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In the gap between this issue being sent to the printers 
and its arriving through your letterboxes, we will have 
had a General Election. This does place me in a quandary 
as to what to now say; hence the prayer to your left!  

Will we have had a Conservative landslide and be on the 
path to a hard Brexit? Will Labour have had a revival and 
our direction be changed? Will the Liberal Democrats 
and the Scottish Nationals hold the balance of power? 
Will UKIP still exist? Will the Greens triple their 
representation? I know what I hope. I know what I fear. 
But as I sit typing this, there is no certainty.  

I do know that millions of individual decisions will have 
come together to form the result. Individual decisions to 
vote one way or another, or to not bother voting at all. 
The result may be clear, or it may take a while to 
become clear, but we will have one just the same. As 
progressives we are used to a lack of certainty, but it 
doesn’t mean we can always enjoy it! 

So instead of politics in the main our contributors will 
reflect on our AGM, and how, in a variety of ways, we 
can engage and deepen our spirituality. They will also 
respond to Ultimate Reality from PV20, Val Webb’s visit, 
introduce us to some fellow travellers, question infant 
baptism, and promote Refugee Week. 

Welcome to the 21st edition of Progressive Voices. 

Enjoy!  

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 18th August 2017  

 

December: Friday 10th November 2017 
March: Friday 9th Feb 2018 
June: Friday 11th May 2018 
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 Christian, Black Sheep and Prodigals,  
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 Listening to God – Fuel for ministry  
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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 

Thank you! 
To all of the members who contributed to the Queen 

Elizabeth Hospital charity at the PCN AGM. Your 
generosity raised the sum of £143.80 for which we are 

immensely grateful. It was a pleasure to be able to 
host and meet so many of you. 

Maureen Foxall - PCN Trustee & Chaplain QEHB 
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When I was a teenager there were clear 
differences between the political parties. 
Thatcher's Conservatives wanted low 
taxation, privatisation, free market and a 
small state; whereas Labour, under 
Michael Foot, went very left wing and 
wanted unilateral disarmament, higher 
taxation for the rich, re-nationalisation 
of recently privatised industries and, 
interestingly, withdrawal from the 
European Economic Community. 
Whatever your political persuasion, 
nobody could call that period boring. 
The world also had the threat of World 
War III hovering over us with Reagan's 
Star Wars programme and the Soviet 
Union's nuclear posturing. In the 1990s, 
UK political parties began to occupy the 
centre ground and there was little to tell 
between them, in fact you could almost 
mistake Tony Blair's New Labour for the 
Conservatives in drag. The U.S. and the 
Soviet Union also buried their hatchets 
and the world seemed, on the whole, to 
be at relative peace. Satire was alive and 
well in 2000 when the Simpsons 
predicted the quite ridiculous idea that 
Donald Trump would be U.S. president.  

This led to the Conservative and Lib Dem 
Coalition of 2010, where Nick Clegg is 
quoted as saying of David Cameron 
"Until today we were rivals and now 
we're colleagues. That says a lot about 
the scale of the new politics that's now 
beginning to unfold." 

Well it unfolded… then completely 
unravelled. In just a very few short years, 
politically we could be back in the 1980s! 
Labour have shifted radically left again 
and the Tories have given in to their far-
right wing and are in danger of 
becoming the nasty party again. The only 
difference from the 80s is that it’s now 
the Tories who are insistent on leaving 
our European friends. Russia are again 
flexing their nuclear muscles, and the 
U.S. have done the unthinkable and 
made the Simpson's prophecy about 
Trump come true, with ‘fake news’ now 

the norm. Add to that the new threats of 
China and North Korea, and the world 
seems a dark place indeed. 

You don’t need me to tell you that we 
are a very divided country. Globalisation 
has changed the world, giving us the 
haves (some having an obscene amount) 
and the have nots (some with next to 
nothing). Globalisation has certainly 
benefited many, but sadly left a great 
number behind in its wake. With the 
referendum, I believe we have wrongly 
focused on the EU as the root of our 
problems, when we should have looked 
at ourselves and the grave inequality in 
our society. We wanted to pass the 
blame for our problems onto something 
else (the EU) rather than owning up to 
our part in the problem, and dealing 
with our domestic inequality ourselves. 

As many of you know, I used to be a very 
conservative Christian. When problems 
arose we were encouraged to pray to 
God and let him (always male) deal with 
them. This always felt like the cowards’ 
way out. Rather than deal with our own 
problems we gave them up for God to 
deal with and divorced ourselves from 
having to deal with them - it never 
worked and usually made things worse. 

Brexit reminds me of my old faith. Just 
as I left everything to God, with Brexit 
we appear to have put all of our woes 
down to the EU and assume that when 
we leave everything will be perfect. Just 
as leaving all my problems to God 
usually made them worse, my big fear is 
that leaving everything to Brexit may 
make our inequality problems worse. I 
sincerely hope I'm wrong. 

As Progressive Christians, we agree with 
Desmond Tutu when he says "Do your 
little bit of good where you are; it's 
those little bits of good put together that 
overwhelm the world.”  

No matter what our political views, we 
can all agree we need to be an example 
to others.  

Vice Chair’s Letter 

Paul Onslow serves as 
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paul.onslow@pcnbritain.org.uk 
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 AGM - Big Conversation 
April 1st might seem 
an inauspicious day for 
PCN to hold its Annual 
Meeting, but our 
gathering at Queen 
Elizabeth Hospital in 
Birmingham proved to 
be an exhilarating 
occasion of spirited 
conversations and a deep sharing of ideas. Around 70 
attended, extraordinarily good for any AGM, and hinted 
surely that we need space to talk and discuss with each 
other as friends drawn from across our network, as well 
as  when we sit back and listen to a guest lecturer. And 
so, thank you to all who came and contributed. 

So, what were the significant themes and pointers 
arising from the day? Every one who attended will have  
their own thoughts and impressions, but I would like to 
sift out, from the notes taken in the various groups, the 
key issues for us all, including trustees, to take on board. 

Being Two Faced! There was much talk about the 
breadth of our membership, and how this could be seen 
to be a positive characteristic of our organization. Our 
members include a good many church ministers, 
attenders of a large variety of denominations and other 
religious gatherings, alongside post-church and ‘nones’, 
or, as one member put it, those who range from 
orthodox to atheist. This is wide territory, attracting 
those who would generally agree with the first of the 
eight points, ‘Seek God, however understood, guided by 
the life and teachings of Jesus’. There was talk of being 
‘two faced’, or rather, multi-faceted, in that we could be 
more open to dialogue and discussion with those who 
hold no religious faith and whose humanistic core values 
would be generally accepted; to have conversations 
about what it means to be human with those of other 
faiths, religious communities, spirituality and meditation 
networks and so forth. In short, we must be about 
honest dialogue about ‘God’, what it means to be 
‘Christian’ and to be human. Quite an agenda there!  

Being Forever Young! A significant conversation centred 
upon how we might become more attractive to people 
aged under 50, and thereby to parents with teenagers 
and younger children, to students, and those at the 
beginning of their employment. We, like so many 
religious groups and churches has an ageing 
membership, and ideas began to flow about how this 
might change. Are we seen to be too intellectual? Are 
we communicating in the most useful way, using all the 
tools of social media? Can we begin to offer better 
resources to help parents and others retell the Jesus 
story in progressive ways? What about a PCN day for 
parents and children? These and other helpful 
conversations will be fed into a task group, which the 
trustees will set up, to keep PCN forever young! 

A Sense of Belonging. So often I heard people speak 
about how PCN, through its groups, its day events and 
other gatherings, offers that important sense of 
belonging, to a kind of family who are on a similar 
journey. Many are longing for a more honest and 
progressive church community; others, bruised by 
religion, seek fresh pastures and new friends. People 
share new insights and experiences in a trusting 
environment. One of our AGM groups discussed the kind 
of resources which can be offered to groups and 
individuals on the journey. There is already a wealth of 
material in our library and on our website but people 
mentioned the use of YouTube and radio podcasts, so 
perhaps more collating needs to be done? 

All of a Twitter. Fewer folk opted for the workshops on 
social media and groups using the PCN website – not 
because of doubting the expertise on offer through 
Julian and Andy’s presentations – but rather because of 
the innate conservatism of many of us (me included) 
when it comes to the use of Facebook, Twitter, and 
other social media platforms. But we are getting better 
and perhaps this is an area where we might all 
contribute more so that our conversations, ideas and 
resources, reach a much wider audience. Julian and 
Andy are making great strides in this area. Soon our 
website will be tablet/smart phone-friendly, and the 
discussion group on Facebook is ready to take off.  

In all, a very good AGM experience and our thanks to 
Maureen Foxall, chaplain at the hospital and a PCN 
trustee, and her colleague and team leader Richard 
Wharton, for their generous invitation for PCN to use 
the excellent facilities. Thanks, as ever, to our hard-
working administrator, Sarah, who ensured that all the 
paperwork was in order for the AGM part of the day. We 
welcomed a new trustee in Ian Geere and were 
delighted that Peter Stribblehill agreed to be our new 
treasurer. (Peter was subsequently co-opted at a special 
meeting of the trustees). 

So, April 1st, no fooling, it was a great day! 

Adrian Alker serves as the  

Chair of PCN Britain 

adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk 

mailto:adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Response%20to%20Chair's%20letter%20-%20PV
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Members’ Residential Weekend 
13th- 15th October, 2017  

Life Journeys ……… Cairns along the way 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Foxhill Centre, Tarvin Road, Frodsham, WA6 6XB 
www.foxhillconferences.co.uk  

 

The annual residential weekend is a chance for 
members to spend time together considering ideas on 

a particular theme. Sessions on how we might mark 
significant events in our lives will be led by volunteer 

PCN members. We occasionally need to 
celebrate or mark events in our lives that do not have 

set rituals. This will be an opportunity to work 
together to consider what sort of rituals we would like 
to develop, especially from our own life experiences. 

 

The cost of the weekend is £160 per person, including 
all meals. There are 16 en-suite single rooms and two 
twin bedded rooms. Day delegates for the Saturday 

can attend £35 for lunch and supper, £22.50 for lunch.  
 

There is a bursary scheme so that cost need not be a 
barrier to attending. Please contact: 

pat.fuller@pcnbritain.org.uk or sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk 
 

Please book through www.pcnbritain.org.uk/shop 
Bookings can be accepted up to Wed 13th Sept. 

 Ultimate Reality? 
In his article in March PV (20, p6-7), Howard Grace 
begins with community building and ends with the need 
for compassion in daily life. In between, he reflects on 
different religions, wondering about the importance of 
beliefs and human experience. He asks whether “maybe, 
like all of us, [Jesus and the Buddha] both were seeking 
to access a reality or a Divinity that is far beyond human 
beings’ ability to comprehend.” Later, he talks of 
“humanity reaching out to the Ultimate Reality.” I would 
like to examine this concept more closely. 

My training makes me immediately suspicious when 
abstract words, words that “cannot be put in a 
wheelbarrow”, are capitalised. Capitalised nouns are 
generally names, so that the words acquire a delusive 
reality, like Platonic Ideas, whereas ‘Ultimate Reality’ 
sounds to me like nothing more than the crock of gold at 
the end of the rainbow. ‘God’ is another such word: with 
Gretta Vosper I wonder whether it has come to the end 
of its useful life as a symbol for the meaning of life. 

Scientists once had a word ‘phlogiston’ for a universal, 
imperceptible substance that existed in all combustible 
bodies. When they discovered that heat involves the 
flow of energy from one body to another, they 
abandoned the idea of phlogiston. We have now 
reached a corresponding point in our assessment of 
human capability: we are all capable of infinitely more 
than we believe. There is no need to posit the existence 
of an external prompter, though we may use such 
language to cover our tracks. 

Now that modern cosmology leaves no place for a 
heavenly throne above the sky, we recognise that the 
only locus for heaven is here on earth. In enthusiastic 
panentheism, we see God in everything and everyone. 
We recognise that God has no hands but ours. ‘God’ has 
become a metaphor for that which gives meaning to life. 
Meaning is found, not in remote incomprehensibility, 
but in the way we lead our lives, the choices we make. 
Existentially, we are what we do. The aim of mysticism is 
to find unity with all that is and thence to direct our 
energy against the injustices we perceive. 

Nor are these ideas new. In the 17th century, Angelus 
Silesius wrote: “Paradise is at your own centre; unless 
you find it there, there is no way to enter.” In the 5th 
century, Augustine spoke of “God being closer to me 
than I am to myself.” Jesus spoke of the kingdom of 
heaven being “at hand”, realised in the works he did. 

I conclude that the only meaning I can give to “ultimate 
reality” is the present, the only time we know we are 
alive. As Saint Catherine of Genoa said, “the divine 
moment is the present moment.” The implications of 
this is summarised as Tolstoy ends ‘Three Questions’: 

“There is only one time that is important – Now! It is 
the most important time because it is the only time 
when we have any power. The most necessary man is 

he with whom you are, for no man knows whether he 
will ever have dealings with any one else; and the most 
important affair is to do him good, because for that 
purpose alone was man sent into this life!” 

For those of us who, for whatever reason, spend a lot of 
time alone, I would add that we should not hesitate to 
do ourselves good, because the commandment is to 
‘love your neighbour as yourself.’ 

Returning finally to Howard’s question, I suggest that 
most of us are more concerned to get through the work 
of today than to worry about a remote divinity. Further, 
whatever we come to believe as a result of our human 
experience, this matters only in so far as it is reflected in 
the value of the choices we make. 

Michael Hell was a buyer with Imperial 

Metal Industries, returned to Church after 

bereavement, practices the Alexander 

Technique, and is an avid reader. 

http://www.foxhillconferences.co.uk
mailto:pat.fuller@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Members%20Residential%20via%20PV
mailto:sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Members%20residential%20via%20PV
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/shop
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 New Vision - Quakerism? 
It is twenty-five years since I left the CofE for the 
Quakers because, for me, there were too many 
unacceptable aspects of traditional Christian belief. Now 
I facilitate three centring prayer / Christian meditation 
groups, a Quaker Universalist group, and an exploring 
spirituality group. It has become increasingly clear to me 
that we need a radical new vision for Christianity if it is 
to not fade away, as well as a vision for all communities 
seeking awareness of the deeper mysteries of life. For 
me, there are four key aspects to that vision: 

First there needs to be a daily contemplative aspect to 
any community. This is meditation that goes beyond 
words and thinking e.g. Lectio Divina. Sitting in silence 
and thinking or reflecting is not enough. We need a way 
of deepening our relationship with God, whatever that 
means for us, and with that deepening relationship a 
gradual transformation and a deepening of love and 
compassion within us, as well as the fruit of the Spirit. It 
is this development within us that is the only way to 
judge the quality of our relationship with God.  

Secondly, this needs to be allied to an intellectual 
understanding of our faith. It is one that needs to be 
rigorous, robust, and takes on board the understandings 
of modern science, psychology, sociology, hermeneutics 
etc. These are not enemies but friends that deepen our 
insights. There must be an openness to different models 
or paradigms of Christianity, a realisation that different 
models can work together, though some may be much 
more effective in today’s world than others. To many 
Christians these new models will appear totally 
iconoclastic and unacceptable. Yet when we get down to 
the essence of spirituality, these conflicts tend to 
disappear. An example would be that provided by 
Marcus Borg in ‘The Heart of Christianity’. 

I have found that this intellectual understanding is a 
great aid in a person’s development in contemplation. It 
helps them to understand why contemplation is 
essential, what is happening, and what the outcomes 
may be. This understanding helps provide motivation to 
continue when nothing appears to be happening. 

Quakerism is great in these respects, in terms of its 
openness to different models and its emphasis on 
experience over beliefs. This is why there have always 
been questions in this country about how far Quakerism 
is Christian. On the other hand, that rigorous intellectual 
approach has not always been present amongst 
Quakers. Quaker theology is not renowned. 

Next there needs to be an outpouring of that deepening 
love and compassion that goes out to our neighbours, 
and eventually our enemies as well. Without love we are 
as nothing. It is not a distorted love and compassion 
however, but one that comes through transformation. 

Finally, there needs to be an emphasis on the Kingdom 
of God now, today. This is not some future event in the 

next life. This means standing up 
and speaking truth to all 
oppression and 
injustice, social, 
economic and 
environmental. It 
means acting 
against such 
oppression and injustice. 
This is familiar ground for 
Quakers, who are often 
at the forefront on these issues. 

Thus, we have four essential areas. 
A community that does not have a 
vision for all four of these, will always struggle in the 
end. It will always be ‘less than’, rather than ‘more than’. 
An analogy is with a chair. If a leg is missing, the chair 
will topple over. Or, if all the legs are of different length, 
it will always be unstable. Not that every individual in 
the community has to major on all four themes. It can 
obviously be beneficial if they do as they can be seen as 
individual chairs. But what is essential is that they accept 
that all four areas are necessary for the health of any 
spiritual community. 

This is a holistic vision. My experience is that many 
people tend to stick to their siloes, which can stop them 
growing and expanding in awareness. They can lack that 
wider, holistic vision. There are those who are very 
cerebral and concerned with theology, but have little 
awareness of contemplation. There are those 
contemplatives who have no notion of justice, being 
concerned only with their personal relationship with 
God. There are those Quakers who are deeply 
committed to their testimonies, to the exclusion of a 
deeper spirituality. 

All this happens best within a supportive community. 
This acts as a repository of wisdom and a transmitter of 
that wisdom from one generation to the next. 

I do believe that Quakers are in fact the best placed 
group to promote such an emerging vision of 
Christianity. They do not come with much of the 
baggage that often encumbers other denominations. 
There is much about the new vision that is already part 
of the Quaker experience. But putting themselves in 
such a position would be like raising their heads above 
the parapet. It would be both uncomfortable and 
challenging. It is always safer to remain in a Quaker silo. 

Richard Eddleston is a retired 

social worker and lives in 

Nottingham. He is a Quaker, facilitator 

of spirituality and contemplative groups 

and a Green Party activist. 

Quaker Star, Public Domain 
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Learning Soul Language 

 

We need to learn the art of communication, not only 
with the Divine, but also with others as we seek to share 
discoveries about the Divine. How can we describe our 
experience of the spiritual journey? How can we depict, 
for the benefit of ourselves and for others, encounters 
of prayer, transitions we travel through, impediments 
that we face? How can we find images for the intangible, 
‘naming’ the invisible, bringing to visualization the 
unseen; expressing the silences? How can we externalize 
into words the interior emotions and movements in the 
soul? We find ourselves lost for words, tongue-tied, 
dumbfounded, longing to find an expression.  

We need to develop spiritual literacy. We need to be 
able to read our soul. We need to access appropriate 
vocabulary for spirituality: images and pictures, often 
stunning and unnerving, which help us describe and 
clarify what is happening to us; language and terms that 
will develop our awareness, and make the abstract 
concrete. We need interpretive frameworks. We need to 
develop proficiency in the use of appropriate language, 
linguistic competency, both for speaking with God, and 
for sharing our experiences with others.  

Where can we access the raw material of a divine/
human relationship described by others? There is a wide 
range of genres. Historic and classic sources include 
treatises, sermons, devotional manuals, discourses of 
spiritual direction, spiritual autobiography and journals, 
poems, ritual/ liturgical texts, and the whole range of art 
and music. But we need also to relate to the culture of 
our time and place – connecting with images that speak 
powerfully in our own context, found in song books, 
worship texts, guides to spiritual life, noticing too what 
metaphors emerge in today’s movies and technology.  

Ancient vocabulary: 3 types of Biblical language 

The questions I suggest here can help us unlock 
language to then employ it effectively in conversations 
and witness with spiritual searchers and enquirers. 

1. Tender and sensuous language of friends and lovers  

Relational language and metaphors of tenderness and 
risk open up great avenues for exploring one’s 
relationship with God. The prophets show us the way: 

‘You have seduced me, Yahweh, and I have let myself be 
seduced.’ (Jer 20:7 Jerusalem Bible) ‘I am going to lure 
her, and lead her out into the wilderness and speak to 
her heart.’ (Hos 2:16) 

This is taken to the depths of a longing, passionate love 
in the sensuality of the Song of Songs. Though this 
 collection of love poems does not mention God, the 

divine presence is energizing the relationship. The Song 
not only uses erotic language, it also develops the theme 
of hide and seek, the presence and absence of the lover, 
so the emotions of both communion and distress are 
explored. It moves from lines like: ‘You have ravished my 
heart, my sister, my bride, you have ravished my heart 
with a glance of your eyes’ (4:9), to ‘I sought him, but did 
not find him; I called him, but he gave no answer’ (5:6). 

2. Energizing language of pilgrims and travellers 

Geographical and topographical metaphors resonate 
and unpack the great contemporary theme of the 
spiritual journey. There are different threads we could 
pursue: the experience of spiritual exile, drifting, 
lostness and homecoming; our own journey into 
freedom echoing exodus and paschal imagery. We might 
explore the experience of passing through storms and 
chaos, of voyaging into the deep. The image of the 
roadway or pilgrimage to God invites us to identify 
barriers and impediments to our progress. We can 
identify phases in the journey and get a sense of our 
bearings, considering the direction to which God is 
summoning us next. These sort of questions emerge: 

3. Creative language of builders and citizens 

We do not need to look to the heavens for spiritual 
imagery; it is close at hand. We can explore the inner 
spaces expressed in spatial, urban, domestic and 
architectural metaphors. Complementing the dynamic 

Andrew D. Mayes is an associate professor of St George’s 

College Jerusalem and Spirituality Adviser to the Anglican 

Diocese of Chichester. ‘Learning the Language of the Soul: a 

spiritual lexicon’ is published by the Liturgical Press (2016). 

How would you describe your relationship with God? 
What are your primary metaphors? 

 

How do you feel about using the language  
of intimacy with God? Are you comfortable or 

uncomfortable about this? Why? 
 

How comfortable are you in using physical and visceral 
images to speak of the spiritual life? 

 

What is your experience of being wounded by God? 
 

 ‘Taste and see that the LORD is good’ (Ps 38:8).  
What does God taste like for you?  

Look up Ps 119: 103 for one response to this. 

What is your experience of encountering the unexpected 
on your spiritual journey?  

Did this lead you to conversion or to change? 
 

In the book of Isaiah God says: ‘remove every 
obstruction from my people’s way’ (57:14) and ‘build up 

the highway, clear it of stones’ (62:10).  
What impediments to your spiritual progress can you 

name; what roadblocks do you need to overcome if you 
are to advance in the spiritual journey? 

 

Can you identify any ways in which you are becoming 
side-tracked or tempted to ‘go off at a tangent’ from 

your spiritual path?  
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imagery of journey and pilgrimage, the Biblical and 
Christian tradition beckons us to metaphors celebrating 
the divine seeking residence in human lives: we can 
communicate truths in the spiritual life through the 
picture-language of the building and the city, the 
temple, house, castle. This also opens up for us the 
language of spiritual imprisonment, crossing thresholds 
and opening doors. 

Contemporary language: lingo in a technological age 

Today’s world, dominated by information technology 
and digital gadgetry, suggests many images and 
metaphors that can be used in spiritual conversations. 
Language is making a transition: icons and fonts are not 
what they used to be! The internet search engine 
becomes a symbol of humanity’s quest for answers, and 
a preoccupation with ‘surfing the net’ reveals the 
restlessness of the human heart: ‘googling’ is a 
contemporary preoccupation.  

1. Identity: from authenticity to artificiality 

The development of computers mirrors the human soul: 
in the past we spoke of being made in God’s image – 
today we realize that we are ‘hard wired’ for God. The 
hard drive of our being is designed for communication 
with God: this our basic human ‘operating system’. 

Our basic identity is rooted in a realization that each 
person is a child of God, uniquely gifted and cherished 
by God. But modern technology can not only 
depersonalize us so we become an anonymous 
consumer, it can also lead to a dichotomy between 
‘online’ and ‘offline’ personalities. We can create ‘digital 
alter egos’ and websites urge us to ‘create a platform.’ 
Identities can be falsified. There are massive dangers of 
superficiality and deception in internet use, and people 
can end up living in a virtual world not in reality. 
Encryption and decoding may speak of the need for 
secrecy or represent a cover-up. Pseudonyms and 
nicknames may represent a need to conceal gender or 
age. In the passion for taking ‘selfies’ one can choose the 
background and those to be pictured with and, as in 
Photoshop, one can alter details at will. The spiritual 
autobiography of the past has given way to Facebook 
pages and one’s (edited) personal profile.  

All this has tremendous potential for helping us explore 
real issues in spiritual life. Since Adam, we have been 
tempted to hide from God, but, as David came to realize 
in his penitential psalm: ‘You desire truth in the inward 
being; therefore teach me wisdom in my secret 
heart.’ (Ps 51:6) The basic question remains:  

2. Belonging: from communion to connectivity and 
social networking 

One priority of our times is the constant desire to be 
connected to the internet and to reach out across 
cyberspace. If we are not able to be connected, we 
cannot take part in any form of electronic 
communication. Having a WiFi connection is key. We 
must get ‘online’ – plug-in, switch-on, log-in. Spirits sink 
when we get the message ‘Your browser is not 
responding’. We hate it when ‘the system crashes,’ the 
computer runs ‘slow’ or the mobile phone signal breaks 
up. We need to be properly tuned and have our personal 
settings just right or things won’t work. Useful and 
resonant metaphors emerge here. Connectivity is the 
basic essential. Using a mobile phone reminds us that 
God can call at any time or place, but we can be 
switched off or be in sleep mode! A minister said to me 
recently about listening to God: ‘Prayer is about tuning 
into God’s wavelength, not making a broadcast from 
one’s own station.’ 

What are you aiming at? What are your plans?  
What do you hope will be your lasting legacy?  

Recall Hebrews 11:10: Abraham ‘looked forward  
to the city that has foundations, whose  

architect and builder is God.’  
In what ways does your spiritual life resemble a 

construction site? Are there things that need to be torn 
down before something new emerges? 

 

Is there any sense in your spiritual life that you have 
become trapped or restricted in some way?  

How does the imagery of opening doors or finding 
release resonate with your longings?  

Is there something in you that needs to be unlocked?  
Do you feel in any way ‘fastened up’  

or ‘zipped up’ spiritually? 

Who am I? How can I be my true, authentic self?  
Is there any place for wearing different  

personas or masks with God?  
 

How transparent and honest can you be with God; would 
you put your ‘cam’ on, as it were, so you can reveal the 

expressions in your face? 
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In the past, we spoke of our relationships with God and 
one another in terms of spiritual communion within the 
mystical body of Christ. Today we have a different way 
of relating as we participate in a social networking 
world. We are urged to get ‘linked-in.’ We belong to a 
‘virtual community’ – we may have many contacts called 
‘friends’ but such so-called friendship may be a mile 
wide and an inch deep. This prompts challenging 
questions:  

3. Communicating: from talking / listening to God to 
‘instant messaging’ / downloads 

The acquisition of information or data is one of today’s 
imperatives. While the Book of Common Prayer spoke of 
‘hearing and receiving God’s holy Word’, this priority 
may today be translated into the language of 
downloading God’s Word into our hearts. Today as we 
download apps, articles, movies, Youtube clips and 
music, we remind ourselves that we actually need to do 
something about the download - otherwise it simply 
clutters the space in our memory devices. 

Communication lies at the heart of the culture of the 
internet. Where in the past we offered ‘arrow prayers’ 
like ‘O God make haste to help me!’ (Ps. 38:22), today 
people talk of instant messaging and tweeting God. 
There is a need for immediate gratification or response – 
we do not like to wait: speed matters. Pressure on time 
is an issue – one priest said to me recently ‘I text God, I 
don’t write a letter’. ‘Twitters to God’ may convey the 
sense that God is available and interested in our goings-
on, or may trivialize our life, so we miss the bigger 
spiritual issues. These questions emerge:  

 

The imperative is to connect with the culture and notice 
images that might illuminate our understanding of the 
spiritual life and equip us for its expression, while also 
connecting ourselves with the classical treasures of 
Christian spirituality, brimming with ageless archetypes 
that still resonate in the soul today. 

Andrew Mayes is an international 

teacher of spirituality. He is the author of 

six previous books, including Beyond the 

Edge: Spiritual Transitions for 

Adventurous Souls.  

What is friendship – with others, with God?  
 

How do you express your relationship with the Divine?  
 

What sustains your connectivity  
and communication with God? 

How fulsome or generous is your  
communication with God?  

 

Do you ‘tweet’ in briefest mode, or can you linger in an 
untimed encounter?  

 

Is there anything you can’t say to God?  
To what extent do you experience a real exchange with 

God – a two-way communication? 

Patchwork 
A patchwork of thoughts after listening  

to Val Webb in Berwick 

At the beginning of May I joined with members of the 
Berwick PCN group and others at Berwick Parish Centre. 
We gathered to hear Val Webb talk about her ongoing 
struggle to live with the Divine, finding it impossible to 
define GOD, and of not being able to squeeze GOD into a 
box. I, too, have shared the same struggle and since 
reading Sally McFague’s book, ‘Models of God’, I have 
been interested in the use of metaphor in speaking and 
thinking about GOD. I was so pleased that Val mentioned 
this book as part of her opening gambit. Val went on to 
share the way poetry, metaphor and silence have helped 
her in her quest to know the unknowable. 

She has found that our ancient biblical metaphors for 
GOD often do not transfer into the twenty-first century, 
and yet how we use metaphors matters. Val contended 
that we live differently depending on the metaphors we 
use. Some of the more traditional metaphors, like 
shepherd, king, father and divine warrior, do not work 
today. Especially the latter, as it can surely attempt to 
justify violence. I think we need metaphors which we 
can draw from our lived experience. 

If we remove the traditional scaffolding of the traditional 
metaphors we are left with mystery. Perhaps that is 
what we have to live with, that God is only in moments. I 
loved the idea, as Val suggested, that all theology is part 
auto-biography, contextual and embodied. 

Val admitted to living with doubt and in her book, ‘In 
Defence of Doubt’, she has suggested that religious 
doubt ‘leads us to creative thinking and open to growth’. 
This, for her, is the juggling, journeying, and the 
adventure of being alive. She suggests that we need to 
hold together body, mind and heart as we wrestle with 
our understanding of the Divine.  

That will do for me. Thank you, Val. 

Pat Fuller is a PCN trustee, the 

convenor of the Newcastle group, and 

part of the PCN Liturgy Group. 

Brianne Markowski  
https://www.flickr.com/photos/59566377@N00/7407789344  Attribution-NonCommercial 2.0 
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The Churches’ Fellowship for 
Psychical and Spiritual Studies 

exists to promote the study and the integration of 
psychical and spiritual experience within a Christian 
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The CFPSS operates at a local, regional and national 
level, providing fellowship and opportunities to share 
and study at residential and one-day conferences, and 
at local group and branch meetings. It also publishes 
two journals, The Christian Parapsychologist and The 

Fellowship Review, sent free to all members. 
 

Telephone and fax: 01507 358845 
gensec@churchesfellowship.co.uk 

www.churchesfellowship.co.uk 

Compatible? 
Progressive Christianity Network and/or Churches’ 

Fellowship for Psychical and Spiritual Studies 

My PCN friends were concerned. We had a friend in 
common, and apparently she had been connected with a 
group they thought was a little strange. I was unable to 
enlighten them. Having interests in common she usually 
freely discussed with me meetings she had attended or 
went together. Everything seemed perfectly normal.  

I later realised that my PCN friends were referring to the 
very respectable Churches’ Fellowship for Psychical and 
Spiritual Studies, of which they obviously had little 
knowledge and that I have belonged to for thirty years, 
long before the genesis of PCN. Many clergy, academics, 
teachers, writers, and medical doctors belong. Their title 
is well chosen. It is a Christian organisation but there’s 
no churchgoing test to pass. There is discreet pastoral 
care, but no preaching. I personally have been thankful 
for support in difficult times. Alongside that there are 
meetings for discussions and, at least annually, a 
weekend conference. The Fellowship publishes papers 
and has a library that members may use.  

You may have had no experience of the psychic, but 
some people do and they are puzzled, perhaps even 
frightened. Some church people might have a seemingly 
inexplicable experience so tell their minister/pastor only 
to be told that it is evil. Ignorance is NOT bliss; in fact, it 
could be hellish. The Fellowship includes people who are 
experienced in such situations.  

For some time, I felt that my connection with the CFPSS  
should not be mentioned in PCN circles. I was slightly 
concerned not to upset the CFPSS. My shiny new PCN, 
and the much older CFPSS membership, were kept 
separate. I did get as far as submitting a piece about PCN 
for the Fellowship. If anyone was offended no one told 
me, in fact I had some interesting correspondence.  

About two years ago, I read a letter in the Fellowship 
magazine, written by a member, expressing her 
disappointment that one of the Fellowship management 
had described Bishop John Spong in less than friendly 
terms. I was very surprised and pleased to see her letter. 
During our recent conference, late last year, I had the 
pleasure of meeting her and also discovered that there 
were others in the Fellowship who are “Progressive”. 
She commented that the Fellowship people might well 
be more open to PCN than the reverse. My friends 
mentioned above were an example. I am certain that 
there will be some people who would not cross the 
divide but, in spite of that, others might benefit from 
some cross-fertilisation.  

Poem 
Our Father who …  

 

You mothered here untidy finches and puzzled  

snails and there - in another place further than  

time's arch - yarrow that does not wither. 

A cloudburst of glory drenches earth  

and gives it  name and purpose. 

 

Little lives pulse with eternity. Their  

profusion is breathless:  sunflower seed,  

apple pips, sperm  from ram and skate.  

With earthly meal give heavenly bread. 

 

Others have offered bitter thoughts to bring  

us  harm. And we have bred their faults.  

Forgive them and us. 

 

Sirens of night pursue us. Silence them  

before they drag us to places  

from which there is no flight. 

 

Muddy potatoes, squidgy soil and all  

that is here - canticles and crowns and  

all that is there - are - everlastingly yours. 

OK? 

Derek Webster 

mailto:gensec@churchesfellowship.co.uk?subject=via%20Progressive%20Voices
http://www.churchesfellowship.co.uk
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God as Cosmic Energy 

Do you like talking about God? I don't mean in the cosy 
company of fellow Progressives or even in the wider 
Christian community. I have in mind occasions when the 
subject of God arises in non-churchy situations – in the 
office or common room, in a train or plane, over a meal 
or drink, wherever we may chat with other people. I 
guess your answer would generally be 'No!' You may 
well feel rather uneasy when someone in your company 
confidently asks for God's blessing at a meal in a 
restaurant or in a hospital ward. Mindful of all the unjust 
suffering in the world, you wouldn't relish going out into 
the highways and byways to tell people 'how great God 
is'. In contrast to many Christians of conservative 
persuasion, my impression is that Progressives are just 
not comfortable engaging in public God-talk. 

But why are we so hesitant? Personal psychology and 
temperament may well be part of the answer, but the 
main reason, I submit, is intellectual. It is not simply that 
we are confused about the concept and nature of God. 
We are reluctant to speak about God, other than 
hesitantly, because we know that any theological 
statement, like any scientific claim, must ultimately be 
tentative and provisional. We are too aware that there is 
no place for absolute certainty or dogma, when speaking 
about either the physical or metaphysical realms. 

Why God-talk is important 

Because public God-talk is intrinsically problematic, it is 
tempting to abandon it and focus exclusively on Jesus. 
Such a path has its merits and is very appealing but it 
would surely be 'to duck the unduckable'. Apart from 
the fact that belief in God, in some form, is as old as 
Homo sapiens and remains the bedrock of every major 
religion except mainstream Buddhism, even the most 
rigorously demythologized version of the Gospels 
acknowledges that Jesus himself believed in a Reality he 
felt close enough to call 'Abba'. Furthermore, 
contemporary secular culture pays at least lip service to 
the idea of God, even if mainly as one to be questioned, 
ridiculed or extinguished. 

Significantly, two writers in PV 19 stressed the 
importance of serious engagement in God-talk. Brian 
Wilson noted: “In all our contemporary religious 
discussions, God, not Jesus or Religion, is the Elephant in 
the Room... The great priority of the twenty-first century 
Christian community should be the search for God”. 
Robin Meyers concluded by observing: “Now we may be 
entering a time in which the questions will be more 
about God than about the prophets of God”. 

Older and Newer Concepts of God  

Progressive Christians generally have clear convictions 
about concepts of God they do not like. Such as the 
traditional notion of a humanoid celestial manager, 
intermittently and capriciously intervening in human 
 matters to fulfil some grand plan. Or the image of a 

God that bullies his subjects into submission by inflicting 
plagues or ordering his minions to slaughter every 'man, 
woman, babe and suckling'. Or the idea of a God so 
infuriated by people's sinfulness that only the calculated 
death of 'his beloved son' could placate his wrath. In 
short, we don't like concepts of God which fly in the face 
of modern knowledge or commonly held moral norms. 

So how might we envisage God in a form that takes 
seriously the understanding of science, the insights of 
philosophy and the principles of ethics? Down the 
centuries as well as in our own time a huge range of 
conjectures have been offered. 

The Bible contains some of the most attractive. Such as 
when God is characterized as the Ultimate Reality in the 
haunting phrase 'I AM WHAT I AM'. Or in the Fourth 
Gospel's choice of metaphors where God is identified 
with two radically different fundamental concepts – 
those of Light and Love, for us today nicely linking the 
worlds of science and faith. 

In his article 'Where or what is God?' (PV 18), Nigel Jones 
eloquently summarized some of the more appealing 
historic and contemporary representations of God. In 
'Grounded', Diana Butler Bass believes clues about the 
nature of God may be found in the intricacy, complexity 
and creativity of physical features like soil, water or air, 
as well as in basic human experiences. Val Webb, 
however, in 'Like Catching Water in a Net' cites as 
evidence the fact that as religions give the God-concept 
thousands of different names God may quite simply be 
incomprehensible, expressible only in metaphors. 

Metaphor and Beyond Metaphor 

I surmise that most, if not all, Progressives appreciate 
the invaluable contribution of metaphor in the attempt 
to make sense of the God-concept. But I have a strong 
feeling we also want to go further. For all our certitude 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File%3AHeic1323a_-1243686232.jpg 
Creative Commons Public Domain  
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  about what God is NOT, I feel a part of us may believe 
that the term 'God' does refer to some form of reality, 
above all to 'whatever caused and sustains All-That-Is', a 
'whatever' with which the human world needs to engage 
for its own sake and for that of the planet we inhabit. 

Personally, I am increasingly drawn to associating the 
'whatever' with the all-pervading energy of the universe, 
'Cosmic Energy' if you like, a concept which is not only 
scientifically meaningful but, I believe, also theologically 
so. My understanding of God is not likely to appeal to 
Christians of a conservative outlook, and raises both 
conceptual and liturgical challenges for those of a 
progressive persuasion, but space does not allow me to 
consider them here. What I affirm below is offered 
without the qualifications a fuller article would include. 

A Trinity of Energy? 

According to the prevailing view, it was a stupendous 
burst of energy which, in milliseconds, caused an 
infinitesimally small mass or singularity to explode and 
over 14 or so billion years to expand into the universe as 
we know it. It was this same energy that produced 
galaxies, systems, stars and planets like Earth. It was this 
energy that turned star dust into living creatures. It was 
this energy that facilitated the evolution of a species – 
Homo sapiens – with a mind capable of reflecting on its 
habitat and role, and an innermost self or soul able to 
make moral choices between life and death, loving and 
hating, selfishness and altruism (empathy, according to 
Frans de Waal, being as strong a driving force in the 
human and animal kingdoms as 'the selfish gene'). 
Personally, I am content to think of such astoundingly 
creative and versatile energy, embracing the material as 
well as the spiritual realms – which quantum physics 
tells us are ultimately indistinguishable – I am content to 
think of this cosmic energy as God, the 'creator' active 
'in the beginning' and active here and now. 

I believe this cosmic energy, God, is also the dynamic 
responsible for human spiritual well-being, prompting 
our conscience, evoking our guilt, encouraging our 
compassion, bracing us against temptation, goading us 
to press on when life is tough. It is the dynamic that, 'out 
of the blue', inspires creativity and brilliance in such 
areas as music, art, literature, science, technology and 
sport. And because this particular expression of cosmic 
energy is so distinctive, so special, may we call it 'holy' 
and being unseen yet real 'spirit' – God the 'holy spirit'? 

Throughout the human era, this same cosmic energy has 
produced outstanding men and women – some notable 
for their inventive or artistic or reformative supremacy – 
others for their spiritual excellence. One such person, 
named Jesus, and later called Christ by his followers, 
lived in an ordinary Middle Eastern village. Yet he 
became someone, millions have since testified, who 
uniquely understood the human condition and by word 
and deed offered vital clues as to how each and every 
child, woman and man, could live to the full as agents of 
truth, goodness, beauty, love and social transformation. 

The secret of his outstanding wisdom and life? For me, it 
was his total openness of mind and heart, to the all-
encompassing creative, inspiring cosmic energy, a reality 
close and beneficent enough to justify the metaphorical 
moniker 'Father'. 

Who knows, two thousand years on, the apostle who 
claimed 'God was in Christ', might well have said 'Amen' 
to the imagery of God as Cosmic Energy! 

 

 

Edward Hulme was ordained as a 

Baptist before joining the URC.  

He has promoted progressive 

Christianity through preaching, 

teaching, lecturing and writing. 

A Call to Worship / A grateful reflection 
Gathered in this special place of worship, we are here 
to celebrate the creative, liberating, enabling Cosmic 
Energy that sustains All-That-Is in unity and balance; 
that produces and sustains galaxies, stars and planets 
like Earth; that facilitates the evolution of life into 
myriad forms and thereby our own species, so-called 
Homo sapiens – a species endowed with self-
awareness and the capacity to discover and harness 
the forces and wonders of the Universe.  

We are grateful for this transcending yet intimate 
Energy; we are truly grateful for God. 

We are gathered to learn about an extraordinary man 
who, disciples have testified, has shown the human 
family what it means to live life suffused by the Cosmic 
Energy of God, and how to 'love God with heart and 
soul and strength and mind'.  

We are here to learn about Jesus of Nazareth who so 
completely opened his mind and soul to the creative, 
liberating, enabling Sacred Presence that we are 
constrained to define him in metaphors like The Word 
of God, Light of the World, The Good Shepherd.  

We are truly grateful for Jesus. 

We are gathered to offer ourselves to the Cosmic 
Energy that can empower the human soul—
characterized in the Hebrew Scriptures as the unseen 
yet reviving desert wind, in the Christian Scriptures as 
the life-giving breath of God. 

We are here to offer mind and heart to this Sacred 
Energy, so that our consciences may be sharpened, 
our self-centredness confronted, our aspirations 
raised, our passion for Truth, Wisdom, Beauty, Love 
and Justice deepened. We are truly grateful for this 
Holy Spirit. 

As God was said to be 'in Christ', may we too be 
suffused with God's creative, liberating and enabling 
Presence, thereby better equipped to fulfil the Vision 
of Jesus for our world! Amen. 



14 

Discovering Divine Intimacy 

I spend a great deal of my time teaching retreats and 
workshop days, mostly on either Celtic Christianity or 
some aspect of the Christian Contemplative / Mystic 
tradition. Earlier this year I ran a retreat at the Open 
Gate centre on the Holy Island of Lindisfarne, on 
discovering Divine intimacy. Using techniques, and 
creating spiritual disciplines around meditation and 
mindfulness, to gain a deeper connection and 
relationship with the Divine, or Divine intimacy.  

The 20th century contemplative Thomas Merton, in his 
book ‘New Seeds of Contemplation’ says “[The 
contemplative’s] life is a prolonged immersion in the 
rivers of tranquillity that flow from God into the whole 
universe and draw all things back into God.” p.270 

What an incredible concept that is! To be immersed in 
the rivers, the spiritual waters, of tranquillity which flow 
out from God, from the heart of the Divine; for one to 
be absorbed and saturated in the Divine peace which, as 
the Apostle Paul tells us in Philippians 4.7, is beyond the 
realm of human intellect and which we cannot 
comprehend. Who wouldn’t, especially in today’s over 
phrenetic world, want to live in such an inner state of 
prolonged immersion of peace and tranquillity? But how 
is that possible? Is it, in fact, possible for someone who 
does not live in a monastic surrounding, as Thomas 
Merton did, to gain this sense of Divine peace and 
intimacy? I believe it is, in fact, I have spent the past 15 
years or so practicing Christ-centred meditation, and  
simply trying to pass on to others what I have learned.  

In my book, ‘The Mystic Path of Meditation – beginning 
a Christ centred journey’, upon which the retreat was 
based, I talk about what meditation is, and why we as 
Christians can and should practice it. In it I describe 
meditation as “a discipline – a practical practice – that 
helps us become mystics [mystic: someone who uses 
contemplative practices to become of one mind and will 
with their deity]. It gives us a means to become of one 
mind and will with the Divine. Meditation is, in fact, a 
path that leads us into union with God… it is a practice 
which creates space in our lives where we profoundly 
connect with something deeper and larger than 
ourselves… By focusing our minds we draw in a sense of 
God – or, to look at it from a slightly different 
perspective, we extend our inner senses out to connect 
with God’s Spirit around us [and within us].” p.27-28 The 
more we do this, the more we lose the ‘self’, our ‘I’, that 
is, the false ego-centric self, that which the Apostle Paul 
calls ‘the sinful nature’, and discover more of the Divine 
image which dwells within us and all of creation, as I go 
on to say, “as we lose ourselves in the Divine presence, 
we become our most authentic selves [our True Self]… 
we dwell there in the presence of God, the breath that 
breathes through us, resonating in our hearts, we realise 
that our breath is God’s, and the sound of our heart is 
 the Divine heartbeat within us.” p.140 

Over the course of the retreat we looked at and 
practiced Lectio Divina; the use of biblical mantras; 
contemplating the words of Jesus and some from the 
Psalms; we practiced nature-based meditation as we 
endeavoured to see God’s ‘eternal power’ and ‘the 
mystery of his Divine being’, as the Message puts 
Romans 1.20, in the beautiful natural world around us 
on Lindisfarne. As well as looking at, and learning 
practical application for, the practice of the presence of 
God, as Brother Lawrence – the 17th century monk – put 
it, or as we might rephrase it for modern parlance – 
Christian Mindfulness – the continued awareness of the 
Divine presence with you always in everything you do. 
As well as these we also practiced intentional silence, 
with short contemplative guided silences, as well as a 
whole 24 hour period of intentional silence.  

The great thing about Christ-centred meditation and 
mindfulness is that you don’t have to do it for very long 
to begin to notice the affect it has. Of course, the more 
you practice it the greater the affect, but even just a 
short few moments on a daily basis can have an affect 
quite quickly. You become more aware of the world 
around you as well as your inner world; you become 
more aware of the Divine presence surrounding you and 
dwelling within you; the omnipresence of God becomes 
the intimate presence of God. You begin to embody that 
peace which transcends understanding and as you do, it 
begins to flow out from you into the world in which you 
live, into the situations in which you find yourself on a 
daily basis. Jesus said ‘from the overflow of the heart the 
mouth speaks’ Luke 6.45. So to ensure that the overflow 
of our heart, our inner self, out in to the world is the 
loving peace of the Divine, we need to ensure that we 
create the spiritual disciplines within our lives to create 
the inner environment where the heart, the very centre 
and core of our being, is filled with, surrounded with, 
saturated in, that Divine peace.  

As we practice this on a regular basis we become more 
and more like Christ, the Prince of Peace. To practice 
Christ-centred meditation and mindfulness, to embody 
the contemplative peace of the Divine is to be, as 
Mahatma Gandhi is attributed to have said, the change 
we want to see in the world. Discovering Divine intimacy 
through this ancient Judaic/Christian spiritual discipline 
enables us, as Merton puts it, to live that life of 
“prolonged immersion in the rivers of tranquillity that 
flow from God into the whole universe and draw all 
things back into God.” p.270 

Many people struggle to commit to meditation because 
they feel they do not have time in their busy schedules 
to set aside for one more new demand. Most of us, 
however, even on the busiest days, find time to wash 
and get dressed, [to eat and sleep], and we need to start 
seeing meditation as being just as basic and necessary to 
our days. I suggest the following breakdown: 
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  Meditate Momentarily: Take small 
times each day to stop and step 
back from your life, for no more 
than five minutes. See these as gifts 
to yourself, rather than as another 
obligation you have to undertake. 
Life offers you moments in the day, 
from being stopped at a red light, 
to riding a lift, to waiting in the line 
at the checkout. Use these times as 
meditation moments. 

Divert Daily: “To divert” means to turn in a different 
direction; in other words, shift your attention. You can 
do this by setting aside a specific space of time each day 
to focus on meditation. Start with about ten minutes 
and work up to fifteen or twenty. Eventually, you may 
want to expand this time. There’s no single, right time 
for meditating! But once you pick a time, try to stick with 
it as much as possible. That way, it will become a habit. 

Withdraw Weekly: Set aside time for a longer period of 
time sitting quietly, soaking in the Divine presence 
around you. A couple of hours, a morning or afternoon 
will do. Perhaps escape to a beautiful, natural spot, like a 
forest or a shore. If you don’t live somewhere  
convenient, seek out an art gallery, a park, or a museum, 
somewhere quiet and serene. While there, don’t think 
about what you have to do next, constantly checking the 
time, worrying about when you have to resume normal 
life. Just walk, be, enjoy the moment. Soak in the place 
and allow the Divine presence to soak into you.  

Make a Date Monthly: Once a month, set aside an 
entire day, or at least the main chunk of a day, to step 
out of your life and spend quality, focused time with 
God. Find a local retreat centre or monastery. Don’t plan 
anything ahead of time; don’t have an agenda. Simply 
allow yourself to be fully present in the moment 
throughout the entire day. Allow your awareness to be 
interwoven with the Divine presence. Enjoy the quiet 
and stillness that seeps into your inner being. Let it settle 
deeply into your soul and spirit.  

Abdicate Annually: Once a year, make a plan to hand all 
your responsibilities over to someone else and go away 
with the express purpose of sitting with God, regaining 
your focus. Again, find a retreat centre or monastery 
that will allow you to visit overnight, or find a bed-and-
breakfast or hotel in a beautiful quiet surrounding. Go 
there and simply be. This isn’t holiday time, nor should 
you think of yourself as a sightseer or tourist, someone 
who is in a new place to explore the surroundings. You 
are a pilgrim who is finding respite in an oasis of calm. 
Dwell in the moment. Seek God’s presence. 

David Cole is founder of Waymark 

Ministries, and a member of The 

Community of Aidan & Hilda. 

www.waymarkministries.com/ 

A friend in time of need is a friend indeed  

www.charterforcompassion.org 
Yemen has been in war since 2015, a war that continues 
to escalate even as news coverage seems limited. It is 
estimated that close to 50% of the population’s are no 
longer able to work. Hundreds of thousands of people 
have left their homes to seek protective shelter in Sana’a 
and Dhamar. The United Nations has warmed that 
Yemen is about to face a critical famine if there is not 
extensive intervention. Yemen has a population of 27 
million, and it is estimated that 7 million are in urgent 
need of food, water, housing and healthcare, another 18 
million need assistance. Almost the entire population. 

In this dire situation there are a number of organizers 
who have begun a Charter for Compassion Foundation.  
Tariq Al Amri, one of the founders wrote: 

We have set our priorities to work on providing food, 
water and other urgent needs. We have begun work with 
the management of the General Revolution Hospital. 
They are experiencing a serious shortage of medical 
supplies. The doctors and hospital staff continue to work 
without salaries. 

Kathy Kelly has written about her involvement in a six 
day fast and vigil across from the United Nations to bring 
attention to the famine conditions in Yemen: 

There are no military solutions…to this civil war.  The U.S. 
shouldn’t continue support of any kind for the Saudi 
airstrikes and blockade. Nor should the U.S. attack 
Yemen. Yet we don’t feel the U.S. or any U.S. groups have 
a right to determine who gets the upper hand in the 
terrible civil war being waged there. 

What to do? 
To keep up with news of Yemen and participate in 
actions: Voices for Creative Nonviolence http://vcnv.org/ 

Contribute to the Disasters Emergency Committee’s 
Yemen Crisis appeal: http://www.dec.org.uk/appeal/
yemen-crisis-appeal or 0370 60 60 900.  

 

 

Compassion 

http://www.waymarkministries.com/
http://www.charterforcompassion.org
http://vcnv.org/
http://www.dec.org.uk/appeal/yemen-crisis-appeal
http://www.dec.org.uk/appeal/yemen-crisis-appeal
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Please contact group convenors or 
see the relevant PCN Britain web 
page for further details. 
Newcomers are always welcome.  
  

We were delighted to receive Dr Val 
Webb, and husband Maurice, at 
Berwick upon Tweed Parish Church 
Centre for her presentation: How 
should we or can we speak of God 
in the 21st century? 
The 26 of us began the evening 
with a home cooked meal, which 
enabled us to meet new and familiar 
faces, and provide a relaxed and 
informal environment in which to 
engage with each other. 
Val's 50 minute presentation, 
followed by questions, engendered 
a lot of stimulating discussion, and 
resulted in three people asking to 
join our group, which meets 
monthly in different homes. One 
young person said how much she 
had loved what Val had to say 
and asked if we could meet up 
to discuss her presentation further. 
Another participant, a recently 
retired priest, also liked Val's 
radical theology although, along 
with a few others, felt that in the 
two hours that we had there was 
too much material to take in, keep 
up with, and remember afterwards. 
So we look forward hopefully to 
accessing a copy of it for further 
discussion and conversation.  
Feedback so far is that many 
enjoyed it very much, but two 
participants indicated that 
they found Val's theology too 
difficult to take on board. Changing 
metaphors and images of God to 
reflect and connect with 21st 
century people was too much at this 
stage of their faith journey in 
the light of traditional images and 
beliefs about God that they had 
always held. e.g. their need to 
hold on to substitutional atonement 
theory which is so ingrained in our 
hymns and liturgies. 
 Next time, if Val is able to visit us 

again, in this most Northern 
town of England, we must invite her 
if we can for at least a day or two! 
Overall, it was  a rich, inspiring and 
stimulating presentation and 
discussion, and we look forward to 
further conversation when we meet 
on 1st June. 
For myself, God is in the end beyond 
all metaphors, words and images, a 
mystery to be experienced in 
stillness and the silence of 
contemplation, and in infinite 
different ways over a life-time, 
rather than a problem to be solved. 
Thank you so much Val and Maurice. 

We have just completed our 
discussion of Richard Holloway’s 
“Doubts and Loves”, and will now be 
watching and discussing the series 
of lectures on “The Historical Jesus” 
by Professor Bart D. Ehrman from 
the Great Courses series. 
Our meetings are on the second 
Wednesday each month at 1.30.pm 
until approximately 3 pm. They are 
held at 1462 Junction Road West, 
Lostock, Bolton, BL6 4EG. 

On Sat 1 July at 1pm, Rev’d Dave 
Tomlinson, from St Luke’s Holloway, 
author of "Black Sheep and 
Prodigals", "How to be a bad 
Christian" and “The Bad Christian’s 
Manifesto” is coming to share lunch 
and lead a discussion. Dave is also a 
contributor to Radio 2’s "Pause for 
Thought" and is always a lively and 
inspirational speaker. The event is 
being held in The Hanover Room, at 
The Brighthelm Centre, North Road, 
Brighton BN1 1YD. 

In April we enjoyed a pleasant light 
supper together, courtesy of Marks 
and Spencer's 'food to go!' At each 
table we had a 'thought to ponder' 
to kick-start the conversation. After 

a period of time the 'thoughts' were 
rotated, and another topic tackled.  
Topics ranged from searching 
questions such as 'What is truth? 
and 'Who do you say that I am?' to 
lighter  e.g. 'The two most important  
days in your life are the day you 
were born, and the day you find out 
why.' (Mark Twain) 
At our May meeting Joan Miller 
introduces our theme of 'A 
progressive approach to ecology', 
and in June, our final gathering this 
session will, as usual, focus on brain-
storming ideas for the new session, 
before moving into an end-of season 
wine and cheese!  
We are also having a trial of coffee 
morning opportunities over the 
three months from April to June, as 
a response to the sense expressed 
by some members that it would be 
helpful to meet together very 
informally on occasion. This is a new 
development for us, and will be 
reviewed in June at our 'looking 
back and looking forward' meeting. 

On 21st May we met with Anna 
Norman-Walker, (now former) 
Canon of Exeter Cathedral, on 
Evangelical Evolution or Revolution? 
This is the first meeting we have had 
since last autumn, and we look 
forward to her contribution before 
she leaves Exeter for Streatham, 
London at the end of May. 
On Sun Oct 15th at 2.30 - 4.30 in 
Southernhay URC Hall EX1 1QD, we 
look forward very much to the visit 
of our friend Rev Professor Adrian 
Thatcher from Plymouth, speaking 
on his recent book: Redeeming 
Gender. In his OUP blog about it, 
headed: The influence of premodern 
theories about sex and gender, 
Adrian says: ‘Have you ever 
wondered why women are having 
such a hard time achieving equality 
with men in the church and the 
world? Or why intersex and 
transgender people are having such 
a hard time to be accepted as they 

News from local groups 

Exeter                          Liz Vizard   
01392 668859             liz.vizard@pcnbritain.org.uk 

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

Berwick & Borders  Gabrielle Ayerst  
01289 302680  gabrielle.ayerst@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Edinburgh         Mary McMahon  
0131 4413337  mary.mcmahon@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Brighton                      Sue Harrington  
07943 401608   sue.harrington@pcnbritain.org.uk 
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are? Or why same-gender attraction 
still evokes visceral reactions among 
millions of straight people? Or why 
official theology barely understands 
the questions? But there are 
answers! This is how one of them 
goes. In the ancient world, women 
were regarded as inferior versions of 
men. In the single continuum, 
“man,” there was a “gender slide” 
from more to less perfect. Women 
were men (as the language of 
Christian hymns and prayers still 
insist), but cooler, less rational 
versions of the male. This state of 
affairs is usually called the “one-sex 
model,” or the “one-sex  
continuum,” and appears in many 
guises. There was “male and 
female,” but the female was always 
a weaker version of the male.’ 
To read more of this introduction to 
Adrian's book go to https://
blog.oup.com/2016/07/equality-
gender-theology/ 
We are in the process of arranging a  
visit to Exeter in 2018 by well known 
author Terry Eagleton.   

Our ‘Journey Group’ meets at 
Wesley Chapel, Oxford Street, 
Harrogate (HG1 1PP) at 2.30pm 
(2.15 for coffee) on the first 
Thursday of each month. 
Attendance varies from 12 to 18. 
Recent discussions have included 
“Portraying God” (see PV June 
2016); “Why do we go to 
church?” (some of us didn’t have a 
good answer, while ‘to worship’ 
didn’t get many votes!); “Jesus the 
Healer”; “Dualism and Non-
dualism” (from a Richard Rohr 
meditation, also Mike McHargue 
‘Black & white’); “Christology” (Read 
the Wikipedia screed with horror!); 
and lately “The Resurrection” 
(references from James D G Dunn). 
Finally, we have just viewed the 
impressive film “Of Gods and Men”, 
and will discuss our views in June. 
We find excellent articles for  
discussion topics in recent PVs. 
Members comment on the benefit 
of conversations in an open 
atmosphere where personal  
opinions, beliefs, un-beliefs, doubts 

and questioning can be freely 
expressed and shared. 

We meet on the first Saturday 
morning of every month. We enjoy 
the assurance that we can speak 
without fear of censure about our 
heartfelt beliefs, doubts and 
concerns, and the ideas which 
trouble or excite us. Despite the fact 
that there is a great variety of views 
and personalities in the group, we 
enjoy a friendship and a mutual 
respect which we hold dear. We 
wish to maintain a balance between 
having the opportunity for 
discussing ideas in small groups and 
seeking stimuli from outside our 
group to avoid being too inward 
looking. This year, we hope to have 
contact with the Society of Friends, 
with Buddhists in the area, and 
maintain our links with the local 
Muslim community. We also are 
debating issues such as whether 
there really is an incompatibility 
between Science and Religion and 
exploring Desmond Tutu’s ‘Book of 
Forgiving’. In the autumn we hope 
to co-host a day conference on 
inclusion, including a key-note 
address by Steve Chalke, and to 
welcome back Adrian Alker.  

We have continued to meet during 
the spring of this year with a varied 
programme of material. In January 
we welcomed Adrian Alker to speak 
about his book “Is a Radical Church 
possible?” as a joint event with 
Grove Lane Baptist Church, and we 
enjoyed an interesting evening with 
stimulating questions and a good 
attendance. For other months we 
have used some more of the 
sessions from Brian McLaren's 
course “Everything must Change”. In 
light of recent controversies within 
the CofE, we included the film “Love 
free or die” which features Gene 
Robinson, the first openly gay 
bishop in the Episcopal Church. 
There have also been member-led 
sessions on Genetic engineering and 
alternative forms of worship, so we 

have tried to include a variety of 
different types of meeting.  
Attendances have averaged around 
12, but we would welcome more. In 
particular there will be an 
opportunity during the June meeting 
to shape the programme for the 
autumn, as after this there will be a 
break for July and August. 
Meetings are generally on the 4th 
Wednesday of the month at Heaton 
Moor United Church in Stockport.  

It has been an interesting few 
months here in Newcastle, and not 
just because the football team is 
going back to the Premier League! In 
February Rev’d Dr Carla Grosch–
Miller spoke about ethical decisions. 
We chose examples like euthanasia, 
the refugee situation, abortion and 
war and Carla gave us a circular 
model to consider how to think 
ethically about situations. It was a 
rich session and Carla proved an 
excellent teacher. In March we got 
to know each other better, to share 
our own thoughts, and where we 
are on our journeys.  
In April Michael Wright, from 
Middlesbrough, came to lead a 
session entitled ‘Prayer Beyond 
Belief’. His approach to prayer is 
based on ACTS, an acronym from 
the traditional Anglican method of 
prayer. Michael, a non-theist , 
explained that setting time aside for 
prayer is important to him and he 
uses the letters of ACTS as meaning 
awe (not adoration), concerns (not 
confession), thanksgiving and self-
examination. He saw these, 
integrated with silence, as a spiritual 
practice of prayer. He did admit that 
not everyone would agree that what 
he did was prayer! 
In April two members attended the 
AGM in Birmingham and felt that 
the format of the event was 
refreshing, an opportunity to listen 
to others from around the country, 
and share thoughts about the work 
of PCN and the course it is taking. 
Four members went to Berwick to 
hear Val Webb speak about defining 
the Divine. Thanks go to Berwick for 
its hospitality.  

Harrogate (Aft)  Philip Goodwin 
01423 563 990  philip.goodwin@pcnbritain.org.uk 

NE Lincolnshire         John Sharp 
01472509857            john.sharp@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Manchester   John Ramsbottom 

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

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

https://blog.oup.com/2016/07/equality-gender-theology/
https://blog.oup.com/2016/07/equality-gender-theology/
https://blog.oup.com/2016/07/equality-gender-theology/
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We now look forward to hosting 
Robin Meyers, and then planning 
next year’s programme. 

We are a core group of seven and 
meet every Thursday at 2pm in a 
member’s house. We attend various 
churches and none. 
We are currently using the Bart 
Ehrman set of DVD’s “The Historical 
Jesus” – from the PCN Library.  
We subscribe to the weekly articles 
from PCN in the USA. These, now 
written by many other prominent 
theologians, ministers and 
contributors as well as articles by 
Jack Spong, inspire and instruct us in 
many different ways. The wide 
range of opinions and subjects 
covered lead us to a wider world 
view, as well as subjects for 
discussion. We are also following 
events regarding Gretta Vosper’s 
ministry in Canada. 
We join in with Fishpond Meetings 
in Norwich on the last Friday of the 
month when we can. 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. 

Our 6 weekly weekday evening 
meetings generally consist of a 
discussion based on a book or a 
video. The aim is to have meetings 
where people can simply turn up 
without any need for preparation. A 
typical example in February saw us 
discussing ‘Beyond Belief’ by the 
Australian sociologist Hugh Mackay 
– with a series of quotes from the 
book leading us into new thinking on 
how to bridge the growing gap 
between faith communities and 
society. In April we tried an entirely 
new format, jointly hosting an 
Easter debate with Stirling 
Methodist Church, on the relevance 
of the Resurrection in 21st Century 
Britain. For our May meeting we 
eagerly await a talk by Robin Meyers 
following on from his Marcus Borg 
 Memorial lecture in Bristol. In 

June, supported by PCN, we will be 
participating in the Peace Tent at 
the SOLAS Christian Arts festival 
www.solasfestival.co.uk near Perth.  

We started off monthly on a Sat 
morning, but that day/time did not 
suit everyone so a monthly Wed 
evening group was formed. The Sat 
group meets in central Woking and 
is reading 'The Great Spiritual 
Migration' by Brian McLaren. The 
Wed group meets in members' 
houses and is reading Adrian Alker's 
'Is a Radical Church Possible?' 

About 25, including the Malvern 
group and friends, gathered at All 
Saints, Bromsgrove, to hear Adrian 
Alker talk about the possibility of a 
Radical Church. Much discussion and 
thought was provoked! Memorable 
lines 
included 
“the 
Church 
doesn’t 
dispense 
with 
outmoded 
paradigms 
- it recycles 
them!”, 
“we need 
to be brave 
as well as 
honest … 
and stick 
our necks 
out as 
Jesus did”, 
and “how 
we tell 
history 
matters as 
much as 
the story 
itself”. We 
plan to 
reflect 
further on 
these and 
related 
themes 
during our 

next meeting on 16th May. Future 
plans include a discussion of the last 
chapter (‘Commons’) of Diana Butler 
Bass’s book ‘Grounded’ (July), and a 
consideration of the, so-called 
Enlightenment, based on the third 
lecture in John Churcher’s series 
‘From faith to reason’ (Nov). Five of 
our members took part in the well 
attended AGM in Birmingham on 1st 
April and much enjoyed the 
workshops and the opportunity of 
meeting others, including those who 
manage, maintain and promote 
PCN. To all who organised that ‘Big 
Conversation’ a very Big Thankyou!   

We are currently holding a series of 
meetings based on poems from 
Mark Oakley’s “The Splash of 
Words”. The next session is on the 
afternoon of Sat 3rd June.   

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

N Worcester   Mary Kenchington 
07804015576 mary.kenchington@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Richmond                  Alan Powell 
0208 878 7355        alan.powell@pcnbritain.org.uk  

Stirling (Forth Valley)          Jon Cape 
07577 564092               jon.cape@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Woking        John Craig  
01483 762059            john.craig@pcnbritain.org.uk  

Doing Church 
 

How do we ratify the reality of God in what we do? 
Passively we sit quietly in our constraining pews 

awaiting direction, leadership, permission; 
unable to partake as individuals, 

corporately conforming. 
 

We sing in tunes crafted with inflammatory purpose,  
lift our hearts in praise and unthinking worship 

enthusiastically proclaiming crude ideas, 
affirming current orthodoxy. 

 

We read a selected extract from holy scripture  
and listen to a talk related vaguely to the text, 

unable to comment, question or respond. 
 

We state our belief in words culled from ancient texts 
in concepts few understand or have thought through, 

repeating sheep-like, by rote, what we are told. 
 

We join in prayer to God for neighbours and our world, 
pleading, bringing to God's notice, our needs; 

demanding God's obedience to our whim. 
 

We troop obediently forward to receive bread and wine 
concealing, representing, the saviour's flesh and blood;  

hiding the message of Christ safely in sacrament. 
 

We meet cheerfully, released, over coffee 
the dues of club membership paid 

duty done for another week. 
 

Edward Conder 
www.whisperdivine.uk  

http://www.solasfestival.co.uk
http://www.whisperdivine.uk
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 Infant Baptism? 
The water is the problem: ‘Washing away sin’ and all 
that. It just doesn’t make sense to a couple bringing 
their baby to be baptized. That is why infant baptism 
finds no place in the Baptist Church. Indeed, it seems 
that the author of Matthew also found it a problem 
when it came to the baptism of Jesus. “John would have 
prevented him, saying, ‘I need to be baptized by you, 
and do you come to me?’ But Jesus answered him, ‘Let it 
be so now; for thus it is fitting for us to fulfil all 
righteousness.’ Then he consented.” (Matthew 3: 14-15) 

We know, of course, that John the Baptist adopted a 
ritual already in use among Jews for the admission of 
Gentiles into membership of their people. What was 
striking about John’s action was that he was summoning 
people who were already Jews to come to be baptized. 
It was a “baptism of repentance”, a putting off of the old 
life. “To be a real Jew, John’s baptism proclaimed, it was 
necessary to undergo cleansing, moral and ritual.” (R.R. 
Williams in ‘A Theological Word Book of the Bible’.) 

We do not know what was in Jesus’ mind when he came 
to be baptized. The words Matthew puts into his mouth 
cannot be regarded as historical, and neither John’s nor 
Jesus’ words are found in the baptism accounts of the 
other three gospels. What they express is the same kind 
of awkwardness we feel about the baptism of babies. 
How can a sinless Jesus, or a sinless baby, have sins 
washed away? Surely the Baptists are right? 

I believe if the churches practising infant baptism are to 
continue with it they have to rethink their theology and 
cut loose from the parameters by which their liturgical 
committees are constrained – i.e. the references to 
baptism sprinkled throughout the letters of Paul, all of 
which refer to adult baptism and to its association with 
repentance proclaimed by John the Baptist. 

Suppose the liturgical committees, instead of focusing 
on John the Baptist and Paul, focused on Jesus and the 
overwhelming experience of his baptism: “Thou art my 
beloved Son; with thee I am well pleased.” (Mark 1.11 – 
Matthew’s alteration reads “This is my beloved Son, with 
whom I am well pleased”, far less direct.) They also have 
to bear in mind the contemporary context in which the 
Church finds itself – put themselves in the shoes of the 
clergy up and down the country approached by families 
who have no connection whatsoever with Church, but 
who nonetheless want their infants baptized. Most 
clergy rightly cannot bring themselves to adopt the 
position of their hard-line colleagues who refuse 
baptism unless the parents follow a course of instruction 
and come regularly to church for a period of time. 

As things stand, when the time comes to gather round 
the font, the parents and godparents find themselves 
confronted by some rather blunt questions in traditional 
liturgy: do they turn to Christ, do they repent of their 
sins, do they renounce evil? Then, more commonly, do 

they believe and trust in God the Father, in his Son Jesus 
Christ, in his Holy Spirit? Fine words, part of the tradition 
of the Church, and to all of them the obedient parents 
and godparents say they do. But do these words actually 
mean anything at all to them, anything more than had 
they been spoken in Greek or Latin? Looking around me 
at the baptisms I have witnessed recently I have been 
struck by the kind of expressions that would be on my 
own face were I to attend a meeting at a golf club, 
hearing about birdies and niblicks and three under par: 
puzzlement, incomprehension, and boredom, sly 
whispering and giggling and pointing to the remarkable 
‘fascinator’ the lady in the front row was wearing. In any 
case, making promises in the name of an infant seems to 
involve some pretty dodgy mental gymnastics. 

If these questions and promises are regarded as an 
essential part of Christian initiation, then I suggest they 
should not be asked at baptism, but at the rite that 
completes it – i.e. confirmation. This would leave the 
field free for an initiation rite centred round the Baptism 
of Christ. It would involve liturgical committees in 
drawing up such a rite, whose thrust would be the 
affirmation of the child as a beloved child of God. 

Is such radical reordering even thinkable for those 
bound by approved liturgy? Perhaps not; but it needs to 
be remembered that Jesus himself reordered the 
traditional rite of Passover, and that the Church, all of 
whose earliest members, loyal Jews, had up until then 
practised it in its age-old form, immediately adopted the 
reordering passed on to them by Jesus. 

It is beyond my scope here to suggest the form this 
sacrament might take, beyond the necessary pouring of 
water. But in Acts we find a distinction made between 
“John’s baptism” and baptism “in the name of the Lord 
Jesus” (Acts 19.2-5). Would it be too broad a stretch to 
suggest that “traditional” infant baptism follows the 
model of John’s, and that what is needed is baptism 
modelled on Jesus’ own baptism? There would still be 
the water, “the outward and visible sign” and “the 
inward and spiritual grace”; not “the washing away of 
sin”, but the identification with Christ in his baptism and 
in his own awareness of being God’s beloved child, the 
point Paul emphasises in Romans 8.14-17. Perhaps (by 
analogy with the promises at marriage) the parents and 
godparents should make the simple promise that they 
will love this child, for better or worse, until death; for it 
is through their love that the love of God, and the sense 
of the child’s infinite worth, is primarily mediated. 

Edward Walker was ordained 

into the CofE, served in South Africa, 

resigned and taught RE,  

and is the author of  

‘Treasure Beneath the Hearth’. 
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Some Surprises from the Apostle Paul 
by William O Walker Jr, Polebridge  

I have 
always felt 
the Apostle 
Paul was 
unfairly 
dismissed by 
many 
"liberal" 
Christians. 
People focus 
on the 
rather 
dictatorial 
and self-

righteous tone of some of his writing, 
and react against the conservative 
evangelical tendency to listen more to 
Paul than to Jesus. And Paul's remarks 
about women and homosexuality in 
Romans 1 are very unwelcome. Paul, 
like all of us, was a creature of his time, 
but in concentrating on the negative 
things we miss his profound paradoxical 
insight into the significance of the 
crucifixion, and we also miss his vision 
of a new community in which Jews and 
Gentiles, rich and poor, slaves and free 
people - and yes, even men and women 
- belong together at the same table. 
This book is an excellent re-introduction 
to Paul, founded on solid biblical 
scholarship, and at the same time 
admirably clear and readable. He 
reminds us that interpolations and 
misattribution are a natural part of the 
process by which the letters were 
preserved. Each one was addressed to a 
particular church and, in so far as 
people found them valuable, they 
copied them and shared them with 
others. This inevitably meant that other 
material that was thought worthwhile - 
whether from other writers or from 
other letters of Paul - was likely to be 
included in copies. He points out that in 
the letters accepted as genuinely 
Pauline there are only two passages 
that suggest the subordination of 
women: 1 Cor 14:34-35 (speaking in the 
church) and 1 Cor 11:3-16 (about 
appropriate dress, etc.). He persuasively 
argues that both these passages are 
interpolations. This is based not just on 
their content and/or style, but on the 
way in which they interrupt the flow of 
the passages in which they appear. 
The book deals in a very honest and 
straightforward manner with most of 
 the problems that arise when we 

discuss the writings of Paul: the 
historical Jesus, faith, justification, 
eschatology, women, sex and 
homosexuality. In each area, Walker 
presents and discusses the different 
scholarly theories clearly, with a handy 
summary at the end of each chapter. 
I heartily recommended this book to lay 
people, and those who are theologically 
educated and experienced in ministry 
can also benefit from it. I certainly 
learned one or two new things and 
gained clearer insight. 

Ray Vincent 
 

Spiritual Growth in a Time of Change 
by Tony Horsfall, BRF  

In this book, 
Tony Horsfall, 
experienced 
teacher and 
retreat leader, 
offers help 
and guidance 
to those 
facing the 
challenge of 
what he 
describes as 
“the choppy 
waters of 

midlife” – the period, usually occurring 
between 40 and 50, when we become 
aware of our limitations and mortality. 
Acknowledging that some people are 
sceptical about the notion of midlife, he 
reviews some of the literature before 
identifying the changes which can signal 
the start of it. These include not only 
the physical but also psychological 
factors such as beginning to question 
one’s life and, in some cases, one’s 
beliefs and faith. Drawing on his own 
experience, he divides the journey into 
three stages – early, middle and later 
midlife. Each chapter concludes with 
exercises for reflection focussing on the 
issues raised in it. In addition to 
appropriate references to biblical texts, 
he reflects upon five well-known events 
from the Bible to bring out their 
meaning for the various stages of the 
midlife journey offering “windows into 
the ways of God”. He ends with five 
waymarks to help with that journey. He 
reminds us that “knowing God is at 
work within us…will give us hope when 
times are hard and help us find meaning 
in the many changes we face” – 
something for us all to remember, 
whatever our stage of life. 

Nigel Bastin 

Faith Without Fear by Keith Mascord, 
Wipf and Stock  

This book 
reflects the 
author's 
journey 
from rigid 
evangelical 
orthodoxy 
to a deep, 
open, 
inclusive 
faith, and 
breathes 
generosity 
of spirit. 

It starts with two stories by parents 
about their much-loved son who had 
the courage to come out as gay. It is 
gayness, and the Church’s response, 
that provides one of the themes here. In 
attempting to account for the response 
he ascribes it to fear, fear of being 
proved wrong, and fear of losing faith.  
This, he maintains, is to paint the 
Church into an impossible corner. It is 
how the Church responded to 
Copernicus, then Galileo, then Darwin. 
Defending the historicity of Genesis, the 
subordinate position of women (and 
opposition to their ordination) with 
increasing desperation brings the 
Church into increasing disrepute with 
people striving to find a faith without 
surrendering their integrity. He names it 
a “fortress model”. 
He suggests a “pilgrimage model” as an 
alternative; a way of moving forward 
with faith and courage, taking “the 
exhilarating risk of inquisitiveness.” This 
is the risk he explores in the Church’s 
response to homosexuality. In chapter 8 
of this splendidly passionate book he 
quotes the French philosopher Paul 
Ricoeur: “appropriation is the process of 
making one’s own what is initially 
alien;” and this is what has to be done if 
the gospel is not to be deep-frozen in a 
culture utterly alien to our own. The 
normalcy of patriarchy, the acceptance 
of slavery, the strictures in Leviticus and 
Romans on homosexuality – these were 
all givens in the world of the NT.  
The evangelical fundamentalists’ 
position simply consigns Christianity to a 
pre-Enlightenment ghetto. “Christianity 
has no choice but to reconfigure itself if 
it wants to remain an intellectually 
viable option for contemporary 
humans.” The book’s title says all. 

Edward Walker 

Reviews 
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The Evolution of the West  
by Nick Spencer, SPCK 

This is a 
timely 
collection of 
essays, and 
likely to be of 
interest to 
readers 
concerned 
with 
connections 
between 
Christianity, 
politics and 
justice issues.  

The first part seeks to refute the 
assertion that modern ideas on 
democracy and human rights have 
nothing to do with the Judaeo-Christian 
tradition and are derived entirely from 
the Enlightenment. He is adamant this is 
not just an academic concern; if 
Christianity is airbrushed out of our 
past, it’ll easily be airbrushed out of our 
future. He makes a strong case, the 
more so because he is up front about 
the fact that sometimes Christianity’s 
contribution to notions of democracy 
was unintentional, and equally honest 
about instances where Christianity was 
one of the villains of the piece. 
The second section is less tidy because it 
seeks to deal with how Christianity 
should respond to various challenges, 
not all of which are interconnected. 
After a chapter arguing that science in 
the west became the full-blooded 
discipline it did because of theological 
input in its early days, three questions 
are addressed. The first is, ‘Can the 
philosophy which has attached itself to 
Darwinian evolution ultimately be 
reconciled with an ambitious human 
rights agenda?’ (No). The second is, ‘Can 
versions of humanism which actively 
seek to drive religion from the public 
square or which try to keep Christian 
morals but ditch the rest of Christianity, 
deliver the civilised society they aim 
for?’ (Again, no). The last question is 
whether market forces will deliver a 
society in which inequality is reduced to 
levels which are at least tolerable. 
(Economics is not deterministic, but 
given the relatively powerless state of 
progressive politics, especially without a 
religious basis, almost certainly not.) 
The first section of the book moves 
along at an excellent pace and there is a 
clear narrative drive. The second, 
though dealing more overtly with 
modern concerns, can appear to 
wander a bit, though the actual 
arguments presented are none the 

worse for that. The least satisfactory 
part of the book is the last chapter 
which is an examination of whether the 
form that welfare provision has taken in 
western countries was shaped by the 
theological tradition dominant there or 
by other factors. It reads more like the 
beginning of a separate book than the 
proper ending of this one; material from 
reports on Christian activism produced 
by the thinktank the author is involved 
with or reflections on the current 
version of the notion of the common 
good being developed by certain 
theologians and activists might have 
rounded things off better. 
For all that, I’m not surprised this is a 
Church Times’s bestseller, deservedly 
so; based on this book and on other 
talks I’ve heard the author give, what 
the author wants (I think) is for 
humanists to believe in Christianity and 
for Christians to believe in humanism.  

Guy Whitehouse 
  

119: My Life As A Bisexual Christian by 
Jaime Sommers, Darton Longman Todd 

The title of 
this book 
refers to 
clause 5.8 of 
the 1991 
Church of 
England 
report, 
‘Issues In 
Human 
Sexuality’ 
where 119 
words were 
devoted to 

the subject of bisexuality.  
It’s true to say that much Christian 
thinking has come a long way in the 
years since it was published, and in 
Christian life today, particularly for 
progressives, many of us have come to 
understand that sexuality is a part of 
our identity to be celebrated rather 
than condemned, although this remains 
a hot topic in evangelical circles. 
However, bisexuality often seems to be 
the silent partner in the LGBT+ arena, 
possibly less well understood than ‘L’, 
‘G’ or even ‘T’. So Jaime’s book is a 
welcome and compelling read. 
This book is a beautiful, inspiring and at 
the same time disturbing portrait from a 
wife and mother of twenty plus happy 
years, whose bisexuality resulted in her 
being bullied and abused by the very 
organisation that should have been 
there to offer support. 
I won’t spoil the story for you as it’s well 
worth a read, but her journey through 

college and the charismatic Christian 
groups of the early ‘90’s, through to 
training as a reader in the Anglican 
church, reveals someone whose faith 
was integral to her life and it becomes a 
tragic tale of how the church responded 
to her sexuality with a disciplinary 
regime that brought her to a place of 
judgement and isolation. As an advocate 
for the LGBT+ community within the 
Baptist church I found ‘119’ an 
informative and enlightening resource 

Andy Long 
 

Black Sheep and Prodigals by Dave 
Tomlinson, Hodder & Stoughton  

This book is 
in the same 
mould as the 
author's 
others,  and 
uses some 
material 
from them. 
Many of the 
stories are 
new, and the 
postscript on 
liberal 
evangelism is 

as intriguing as it is tiny. It is aimed at 
those described as being on the outside 
of mainstream religion, or as having 
rejected the traditional version of any 
doctrinal claims. Each chapter is a pithy 
take on an aspect of Christianity : “I 
believe God is human… it’s the rest of us 
I’m not sure about”. 
We are then presented with a story, or 
stories, from the author’s experience 
explaining how he has reached the 
stance he takes on a particular issue. I 
found these the most effective part. 
Although the author is clearly very 
widely read, he uses a light touch when 
he gets theological so for instance, 
when dealing with the resurrection 
narratives he doesn’t engage with N. T. 
Wright’s 800-page double-doorstopper. 
I was told by one of Dave Tomlinson’s 
contacts in the publishing industry that 
his books sell well, and deservedly so. 
The fact he gets to speak to the 
gatherings he does (Sunday Assemblies 
and an 8-minute talk to Pagans are 
mentioned here) tells its own story. His 
attacks on the spirit behind the worst 
kind of dogmatic religion seem as 
necessary as ever. 
Still I can’t get rid of a nagging doubt 
about one of the assumptions which 
seems to underpin the book, specifically 
that all that is needed is a sort of mass 
discovery and implementation of the 
“golden rule” - do unto others as you 
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would have them do to you - and a firm 
belief we can discover and implement it. 
Does equality really grow quite so 
naturally in the human heart, and might 
the retreat of Christianity in the West be 
linked to the rise of a terribly 
destructive, unrestrained sort of 
capitalism in which individual self-
interest predominates? 

Guy Whitehouse 
 

The Death of the Church by John 
Littlewood, Christian Alternative 

This is an 
unusual text 
from an 
Anglican 
priest 
identified on 
the cover as 
‘Reverend 
John’. The 
title indicates 
the extensive 
ground 
covered. It is 
an easy read, 

with short chapters of only a few pages; 
the extent of the ground covered means 
few ideas are developed and the reader 
is left breathless. 
The book examines first the state of the 
Church, focusing on the Church of 
England rather than the wider world 
Church. He sees the Church as no longer 
relevant and suggests its future death 
stems from its failure to speak on 
spiritual matters, in particular about life 
after death. From this dying Church 
spirituality must be reborn.  
In the second part he introduces a 
variety of alternative spiritualities 
exploring the Kabala, psychic 
phenomena and other approaches to 
spirituality. The reader is led into the 
esoteric world as he urges that psychic 
abilities, including dowsing and magic, 
should be fostered. He advocates 
meditation but with no reference to its 
Christian forms, such as the groups 
linked with the World Community for 
Christian Meditation. His focus is on 
individual spiritual development and 
says little about how this might lead to 
engagement with the wider world.  
‘Belief systems do not control the 
subconscious’ which is where, he says, 
religious symbols belong. Throughout 
he refers only to the subconscious, and 
doesn’t explain how he defines this, or 
how it relates to what analysts and 
therapists refer to as the pre-conscious 
and unconscious.  
We are largely given the author's 
 idiosyncratic views and no sources 

are given for his description of the 
Kabala, nor does he refer to those who 
may have influenced his approach. 
(There is no index or bibliography.) The 
publisher ‘Christian Alternative’ 
describes itself as a space at the edge, 
and I hoped this might mean the book 
would be of major interest to PCN. I am 
disappointed in its suggestion of 
esoteric spirituality as a replacement for 
Christianity.  

Peter Varney  
 

God with Us by Rowan Williams, SPCK 
For PCN 
members 
who are Jack 
Spong fans 
(like me) , 
this is a 
challenging 
book.  
Spong nailed 
his ’12 
theses’ to 
the Internet 
just before 
the turn of 

the century. He urged the Church to 
debate them. Rowan Williams did that 
when he was Bishop of Monmouth in 
1998 and his response may be summed 
up by the quotation:  
“Culturally speaking the Christian 
religion is one of those subjects about 
which it is cool to be ignorant. Spong’s 
account of classical Christian faith 
simply colludes with such ignorance in a 
way that cannot surely reflect his own 
knowledge of it. I think I understand the 
passion behind all this, the passion to 
make sense to those for whom the faith 
is at best quaint and at worst oppressive 
nonsense.” 
In this book he writes of the meaning of 
the cross in terms of “sign”, “sacrifice” 
and “victory”, and does so in 
refreshingly simple but profound 
language. I found myself re-thinking 
what it means to see the cross as so 
central to Christian faith. 
The same experience followed on 
reading the second part of the book 
which looks at the meaning of the 
resurrection - then and now.  
“Belief in the resurrection is what makes 
the church more than just the Jesus of 
Nazareth Society. Because, believing in 

the resurrection and the new creation, 
the new age, the final phase of God’s 
action , means that those who relate to 
Jesus relate to him as a contemporary, 
not as a memory.”  
The book has helpful questions for 
reflection or discussion. It’s worth a 
read - as a challenge to the Spong 
approach!  

Jim Hollyman  
 

Listening to God – Fuel for Ministry  
by John Draper,  Circle Books  

I find this a difficult book to review. It 
aims to be a comprehensive survey of 
Lectio Divina and other approaches to 
silence and contemplation. For me the 

descriptions 
of so many 
different 
ways to 
meditate and 
pray, all 
surveyed in 
just 60 pages, 
mean that no 
one approach 
is explored in 
sufficient 
depth. Many 
ideas are 

introduced and summarised but it 
would have been helpful if they had also 
been critiqued.  
An interesting description of life in 
religious community, including the new 
communities, and the role of oblates 
and Franciscan tertiaries, is given. It is 
given as background before attempting 
to explain Lectio Divina and feels 
somewhat superfluous. 
He devotes some space to explanations 
of Quaker approaches and writes that 
Quaker silence is based ‘on the Puritan 
notion that pure religion can lead to the 
truth about God’. But Quakers would 
suggest that George Fox ‘set Quaker 
spirituality apart from the narrow 
righteousness of the Puritans’ [Quaker 
Faith and Practice 26.29]. 
Draper’s conclusion tells us that his aim 
has been ‘to iterate and highlight the 
benefits of silence, focussed reading …, 
meditation and contemplation for all ... 
in the Church’s ministry’. This narrows 
the focus and to me appears to exclude 
most members of our Network. 
The book would have benefited from 
more practical examples rather than the 
lists of the different approaches. If he 
had set out how he has used Lectio 
Divina in more detail, readers would 
have benefited from his experience in 
applying it to his parish ministry. 

Peter Varney 



Religion 
I saw theologians debating, clerics arguing, schisms separating, zealots persecuting – 

and I grieved at such a denial of what was supposedly held dear. Yet I saw also 
believers campaigning for justice, serving their community, working together to 

restore and reconcile – and for a moment faith was restored. 

‘What, then, of religion?’ I asked. ‘How has it brought such joy, yet such sorrow; such 
insight, yet such bigotry; such good, yet such evil; such blessing, yet such a curse?’ 

And the Teacher reminded me that the divine is beyond words, greater than we can 
ever comprehend, let alone confine to creed or dogma: ‘God is greater than any 

human being, towering above us in majesty; who can begin to be anything like such a 
tutor? Who has decreed the way God should take, or who can say, “You have done 

wrong”? Surely the divine is so awesome that we can never know it fully; the number 
of its years is beyond our reckoning.’ 

‘So can we not know God?’ I asked. ‘Is religion a folly, a deceit, an illusion?’ 

‘God has made everything beautiful in its time,’ answered the Teacher with a shake of 
the head, ‘and has put a glimpse of eternity in the human heart. Yet no one is able 

fully to fathom everything that God has done.’ 

‘What, then, can we say of God?’ I asked. ‘For much has been written, and many claim 
that theirs and theirs alone is the way to truth. And of doctrine and teaching there 

seems to be no end.’  

Then the Teacher answered me, ‘When in the presence of the divine, avoid being over-
hasty to speak, in a hurry to blurt out whatever comes into your mind. Given that God 

is in heaven and you are on earth, let your words be few. Much dreaming and many 
words are empty. Therefore, stand in awe before God.’ 

And I understood then that religion has a place, but that it must know its place too; 
that it is a searching after truth, never a quest that is finished.  

And I realised that whenever religion claims to be wholly right, it is deeply wrong; that 
it is better to have no religion than to believe ours is the only one worth having; and 

that in striving to protect truth, religion often destroys it, as much obscuring as 
revealing the face of God. 

And what is the face of God but the face of love? Without love, religion is nothing: like 
night without day – a tyrant that brings death in the name of the giver of life. And 

those who condemn in the name of faith, who persecute and destroy, demean not just 
themselves but also the God they claim to worship. 

Truly, there is nothing worth killing for, least of all religion, and though some things 
are worth dying for, religion is not among them. 

So then, hold fast to God, but hang loose to religion, and never confuse the two. 

From ‘The Teacher’ by Nick Fawcett (with permission) 

By ESA, NASA (http://www.spacetelescope.org/images/heic1015a/) [CC BY 3.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0)], via Wikimedia Commons 




