
June 2015 

13 Jesus did not spend a great deal of time discoursing 

about the trinity or original sin or the incarnation, 
which have preoccupied later Christians.  

 

He went around doing good and being 

compassionate. 
 

Karen Armstrong 
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Change is in the air! ‘For everything there is a season, 
and a time for every matter under heaven’, says the 
writer of Ecclesiastes, (Ecclesiastes 3: 1 ff).  Following 
the recent general election the political landscape of 
the UK has changed significantly for the probable 
future, and it seems that a wind of change may also be 
gusting through PCN Britain!   

This year marks my 6th as a trustee and so I will not be 
seeking re-election at next year’s AGM. Our much loved 
and valued Administrator, Andy Vivian, retires in April 
2016, and mindful of the changes this will bring, I have 
decided it is timely for me to stand down as the chair of 
the management committee. It seems prudent to ask 
trustees to elect a new chair who can, potentially, hold 
office throughout the coming period of administrative 
transition.   

It has been a privilege to serve the network as chair of 
the Management Committee these past two years and I 
have been most grateful for the support and 
encouragement I have received from my dedicated 
colleagues on the committee, from Andy and Sarah on 
the admin side and from yourselves.   

Naturally, I am unable to tell you who my successor will 
be as this is a matter for trustees to decide at the 
annual election of officers, which takes place in June 
after this edition of Progressive Voices goes to print.  
However a chair’s update will be circulated shortly after 
to bring you up to date.  Meanwhile, I look forward to 
spending the next year working closely with other 
trustees as we collaborate in our efforts to advance the 
aims and aspirations of the network. 

All of us experience change, but inevitably it is the 
sudden or big changes we feel most acutely whether 
chosen freely or forced upon us; welcome or unwanted.  
Two feelings in particular tend to underpin the process 
of change: fear and trust.  These twin emotions are 
particularly in evidence following this latest and historic 
general election.  For some there is fear of what might 
come, whether the right thing has been done and how 
lives may be affected.  Fear is an awful abyss to fall into 
and one that often drags us under with worry, panic, 
and even dread.  Fear undermines our sense of 
wellbeing, direction and hope - and can freeze the soul.   

Frequently we walk the tightrope between fear and 
trust, but thankfully trust is very different to fear and 
speaks a very different language – the language of faith.  
It will be all right; we can survive, not only survive, but 
thrive; there are new possibilities to be explored, new 
opportunities to be seized and new horizons to glimpse.  
Trust and openness to life are components of faith and, 
as such, capable of setting us free.  

As PCN enters a period of considerable change with the 
 launch of the new three year strategy ‘A Vision to 

Realise’ (see the March edition of PV for details), the 
election of a new chair and other officers, and a rethink 
of our administrative systems and personnel, may we 
move forward with trust and faith, as it is only these 
that can carry us successfully through.  The anchoress, 
Julian of Norwich offers us words to hold onto in times 
of change and uncertainty: ‘And all shall be well, and all 
shall be well, and all manner of thing shall be well.’   

During the recent AGM in London members elected 
four new trustees who will be part of the team that 
carries PCN into the future.  I warmly welcome the 
following and wish them well as they take their places 
as trustees of PCN Britain:  Pat Fuller, convenor of the 
Newcastle group and with permission to officiate in the 
Newcastle diocese; Richard Gray, convenor of the 
Cornwall group; Geraint Rees, an educationalist and 
member of Cristnogaeth21 (an online forum of 
progressive Christians who express their faith in Welsh) 
and Maureen Foxwell, hospital chaplain in Birmingham, 
Iona Community Associate and Methodist Preacher.   

Before signing off my last chair’s letter I would like to 
make a special plea to the Scottish membership.  As 
mentioned above, I shall not stand for re-election as a 
trustee in 2016, which means that Scotland will lose 
direct representation on the PCN Management 
Committee.  It would be great if someone new were 
able to step forward to take up the mantle from me 
(previously worn by Mary McMahon, the Edinburgh 
convenor) and so offer a continuing voice for 
progressive Christians living north of the border.   

May I wish you an enjoyable summer, and I look 
forward to working with you all for some time to come! 

Letter from the Chair 

Angela Smith served as the  

Chair of PCN Britain 

angela.smith@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Haruwen http://fav.me/d5w8mr6   
Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 3.0 License.  

mailto:angela.smith@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Response%20to%20Chair's%20letter
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Three editions in and no empty pages! Thank you to all 
our contributors who have made the focus of my  task to 
arrange text and images, rather than write or beg for 
copy. Having more than enough is always a better place 
to be in, having to  squeeze in rather than pad out. 

As a general request for contributions there are a few 
areas I would like you to consider: 

 We are receiving a number of books to be reviewed, 
but have a lack of reviewers.  You get to keep the 
book and we can offer flexible deadlines. 

 We’ve received a trickle of poems, but we are open 
to more, and to including prayers. 

 We would also like to encourage those who prefer 
to craft images, rather than words, to contribute. 

We are of course open to be surprised. So if you have 
something to contribute I haven’t mentioned, please do! 

The next issue takes us in a different direction as we will 
be giving due honour to Marcus Borg, so please consider 
making a contribution and sharing your ideas later this 
month. (See below.) 

So here it is, the 13th 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: 
Sept: Friday 14th August 2015 

 

December: Friday 14th November 2015 
March: Friday 12th Feb 2016 
June: Friday 13th May 2016 

Welcome Contents 

Call for Contributions 
 

Our focus for the September edition will be to 
reflect on the contribution of Marcus Borg to 

Christianity. We are seeking articles giving serious 
consideration to his life and work in the fields of 
biblical studies, theology, and the Christian life. 

 

Please send your proposals (title and précis) to 
the editor: dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk 

 

Proposal Deadline: Friday 26th June 2015 

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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Social Unconditioning 

It is an obvious point that we are all culturally 
conditioned, but how seriously do we take it?  

About four years ago I got together with local Muslim, 
evangelical Christian, Quaker, Hindu and other friends to 
found the Peace and Integration Forum in Newbury. Our 
beliefs differ considerably, but we have a common heart 
for community building. At the time of the Charlie 
Hebdo cartoons and subsequent killings we became 
aware that our different responses were largely 
conditioned by our cultural, religious or national 
backgrounds. So we arranged a recent workshop where 
over sixty people from a wide variety of backgrounds 
and cultures came together to have an honest look at 
our own cultural conditioning. 

The title for the event was ‘Getting your Answers 
Questioned’, and was a good mixture of speakers and 
group discussion. We first looked at our responses to the 
Charlie Hebdo issue with three speakers, a local Muslim 
leader, an Anglican church minister and a 14 year-old 
school student. The discussion from this focussed on the 
role of education. Would we prefer to send our children 
to schools which support (or condition them in) our own 
beliefs, or to ones which foster a more universal ethos? 

This was followed by a thoughtful talk on the 
psychological mechanisms behind social conditioning by 
Muhammad Tahir, who blogs on ‘Islam and Psychology’, 
before we widened our exploration to other issues. 

Our next panellist was Elena Verigo from Russia, she is 
presently teaching in the UK, and her father is a Russian 
military officer. She helped us to live into the history and 
aspirations of her people. She also shared something of 
her struggle to be objective about the social 
conditioning that she, like everyone else, has.  

Elena was followed by Jonathan Edwards, the former 
General Secretary of the Baptist Union of Great Britain. 
In that role he led a delegation to Jamaica to apologise 
for the Slave Trade. He had earlier thought that it was 
completely inappropriate for him to apologize for 
something for which he had had no personal 
responsibility. But the turning point came when a 
Ghanian pastor had said to him, “You just don’t get it do 
 you? When you come into a room you think we are 

meeting Jonathan Edwards. And you’re wrong. We see a 
white man who represents hundreds of years of 
oppression – and Jonathan Edwards as well.” Jonathan 
realised that his life is part of a history and, “I cannot 
shake off the fact that I have lived a life of comfort and 
security in a society which has through many centuries 
made itself rich on the backs of millions of slaves.” 

After a time of silent reflection to identify specific 
examples of our own conditioning, good or bad, there 
followed animated discussion as we shared some of our 
findings in mixed groups.  

The final two panellists had us riveted as they shared 
cameos from their lives. Sakira Suzia is a Muslim and a 
Metropolitan Police officer who received the highest 
award for bravery in the Met for her role policing the 
2011 London riots. She described to us how she got fed 
up with arresting the same young people time and 
again. She has just returned to the Met after taking a 
year out of her job to better understand the power of 
restorative justice. Immediately following Sakira came 
Charlie Ryder, who took part in a protest following the 
Stephen Lawrence murder twenty years ago. This 
became violent and he was arrested and imprisoned for 
throwing bricks at the police. He is now a prison 
chaplain. To have these two people speaking together 
was a very good example of moving beyond social 
conditioning and living into each other’s narratives. 

In introducing the workshop I gave an example of how 
ideas take hold. I was recently helping an eight-year-old 
child with her 'times tables'. I said “7x6” and after a few 
moments she replied “42”. I asked whether she had to 
think about that and work it out, or whether she 
automatically knew the answer. With many things we do 
in life, like changing gear when driving, we make 
conscious decisions when we are learning but eventually 
the action gets transferred to a different part of our 
brain and we respond automatically. Other things we 
learn by rote, just because we are told they are true. 
This can be very helpful if the answer or concept is a 
correct one, but is very difficult to leave behind if it is 
questionable. This is true for other areas of life too like 
religious beliefs, not just mathematics and driving. 
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I have a Palestinian friend from Gaza who made a telling 
observation when Gaza was being bombed last year. He 
said of the Palestinians and Israelis, “We are both 
trapped in our own narratives.” In our workshop 
discussions we identified how true that is of many 
situations in the world. It can be equally true of 
husbands and wives, parents and children, or of 
neighbours who quarrel over a barking dog. 

In modern wars people or nations often think that they 
are in the right in the eyes of God. This is clearly a 
motivating factor of the Islamic State in Iraq/Syria to set 
up a Caliphate. It has also contributed towards decisions 
of some western leaders to intervene in far off lands. 
And it surely plays a part in the Israeli/Palestinian 
conflict, where differing narratives have been embedded 
over the past century.  

There is another dimension to all this. The former 
headteacher of the school in West London where 
Mohammed Emwazi, who beheaded hostages in Syria, 
attended has revealed the world's most wanted man 
“was bullied at school and did not have many friends”. 
What effect did these experiences have on leading him 
to become the man he is? The conditioning influence in 
his life is not just down to distorted religious beliefs.  

Charlie Ryder, the former prisoner in our workshop, said 
that when he threw bricks at the police that was the 
point at which his frustration and anger boiled over. His 
father was an alcoholic and abused him as a child and 
this was the deeper source of his anger which surfaced 
during the riot. Fortunately his relationship with his 
father was healed in recent years before he died. But in 
our workshop we identified that social conditioning 
happens on a deep personal level as well as being the 
product of the atmosphere of society as a whole.  

Many points of view were expressed in the lively Q&A 
and informal discussions. One contribution was from a 
South African who identified himself as an atheist. 
Representing a wide variety of people in the community, 
all of us really valued the opportunity to look more 
deeply at the motivations and conditioning which often 
lays behind some of the reactions we have. There was 
plenty of scope for lateral thinking! As someone 
commented, “I only wish I had had the opportunity for 
this sort of discussion when I was a lot younger.” 

It is good for us all to explore where our beliefs and 
assumptions have come from, whether these be 
religious or from everyday life. As someone said in one 
workshop, “There are no black and white answers to 
multicoloured questions!” 

 

Howard Grace is a member of 

the Newbury PCN group, he is a 

teacher, and executive producer of 

the film ‘Beyond Forgiving’. 

Ethnicity – the 
Inclusive Church 

Resource 
 by Michael 

Jagessar 
This is a small book 
of experiences, a 
theology of 
ethnicity and his 
suggested list of 
resources. The 
experiences are the 
sad and shocking 
record of racial 
prejudice, but it is 
worth pointing out 
that sometimes it 
might equally be a 
form of class 
snobbery, and not just confined to race.  

The subject of ethnicity is important, but I have 
problems with “theologies”, too often they are attempts 
to systematise. I agree that we all do our God-talk with a 
particular view and that cultural differences matter, but 
they can be a blessing rather than exclusive. Tradition 
matters, especially in diaspora situations. Some years 
ago this became part of contextual theology and 
mission. It is not always an ethnical matter – traditions in 
different parts of the UK still make some sociological 
induction helpful to a newcomer who is to work in what 
is for them a new context.  

What I find difficult, from my own context as a Jewish 
Progressive Christian, is that this Theology of Ethnicity 
verges on seeing, for example, the Pentecost story 
literally, whereas I tend towards midrash. It looks for a 
Trinitarian approach using the perichoresis pattern, so 
that a metaphor is in danger of becoming a set-in-stone 
dogma. I don’t feel that relationship depends on such a 
clear separation of the “persons” of the Trinity, so why 
not just speak more simply of experiencing God in 
different ways. Relationship is what we are born into 
anyway. I much prefer his alternative title of a “rainbow 
tapestry” or mosaic. Much of what is said is really a plea 
for the more open dialogue that has been sought for 
years by many interfaith practitioners, where listening 
and being listened to allow for those who have moved 
from one faith to another to not feel cut off from their 
roots. 

Jagessar’s “Resources” section is helpful. I wish we could 
sometimes see a plea to people of minority ethnic 
groups not to assume that the other is a foe or has no 
personal experience of alienation. I understand such 
feelings, sometimes even regarding red traffic lights as 
antisemitic, but there is a lot of love out there too. 

                                             Ron Lewis (Bolton PCN group)              

Review 
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Ashram of the Holy Trinity  
The Second Vatican Council in 1968, in its 
declaration on Non-Christian Religions 
stated: “the Church rejects nothing that is 
true and holy in these religions,” and 
encouraged Roman Catholics to 
“recognize, preserve and promote the 
spiritual and moral values as well as the 
social and cultural values to be found 
among them.” The following year, the 
Roman Catholic Church in India defined 
the need for a liturgy that was more 
closely related to the Indian cultural 
tradition. 

Almost 20 years earlier in 1950, two 
French priests, Jules Monchanin and Henri 
le Saux had established the Saccidananda 
Ashram at Shantivanam in South India as 
the Ashram of the Holy Trinity, bringing together the 
Christian Trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit with the 
Indian Trinitarian concept of the Godhead as “Being, 
Consciousness and Bliss.” Sadly, Father Monchanin died 
in 1957, and Henri le Saux later left to live as a hermit in 
the Himalayas until his death in 1973. 

When Father le Saux departed from Shantivanam in 
1968, a group of monks from the Kurisumala Ashram in 
Kerala took over the ashram, building it up into a 
thriving community that today attracts visitors from 
around the world. It is now part of the Benedictine 
Order as a community of the Camaldolese Benedictine 
Congregation. In 1985 the first Indian brothers made 
their monastic profession and the community now has 
its own formation house for students and novices, in 
addition to a separate, women’s community nearby. 

And so, as my 3- week sojourn at the Ashram of the 
Holy Trinity draws to the end, I am still trying to come 
to terms with a monastery that is closely affiliated to 
the Church of Rome, yet which incorporates into Mass 
every morning, selected readings from the Koran, the 
Vedas, the Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, and the 
sacred writings of both Sikhs and Buddhists, alongside 
liturgy that is in many parts identical to what I am used 
to in the Anglican services at Lincoln Cathedral. 

The brothers are all highly academic, having studied not 
only theology but also ethics, philosophy and other 
subjects to degree level and beyond. I think they 
probably consider their meld of Christianity with other 
faiths, Hinduism in particular, to be a superior 
treatment to the conventional, simpler and more 
straightforward rite with which the world is familiar. Yet 
the ashram is hidden away in the outskirts of a tiny 
village in South India, relatively unknown, despite its 
close association with the late, highly-respected English 
theologian, Bede Griffiths, who was largely responsible 
 for shaping Saccidananda as it is today. It is not 

merely a centre for study and contemplation; it employs 
around 30 local people, and runs a flourishing farm, 
producing several crops and husbanding a small herd of 
cows. There is free board, lodging and medical care 
provided for 20 elderly and destitute local residents. 
Over 400 local children receive books, school uniforms 
and other clothing every year, and local children under 
three years old receive free milk from the dairy. 

I have been pondering how the Anglican Synod might 
feel about any proposal to incorporate non-Biblical 
readings into Sunday morning services, and wondering 
how parish congregations might react. For the moment 
I think that’s a step too far, though there must surely, 
somewhere, be Protestant churches that have brought 
different faiths together in common worship. 

It certainly changes one’s attitude to religion, when the 
Bible’s fables and fantasies are stripped away from the 
pure, core religion, and what remains is a simple 
concept of a life lived ethically, on the principle of 
unconditional love. The whole experience of my time 
here has been both challenging and refreshing, and has 
been an opportunity for serious reflection. At times I 
found the theology becoming too esoteric for my faith, 
and I wanted to go back to the simplicity of Sunday 
School and “What a friend we have in Jesus!” At other 
times I relished the blend of the traditions and rituals of 
different faiths, all pointing to one God.  

For more information on Saccidananda go to:  
http://saccidanandaashram.com/ 

R J Harvey has led a varied career 

from shoe sales in Africa to restaurants 

in Lincoln. Now he trains executives to 

deliver persuasive presentations. 

http://saccidanandaashram.com/
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I have long tried to argue that the apparent flight from 
the churches has less to do with a loss of faith in God (or 
however we define the divinity) and more to do with a 
wider loss of confidence in what we are expected to 
believe if we wish to be regarded by our Churches as 
“real” Christians.  

My own personal faith, if I dare call it that, has no great 
problem with the possibility of God’s existence. I cannot 
prove that God exists; nor can anyone who challenges 
me prove that God does not. Proving a negative is even 
harder than proving a positive. So I take God as given, 
and try to live and act accordingly.  

But I do have problems with Jesus, not the Jesus whose 
life and death have been an inspiration to millions, but 
the Jesus who is still offered to me by the Church 
Institution in its creeds and by the majority of its most 
devoted and sincere adherents as the essential core 
belief for those who wish call themselves Christians.  Of 
course the Jesus of History is not, and need not be, the 
same as the Christ of Faith; no Faith can or need be 
based on reason alone. But any Faith which flies totally 
in the face of rationality is facing an uphill battle if it is to 
retain credibility with its adherents in our modern era. 
And for me the Jesus of the creeds and the meaning of 
his sacrifice to a seemingly vindictive God, “for the sins 
of the whole world”(1 John 2:2), now lacks conviction.   

For three hundred years the legacy of the Enlightenment 
has shaped our thinking, both our outlook on this world 
and on the cosmos, within which the world will continue 
to exist, at least for a few more billion years. Meanwhile 
the laws of Nature, though still in places mysterious, are 
broadly and increasingly understood. As a result events 
once seen as acts of God or miracles are now explicable 
as natural phenomena (or else merely inexplicable 
coincidences and the product of blind chance). As 
history miraculous events lack the evidence which a 
historian requires before accepting them as factual, and 
if they breach the known Laws of Nature, they are 
dismissed as improbable if not impossible.         

As a result, unless we are going to deny the insights of 
historical disciplines, I believe we must accept that the 
Christ of Faith is largely the creation of two thousand 
years of clerical and theological evolution and bears a 
limited resemblance to the Jesus who inspired the 
devotion of the few dozen Galilean rustics who at first 
followed his teaching as disciples. After the crucifixion 
they found that his death had somehow given an extra 
dimension of meaning to his life, they proclaimed it to 
anyone who was prepared to listen, and convinced some 
that they had a powerful tale to tell. But they told it 
within the context of their own times and of the Jewish 
communities of which they were part, and like Jesus 
himself saw themselves initially as a reforming 
movement within Judaism.  

The tale those disciples told was entirely appropriate to 
those days. As Jews they would have had little difficulty 
with the idea of a Messiah ushering in a new Kingdom, 
though probably not one of the kind expressed by Jesus. 
The sacrifice of a lamb for the sins of the community, 
which they performed every year at the Passover, was 
an image with which they would have been familiar and 
was a natural interpretation of his inexplicable “failure” 
as the Messiah – as they initially and entirely 
understandably saw it. They would have been familiar 
with OT stories which occasionally suggested that raising 
someone from the dead was possible and that very 
special prophetic figures might even be elevated or 
exalted directly into a heaven, which was still 
somewhere up there above the sky. Jesus, for them 
another very special prophetic figure, deserved no less.  

The separatist Essenes of Qumran would have shared 
the apocalyptic scenario which Jesus painted and it was 
that apocalyptic vision which may, perhaps, have lain at 
the root of all his teaching. The End was coming and 
repentance was urgent. That was why wealth should and 
could be given away; food and clothing should be 
shared; building new barns was pointless; these were 
the last days, in which the Son of Man (who I believe 
was not Jesus) was coming on the clouds of heaven to 
judge the world and usher in the Kingdom of God.       

Non-Jews, Pagans who spoke Greek and/or Latin rather 
than Aramaic, probably found the message easier to 
assimilate in some ways than the Jews. When finally the 
Gospels came to be written between forty and seventy 
years after the crucifixion by writers who had not 

The Jesus of History? 



8 

witnessed the 
events they 
described, they 
were written in 
Greek, the lingua 
franca of the 
eastern half of the 
Roman empire. 
Such Pagans, 
hearing the tales 
probably from 
members of Jewish 
communities 
embedded in all 
the major centres 
of the Empire, 
would have had 

little difficulty with polytheism, with sexual liaison 
between gods and humans, descent and return from 
Hades, or miracles which defied what little was then 
known of natural processes. These pagans, with their 
increasing numbers, in time caused sufficient difficulties 
in the developing Christian communities to cause a final 
rift within Judaism and this reformist movement to 
cause a complete split by about 100 AD.    

But even after a couple of hundred years, the members 
of the Christian communities scattered across the known 
world of the Roman Empire were small in numbers and 
of no great consequence to society at large. 
Constantine’s victory at the battle of the Mulvian Bridge 
in 312 AD was the great (and in my view ultimately 
corrupting) turning point in the history of Christianity. 
But all that is another story.   

As time went on the natural development of stories in 
communities, where literacy was confined to the top 
10% of society and oral transmission was the norm, the 
original facts, if such they were, soon developed like the 
proverbial fisherman’s stories into something greater. 
The character of Jesus evolved - from what seems 
originally more like an apocalyptic prophet (of whom 
there were a number around in that period) with a 
highly developed and, to his followers, unique, sense of 
God who was calling for urgent reformation of his native 
Judaism before it was too late.  His moral and ethical 
teaching, especially to those on the margins of an 
oppressed society, probably was (and still is) immensely 
attractive. But it was no more than one might expect 
from someone who believed that the world was shortly 
coming to an end and that anyone with any sense should 
“get right with God”, while there was still time.  

What was offensive to almost all those in the higher 
echelons of contemporary society (Sadducees, 
Pharisees, and those who had accommodated 
themselves to the Roman occupation or simply profited 
financially or spiritually from the status quo) was his 
further insistence that in the coming Judgement of the 
 Last Days the current value system would be reversed 
– that the first would be last (or worse damned) – and 

those who had nothing would get everything. Only those 
who followed Jesus’ teaching would gain entry into the 
forthcoming Kingdom of God.  

Knowing that they will hang separately if they don’t 
hang together, all Establishments tend to unite to 
eliminate perceived threats when they arise; the Jewish 
one was no different. Having, as they thought, 
eliminated a local troublemaker they must have hoped 
they had it sorted. They clearly failed. But where they 
failed to eliminate the “problem” of Jesus, it seems 
probable that the present-day institutional churches are 
now managing to do their work for them. The failure to 
acknowledge that in time factual history has 
metamorphosed into a semi-mythological doctrine 
makes it increasingly difficult for churches of every 
persuasion to sustain belief and worship in this age.                            

Broadly this is the conclusion I have reached in my own 
reading, though of course I recognise that such 
pessimism has proved mistaken in the past and 
doubtless will do so again. As Claudel observed, “God 
uses crooked lines to write straight.”  

But I found my perception 
of the problem recently 
reinforced by a fascinating 
series of lectures called 
‘The Historical Jesus’, 
delivered by Bart Ehrman, 
Professor of Religious 
Studies at the University 
of North Carolina. It is 
published by an 
organisation called The 
Great Courses. (http://www.thegreatcourses.co.uk/
courses/historical-jesus.html) Unable to endure another 
of the York Courses, inflicted on us annually as a Lenten 
penance by our local church, my wife and I went our 
own way and ordered Professor Erhman’s The Historical 
Jesus. One half hour lecture each evening allowed us to 
complete the 24-lecture course in about 4 weeks since 
interest more than religious discipline ensured that we 
allowed ourselves very few intermissions.   

The talks were skilfully structured, lucid, and 
intellectually stimulating. They demanded attention, but 
the line of argument was entirely comprehensible; the 
information delivered in manageable quantities and the 
implications, encouraging to this Progressive, are 
considerable for anyone who tries to think about their 
faith. Above all it was a joy to be taught again, since as 
well as parish visiting the church seems to have largely 
abandoned its teaching role as well. 

The course itself fell roughly into two parts. The first half 
dealt with Sources: why it is so difficult to discover the 
factual truth behind our sources, what kinds of sources 
are available to us, and the criteria by which, as 
historians, we must evaluate their evidence. At every 
stage Ehrman was at pains to make clear that “the 
course will neither presuppose nor disallow particular 

http://www.thegreatcourses.co.uk/courses/historical-jesus.html
http://www.thegreatcourses.co.uk/courses/historical-jesus.html


9 

forms of belief (or disbelief) in Jesus; it will approach the 
task from a strictly historical perspective.” Faith and 
history, he agrees, are not the same thing. The question 
in this course was entirely an attempt to decide what in 
the biblical and other evidence was convincing to 
historical analysis. He gave us the sources and set out 
the four key criteria by which historical evidence should 
be assessed: closeness in time to the events described; 
independent attestation (i.e. evidence from more than 
one source); dissimilarity (i.e. testimony which is the 
opposite of what you would expect from this particular 
witness); and contextual credibility. 

In the second half he examined the context within which 
Jesus preached his message, the apocalyptic content, 
words, deeds, controversies, final days and hours, 
resurrection, and afterlife – notably in the final talk the 
afterlife of apocalypticism as a quasi-religious 
phenomenon and its extraordinary durability in all ages, 
despite the fact that all apocalyptic prophets have so far 
got it wrong (including Jesus and St Paul).    

On both the question of Jesus’ burial and resurrection he 
acknowledged that evidence was impossible to evaluate 
by historical criteria.  The problem of proving the 
negative was as usual insurmountable, but on physical 
resurrection he conceded that to a historian it was 
obviously improbable because in the real world the dead 
do not rise . On the burial in a private tomb, though it 
was not normal practice for condemned criminals, it was 
not impossible and we simply cannot tell. 

The most interesting point was perhaps his suggestion of 
why the idea of Jesus’ resurrection would have attracted 
a following. At the impending apocalypse and end of the 
age, as preached by John the Baptist (of whom initially 
Jesus was a follower) and then by Jesus as well as other 
apocalyptic visionaries of the time, the expectation was 
that the faithful followers of Jesus would be gathered 
(some before they died) into the Kingdom (with the 
twelve disciples possibly becoming its rulers). But in 
addition all the faithful dead would also arise and be 
taken into the Kingdom. Jesus’ reported words suggest 
that he came to believe that the time was at hand, or 
even already there. For his followers, Jesus’ rising after 
death was seen as the “first fruits” of that more general 
resurrection and a sign that it had already begun.  

I suspect that not all will be persuaded by the over-riding 
thesis of this course that Jesus was “simply” another 
apocalyptic prophetic visionary of the time and that this 
best explains the elements of his teaching and actions 
recorded in the sources which carry most conviction as 
historically likely or certain. Such a suggestion is, 
inevitably, a matter of faith at least as much as historical 
rationality. But as an attempt to show how one can 
approach the source material with calm dispassionate 
interest in uncovering the truth as far as it is possible to 
do so, I found it a valuable lesson in how to approach 
the problem of my own belief.  

For me the mythological elements of our Faith, and its 

associated worship, remain the most difficult. The more 
I can remove them from my religious impedimenta the 
more persuasive I find what remains: a belief in a single 
divinity, towards whom in many different ways 
humankind has reached from the earliest days, in which 
our enlarging brain enabled us (like Winnie the Pooh) to 
sit down and “think about things”. Many great thinkers 
and prophets have suggested different pathways up to 
God; for our own culture and tradition Jesus of Nazareth 
has been arguably the most influential. 

Inevitably given the context and culture of his times, his 
life and death acquired mythological accretions, which 
for many in our modern age are no longer helpful. 
Without them it will at least be much harder for the 
agnostic or uninterested to dismiss him as the figment of 
superstitious imaginations and un-historical mythology.  

Brian Wilson is a retired headteacher, 

author of several books (including Lost 

Certainties), and analysed the results of 

the ‘8 points’ consultation for PCN Britain. 
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Review: Test and Liberate  
I attended theologian Val Webb’s talk in Welwyn 
Garden City, hosted by the local PCN group in April. I 
was accompanied by Rev Mary Robins, and we both 
found Val’s talk encouraging and empowering.  

That evening she launched her new book entitled 
‘Testing Tradition and Liberating Theology: Finding your 
own voice’. I have since read it and found it freeing in its 
call for a liberation theology for the survival of the 
planet.  Her opening chapters give a very broad sweep 
introduction to the multiplicity of beliefs and practices 
in the early church and throughout the centuries. 

Process theology and contextual theology (inc. feminist 
and liberation theologies) are explained in accessible 
ways, building the case for the acceptance of both 
human diversity and the need to recognise the powerful 
role of people’s life situation and personal experience in 
shaping the theological perspective that they adopt. 
The increasingly knowledgeable laity and the influence 
of our growing knowledge of the way life has evolved, 
have both changed the role of clergy and churches, and 
necessitate the recognition of the value of doubt and 
questioning. Each individual has to examine the basis of 
their beliefs and values and come to their own 
authentic spirituality. Uncertainty is the one sure thing, 
and the future is seen as open ended – meaning that 
the role of each of us in co-creating a better future for 
humanity and for the earth is vital. “The ‘process’ God is 
not an all-powerful Being orchestrating world events 
from outside the world, but immanent persuasive 
Presence involved in every moment.” There is also 
recognition that God is more than an immanent 
presence and that there is always a transcendent  
“absolute pole” of God, which remains a mystery.    

Val quotes with approval the comments by Episcopal 
layperson Anne Rowthorn in ‘The Liberation of the 
Laity’ (1986): “The laity of the Church are a voiceless, 
sightless, powerless, invisible mass…. We are believers 
whose historical roots have been kept from us. We have 
almost no lay models for Christian living that the Church 
recognises and affirms.” “We need to return to our 
roots….in order to uncover beginnings….. Our goal as 
lay Christians is the reclamation of our place in that 
historical journey.” Val concludes that boundaries are 
being crossed out of necessity with lay people taking on 
responsible roles for local congregations in places 
where there are insufficient clergy, and argues that “lay 
people need to claim their place and power in church 
and history, knowing that the divisions and duality of 
the past rest on traditions developed over the centuries 
in contrast to Christianity’s early beginnings.” Rather 
than candy floss, laity “need solid food so they can ‘love 
God with all their heart and mind’ (Matt. 22:37) 

This movement towards lay empowerment I feel is 
 affirming of groups like the LivingSpirituality 

Journeying Together Group, where lay people set their 
own agenda by creating liturgies and exploring the 
themes that are relevant to their lives. 

The final chapters examine emerging movements, the 
trend towards being spiritual not religious, theological 
hospitality, relations with other faiths, and living our 
theology on the planet. “Theology – talking about God – 
has to be returned to its rightful place as part of the 
natural process of every thinking Christian and the 
activity of the whole people of God together.”  A new 
balance is needed between the authority of external 
knowledge and the authority of experience in everyday 
life. With the crises of climate and ecology that face us, 
Val calls for a liberation theology for the survival of the 
planet including justice, equity, sharing of the world’s 
resources and a move away from the theological idea 
that this world is disposable since we are headed for 
heaven.  This vision -of God as Life-breath or Energy of 
the Universe – “is also about the flourishing or suffering 
of God.” (Quoting Norman Hable’s book ‘An 
Inconvenient Text: is a green reading of the Bible 
possible?’ (2011)) “It is time we read [the Bible] as Earth 
beings in solidarity with Earth not as God-like beings 
who happen to be sojourners on Earth.” – a challenge 
we need to rise to in order to tackle the crises brought 
about by our impact on the planet and the need to 
tackle climate change. 

This new book is a timely resource helping us to change 
and move forward with key issues for our time.  

Petra Griffiths is Coordinator of 

LivingSpirituality a hub for engaged 

spirituality helping people to deepen and 

anchor their spiritual explorations.   
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'A Different Way: A human 
approach to the divine'  

by Roger Payne 
By referencing many of his 
favourite progressive 
Christianity authors, Payne 
adds a freshness to the 
topics covered in this book. 
Although for many 
progressive Christian 
readers there will be little 
new in seeing spirituality as 
a human construct and 
quality, what Payne offers is 
an engaging, interesting and informative analytical yet 
accessible mix of art; Christian theologies; classical and 
ancient Greek philosophers; contemporary politics and 
social commentary; economics; ethics; history; 
humanism; mysticism; psychology; story; theatre - all 
rooted in the routine of daily lives, of life in action. 

There are particularly insightful comments upon aspects 
of both the Hebrew and Christian Testaments, 
particularly in the discussions concerning the place of 
beauty; courage; creativity; faith; goodness; hope; 
humanity; integrity; justice; loving unconditionally and 
wastefully; mystery; myth; personal and corporate 
transformation as 'resurrection now'; wisdom - all set 
within society focussed upon an expression of that 
which we call 'God' for the common good. 

A number of challenging sections deal with the issues of 
cultural, economic and verbal injustice; of good and evil; 
of racism's exclusion, discrimination and mistreatment 
of those who are different—and all within the context of 
worship and the role of the Church. For example, Payne 
writes, "There is more than a tendency in our [Christian] 
tradition to separate the worship of God from the 
welfare of people. In our liturgy we add the needs of the 
world as an after thought.... It is as if we can somehow 
engage with God without engaging with others at the 
same time. Is this really what we believe?" 

'A Different Way: A human approach to the divine' is 
extremely readable and offers much to those who are 
engaging with and exploring personal and corporate 
faith more critically. It signposts a universal spirituality 
for the future, particularly for those who base their 
personal life upon the example of Jesus of Nazareth and 
the Christian Testament stories about him. 

There is an excellent and comprehensive Reference and 
Bibliography section of some 150 books. 

Even though there is a weakness in that inclusive 
language has not been used, I unreservedly recommend 
this book. The last word goes to Payne, "The idea that 
life is a pilgrimage towards wholeness in God expresses a 
truth about this book."         John Churcher (PCN trustee)         

Review 
More details and booking can be found on the PCN 

Britain website under Events. 
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/events 

 

Dave Tomlinson in Truro 

Day conference on ‘How to be a bad Christian and a 
better human being’ on Saturday 12 Sept, Kingfisher 
Venue, Penrose Water Gardens, Shortlanesend, Truro, 
TR4 9ES at 9.30 for 10am until 5pm. 

Four sessions on Christianity as a spiritual practice 
rather than a system of beliefs - God without guff.  

James Dunn in Chichester  

Day conference on ‘St Paul and the Church’ on 
Saturday 12 Sept, St Paul’s Church, Churchside, 
Chichester PO19 6FT at 10 for 10.30am until 3.30pm. 

Rex Hunt in Manchester 

Evening meeting on Wednesday 23rd Sept, Grove Lane 
Baptist church, Cheadle Hulme starting 7.30pm 

Rewording worship – What happens when 
progressives meet together.  One of most common 
pleas we hear from progressive Christians is for more 
progressive worship materials. In this drought, Rex 
Hunt stands out as someone who is trying to water the 
land with new hymns, prayers and liturgies.  An 
Australian, his work is often picked up and used by 
more adventurous churches in the UK.   His talk will be 
based on his new book ‘When progressives meet 
together’ in which he reviews baptism, Communion, 
and the Lord’s Prayer, from a progressive Christian 
point of view.  No booking needed. Rex is a retired 
minister of the Uniting Church in Australia, where his 
last placement was at the progressive Church of St 
James (2000-2009) in Canberra.  

Rex Hunt in Newcastle 

Day conference on Saturday 26th Sept, Literary and 
Philosophical Library, Westgate Road, Newcastle upon 
Tyne at 10.30 for 11am until 4pm. 

Wisdom and Imagination – Religious progressives and 
the search for meaning.   Many progressively minded 
people are becoming less church-bound in their 
approach to the spiritual matters, less tied to the 
traditions of Christendom.  From this perspective Rex 
Hunt will consider the role of religion in the 21st 
Century, the place of prayer, the Bible and eco-
theology, as well as the future of theological thought 
across Judaism, Islam and Christianity. 

Claire Foster-Gilbert in Truro 

Evening meeting on ‘Ethical Issues in Medicine, 
Healthcare, Science and Technology’ on Thursday 17 
Sept, Kingfisher Venue, Penrose Water Gardens, 
Shortlanesend, Truro, TR4 9ES at 7.00pm. 

Events 

http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/events
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A Simple Supper? 
There is wide variation attached to the importance of 
the Mass, Eucharist or Holy Communion: arguably the 
most important sacrament of organised Christianity. 
Most branches of the faith require members 
participation with degrees of regularity, some 
frequently, some monthly and others very rarely - like 
the Jehovah's Witnesses who observe the sacrament 
once a year with only the 'elect' entitled to partake of 
the elements. A notable exception to the practice is the 
Society of Friends (Quakers) where it is totally absent. 

In light of these variations, it may help of we trace the 
origins of the practice and try to ascertain its importance 
or, if we dare, its relevance. Until I was baptised as an 
adult over 70 years ago I was not permitted to take 
communion. Since then my Christianity has continued 
through the Congregational and United Reformed 
churches. I am unable, therefore, to comment on the 
way the Eucharist or Mass is celebrated in Anglican or 
Catholic churches. In the denominations of my 
experience, the service of Holy Communion includes the 
recitation of the Institution of the Supper found in Paul's 
first letter to the Corinthians (11:23-26). 

Paul was writing to express his dismay that his converts 
in Greece were abusing the 'open commensality', as 
John Dominic Crossan was to call it. The sharing of the 
necessities of life advocated by Jesus was being 
neglected by some who brought their own food, 
ignoring the hunger of others, and by others who were 
drinking too much. This was not the way to remember 
Jesus, on whose authority Paul felt able to remonstrate 
with those claiming to be disciples. 

We should question Paul's claim to have received the 
'tradition from the Lord himself', since they had never 
met and he could not have been present at that 
Passover supper. It seems that he managed to convince 
the persecuted disciples in Jerusalem that he no longer 
sought their arrest and was warily admitted into their 
fellowship, a situation which may not always have been 
amicable, as is hinted at in Paul's letter to the Galatians 
(2:11). Karen Armstrong writes: "Paul's letters show that 
there had been considerable tension between him and 
Jesus' disciples and his teachings bore little relation to 
those of Jesus". [Karen Armstrong, Fields of Blood, 
p.135, Bodley Head] 

This self-appointed apostle must have been present at 
these commemorative meals of the original followers, 
and if the idealised accounts of those gatherings are to 
be believed, he would have witnessed the 'sharing of the 
common life' and the 'breaking bread in their homes, 
sharing their meals with unaffected joy' (Acts 2). Still he 
strongly denies receiving the tradition from anyone else, 
declaring it to have been a 'revelation of Jesus Christ'. 

Paul's description of the shared meal, written in the 
 early 50s, is supported by the more detailed accounts 

in the synoptic gospels. Mark, writing some 15 years 
later, is believed to have provided the basis for the 
following gospels of Matthew and Luke and all largely 
agree. However, there are small variations indicating 
their particular interpretations. Do these accounts 
establish their historical accuracy? 

It is virtually impossible to be certain of the event often 
called the Last Supper, since no original manuscripts 
survive. Any documents we do have are hand-written 
copies of copies, subject to multiple scribal errors and 
theological adjustments, warped by faulty translations 
and unreliable memories. The deliberations of the 
scholars comprising the Jesus Seminar conclude that the 
‘supper tradition has been so overlaid with Christianizing 
elements and interpretation that it is impossible to 
recover anything of an original event, much less any of 
the original words of Jesus'. Nevertheless we have based 
our sacrament on the assumption of its authenticity, and 
the intervening years have developed the dogma of a 
one-time and for-all-time sacrifice of the only begotten 
Son of God for our unmerited redemption. All that is 
required of a would-be Christian is a simple acceptance 
of this 'truth'. 

I recently attended a church service structured around 
the sacrament of Holy Communion. The sermon was a 
thorough examination of its origins, based as expected 
on the synoptic versions. This triple attestation, plus 
Paul's similar story, seems to provide adequate evidence 
for us at 2000 years distance. Yet this preacher in his 
exposition of the gospel record of the supper event 
neglected to include the final story, the one related in 
the gospel according to John. In view of this gospel being 
the only one claimed to be verified by an eye-witness 
this would seem to be a serious omission, until a few 
details come into consideration. 

The contents of this gospel were not committed to script 
until about 65 years after the events recorded - which 
would make even a 20 year old disciple 85 years old at a 
time when only the wealthiest reached the age of 60. 
The intention of the writings betrays the developing 
Christology, seeking to demonstrate the divinity of a 
supernatural Son of God; the last prophet to be sent by 
God in an attempt to save humankind. A most note-
worthy detail is found in the supper story which we may 
safely assume is the same event as the meal we have 
been considering because of references to the proximity 
of Passover, the betrayal, and Jesus' foreboding of 
impending tragedy. Incidentally this gospel, unlike the 
synoptics, does not mention bitter herbs or the liturgy 
connected with the eating of the Passover lamb, which 
implies that this was a simple meal rather than a 
Passover celebration. 

Although the fourth gospel has become a corner stone 
of Christian dogma, with its emphasis on the central 
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message of the Lord's Supper being the 
sacrificial offering of Jesus' body and blood 
for the remission of the sins of all who 
confess their belief in this, the meal is barely 
mentioned. We read that Jesus took a 'piece 
of bread and dipped it in the cup', revealing 
his awareness of Judas Iscariot's treachery. 
What we do have as a central theme is the 
surprise act of Jesus' intention of washing his 
disciples' feet. By assuming the role of a 
humble servant, he was up-ending the 
accepted cultural norms of this day - which of 
course was at the heart of his teaching. 

Contrary to the prevailing social custom, yet 
at the very heart of Jesus' vision, the action 
was totally rejected by Peter. Jesus' retort 
summed up the vital requirement of any who 
would emulate him that unless you allow 
another to serve you - and are willing to serve 
others - you have nothing in common with 
Jesus. All are equal and deserve justice.  

What lesson do we take from that supper? 
Should we accept the meal as a self-saving 
ritual or do we hear again those words, 'you 
are my friends if you do as I command you'? 

Citizens of the 21st century have largely 
discarded belief in the supernatural, no 
longer seeing the need of a human sacrifice 
made on our behalf so we might survive our 
mortal death. In light of this I believe we 
need to understand Jesus as the pinnacle of 
human perfection. The Jesus we glimpse 
lurking in the gospels "may be said to be irreligious, 
irreverent and impious" according to Robert Funk. 
[Robert Funk, Honest to Jesus, p.302, Harper San 
Francisco] Recognised as a 'social deviant', [Robert Funk, 
Honest to Jesus, p.158, Harper San Francisco] he still has 
a role to play in introducing us to the present realm of 
God which he claimed to be within us. In his call for a 
new Reformation Funk states that "we must give Jesus a 
demotion, which he deserves and for which he asks". 
[Robert Funk, Honest to Jesus, p.306, Harper San 
Francisco] 

New Zealand theologian Lloyd Geering suggests that 
"secular society is a positive and logical outcome of 
Christianity, distilled of its religious trappings and tribal 
preconceptions". [Gretta Vosper, With or without God, 
p.101, Harper Perennial] Don Cupitt, whose philosophy 
formed the basis of the 'Sea of Faith' movement and 
who, in 2008, declared his intention to terminate his 
lifelong connection with organised religion, writes that 
"we can drop scriptures, creeds, doctrines, the Church, 
the sacraments and public worship". [Don Cupitt, Above 
us only sky, p.61, Polebridge Press] 

If Christianity is to have a future, a radical reappraisal is 
essential. As retired bishop John Shelby Spong has 
stated: "Christianity must change or die". [John Shelby 

Spong, Christianity must change or die, Harper San 
Francisco] Jesus invited us into a new way of living; he 
offers us freedom to think and not simply accept, and he 
appears to dismiss the formal religious rituals of his day. 
Long before him, Amos imagined God saying that 'he 
takes no pleasure in our sacred ceremonies'. 

I believe it was never Jesus' intention to introduce a new 
sacrament any more than to inaugurate a new religion in 
opposition to his native Judaism.  

This sacrament which the Church created from the Last 
Supper, like the majority of our hymns, is a distraction. 
In separating the 'insiders' from the 'outsiders', it 
deflects us from the meaning of Jesus' life.  

If he did give a final imperative at that last gathering if 
his followers, it was surely that of recognising the needs 
of everyone and acknowledging each other as equals. 
We are called to act, not believe. A simple lesson from a 
simple supper. 

Jack Dean is a member of Free to 

Believe and St. Mark's CRC. He now 

attends the URC, having served as 

Elder and Lay Preacher. 

Beatrice Murch 
[CC BY-SA 2.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0)], via Wikimedia Commons 
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Destroying the rain forests  
I read with interest Jon 
Cape's article, “Keep the Oil 
in the Soil” in the March 2015 
edition of “Progressive 
Voices”. I entirely agree with 
what he has to say, but 
another important issue 
concerning global warming is 
the destruction of the rain 
forests. 

Loss of forests contributes 
between 12 and 17% of 
annual global greenhouse gas 
emissions. (World Resources 
Institute); this I think is a 
conservative estimate.  

The destruction of these 
magnificent trees is a two 
edged sword – trees absorb 
carbon and give out oxygen. Much of the land that has 
been cleared is being used to grow palm oil trees; the 
oil is then used in the manufacture of chocolate bars, 
biscuits, soap etc. - as well as being used to give diesel 
cars a green bio-diesel mix; surely counterproductive! 

It is vital that everyone understands how important 
these forests are. If we destroy them, we are in danger 
of causing great havoc on the planet and putting all life 
on earth in peril. 

Although it is the forests of the Amazon that spring 
most readily to mind, it is important to remember that 
they occur in parts of North America, Asia, Australia and 
Africa. By the year 2020 it is estimated that only five per 
cent of the Amazon rain forest will remain, which is 
home to nearly ten per cent of the world's mammals 
and fifteen per cent of all known land-based plant 
species. 

World-wide the rain forests are being cut down at a rate 
of an estimated 26 hectares every minute; that's 
equivalent to 37 football pitches; put another way an 
area the size of Greece is lost every year; on a global 
scale there was over twice as much rain forest at the 
start of the 20th century as there is today; less than 700 
million of the original 1.5 billion hectares remain; at this 
rate there will be no forest left by the end of the 
century. 

Another alarming fact is the number of gorillas and 
chimpanzees that are being killed and eaten as bush 
meat at exotic restaurants. Both gorillas and 
chimpanzees are in danger of becoming extinct unless 
this new trend is stopped. 

In Sarawak, Borneo, the Penan people, a nomadic tribe 
of primitive forest people, are in fear of their very 
 existence due to deforestation driven by the endless 

demands of a consumer society. We can learn much 
from these primitive people; the God that lives in 
everything is closer to them as they live so close to 
nature; their carbon footprint is minimal and it is an 
international scandal that their habitat is being 
destroyed in the so called march of progress. 

Many of us have signed up to the Charter for 
Compassion, but our compassion needs to include all of 
God's creation. If you think as I do that God is part of 
everything and everything is part of God, then every act 
of compassion is enhancing God, and every destructive 
or negative act belittles God. This destruction must rank 
high on the list of actions belittling God. 

We are able to find the money to wage wars, but not to 
save the rain forests – when will we ever learn? 

For ideas about how you can engage with this issue by 
donating, learning more, and sharing the message, 

contact The Rainforest Foundation UK, 0207 485 0193 
www.rainforestfoundationuk.org 

George Drake is an elder  

of Warwick Road URC in 

Coventry and has attended the 

Rugby PCN group. 

Neil Palmer/CIAT for Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR)   

http://www.rainforestfoundationuk.org
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Feedback for Mission 
In December I attended a “Carols and Readings 
Service” specially arranged by a local church for 
members of a retirement complex in Nottingham. It 
was a great success and those present were 
appreciative of their efforts. In the following weeks 
my wife and I visited a number of churches where the 
story of the birth of Jesus was similarly told: as though 
every detail was based upon objective reporting. 
There was no suggestion that aspects of it might 
involve myth, and no preacher asked, “What do you 
think really happened?”  

As we moved through the winter months of 2015 
amazing stories were told in churches all over Britain 
about the life of Jesus, and his miracles are being 
presented with proof-text clarity, in the expectation 
that Christians will accept them uncritically. Is it 
surprising that so many churches are nearly empty, 
when we appear to have no interest in whether or not 
the people in church have problems accepting a literal 
interpretation of specific bible stories? 

What do we mean by “God”? Did Jesus see himself as 
God? Did the miracles happen exactly as described in 
the Bible? What really happened at Pentecost? These 
and a thousand other questions come naturally into the 
mind of intelligent readers of the Bible. They are 
discussion topics that can make Bible study really 
interesting to everyone: believer or non-believer, 
Christian or non-Christian.  The problem is that, for this 
type of Bible study to develop, churches have to have 
an interest in what ordinary people really think about 
the Church and its theology. 

In the last decades of the twentieth century “All 
Member Ministry” became a popular theme in the 
Church of England.  From a scenario where only priests 
and curates preached the “Good News”, all and sundry 
were asked to stand up in churches and testify what 
Jesus had done for them.  The thinking was in line with 
the times: it was less dictatorial and more democratic. I 
suspect the concept was never carefully thought out. It 
was hoped that all would speak with one voice, but that 
was an impossible dream. No church I know of 
encourages members of a congregation to say what 
they think of the content of a sermon, or of the 
structure and form of a church service, of what is said in 
a talk at a wedding or a funeral service, or at a 
Christmas event designed for a retirement complex. 

I cannot help seeing a parallel between the situation in 
France by Christmas 1914 and that facing Church 
leaders in Mission today. The troops are bogged down 
and the generals (our bishops/church leaders) are 
baffled as to how to organise the next big push!   

Is it too much to suggest that my local garage has a 
solution to offer all Church leaders? When I go to my 
garage for a service, I am bombarded with requests for 

feedback. In fact, almost every other organisation than 
the Church now accepts that to be successful, it is 
important to ask customers what they think of what is 
being offered. Why don’t we follow this practice? 

In 2015 this state of affairs is unacceptable. Christianity 
is about having full churches and communicating to a 
wide audience, it is not about turning Jesus into a 
celebrity cult figure for minorities. 

The situation is that Church leaders/bishops are still 
baffled and unable to understand that in a modern, 
scientific and multi-cultural society, “Christian Truths” 
represent one set of views of many that people can 
choose from, and that the content and form of church 
services (or events) must be tailored to suit the needs of 
“potential” Christians (people who could be sitting in 
the empty pews or seats) rather than to satisfy the 
traditionalists or charismatic evangelists who currently 
seem to decide the structure of church services. 

It is my view that asking for feedback and discovering 
what people think of the theological content and form 
of existing church services and associated events, is the 
necessary first step in learning how to establish an 
effective dialogue with people today. There is no 
implication here that the Church has to change its 
theology to suit popular appeal; merely a suggestion 
that it needs to learn how to talk sympathetically to a 
wider audience, as St Paul did in Athens.   

What do you think? As we move onwards from Easter 
could the need for feedback of all sorts be included in a 
new Mission Strategy for all Churches? 

Harry Houldsworth is a 

retired lecturer, a lay member of 

the CofE and lives in Nottingham 

and Wetwang, Yorkshire. 
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Please contact group convenors or 
see the relevant PCN Britain web 
page for further details. 
Newcomers are always welcome.  

We enjoy our monthly programme. 
May’s meeting was even more 
stimulating than usual with our 
discussion of how Easter affected us 
–with some difficulty! Besides our 
regular discussions, we have been 
involved in two particularly notable 
events this year so far. The first was 
in January when we united with 
Sutton Coldfield PCN for the 
afternoon. The second was in April 
when we joined with E. Shropshire 
to hear Val Webb speaking to her 
book ‘In Defence of Doubt’. Stafford 
PCN and N.Worcestershire PCN 
were also represented. It feels very 
good to be part of a PCN W. 
Midland brigade. Thanks there to 
Miriam Walton and co for hosting. 
The brigade is still growing with 
other local towns showing interest 
in PCN’s very significant role In 
Britain’s current Christian life.    

Our next meetings will be at 
1.30.pm on Wednesdays 8th July 
and 9th September. Having finished 
our study of Karen Armstrong’s 
“Twelve Steps to a Compassionate 
Life”, which produced some really 
good discussions - in July and 
September we will be looking at and 
discussing the DVD of Richard 
Holloway’s contribution to the 
“Honest to God” conference at 
Swanwick in 2013. Later in the year 
we plan to have the Greta Vosper 
DVD – “With or Without God”.  
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. 

Our last meeting was given over to 
a talk by Mr. Harry Houldsworth; a 
talk which he had delivered to PCN  
Britain in Nottingham in Dec. 2014. 
Harry had translated a book by 
Christine Pedotti which was entitled 
‘Un Homme Inconnu’. After his 
introduction in which he told us a 
little about himself, he gave us an 
expert review of the book which he 
had translated from the French. 
Christine Pedotti is a Roman 
Catholic theologian who has written 
extensively on modern theology. 
This book is divided into two 
sections, the first of which is 
devoted to an academic study of 
the man Jesus of Nazareth with 
reference to the New Testament. In 
the second section, she has created 
reconstructed scenes from New 
Testament pericopes in the form of 
short stories. The talk took about an 
hour so we decided to continue 
with discussion of the material in 
June. An excellent evening!! 

Numbers have dropped recently but 
we continue to meet at the 
Backhouse Room, Handside Lane, 
Welwyn Garden City at 4 p.m. on 
the 3rd Sunday of each month. For 
the latest programme please 
consult the PCN Britain web page. 

The inaugural meeting of the new 
PCN Britain group in Malvern took 
place in April at St Matthias’ Church, 
Malvern Link. The meeting was 
addressed by Richard Tetlow who 
spoke on "The importance of PCN in 
our global village." Some further 
events have already been 
organised. On Sunday 14th June, 
3.30-5.30pm, at the Link Room, St 
Matthias’ Church, we have Jesus for 

the Non-Religious, a John Shelby 
Spong lecture on the big screen 
followed by tea, cakes and 
discussion. On 21st June at Holly 
Mount Church, Revd John Churcher, 
former Chair of PCN, will preach in 
the morning followed by a 
lunchtime discussion, "Midrash and 
the Gospel of Mark". To celebrate 
and commemorate the life of 
Marcus Borg we will be holding a 
short course asking "Jesus Christ? 
What’s it all about?" at St Matthias’ 
Church [19.30-21.30 Mondays 22nd 
& 29th June and 6th July and 
repeated at 11.00-13.00 
Wednesdays 24th June and 1st & 
8th July.] This will comprise video, 
refreshments and discussion. A 
programme for the autumn is being 
planned. Further details of this and 
the events above will be found on: 
www.pcnmalvern.org.uk and 
www.facebook.com/pcnmalvern 

In March we welcomed Jan Berry, 
tutor at Luther King House 
theological college in Manchester,  
who presented some interesting 
ideas on liturgy and worship, and 
how this might be meaningful to the 
21st century. April featured two 
events, as we joint hosted the Val 
Webb tour along with Grove Lane 
Baptist Church in Cheadle Hulme.  
Val gave an interesting presentation 
on one of her books “Stepping out 
with the Sacred” at a successful and 
well attended meeting.  The second 
event was our usual monthly 
gathering in Heaton Moor when we 
looked at another chapter from the 
late Marcus Borg's book “Speaking 
Christian”.  The section on 
Righteousness provoked some 
interesting discussion which turned 
out to be quite topical in the light of 
the forthcoming parliamentary 
elections. The May meeting looked 
at the topic “Am I my brother's 
(Sibling's) keeper? " This included 

Group reports editor: John Churcher, john.churcher@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Hertfordshire   Diana Reddaway 

diana.reddaway@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Driffield                 Raymond Eveleigh 

01262 420062  raymond.eveleigh@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Bolton                           Jim Hollyman  
01204 456050      jim.hollyman@pcnbritain.org.uk 

News from local groups 

Birmingham             Richard Tetlow  

0121 4494892    richard.tetlow@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Malvern               Andrew Webb 

andrewrobertwebb@googlemail.com 

Manchester   John Ramsbottom 

0161 456 5119   john.ramsbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk 

http://www.pcnmalvern.org.uk
http://www.facebook.com/pcnmalvern
mailto:john.churcher@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PCN%20Local%20Groups
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some thoughts on the work of the 
Samaritans charity. The year 
concludes for us in June when we 
will plan ahead for the autumn.  No 
meetings in July or August. 
However, September promises 
another interesting evening as we 
have been fortunate to secure the 
services of Rex Hunt, another 
Australian writer and theologian.  
He will be leading a meeting on 
progressive worship following ideas 
from a new book he is preparing. 
Further details of this will be 
available on the PCN website. We 
meet generally on the 4th 
Wednesday of the month at Heaton 
Moor United church in Stockport.   

Our small group continues to meet 
every 4 to 6 weeks to discuss issues 
which concern us.  Recently, we 
have looked at "Prayer – sunbathing 
in the love of God?"  (Rowan 
Williams’ memorable phrase) and 
"Passiontide and Easter – what do 
they mean to you?" In April we 
collaborated with the Oadby group 
to put on an afternoon event at 
which Dr Val Webb spoke on 
theological hospitality, and which 
was attended by around 45 people 
from as far afield as Rutland and 
Rugby.  Val had provided us with a 
number of questions to discuss in 
break-out groups, and this provoked 
further questioning and discussion 
when we reconvened.  Val was 
pleased to have sold several of her 
various books, and we are now 
getting very positive feedback from 
the readers.  Trinity Methodist 
Church, Oadby, was an ideal venue 
for this kind of event, and we have 
received some enthusiastically 
favourable comments. There is talk 
of staging some sort of joint event 
there again, perhaps next year. 

The Newcastle group continues to 
flourish and grow with shared food 
and interesting discussion. In March 
Richard Firth, one of the members, 
led an excellent and challenging 

discussion on Mark’s account of the 
Resurrection. In April we hosted 
Angela Smith to be part of a 
discussion on the aims of PCN 
Britain. In May we discussed 
storytelling, following a recent visit 
by Trevor Dennis to Newcastle. In 
June we are to watch Howard 
Grace’s film ‘Beyond Forgiving’, a 
powerful film set in South Africa. In 
July we will be preparing for the day 
conference to be led by Rex Hunt 
and are very excited about this. 
More details of this event are in this 
copy of Progressive Voices and we 
hope as many people as possible 
will book up. Newcastle Central 
Railway Station is nearly next to our 
venue and there are very good rail 
links from Edinburgh, London, 
Derby, Sheffield and Leeds. It is 
Rex’s only day conference in this 
country and we feel very privileged 
to host the event. Our monthly 
meetings are held on the second 
Tuesday of each month (not 
August), beginning at 7.30pm, in St 
Thomas the Martyr’s Church, 
Haymarket, Newcastle. We are a 
good mix of denominations, and 
none, and gladly welcome 
newcomers who have open minds 
and see themselves on a searching 
faith journey. 

Julia Morris writes: The Norwich 
discussion group is now in its 
twelfth year and numbers about 
twenty members, with an average 
attendance of fifteen. We have 
recently explored such topics as 
‘What is truth?’, a Unitarian’s view 
of God, and the Bishops’ pastoral 
letter setting out principles for 
voting at the coming election.  

The highlight of our past few 
months has been, as I suspect for 
many other groups, the visit of Val 
Webb on her U.K. tour. As we 
joined with Market Harborough, Jill 
will provide a detailed report. 
Sufficient to say that Val Webb's 
talk and her books have enriched 

and inspired us all and given our 
group a new impetus. And as we 
provided hospitality, theological 
conversations and personal 
journeys could be shared over 
supper and breakfast! In our group 
we still meet in our homes, still not 
sure of the most appropriate venue. 
The focus of our discussion has 
been Dominic Crossan's DVD on the 
Life of Jesus. Our ever present 
problem is how rigidly to keep to 
the content of the DVD and how 
much to allow it to be a spring-
board for whatever seems to touch 
our different experiences and 
interests. We look forward to our 
next topic which just could be a 
more detailed reflection on Val 
Webb's latest book Testing 
Tradition and Liberating Theology.  

We are a core group of five people - 
sometimes joined by members of 
Fishpond (Norwich). We meet every 
Thursday at 2.00p.m. in a member’s 
house. Between us we attend 
various Churches and none. We are 
grateful for, and frequently use 
PCN’s library of DVDs and tapes as 
well as attending conferences and 
weekends when we can. We have 
just watched the DVD of the Gretta 
Vosper presentation in London. We 
were, as before, inspired by her 
openness and fearless honesty. Two 
more DVDs from Jess have arrived 
with her customary efficiency and 
we anticipate more inspiration! All 
these inputs engender and feed our 
discussions along with local and 
national events and the Church 
press. We continue to collect for 
Wateraid, support a local homeless 
charity and organise collections for 
the Norwich Foodbank. We join in 
with Fishpond Meetings in Norwich  
on the last Friday of the month and 
have enjoyed discussion on many 
and varied subjects. We take time 
to share and support one another 
through life’s joys and challenges.     
We relish the freedom to share, 
question, disagree, learn and laugh 
together.  We welcome visitors and 
enquirers. 

Shoreline (Norfolk Broads)   Julia Morris  
01692 598538           julia.morris2@btinternet.com  

Newcastle upon Tyne  Pat Fuller  
01670 519800 pat.fuller@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Market Harborough  Jill Cooper  
01858 433865                jandpcooper@yahoo.co.uk 

Oadby             Gerald Gardiner 

0116 2713869  gerald.gardiner@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Norwich          Ken and Joyce Ellis 
01362 853626     kenandjoyce.ellis@pcnbritain.org.uk 
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Previous knowledge coalesces 

in an erupting vapour 

not dissimilar to a firework display. 

Thoughts unrecognised become clear 

in an evolving moment of knowing. 

Crowds, voices 

fade into an eerie silence 

only to be replaced 

by words spoken from deep within; 

Sentence by sentence 

cosmic knowledge unfolds 

in a tumultuous outpouring 

of full humanity and oneness. 
     Heather Whyte           

We continue to meet monthly at 
Trinity URC in St Albans. The recent 
May meeting was led by Rev Feargus 
O'Connor, minister of the Unitarian 
Church in Golders Green and St 
Albans, talking about "Compassion 
and Empathy in the World Religions". 
It was an opportunity to get to know 
more about the Unitarians (who are 
known to be progressive)! Our June 
meeting on the 25th will be led by 
John Churcher and me in which we 
will introduce Roger Ray's book 
‘Progressive Faith & Practice’ (which 
some members bought after the talk 
of Roger Ray in March) and consider 
what chapters we may look at in 
more depth at our meetings in the 
autumn. John has some copies of the 
book for sale (at reduced price). 

In Memory of Alun Thomas 
A great sadness has been the death of Alun Thomas, 
on March 13th, after a long battle with heart 
problems. Alun founded the Norwich group in 2004 
with half a dozen like-minded friends, meeting in each 
other’s houses, and it has now grown to its present 
size.  Ill health never stopped Alun in his many 
activities and his quirky sense of humour delighted his 
friends to the end.  He was a prison visitor and took a 
particular interest in one young man long after his 
release, who came to call him ‘Dad’. Alun wrote his 
own memorial service, based on the theme of serving 

others which was so characteristic of his own life.  His is a great loss. 

Alun will be much missed by Shoreline (Norfolk Broads) too. He was an 
enthusiastic, courageous and inspiring seeker of new understandings who 
welcomed all who wanted to walk with him, and a man of principle, whose 
humour and company were delightful. He supported and joined PCN and 
enjoyed meeting people at many Conferences and gatherings.. 

He will be remembered with love, deep respect and many smiles by Julia, 
Anita, Roy, Ros, Wendy and Merrie in the USA. 

St Albans          Leonora Jagessar  
dsleonora@yahoo.co.uk 

“Pappa”, she calls me, 

Taking my hand 

And issuing her stern command 

To “Come up and see” …. 

Her picture, or doll, or teddy bear, 

Or shells, or play-doh fantasies, 

And all those myriad joys 

We grown-ups call ‘toys’. 
 

So then, obedient 

As befits my age, 

Accorded equal status in 

A child’s democracy 

And thus sublimely honoured, 

I obey, 

And meekly follow up the stair 

To view the wonders waiting there. 
 

Thus gently and sweetly, we 

Rehearse the moment when 

Another voice commands 

“Come up and see….” 
 

In both I sense my immortality. 
Brian Wilson 

To My First 
Grandchild 

Pentecost 
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Reflection: 1 Corinthians 13  
The Bible we have today is tidily 
arranged and held together as one 
text. But that is not how it began 
its life. Each book was a separate 
scroll, a single text in either Greek 
or Hebrew, and different 
communities would have had their 
own collections based on their 
prosperity, inheritance and 
particular interests. We now have 
it translated into various English 
versions to make our lives easier, 
and each of the books is broken 
down into chapters and verses. 

This passage from 1 Corinthians 
began its life as a letter from Paul 
to the church he established in 
Corinth. They wouldn’t have just 
selected these 13 or so sentences, 
they would have sat and listened 
to the whole thing, and then spent 
the rest of the day discussing it. 

The point I want to make is that these 13 verses are 
part of a whole. They form part of a message Paul sent 
to a particular group of people, in a certain place, and at 
a certain time. 

That is how they began, but it is testament to the 
beauty, mystery and primacy of the Bible that these 13 
verses can speak powerfully just by themselves. 

These words are a hymn to love; a poem that opens our 
hearts to the eternal, selfless, and enduring nature of 
love in its purest form. 

It reminds us that whatever our gifts, whether we are 
talented speakers, can speak languages fluently, are 
able to discern the future, have amassed knowledge or 
insights,  have complete trust in God, are completely 
selfless or are willing to risk our lives, that all counts for 
nothing if we do not have love. It counts for nothing if 
we do not live loving lives. 

The attributes of love are patience, kindness, being 
trusting, modesty, humility, politeness, moderation, 
contentment, warmth, being forgiving, and 
truthfulness.  

Love is tolerant, accepts things at face value whilst 
hoping for the good, and is steadfast. 

Love is eternal. All of the gifts we celebrate and are 
thankful for are never permanent. They will fade or 
leave us. Our gifts are limited; only in love can we find 
completeness.  

Over our lifetimes we change, we make choices, but 
love is a constant. We never totally know ourselves, let 
alone another person or the entirety of the universe; 
only love is all-encompassing. 

Life is to be lived with three watch words: faith, hope, 
and love. And if you have to choose between the three, 
choose love. 

This hymn to love sits within a letter, within a collection 
of letters that are attributed to Paul, and part of the 
New Testament – writings exploring the new activity of 
God seen in the life of Jesus of Nazareth – which in turn 
sits alongside the Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, 
continuing the story of seekers after God from Genesis 
to Revelation, and into the life of the Church. 

This hymn to love sits within a letter where Paul 
declares his fellow Christians part of the body of Christ, 
all with their own talents and roles, and teaches them 
that to truly live as Christ’s body they are called to love. 

The preceding chapter, number 12, speaks of spiritual 
gifts and the unity and interdependence of Christ’s 
body, and ends “But strive for the greater gifts. And I 
will show you a still more excellent way.” And that more 
excellent way is love. The next chapter, number 14, 
begins: “Pursue love and strive for the spiritual gifts”. 

In these words from Paul, we are called to love. There is 
no greater calling. 

Love is patient; love is kind; love never ends… faith, 
hope, and love abide, these three; and the greatest of 
these is love. Amen 

David Coaker is a member of 

the Bolton PCN Group and the 

editor of Progressive Voices. 
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Kingdom Dreams 
Mystery-laden dreams can connect us with Jesus’ vision 

of the Kingdom of God and potentially unite our 
introversion and extraversion. 

Being naturally of an introverted nature, I myself feel 
uncomfortably guilty at not being extraverted, outgoing 
and openly loving. Reflecting on dreams accompanies 
my inwardly directed tendency. I suggest we might be 
helped by exploring how through dreams we relate with 
unconscious aspects of our individual selves. As I was 
struggling to write about this I had a relevant dream. 

A helpful dream 

I am very miserable and frustrated. I am in the middle of 
England and have to take my car through customs, and 
then by train and boat to Ireland. The assorted contents 
of the boot are strewn around. I hold some square plastic 
folders in my right hand. However despite my feverish, 
self-defeating ineptitude, at re-packing the boot I find a 
length of thin light-brown string about five feet long, 
which had been used by Jesus, possibly as a teaching aid. 
There are a few knots in it and I start undoing them, but 
this is holding me up. So I form it into a coil and gently 
return it to the boot. Above it I place a large flat brown-
paper parcel, tied once round with exactly the same sort 
of string. I hear sung: “And did those feet in ancient 
time”. I feel moved by the music. 

Its immediate effects 

I felt very energetic. I became determined to see those 
folders as a clue to composing my writing into discrete 
chunks. I remembered an actor’s nightmare, typically in 
which the dreamer is on stage trying to improvise, but 
with no idea of character, lines or even the play. For an 
amateur like me my next performance was exceptional. 
How come this energy? Perhaps dreams bring energy by 
shaking us up, making “all (appropriate) systems go”. 

Dreams can be healing without interpretation, maybe 
because in sleep the mind continues working whilst its 
connection to bodily movement is very largely cut off. 
Mind and body when constricted by some combined 
habits that maintain malfunctioning, may have some 
chance of being realigned as if in accord with some 
hidden blueprint or plan. 

Beginning its interpretation 

Everything can be symbolic and significant. Most 
problematical and mystery-laden was the light-brown 
length of string that had been used by Jesus. Blake’s 
golden string that wound into a ball takes you to 
heaven’s gate, was my first association. But not golden 
this dream one; plain, ordinary. I wound it into a coil. But 
not in the symbolic three and a half turns of the 
Kundalini energy snake. In a symbol dictionary I read 
that “all strings bind”. I remember: “Blest be the tie that 
binds our hearts in Christian love”. And what of Jesus? A 
 rule for interpretation is to take every figure in a 

dream subjectively as being an aspect of you. The actual 
image is of that string Jesus had used. That it was used 
by Jesus connects the dream to my writing. My teaching 
being about Jesus? Then, why knots? And so on. 

Why interpret? Choice, imagination and “God” 

Even though you rightly “stick to the image”, you rarely 
exactly know what a dream is saying, and your 
perspective will probably change over time. At the least 
they awaken us to unrecognised possibilities and 
dangers. We humans are free to respond or integrate as 
best we can imagine; it’s our choice. 

Scientists use imagination. Kekulé said to his fellow 
scientists: “Dream gentlemen”. His seeing of a snake 
biting its tail had given him the long-needed clue to the 
ring structure of benzene, and opened up new 
possibilities in organic chemistry and energy supply. 
World-transforming quantum science would not have 
reached us without playful and testable creative fantasy. 
“From Thee all skill and science flow” began Charles 
Kingsley’s poem. If this is true, then some other being 
than me must be involved? 

A religious fantasy: I have the impression that dreams 
somehow come from a source/spirit that is other than 
ourselves but also intermingled. This source, I guess, 
utilises our subconscious store of memories. Affected by 
our dream interpretation we choose what to do. In this 
doing we “collapse” wave-function-like potentials into 
earth-reality particles. There is no completely right or 
wrong way of acting, but a dream reply may invite 
change. We could call this our “co-creative dialogue with 
God”. It works in terms of God’s symbolic language that 
we have so forgotten today. In Jesus’ tradition God was 
central but not only good. As with earthly parents Jesus 
was grateful, got to love his life, and related with love. 
So, in his “exploration into God” he found himself saying 
“Abba”. 

Healing and the Kingdom of God 

I found my dream healing in that it was compensating 
for my previous day’s one-sided, despairing attitude, 
towards my writing. Thus most of us can receive little 
bits of healing along with snatches of mystery-feeling (or 
“the numinous”) on a regular basis. We might say 
“continuous redemption”. In our dreams we are “close 
to the mystery of the Kingdom”, wrote John Sanford, 
American Episcopal priest and Jungian analyst. 

“The Kingdom of God” features often in Jesus’ parables. 
Similar stories were popular in his time but none ended 
in his deliberately confusing way. Biblical scholar C H 
Dodd argued that Jesus’ parables were thus intended to 
bring about an experience of this Kingdom. Further, 
eminent modern hypnotist Milton Erickson, in casual 
conversation would gently lead his clients towards a 
state of mental confusion and then intuitively choose a 
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Suggested reading: John A Sanford: The Kingdom 
Within. Morton T Kelsey: God, Dreams and Revelation, 
A Christian Interpretation of Dreams. Edward E 
Edinger: Ego and Archetype. Elizabeth Boyden Howes: 
Intersection and Beyond, 2 volumes. Stevan L Davies: 
Jesus the Healer. Isabel Briggs Myers: Gifts Differing. 

Norman Pope after retiring  

from teaching science trained in  

Drama-and-Movement Therapy and 

Holotropic Breathwork. He has  

recorded his dreams for forty years. 

word or phrase that would encourage 
them to relax whilst maintaining an 
altered, but consciously-alert, state of 
mind. Within this consciousness given a 
greater time span and with extra guidance, 
this method could have a much more 
profound healing effect than most dreams. 
Spirit empowered as at his baptism, during 
healing, Jesus’ most willingly received 
inductive phrase could have been: “The 
Kingdom of God”.  

Archetypal potential 

“Going to Ireland” suggests one of the 
“archetypes” that can be seen as part of 
our inner psychic structure and dispose us 
to act in patterns of typical behaviour. So, I 
am the hero returning to Ireland, my 
country of birth, with what I had learnt 
abroad. But the singing of Blake’s moving 
lines evokes the mystery of England that I 
realise I love. I remember that dreams 
never tell us what to do. 

Applying Jesus’ psychological awareness 

When Jesus urged that whoever sees a mote in someone 
else’s eye should notice the plank in their own, we can 
recognise that he prefigured modern depth psychology’s 
understanding of projection of our unrecognised or 
“shadow” side onto others. We have to find the plank 
and take it back from people about whom we feel more 
than reasonable emotional intensity. Initially this may 
feel like a bereavement.  

Thus in worshipping Jesus as “saviour”, what we are 
projecting onto him is probably our archetypal capacity 
to follow our own journey of transformation through the 
unglamorous nitty-gritty details of our lives. If as “solely 
divine”, we may be projecting something of our own 
unique place in creation and in the life of God. Favoured 
Johannine and Pauline writings tend to support such 
projections about Jesus. So Jesus’ own experience, 
which should be most discernible in the Synoptic 
gospels, has become virtually invisible. 

Gathering to unite inner and outer 

I have sought to show how a dream may provide 
mystery, energy, and healing. How it could indicate 
opportunity for choice among life possibilities, and touch 
Jesus’ Kingdom of God where healing occurs. I have 
imagined how interpretation can help scientists and 
assist us in further communication with “God”. And I 
have suggested how Jesus’ insight about our projection 
onto disapproved others applies to our projections onto 
himself.  

We might begin on a new way by attending to our own 
dreams and, should the opportunity arise, create 
inwardly-oriented groups intended to get us closer to 
sharing consciously in the Kingdom that Jesus knew and 
lived for. There are simple group-methods of exploration 

to try, and no doctrines or traditional images should be 
allowed to affect our perception.  

On occasion this style of group, which could 
complement groups following the more extrovert path 
such as that taken by Gretta Vosper, could meet 
together. With inner and outer now better 
“distinguished in order to unite” could we find ways to 
revitalise old liturgical symbols or find new ones with 
which to celebrate and communicate mystery-laden 
connection with our inner depths? 

My compensatory dream 

When I had finished the first draft I was overjoyed, but 
received a compensatory dream.  

In a shaded corner of my former teaching laboratory, I 
see a fifteen year-old boy. I go to him. He stands up. I say 
“Get out”. He breaks wind loudly, the sound is continued 
slightly more melodiously outside the room. 

The wind of the spirit blows? (Dreams can enjoy a sense 
of humour, and convey their messages with puns with 
cartoon-like precision.) I had disregarded that boy, part 
of my potential wholeness. I would attempt a different 
version. This is it. 
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Poetry is a fountain 
I attended the PCN Spring 
Conference on Sat 9th May 
led by Mark Oakley (left), a 
canon at St Paul’s Cathedral, 
and I don’t think I have ever 
been so moved by a speaker.  

I was brought up to believe 
Plato’s view that Science and 
logic were far more ‘real’ and 
superior to emotions. Thirty 
years ago I did a 2-year 
course in Humanistic 

Psychology where I learnt what a large, often dominant 
part emotions play in our lives and in our decision-
making, even when we ‘think’ we are behaving logically. 
In my work as a gastroenterologist I also learnt how 
emotions could cause real abdominal pain. 

Mark demonstrated with the poem ‘Names’, by Wendy 
Cope, how the deeply meaningful content of this short 
piece was virtually impossible to translate into prose. 
He drew our attention to how we listen differently to a 
talk beginning ‘Here is the news ….’ or ‘Once upon a 
time …..’. Later, in group workshops, we found that 
trying to ‘explain’ or ‘interpret’ a poem could detract 
from the depth of meaning in that poem. 

One of his many lovely quotations was “Never sacrifice 
a good question for a mere answer”.  When Jesus was 
asked questions, he rarely (if ever) gave an answer – 
rather he told a story which illuminated yet another 
question (e.g. the story of the Good Samaritan – who 
was the neighbour, what defines the neighbour whom 
we should love?). 

Mark sees the Biblical (and many religious) writings as 
poetic: they contain great and meaningful truths but 
they are not prose subject to factual or scientific 
analysis. For me, the bodily resurrection and virgin birth 
become beautiful poetic ways of expressing just what a 
special person Christ was, and Son of God expresses the 
universal relevance of his message. 

Borg (Heart of Christianity) said biblical statements can 
be true but not factual - myths. Myth has been defined 
as the collective wisdom (universal truth) of a tribe, 
often told as ‘poetic’ stories. Ignore that wisdom at your 
peril – sometimes literally! Scott, in planning his 
Antarctic expedition, believed the scientists of his day 
and ignored the ‘myth’ of the ‘limeys’ (British sailors 
who had to eat limes/lemons when on long 
expeditions). It is when we begin to think we ‘know’ 
everything that serious errors occur. (Scott and his men 
died of scurvy!) 

Thanks to Mark, instead of crossing my fingers while 
saying the Creed the following Sunday, I was today able 
to embrace every truth in it.              Hugh McMichael  

I greatly enjoyed and appreciated Mark Oakley’s 
beautifully poetic contribution to our Spring Conference 
and would like to share my experience of attempting to 
bridge between traditional Anglican liturgy and 
alternatives more meaningful to progressives.   

Along with others I have struggled to whole-heartedly 
declare the Creed or preach on Sundays such as 
Ascension, but poetry has often struck me as a potential 
way through. In my local parish I offered sessions on 
‘Liturgy as poetry’, two before Christmas and two after 
Easter. My aim was to open the door to attendees’ 
awareness of alternative and legitimate understandings 
of liturgy, bible, hymns, words themselves and, 
fundamentally, experience - from which everything 
comes. Words came and come, not ‘in the beginning’ 
but after human experience. 

My chief starting point and indeed conclusion is the 
necessity for all of us and especially people of faith to 
observe and learn how we may use words; and 
secondly, how we are aware of, and estimate, our own 
experience of life and our personal behaviour. We have 
to ask ourselves why we think, believe, behave and 
have our being, as we do. My hope is that in raising a 
few questions we may have increased our 
understanding of God, and of our purpose and meaning 
in life; and of others’ differences from ourselves.    

Richard Tetlow (PCN trustee) 

PCN’s Annual General Meeting was held during the 
Spring Conference. 

Angela Smith announced that she will stand down as 
the Chair of PCN Britain later this month, though she 
remains as a trustee until her current term ends next 
year.  She said her timing reflects another immanent 
change in the life of PCN – the retirement, in April 2016, 
of PCN’s long standing administrator, Andy Vivian.  By 
leaving her post a year early, she hopes to give her 
successor a year’s valuable overlap with Andy, who will 
be able to help the new Chair to settle in.   

We’ll know who the new Chair is after June 13th when 
the trustees next meet and the officers are due to be 
elected. 

Two trustees retired at this AGM: Andrew Burrell, who 
has been our treasurer and Alan Race.  The Chair paid 
tribute to both for their valued contribution to the work 
of PCN.  Her full report can be read online – see PCN 
Britain Annual Report in the Resources section of the 
website, www.pcnbritain.org.uk.   Paul Dawson, a 
London member, has said he is willing to serve as the 
new treasurer from September.  The committee will 

AGM Report 

http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk


23 

Space to Breathe 

have an opportunity to co-opt him in that role at its 
September meeting. 

The AGM received four nominations to join the 
committee.  Since there were 8 trustees left on the 
committee and the full quota is 12, that meant all four 
could be appointed and no ballot was necessary.  
Members approved their appointment by a unanimous 
show of hands. 

The new trustees: 

Patricia Fuller, convenor of the Newcastle 
group, is our only ordained newcomer. She 
has experience running workshops and 
retreats and facilitated this year’s PCN 
Members’ Residential weekend. 

Maureen Foxall, is a lay chaplain at the 
Queen Elizabeth Hospital, Birmingham. She 
is also an Iona Community Associate and a 
lay preacher. She values PCN for providing 
support to people when they no longer feel 
sustained by many traditional churches. 

Richard Gray, convenor of the Cornwall 
group, teaches in higher education.  He 
has organised successful conferences in 
the South West and this experience will 
be valuable to PCN nationally.  He also 
hopes to target a younger demographic. 

Geraint Rees, having been co-opted last 
year will now sit as an elected 
trustee. He works as an education policy 
adviser and is keen to see PCN growing in 
Wales. Geraint currently leads for PCN at 
Greenbelt.  

 

 
 
 

Some reactions to the PCN Members’ Residential 
Weekend 2015:  

“Wide ranging, illuminating and nurturing.”  “A 
wonderful time of fellowship, friendship and fun.”  “A 
reassuring time of sharing and reflection.”  

These were just some of the responses at the end of the  
weekend, gently and skilfully facilitated by Sandra 
Griffiths and Pat Fuller. The atmosphere created by just 
12 members had “a sense of community and diversity - 
and feeling at home with new friends” 

Meeting at the Hayes in Swanwick, the weekend was 
well situated, warmly supported by the experienced 
hosts and provided a break from the normality of life 
and led us into a “common mystery”. The participants 
highlighted the friendship of the experience. 

Each member had been invited to suggest a topic that 
they’d like to focus on and there were more than we had 
time for. In an spirit of trusting one another, we listened 
to presentations on mindfulness, forgiveness, 
multiculturalism, community life, sacred spaces and our 
understandings and images created by the word “God” - 
in words, pictures, film, sound and stones. 

As we were a small group, the eating and drinking 
experiences became a central part of the weekend and 
many new friendships were forged. 

We came away with more than we expected - new 
insights, new challenges and, in the safety of new and 
trusted friends, the joy of sharing not only doubts and 
anxieties but also joys and refreshment. 

Those who came, look forward to putting the next 
members’ weekend in their diaries and would 
recommend the experience to everyone. 

Here are a few sound bites in conclusion: “You have only 
got moments to live, so live in the moment’. “Eternal life 
is being in touch with the present.” “A sacred space is 
one where one is not afraid of the dark.” “A sacred 
space is one where things happen.”  

Tony Rutherford  



The Inclusive Church Resource  

The Inclusive Church Resources aim to educate, to reflect theologically and to provide practical advice and 
guidance. Each book contains first-hand personal experiences of people from the marginalised group, a 

theological reflection and a resource section containing addresses, websites and practical advice on improving 
your church’s inclusivity. There are 6 books in the series: 

 

1. Disability by John Hull. 2. Mental Health by Jean Vanier and John Swinton. 
3. Sexuality by Susannah Cornwall. 4. Poverty by Susan Durber. 

5. Ethnicity by Michael Jagessar. 6. Gender by Rosemary Lain Priestley. 
 

We have a set of these to review in future editions. 
If you would be willing to receive a copy and submit a review, please send your name and address, and a brief 

outline of your interest in the particular theme, to: dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk 01772 462229  

mailto:dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PV%20contribution

