meeting on 8th June when 
Trevor will lead a discussion on The Go-Between God, aka 
the Holy Spirit.  Do make contact and join us if you are 
in the area.  

Mid Wilts (Market Lavington) 
(Janet Tanner 01380 738155  
and Kevin Albone 07876 341368 
janet.tanner@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
At the end of February the Mid Wilts PCN group 
conducted its second weekend away, when nineteen of 
us enjoyed an extremely varied and challenging time.  
Within the opening liturgy we remembered Keith 
MacQueen, in whose beautiful house we had been 
meeting, who died in January, and whose long life was 
brim-full of enquiry, creativity and adventure.     
 On Saturday morning we travelled from Jack Caputo 
(the weakness of God and God as Event) to Richard 
Holloway (the spectrum of views from hard religion – 
fundamentalists - to hard atheism - Mr Dawkins and 
friends) - via St. Francis of Assisi.  Quite an itinerary!  
In the afternoon we saw the film Beyond Forgiving, of 
which Howard Grace was Executive Producer.  We are 
very grateful that he and Maria could come to introduce 
it.  This remarkable, true story tells of reconciliation in 
South Africa. We were deeply moved by the responses 
of Ginn and Leplata [currently in the UK on a tour 
arranged by Initiatives of Change], as our discussion 
proved. 
We had an intriguing meditation session with a 
deliberately false start which got under way properly 
after the story Jesus Takes a Day Off  was read to us, and 
the day ended, after supper, with the film, Dead Man 
Walking. What a difficult, though riveting experience - 
with connections to the afternoon’s film.  
Sunday’s first session, on the Quakers, was intended to 
end with silence, but there were too many questions! 
The strands of the weekend were gathered up in a 
wonderful way by a group member who has a heart and 
ear for exactly the right reading or poem.  Finally, our 
Eucharist - a beautiful, gentle and peaceful time during 
which we sat in a circle and served the bread and wine 
to each other. The ideal way to conclude our time 
together.  

Newbury 
(Maria and Howard Grace 01635 47196 

maria.grace@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our group continues fairly stable in numbers, we are 
about 8, not growing particularly, but each of us enjoys 
the group and the sessions. 
We have now done 3 studies of Marcus Borg’s Reading 
the Bible Again for the First Time, the last one on the 
Pentateuch. We considered what the significance is of a 
nation having a story, an epic, and how that relates to 
our present multi-cultural and global world. 
For one session we enjoyed engaging in the revision of 
the PCN’s 8 points and we look forward to hear what 
other groups thought and what the committee comes up 
with. Quite a task! 
In April we held a special evening with Dave Tomlinson, 
author and vicar, where we could invite a wider group of 
people to meet him and with us. 

We have one member in ordained ministry and one 
studying for it, which gives focus to our meetings. 
Our baby member is growing up now, 9 months and 
keen! 
Howard and Maria have met up with several PCN 
groups when they showed the film ‘Beyond Forgiving’ to 
the Wiltshire, Gloucester and Vale of Glamorgan groups. 
It was nice to put faces to groups, and with each of them 
we had searching discussions after the film. 

Newcastle-on-Tyne 
(Pat McCullock 01670 51980 
patricia.mccullock@btinternet.com) 
Liz Temple writes: 
Our small but friendly and committed ecumenical group 
meets on the second Tuesday of the month at 7.30pm, 
currently at St Thomas the Martyr's church, Haymarket, 
Newcastle NE1 7PF. We bring food (small amounts!) to 
share as we talk. This year's varied programme has so far 
included: 

• a lively review of the PCN '8 points'  

• heartfelt contributions of readings or experiences 
which have drawn us as individuals towards PCN 

• a discussion of Gretta Vosper's writings (and in the 
North East we are disappointed that she will not be 
speaking here this Autumn) 

• a fascinating discussion, led by Richard Firth, of Paul 
Tillich's sermons "The Shaking of the Foundations"  

We look forward to hearing Pat McCullock on Mark 
Townsend's talk "Seeing Jesus Again with New Eyes" 
from the May 17th day conference (our June meeting). In 
July we will be discussing a chapter of Marcus Borg's 
book "Speaking Christian". We are always pleased to 
welcome new visitors or members to our group. 

Nottingham 
(David and Avril Turner 0115097604909 
david.turner@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
At our May meeting we began John Churcher’s course A 
Journey of Faith; Moving On and our next four meetings 
will continue that journey. Normally we meet on the 
second Saturday of the month but we have some 
changes. 
We will  not meet at our usual place (Sherwood United 
Reformed Church, Edwards Lane, Nottingham NG5 
3AA), on June 14th as some of us have booked for the 
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conference at the Centre for Radical Christianity, St 
Mark's, Sheffield when Martyn Percy will be the speaker. 
In July we will be meeting on the first Saturday, July 5th 
instead of the second Saturday when we shall be 
studying week 2 of John Churcher's course and then 
continue August 9th week 3, September 13th week 4 and 
October 11th week 5. 
On November 8th some of us are going to St Mark's 
again when Rowan Williams will be the speaker so there 
will be no meeting in Nottingham. Information about the 
conferences can be found on the St Mark's website. 
Needless to say everyone is welcome to join us for 
coffee/tea from 10am before we start our meeting about 
10.30am. 

Oadby, Questioning Believers 
(Gerald Gardiner 0116 2713869 
gerald.gardiner@pcnbritain.org.uk 
Our group is still working through John Churcher's Lent 
study.  His notes on the key elements of 'Spirituality' 
were the most helpful we've encountered.  
Four of us heard John Bell of the Iona community share 
his probing comments on our consumer society.   One 
interesting development after putting three of our main 
areas of belief in our church newsletter resulted in an 
article suggesting we were offending God and 
commending heresy!  (Watch out for the first 
Progressive Christians to be burnt at the stake!) It does 
make us wonder how different can our core beliefs be 
for a church fellowship to hold together . . . discuss. 
One of our group organised an essay competition with 
the local community college.  Using some money left as a 
legacy to our church, students were invited to write on 
the topic: LOOKING FOR GOODNESS.  They had to 
provide evidence, offer reasons, ask whether world 
religions helped or hindered, and suggest ways of 
increasing goodness in human affairs.  Thirty one 
students entered what was felt to be a good venture 
bringing together the worlds of education and faith. 

Richmond  
(Alan Powell 0208 878 7355  
alan.powell@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The next meeting of the group will be on Saturday 7th 
June at 2.30 pm, when the topic for discussion will be a 
2009 lent talk by Richard Holloway entitled “Absence of 
God”.  The group has decided to hold subsequent 
meetings on the second Saturdays of the following 
months – October, November, February, March, May 
and June.  It is hoped that this will make diary planning 
easier.  

Stoke-on-Trent 
(Ian Gregory 01782 614407 
ian.gregory@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
There was a record attendance of 22 for a meeting in 
April about the atonement.  Most members found it 
hard to accept that god was so angry that he needed the 
cruel death of a beloved relative before his wrath could 
be ‘satisfied’, as we are asked to believe in various hymns 
and prayers. How can god be both ‘almighty’ and ‘love’?  
If he is almighty he can surely intervene to prevent 
catastrophes like a sinking ferry and a crashing 

aeroplane, both of which cause indescribable misery. A 
letter to a local paper about all this led to the comment 
that it must be true because millions of people address 
‘almighty god’ in hymns and creeds every day. But to 
address him as both almighty and love is surely an 
oxymoron. He cannot be both. In May we discussed the 
resurrection. What was it that Paul saw and heard on 
the Damascus road? Was his dramatic conversion 
something to do with his sudden realisation that the 
thing he was so vigorously persecuting was actually true? 
It happens to people now, that they become more 
powerfully in favour of an idea that hitherto they 
denounced. What do the psychiatrists say? 
The group is planning a symposium on November 22nd 
on Mark 13 – a scary New Testament passage which 
needs to be explained as one of the most difficult bits of 
the Bible, not symptomatic of the whole book!  (There 
are others) We are also asking people to think of some 
of the ‘hard sayings’ of Jesus (like ‘give to whoever asks’) 
so that we may form a theme for a future series. This 
follows the comment of a local man who was told what 
Jesus expects of those who are serious about following 
him, and said: ‘He cannot be serious, and must be ‘avin’ a 
laugh’..  Is he? 

Sutton Coldfield 
(Chris Wolfe 07710 659386 
chris.wolfe@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our new group has now grown to nine regular members 
and has met four times.  We started with discussions on 
the nature of “The Bible” and “Prayer”.  These were 
subjects that we all could relate to, and enabled us to get 
to know each other and discover that we could speak 
frankly in a safe space.  We went on to use the first 
sections of John Churcher’s new Lent Course. 
For our latest meeting, we used part of the Living the 
Questions DVD to stimulate discussion on “The 
Resurrection”.   
We still have room for new members - we meet on the 
third Thursday of each month, in the afternoon, and 
anyone interested should contact Chris on 07710 
659386.  

Teeside Group  
(Michael Wright 01642 851919 
michael.wright@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The group functions under the title of Journeyings – a 
Book Club, as the co-ordinator is currently the only 
member of PCN Britain who belongs to it, although 
encouraging others to join. We are an ecumenical group 
which has been meeting monthly since 2005. We have 
explored a wide range of modern theology over those 
years. 
We begin on Tuesday June 10th (2.30 – 4.30) to explore 
With or Without God by Gretta Vosper, a minister of the 
Canadian United Church.  There will be a summary of 
the theme, so that any who have not read it can take a 
full part in the discussion.  This is a controversial book 
whose theme will feature much in the presentations that 
Gretta will be giving at London and Oxford in 
September.  
The discussions are always lively and open, we are each 
supportive and accepting of views which differ from 
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ours, so the group members are mutually respectful of 
each other. We meet at The Friends Meeting House, 
131 Cambridge Road, Middlesbrough, TS5 5DD. 

Tunbridge Wells Radical Pilgrims 
(Pat Churchill 0189253154 
pat.churchill@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Everyone is welcome to our meetings which are 
generally on the last Thursday of the month but please 
contact Pat to check time and venue.   
We tend to pick topics to discuss rather than following a 
set course. Our February discussion was based on a 
chapter of “Why weren’t we told” which is certainly a 
book worth dipping into.  We focussed on what we told 
children and the need to be honest with them over the 
bits that we can’t explain and making sure that we never 
taught them things that they would have to unlearn. 
In early April, four members, having been to the Free to 
Believe conference at Swanwick, were able to feed back a 
little of the very informative and enjoyable talks on The 

first Christmas and The Last Week, given by John Dominic 
Crossan. 
We spent time in May drafting an article for the local 
paper to explain who we are.  We looked at the eight 
points and then tried to come up with phrases that the 
whole of the group could agree on. 
We also started the initial planning of a conference to be 
held towards the end of this year or early next year. 

Woking 
(John Craig 01483 762059 
john.craig@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
We are in the middle of the Saving Jesus DVD and are 
much enjoying meeting many old friends from the Living 
the Questions presenters. The Saturday morning groups 
and the Wednesday evening group are both continuing 
their monthly meetings throughout the summer. Of 
course newcomers are welcome - just contact John for 
more information. 

“Real Bible Study”: On Seeing the Wood for the Trees… 
From a lecture by Jeffrey John, Dean of St. Alban’s

When Jeffrey John gave a talk in Exeter two months ago, David 
Ireson from the Exeter group was in the audience.  A fuller 
version of David’s report is on the PCN website. 

As the saying goes we look down into a well 2,000 
years deep, and at the bottom see our own 
reflection; every age creates its own interpretation 
of the Bible. This problem was addressed by Jeffrey 
John with an outstanding lecture. He urged our 
making the effort to read the documents and books 
as the first Christians did. This, he said, can only 
help enrich and deepen faith and understanding. 
We know, of course, that before Tyndale the 
Church insisted it alone had the authority to 
interpret the Bible. When he made the text 
available in English, Tyndale believed all, even the 
‘ploughboy’, should be able to hear or even read 
and interpret Scripture for themselves. Jeffrey John’s 
inspired and engaging lecture explored this question 
brilliantly: Do we need the Church, its scholars and 
its commentaries to guide us today, or can we still 
read the Bible just as it stands?  
In the Britain of today, many dismiss the possibility 
of the Bible having any further relevance.  Those 
children who still hear Bible stories at home or in 
school all too often still rely upon their child’s 
understanding into their adult lives. When growing 
up in a secular and scientific world Bible stories 
make little sense. Unfortunately many of us have 
lost the ability to see truth in myth and story. 
Jeffrey John pointed out that those who sit in the 
pews on a Sunday are fed with ‘chunks’ from the 
Bible; the classic problem of not being able to see 
the wood for the trees. He imagined the reading of 
Numbers 15.31+ 

“When the Israelites were in the wilderness, they 
found a man gathering sticks on the sabbath day. 
Those who found him gathering sticks brought him 
to Moses, Aaron, and to the whole congregation. 
They put him in custody, because it was not clear 
what should be done to him. Then the LORD said 
to Moses, “The man shall be put to death; all the 
congregation shall stone him outside the camp.” 
The whole congregation brought him outside the 
camp and stoned him to death, just as the LORD 
had commanded Moses.”  
Who, proclaiming this reading in church, would 
wish to end with: “This is the Word of the Lord”? 
Similarly, how can we proclaim to the congregation 
this passage from Psalm 109? 
“Do not be silent, O God… wicked and deceitful 
mouths are opened against me... and attack me 
without cause… When he is tried, let him be found 
guilty; let his prayer be counted as sin. May his days 
be few. . .  May his children be orphans, and his wife 
a widow. May his children wander about and beg . . 
May the creditor seize all that he has; may strangers 
plunder the fruits of his toil. May there be no one 
to do him a kindness, nor anyone to pity his 
orphaned children. May the iniquity of his father be 
remembered before the LORD, and do not let the 
sin of his mother be blotted out… may his memory 
be cut off from the earth… let curses come on 
him…” Astonishingly followed by: “With my mouth 
I will give great thanks to the LORD; I will praise 
him in the midst of the throng. For he stands at the 
right hand of the needy, to save them from those 
who would condemn them to death.”  
He went on to quote from the pastoral epistles.  
Elsie read a passage in his church which was written 
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long before women were accorded any equality 
with men. She could only end with: “This is not the 
Word of the Lord” adding, it was just Paul being 
silly! Jeffery pointed out that the letters to Titus and 
Timothy were written long after Paul had died. Paul 
himself expressed things differently: Galatians 3.28: 
“There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither 
slave nor free, there is neither male nor female; for 
you are all one in Christ Jesus.”  
The “Word” is Christ himself. To take each word 
of the Bible literally simply does not make sense. 
We simply cannot pick and choose ‘chunks’ from 
the 84 ‘books’ of the Bible without having first 
made the effort to explore its evolution from an 
oral tradition to the written texts written by 
authors who did not write for us but for the 
community they belonged to at least 2,000 years 
ago. In the kaleidoscope of places and people he 
said, each author’s ideas and purposes were 
constantly edited and changed.  
Although few have had the time to study the 
Biblical criticism of the last couple of centuries (eg 
form, redaction and literary criticism) we must at 
least ask questions and not take texts at face value. 
We will find many contradictions and need to 
understand why. He cited the Lenten penitential 
Psalm 51. First used during the Exile period when 
animal sacrifices in Jerusalem were not possible we 
read: 
“O Lord, open my lips, and my mouth will declare 
your praise. For you have no delight in sacrifice; if I 
were to give a burnt offering, you would not be 
pleased. The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken 
spirit; a broken and contrite heart, O God, you will 
not despise.” However this same Psalm ends with 
these extraordinary contradicting words, obviously added 
once the people had returned to Jerusalem: "Rebuild 
the walls of Jerusalem, then you will delight in right 
sacrifices, in burnt offerings and whole burnt 
offerings; then bulls will be offered on your altar.” 
Any attentive reader can discern how texts we have 
now were originally put together by editors 
drawing on several accounts they had in their 
possession. This is relatively easy to see when 
comparing Chapters 1 and 2 of Genesis. There are 
two quite different stories of creation. If you had 
the time it might be possible to discover, as 
scholars did over a hundred years ago, that the first 
five books of the Bible, the Pentateuch, was created 
from four main sources (labelled J/P/D/ and E). You 
might even come to realise that the Book of Isaiah 
was the work of three authors, if not a committee. 

Turning to the New Testament, differences in the 
four Gospels are worth examining. Each was 
written for distinct communities with different 
experiences. These are reflected in the approach 
and concerns of each of the four Gospel writers. 
There is a huge difference between the deep 
simplicity of Mark’s account and the theological 
treatise which became John’s Gospel. A starting 
point could be to compare the Resurrection 
accounts and the words attributed to Jesus many 
decades after the event. It is interesting to see how 
Matthew omitted or changed passages of Mark 
when he wanted to write for a Jewish Christian 
community. Mark Chapter 7 has Jesus clearly saying 
that all foods can be eaten, whereas Matthew still 
holds that only kosher food may be consumed. We 
can find contradictions in how retaining the Law, 
the many laws, of Old Testament times, are 
mentioned in the Gospels and the Epistles. There 
were different agendas. How we now relate to 
Jesus himself and at the same time relate to the 
Church laws of today is equally worth some 
discussion. 
Jeffrey looked at the difference between Mark and 
Matthew regarding divorce and a fascinating insight 
into how to read the Book of Jonah. This is a deeply 
theological work, not simply a mythical story about 
a prophet who is swallowed by a whale. Far more 
important is the truth that God’s love and concern 
extends to the Gentiles (in this case the people of 
Nineveh) and not just the Chosen Race. The same 
theme can be discovered to be the purpose the 
Book of Ruth. Ezra and Nehemiah might have 
wanted to pull up the drawbridge into Jerusalem 
and the Temple, so to speak, but the Books of 
Jonah and Ruth have a different message; a message 
of protest. 
Jeffrey’s most read book is “The Meaning in the 
Miracles” published in 2001 (Canterbury Press) and 
his whole lecture was expressed in the same vein. 
The child in us sees Jesus healing the sick and 
performing wonders, but the Gospel writers 
wanted to focus on Jesus breaking through the 
prejudices and taboos of his time. He wanted to 
proclaim that the sick, the poor, the lame, deaf and 
blind were not sinners who could be treated as 
outcasts. Even today the seeds of prejudice, hatred 
and violence are just below the surface of our lives 
and break out all too often. We see this all too 
clearly in Africa, but there is actually little difference 
in Britain.  

Compassionate Living by John Churcher      
Compassionate living is the radical counter culture of 
Jesus. In his time and place there was an inequality of 

the distribution of wealth and income. Little has 
changed. In the United Kingdom today the poorest 
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20% of the people earn just 5% of the country's total 
income, whereas the richest 20% have almost half the 
nation's total income. The income of the richest 10% 
is more than the income of half of the entire 
population combined. And the gaps of inequality are 
getting wider rather than narrowing. On a global 
scale, such inequalities lead to mass migration as well 
as helping to stoke the fires of terrorism. 
Thomas Piketty, the French author of the book Capital 
in the Twenty-First Century, confirms that increasing 
wealth is going to the people who are already wealthy. 
Globally the poor are remaining poor, the middle 
class is decreasing and the wealthy are adding to their 
wealth at a rate that is three times faster than the 
growth in most advanced economies. For example, 
Piketty demonstrates that between 1977 and 2007 the 
richest 1 per cent of Americans gained 60 per cent of 
the increase in the national wealth of the USA.  
The compassionate radical counter culture of Jesus 
and his disciples included the sharing of a common 
purse. The earliest followers of the Jesus Way met 
together and held everything in common. A quarter of 
a century ago the Catholic lay Focolare Movement 
launched the 'Economy of Communion' global 
initiative involving consumers, entrepreneurs, financial 
operators, managers and workers. Its aim remains the 
creation of a human society based upon the example 
of the first Christian community in Jerusalem in which 
no one was in need.  
Chiara Lubich, founder of Focolare, wrote the 
following in “Economy of Communion - a new 
culture” (N.31 - May 2010), “Unlike the consumer 
economy based on a culture of having, the Economy 
of Communion is the economy of giving. This could 
seem difficult, arduous, heroic. But it is not, because 
the human person, made in the image of God who is 
love, finds fulfilment precisely in loving, in giving. This 
need to love lies in the deepest core of our being, 
whether we are believers or not. And in this 

affirmation, supported by our experience, is where 
lies the hope of the universal spread of the economy 
of communion.”  
Another example of this compassionate counter 
culture was given by Ziphozihle Siwa, Bishop of the 
Methodist Church of South Africa, preaching at 
Nelson Mandela's state funeral in Qunu (December 
15, 2013). Siwa said that Nelson Mandela's life had 
significant echoes of the parable of the talents in 
Matthew 25:14-30 in which their master gave each of 
three slaves different amounts of money to invest and 
to increase for the master.  

Siwa pointed out that the slave with the least money 
is normally ridiculed but perhaps this slave identified 
so much with the poor, being one of them, that he 
refused to get involved in the capitalist system that 
made the slave owner rich on the backs of his slaves?  

Whatever, Siwa said that within the context of the 
South African injustice of oppression and apartheid, 
this third slave, the least of the least, reflected 
Mandela's earlier defiant reaction: "He acts from a 
position of disadvantage and makes the best use of the 
disadvantage. He is my hero.... He acts in a way that 
will give him a platform to address and expose the 
unjust system. Did not Mandela do the same at the 
Rivonia trial?”  

Once again, the Jesus spirit continually calls us, saying, 
"Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes in me will 
also do the works that I do and, in fact, will do greater 
works than these." (John 14:12 [NRVA]). In other 
words, "I tell you that you are called to do all the 
works of a radical compassionate counter culture that 
I have been doing, and then you will do even greater 
works of radical compassionate counter culture in 
your own time and place."  
Economic and social justice continue to be the radical 
compassionate counter cultural keys to lasting peace.  

Sarah Guilfoyle, our new Admin Assistant  
I have been working with PCN since January this 
year and have been asked to write a few words 
about myself by way of an introduction. 

I moved to Newnham in 2013 following my 
marriage and have found the change from city 
centre life to village life interesting; I have gone 
from anonymity to being part of a community. I 
have yet to learn most people’s names but as the 
newcomer everybody seems to know mine.  I am 
very lucky to be able to walk to my work 
although village life being what it is I am often 
held up in the short walk to the PCN office by 
people wanting to chat and asking after me and 
my husband, the house renovations, the dogs and 
the cats.  
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I have come to PCN via a varied work life that 
has comprised NHS admin, waitressing, Social 
Services admin, accounts, town planning, project 
management and support work for the Terrence 
Higgins Trust, bar tending and stained glass art. 
This has given me a range of skills that is 
extensive and many of which are even relevant. I 
suspect that my soldering skills or ability to make 
a near perfect Cappuccino will not be called upon 
in my role as your Administrative Assistant but 
much of my other experience is already proving 
useful. 

In completing my application form for this role I 
declared on it that I have a disability. When I 
attended the interview I was braced for the 
negativity that has so often accompanied such a 
declaration. Instead I was thanked for my honesty 
and asked whether there was anything that PCN 
could do, should I be successful, to make my 
work life easier. It is a pleasure to be part of an 
organisation that lives its beliefs and so for that, 
and for the job, thank you. 

Book review:  
Christianity and Feminism by Sonya J Wratten, Together in Hope – Resources for 

Christian Faith Today, St Mark’s CRC Press, Sheffield, 2014 ISBN 978-0-9559593-4-9 

reviewed by Jill Sandham 
Sonya says of herself that she 
has been a feminist as long as 
she can remember.  I would 
also say that of myself, though 
as a generation ahead of her, 
this dates to a time well before 
what she describes as the 
heyday of the late 1980s, and 
certainly well before I could 
have articulated it. 

It was therefore with excited 
anticipation that I opened the 
pages of this small booklet, and 
Sonya did not disappoint.  It is 
an inspired reflection of past, 
present and future.  Using her 
arts background and interests, 
she draws you in by dipping 
into novel, film and poetry to 
illustrate the journey.  She then 
moves us to a global 
perspective, using her extensive 
interfaith and multicultural 
personal experience of 
ministries before and after her 
ordination as a priest. 

Refreshingly, Sonya begins with 
a historical perspective which 
identifies ways in which the 
church has been influential and 
radical in forwarding the rights 
of women, citing heroines of 
history as subversive and 
prophetic voices not afraid to 
challenge institutions.  She also 

acknowledges the challenge of 
enabling women’s stories to be 
heard and recognised, and the 
power of scripture used to 
oppress women and perpetuate 
their inequality with men. 

She then challenges us to 
consider ‘Christa’ – Christ as 
Woman.  With an 
understanding of the Christ 
figure as someone who points 
us towards God or embodies 
God, she asks what kind of 
saviour is Christ for women? 

Her final chapter takes us to 
future progressive directions, 
with a particular focus on 
media and culture.  She 
encourages us to explore 
campaigns for gender equality, 
in education and against 
violence and abuse of women.  
She points us to directions of 
response: here we can be 
active beyond talk. 

This is a well-documented 
booklet which is accessible and 
engaging to read.  But far 
beyond that, her questions, 
interspersing the text at very 
frequent intervals, are open, 
and repeatedly ask what you 
think – and make you think.  It 
is a perfect group for dynamic 
discussion in a local group, and 

certainly a book for women 
and men to consider together.  
She has made me itch to start a 
local PCN group to have the 
opportunity to do just this (any 
takers in this neck of the   
woods, south of Guildford?)



19 

 The Editor’s Farewell Reflections 
It has been a real privilege to have had the 
opportunity of editing the newsletter - and more 
recently Progressive Voices - over the last 12 years. 
But editing is a perhaps a rather grand word for 
what I have actually been doing all this time; and 
‘putting together’ is probably a more honest way 
to speak of it. 

It has also, let me be quite honest, been a whole 
lot of fun for me personally. But I hope it has also 
been something else besides that: that it has 
contributed to the connectedness of PCN Britain. 
Religion - which is both a word and an 
experience which I along with many other people 
of faith greatly value, even if some are dismissive 
of it – religion has at its heart binding and 
connecting. As Tom Shakespeare said in a Sunday 
morning A Point of View on 23rd May, “religion 
offers a bond between individuals and it helps 
them form a connection to the wider universe. 
The great French sociologist Emile Durkheim 
differentiated between belief, which was private, 
and religion, which was social. . . . I think what we 
need today”, Shakespeare says, “is more 
connection with each other, and with our 
damaged world.” 

And I think the publishing side of PCN - in which 
of course the Together in Hope booklets now 
contribute alongside of PV - do much to increase 
that bonding and connecting within the network, 
and beyond it too. Of course the website, now in 
its fourth incarnation and increasingly a vehicle 
for international as well as solely British 
communication, has acquired a whole new 
importance which will surely grow. And I know 
that many members now choose to receive 
Progressive Voices electronically and to read it in 
that form.  

But I confess openly to not being one of them 
myself. For all that I despair sometimes of the 
process of putting it together, trying to get things 
to fit into page frameworks and persuading 
photographs to stay where they are meant to be,  
there is still a great thrill when a fortnight or so 
later the familiar A4 envelope pops through the 
letterbox and I discover it afresh. 

Communications from many of you who read it 
suggest that this is not something peculiar to me. 
So too does the steady stream of emails, with 
contributions either attached or inserted as part 
of them, which regularly turn up in the editorial 

inbox. The number of people prepared, willing 
and wanting to offer thoughts and ideas of their 
own has increased very substantially in the last 
three or four years. I do think that our ownership 
by members is something special and regularly 
rather different from other publications of this ilk. 
We do not seek - most of us at least! - to teach 
and instruct others, but rather to share together 
in exploration and discovery. We do hold 
conferences. We do invite speakers to contribute 
to them. But we do feel cheated (and sometimes 
we have felt that) if we’re cheated of time for 
questions or feel that the questions have not 
actually been being listened to. 

And in all of this we are actually learning 
together, and from one another. Local group 
reports first featured in March 2004 and have 
appeared regularly ever since. They have of 
course also grown, and I am well aware, not least 
from the one I live with, that they are not 
universally appreciated by everyone! More 
recently a sub editor has been charged to prune 
and shorten them - though because of other 
commitments that hasn’t been possible with this 
current issue or its predecessor. But the reports 
are a means of groups learning from one another, 
and I know that many appreciate this. Scattered 
we may be across the United Kingdom (the sheer 
number of groups now is quite staggering) but 
there is a family dimension to PCN which is very 
good. It shows regularly when people from 
different parts of the country catch up together 
again at conferences. 

I hope therefore that I leave Progressive Voices in 
good shape and flourishing. And if that is true it is 
owed to all of you who make it what it is. I shall 
miss it I know, but I look forward to 
rediscovering it as a reader. 

And meanwhile, and unusually nowadays, I have a 
sermon to write, for of all things Trinity Sunday. I 
actually rather like the Trinity! 

Behind Isaiah’s praise for God’s creative work set 
for the Old Testament reading this year lies the 
more extended creation story in Genesis. At the 
summit of the story God resolves ‘Let us make 
humankind in our image, according to our 
likeness.’ So, comments the Genesis narrator, 
God created humankind in his image, in the image 
of God he created them; male and female he 
created them.   
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'Male and female'. The very fact of our gender diversity 
suggests, even in Judaism’s strict monotheism, a diversity to 
God as well. The different aspects of masculinity and 
femininity imply that there is more than one face to God. 

 Religious experience bears that out. There is an ‘and-ness’ 
about God. The moment we have spoken of God in one 
term, we must use another – if we are to do justice to that 
of which we speak. We do that for ourselves. The God 
who is my Lord - to take a pretty traditional picture –  

would not be that if God were not my lover also. But even 
more are we bound to do that as a community of people 
whose individual stories are so very different. The need felt 
by so many today to speak of God as mother (as it was felt 
by a good number in the middle ages) is an 
acknowledgement of the fact that God just as father would, 
for many, young and old, be bad news - not good news, not 
gospel. And would be less than God. 

The doctrine of the Trinity only hints, I know, at this 
diversity in God. Nonetheless, what the authors of the 
ancient creeds wrestled with was precisely the fact which 
we wrestle with also; that God had touched them in 
different, diverse ways. They met God in Jesus the Galilean 
peasant. They also met God in the Spirit whose life was the 
life of their own community, the life indeed of themselves. 

This God of their experience, as of ours, is not remote 
essence sitting on a cloud above the Genesis dome of 
heaven, or the Good in Plato's world of forms. Cautiously 
yet clearly, the Trinity encourages us to recognise that God 
is not separate from the images we have of God. The 
images - Jesus, the Spirit and (let us add to them) the lover, 
the caring mother, the good father, the friend, and much 
more - all these are God. God is not remote. God is 
committed and engaged and bound up with every detail of 
the world we inhabit. The Roman Catholic theologian Sallie 
McFague suggests that we might imagine the world as God’s 
body, as a way into grasping the nearness of God, the fragile 
vulnerability of God, and the concern of God for things 
much realer than ‘Spirit’. For if God can be imaged as body, 
then, she writes “bodies would matter to God—God would 
love bodies—and salvation would be as concerned with 
such basic needs as food, clothing, and shelter as with 
matters of the spirit. Salvation would be a social, political, 
and economic matter and not just a matter of the spirit’s 
eternal existence.”  

Jesus’ final words in Mathew are ‘Remember, I am with you 
always, to the end of the age.’ This gospel has no Ascension 
story. ‘I am with you’ means what it says. Jesus as God is 
here, and now. In us as a community; and in our neighbours, 
both the friend and the stranger; and in the eucharist, 
ensigned in bread and wine. With us, and in us, and through 
us; creating, redeeming, and sustaining – and much, much 
more.                                                          Hugh Dawes 
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