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Compassionate, Nurturing God, 

God beyond all names, 

as we struggle to articulate our faith, 

inspire us, enlighten us, enable us, 

to delve and search beneath the crusty surface 

of inadequate words and concepts, 

that we may unearth the golden treasure of your truth, 

truth which endures across the generations. 

 

Help us to prise off 

the encrustations of human explanations, 

of cultural imagery,  

archaic language, 

originally enlightening 

but now obscuring  

or even deterring.  

 

Shine as a light in the darkness of our confusion. 

Deepen and enrich our faith 

that our lives may become beacons  

in our dark world, 

lighting not only our own path 

but beckoning and attracting others to accompany us 

and share the riches  

of your transforming love, 

as you help us to become more whole.  

Ros Murphy 

Searching for God 
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Are we there yet? The last year has been 
truly awful and we keep hoping that the end 
is in sight. Most of us will have received our 
first, if not our second, vaccinations and by 
the time this arrives with you we should be 
hearing what the final step of the Roadmap 
will actually entail. It does feel as if we are 
in a better place than we were, but we are 
soon chastened by reflecting on Covid’s 
effects around the world. It will never truly 
be over, until it is over for all of humanity. 

We can but hope that the international 
efforts the pandemic has generated will 
deepen and produce fruit in other areas of 
shared concern, such as climate change, 
intolerance and inequity. 

PV will continue to play its part in offering 
you food for the journey as we engage with 
these issues as PCN. 

In this issue we consider God, resurrection, 
God’s Kingdom, poverty, chaplaincy, 
spirituality, racism, truth, and parenting. 
Hopefully an eclectic mix to engage your 
minds and spirits!  

Welcome to the 37th edition of PV.  

Enjoy! 

Your reflections, questions, events, 
poems, images, reviews, letters, 

comments, news, prayers and other 
contributions, are all welcome. 

 

Publication is at the editor’s discretion: 

dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk 
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Is death a lie? 
The first months of this year were indeed very dark 
and bleak as the pandemic confined us, but as I 
write the nights are getting lighter and the days 
warmer. The gradual lifting of the Covid restrictions, 
and the success of the vaccination programme, give 
us hope of better days to come this summer as the 
threat of serious illness and death recede.  

Speaking once again to people face-to-face has 
been a real joy and I’ve been struck by the shared 
sense of loneliness that we’ve experienced, even if 
we have been isolating with others, and it has 
become very clear how much we need social 
contact and communal spaces to talk and share our 
experiences beyond close family. My personal 
experience is that the institutional church has simply 
become irrelevant in our communities, but we still 
desperately need spaces to explore the big 
questions with each other, hence the existential 
loneliness of lockdown.  

In an article published in The Guardian on 29th 
March, John Harris reflects on how our 
individualistic, secularised society still yearns for 
meaning, but no longer has an over-arching 
narrative in which to explore with others our 
questions about existence and mortality which the 
pandemic has engendered. In a society where 
meaning is no longer found in the concept of 
ultimate redemption, but rather in here-and-now 
social solidarity, he argues for what the church has 
also provided: opportunities to do things together, 
not just talk, and laments the decline of shared 
spaces such as libraries, community halls and youth 
clubs through lack of funding.  

Recently while talking to friends (incidentally at the 
Parish Church Tennis Club!) I fell into conversation 
about Easter, death and resurrection, after the 
Archbishop of Canterbury stated that death was a 
lie in his Easter sermon. His statement seems to 
cruelly dismiss the real and traumatic experiences 
of many who have lost a family member or friend in 
the past year, especially as he went on to say we 
will all meet again after death. He communicated 
the concept of Resurrection so badly that, once 
again, many folk listening would easily dismiss 
Christian faith as a simplistic story which seeks to 
mask and mollify the reality of people’s lives. The 
Easter resurrection narrative is a metonym and can 
be understood by most people as such, (just look at 
the reception and understanding of Jonathan Van-
Tam’s metaphorical language) so why continue to 
speak of it as a factual event? Brian McLaren in his 
book, and in the webinar PCN facilitated with him, 
speaks of a stage of faith where we can hold 
paradoxes with integrity. Being fully human requires 
us to hold the paradox of life and death; that those 

we love have ceased to exist, yet somehow don’t 
leave us and a new relationship with them emerges 
after their death. This kind of resurrection is a long 
hard process, but is built into our very existence, as 
it is in the life of all the universe. The setting, in the 
northern hemisphere, of Easter in spring with the 
signs of new life emerging in our gardens and the 
countryside reminds us that there is always the 
possibility of renewal, new ways of being; and 
therein lies hope after darkness and trauma have 
taken their toll. 

The PCN community is exactly what John Harris is 
talking about. It provides us with a sense of social 
solidarity and an opportunity to do things together 
and tackle questions of meaning. Lockdown has 
forced us to re-think how we can be together and 
has opened up new opportunities thanks to the 
technology. Our future plans include more webinars 
as well as gathering together in “real” places. Being 
able to invite speakers such as Brian McLaren to 
engage with us from their home anywhere in the 
world saves money in travel expenses and also in 
carbon emissions from air travel. We can explore 
opportunities for stimulating conversations with 
many more thinkers and authors, and enjoy these 
interactions from our own homes. This is what a 
resurrection process feels like on the relatively small 
scale of PCN. Things will not be the same again, 
but new ways of being PCN are emerging and there 
is much to look forward to as we gradually begin to 
come together again either face-to-face or through 
technology. 

Trustee’s Letter 

Sue Hobley serves as a 

trustee of PCN Britain 

sue.hobley@pcnbritain.org.uk   

MEMBERSHIP 
PCN Britain has charitable status, and we 
depend wholly on members for funding. 

Membership is for all who value an open, 
progressive and theologically radical voice, 

and want to maintain and promote that 
generous understanding of faith. 

£30 (£15 for limited income) 
Receive 4 copies of PV each year, advance 
notice of events, reduced event fees, along 

with support and encouragement. 

01594 516528 
www.pcnbritain.org.uk/membership 

mailto:sue.hobley@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=via%20PV
https://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/membership
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Marcus Borg  
Memorial Lecture 

 

It is probable that this event, with Deshna 
Shine, the former Executive Director of 

ProgressiveChristianity.org delivering the fifth 
Marcus Borg Memorial Lecture, will be a 
webinar rather than a day conference.  

 

We are also in preliminary discussions to host 
a webinar with Dominic Crossan.  

 

We will provide further details on both of these 
as they become available. 

The Apostate’s Creed 
Rethinking Christianity for the C21st 

Ben Whitney 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

www.ben-whitney.org.uk 07939 103340 
 

£5 + p&p 
 

(Discounts for orders of 5 or more copies) 
 

Up to 8 copies, plus discussion notes, are 
available FREE to any PCN group. 

 

Please get in touch if you’d like to invite 
Ben to a Zoom group for a discussion. 

The Kingdom of God is much written about; 
the words of Jesus abound in teaching about it. 

Yet it is much misunderstood within the churches, 
that point to power rather than to service. 

 
Yet, the growth of this Kingdom can be seen 

 as the prime purpose of divinity. 
 

The ways of the Kingdom reflect care for others 
and a desire to meet their need  

rather than our own. 
In this Kingdom, there are no hierarchies  

or power struggles, 
for all desire only to serve another  

as best they can. 
Jealousy and anger are foreign to that Kingdom; 

envy and avaricious desire are unknown; 
pride and position have no place. 

The pathway to that Kingdom 
is the Way of Jesus. 

 
In its detail lies the reason for our living. 

Outside its boundaries we are lost and straying. 
Only within this Kingdom  

can we find true happiness, 
the fullness of life and the true joy of living. 

 
Yet such a Kingdom bears little resemblance  

to the hierarchical, power-driven church 
concerned over shrinking attendance 

and finances. 
 

The prime purpose of existence  
lies in the coming of The Kingdom. 
We, and all that we do, have value  

only in that promotion. 
Our purpose is to grow that Kingdom  

where we are, 
following the path that Jesus taught us. 

Beyond that we are nothing; 
Ultimately meaningless. 

 
Salvation is not for any individual, 

nor does it lie in any after-death existence, 
but lies in the growth of God's Kingdom, 

for us and by us and through us 
on behalf of others 

as yet unborn. 
 

Edward Conder  

God's Kingdom 

Annual General Meeting  
 

Tue 8th June, 7.30pm – 9.00pm 
 

This will be held on Zoom, and you can book a 
place via the website: www.pcnbritain.org.uk 

 

sarah.guilfoyle@pcnbritain.org.uk  01594 516528 

http://www.ben-whitney.org.uk
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk
mailto:sarah.guilfoyle@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Thinking%20Science%20-%20via%20PV
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I’m not a fan of David Cameron, but despite all the 
many ways in which he went wrong, he did have a 
couple of good ideas. Bringing in equal marriage 
was one of them. Using gross national happiness as 
a measure of success rather than Gross Domestic 
Product was another (although nothing seems to 
have come of this). And in 2010, he proposed a 
review of Civil Service pay which would aim to 
institute a regime where the top civil servants 
earned no more than twenty times the least paid.1 It 
was actually a wheeze designed to cut pay at the 
top, rather than increase pay at the bottom, but at 
the time I remember thinking, that’s at least the 
germ of a good idea. A better idea would be to 
reduce the pay multiple to ten times rather than 
twenty times; and of course, to make it universal, 
applying to all businesses, not just the Civil Service 
- relatively speaking, the Civil Service is not where 
the problem lies.  

Many people don’t actually realise just how bad 
inequality is in this country. Believe it or not, the 
average Chief Executive Officer earns 262 times 
what their lowest-paid full-time worker earns. In 
other words, that lowest-paid worker earns a third of 
one per cent of what the CEO takes home. A third 
of one per cent.2 There really is no justifiable reason 
why this should be. So why not a maximum wage 
as well as a minimum one? 

Jesus famously said, “The poor you will always 
have with you”.3 But that wasn’t a recommendation 
for how society should be structured, although it has 
suited many generations to take it that way. We all 
know the words taught to children and sung by 
generations of church-goers in that well-loved 
hymn, All Things Bright and Beautiful:4  

 The rich man in his castle, 
 The poor man at his gate, 
 God made them, high and lowly, 
 And ordered their estate. 

Jesus also famously said, “Blessed are you who are 
poor”.5 Jesus himself was poor, and there are saints 
like St Francis who, despite being born into a 
wealthy family, deliberately led lives of economic 
poverty. It’s not just a Christian tradition; for 
example, the Buddha was a wealthy prince who 
abandoned his wealth and privilege in order to live a 
spiritual life. But in our current society, it seems as if 
being poor has stopped being a virtue, a spiritual 
practice even, and become a crime. When did that 
happen and why? 

Back in biblical days, disease and misfortune were 
frequently thought to be the just reward for sin. This 
is why, when Job’s wealth and family is stripped 
from him, his friends ask him to examine his 
conscience and see where he went wrong. But the 
author of Job understood that misfortune is not 

necessarily one’s own fault – Job is the model of a 
virtuous citizen. Nevertheless, many people then, 
and significantly many people even now, still believe 
that misfortune, and even ill-health, are the fault of 
the victim. And we’re encouraged to think that way. 
This is why the Government’s beloved phrase, for 
some of us struggling in our society, “hardworking 
families”, is so pernicious. From their frequent use 
of this term, we are meant to infer that in contrast, 
there are feckless, layabout families… the 
undeserving poor. 

In former times, the “deserving poor” would be the 
object of individual charity and the bare minimum of 
public provision; they were people who were unable 
to work, because of old age, ill-health, or disability. 
The undeserving poor were assumed to be fully 
capable of work but deliberately idle. They were 
frequently characterised as of low morals, gin-
sodden, and their poverty was all their own fault.  

Today, it is assumed they prefer living on benefits to 
working; and don’t know how to cook or how to 
manage their money. They are vilified as 
scroungers, and are pictured as having smart 
phones and massive TVs whilst surviving on junk 
food and handouts. Even the working poor are 
characterised as feckless and stupid. It is implied 
that if they would only shift themselves and buy 
fresh vegetables and make nourishing soups 
instead of buying cheap fried chicken, all their 
problems would be solved. 

In fact, many people living in poverty in our country 
work extremely hard. The majority of people living in 
poverty live in working families rather than non-
working ones. The poor are anything but feckless. 
Research shows that constant practice means they 
tend to manage their money better than the 
wealthy.6 They just don’t have very much of it. In 
many parts of the country, those who are working 
full-time on minimum wage are poor despite their 
very best efforts. They will not be able to meet their 
essential needs, particularly not in terms of 
adequate housing. And as for taking a holiday – an 
impossible dream. This Government’s mantra has 
always been that work is the route out of poverty. 
But, in 21st century Britain, this is a lie. Millions of 
people are working incredibly hard, but even when 
they are paid what the Government misleadingly 
terms a “living wage”, they cannot actually afford to 
live. They can barely afford to subsist, even with 
state top-ups and subsidies.  

The Undeserving Poor? 
Jenny Jacobs is a trustee, from 

Harrogate and organised the “Truth, 

Lies & the Spirit Level” conference 

about poverty and inequality.  
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   The real route out of poverty is to ensure that 
people really do earn a genuine living wage, and 
that decent affordable housing is available to all 
who need it. The so-called wealth creators need to 
be forced to share rather more of their wealth with 
the real wealth creators, the people working in 
shops and supermarkets, delivering our mail, 
teaching our children, looking after our elderly, 
nursing us all when we are ill, driving our buses and 
trains, and running our local services. 

And whether or not the adults in a family can cook 
or work, poverty inevitably falls hardest on the 
children – currently there are over four million 
children living in poverty. Are there undeserving 
children? Is it a child’s fault if they are born into a 
poor family? And aren’t we relying on those children 
to grow up, get good jobs and pay taxes to support 
our pensions and fund our NHS? If so - and if for no 
other reason - doesn’t it make sense, isn’t it 
enlightened self-interest, for us to ensure that they 
do as well in class as possible? And that starts with 
feeding them properly and ensuring they have a 
safe, secure, and affordable roof over their heads. 
Which means lifting their parents out of poverty first. 

It has been argued that, due to the way we measure 
poverty, the poor always will be with us, because 
they are people earning below a certain percentage 
of the national average wage. But we don’t have to 
measure poverty this way. The Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation has come up with a practical measure7 
which shows the number of people in this country 
who cannot afford to meet their needs; it’s an 
absolute measure, not relative. An absolute 
measure gives us a cast-iron target. In the fifth-
richest economy in the world, surely we can 
manage our economy so that we can all, at the very 
least, meet our basic needs? And if we don’t, 
doesn’t it show that mis-management of money is 
not the problem of the undeserving poor, but rather 
the problem of the undeserving rich who tend to run 
the economy and the Government? 

The book “The Spirit Level”,8 published in 2009, 
demonstrates over and over again how more equal 
societies do better for their citizens than more 
unequal societies. The UK is amongst the most 
unequal societies in the world. But we are also one 
of the richest countries in the world. We don’t need 
to get any richer to solve poverty. What we need to 
do is to redistribute our massive wealth so that it is 
much more fairly shared amongst us all.  

The apostle Paul, like David Cameron, has had a 
bad press in some quarters. But it was Paul who, 
when trying to sort out social problems in the church 
he’d planted in Corinth, told them in no uncertain 
terms that they needed to share their worldly goods 
with each other. “The goal is equality”,9 he said. The 
goal is equality. Fair shares for all. 

Fair shares and holding goods in common is how 
the early Church organised itself - we know this not 

just from Paul’s writing but also from the book of 
Acts. Something changed; Paul’s experiences with 
the Corinthians shows that the rot set in very early 
on. People were just as grabby and selfish in first-
century Corinth as they are in 21

st
 century Britain. 

This is why we need laws that don’t rely on personal 
charity but enforce redistribution, and they need to 
be much stronger and ambitious than the rules we 
live by currently. 

We don’t need to go as far as exact equality, in fact 
we need to aim for equity instead, but ideas like a 
maximum wage, and taxing wealth not just 
earnings, would have huge benefits in improving 
wealth distribution, ending housing price bubbles, 
and result in far fewer social problems. This is 
demonstrated by all those more equal societies 
detailed in “The Spirit Level”, which have far lower 
incidence of mental health problems, teen 
pregnancies, obesity and drug abuse and far higher 
levels of social cohesion, trust, social mobility and 
educational attainment than we do. 

The best thing about more equal societies is that 
everyone does better in them, even the relatively 
rich. We have enough wealth in this country so that, 
if fairly redistributed, no-one need be poor; and if we 
chose, we could do away, once and for all, with 
those odious, double-tongued phrases: hardworking 
families and the deserving poor. 

We can do so much better, and it’s time we did. 

 

1 https://www.theguardian.com/
 commentisfree/2010/apr/08/david-cameron-
 conservatives-radicals 

2 https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/sites/default/files/
 A%20Third%20Of%20A%20Percent_0.pdf 

3 Matthew 26:11 

4 Alexander, C.F. (1848) All Things Bright and 
 Beautiful, Public Domain 

5 Luke 6:20 

6 Mullainathan, S. Shafir, E. (2014) Scarcity: Why 
 Having Too Little Means So Much, Penguin 

7 https://www.jrf.org.uk/blog/we-have-new-way-
 measure-poverty-now-act-solve-it?
 gclid=Cj0KCQiAoab_BRCxARIsANMx4S6F2wqi
 O5i2tfI17PF9gzsxjLaEw0e8-
 TZPURq0iTaD0SahVzZQ9ZIaAqKHEALw_wcB 

8 Pickett, K. Wilkinson, R. (2009) The Spirit Level: 
 Why More Equal Societies Almost Always Do 
 Better, Allen Lane 

9 2 Corinthians 8:14 

www.equalitytrust.org.uk 
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We persuade ourselves that we live in an age of 
clear opposites: Cain and Abel, David and Goliath, 
Hector and Achilles, God and Satan, Jesus and the 
Pharisees, K and the bureaucrats, Churchill and 
Hitler, Sherlock Holmes and Moriarty, NHS doctors 
and big pharma, Rohingya and the Myanmar 
regime, small shop-keepers and big supermarkets, 
cyclists and car-drivers, environmentalists and meat 
eaters, right and left, right and wrong. 

We seem to need to see the world in terms of the 
good guys and bad guys. It is neater, clearer and 
cleaner that way. Don’t confuse me, we say, with all 
that subtle over-thinking, with all that nuanced 
clever stuff - about the way I should live my life or 
think about ideas, about what I think I know and 
what I believe I believe. I know - or at least think I 
know - what I know, and that’s good enough for me.  

We live in a world of opposites: God is / No such 
thing as God. I believe, so I’m happy / I’m happy 
because I simply rely on myself. God created 
everything / It all simply came into being. The 
Christian story is unique and beautiful / The account 
of evolution has a persuasive majesty all of its own. 
Prayer heals / Rely on clinical evidence for an 
effective cure. Our lives go on and on forever / Life 
is short so make the most of it. I have a soul. / I 
know because that’s the way human consciousness 
works. You are a heretic / I am a free-thinker. 

My own field, chaplaincy and spiritual care, is a 
hybrid creature. It flourishes, if and where it does, 
because committed people are prepared to put 
themselves out for others. It may be that they are 
following the example of Jesus Christ in serving 
others as the Good Samaritan. It may be because 
they see a moral point in helping others, not just 
materially (e.g. food-banks, charity donations, 
saving lives at sea), but helping others on their 
spiritual journey through life.  

The inspiration behind both is equally strong: 
inspired by faith (Christian, Muslim, Buddhist or 
whatever), or inspired by belief in the essential 
goodness of nurturing the human spirit. The very 
words ‘faith’ and ‘belief’ and ‘spirit’ are themselves 
hostages to fortune, and can be made to mean what 
you want.  Without a faith (or ‘my’ faith), you cannot 
be doing good. I believe that human beings are 
basically good and moral growth and cultural 
progress go hand in hand. I see ‘spirit’ in terms of 
the ‘Holy Spirit’, working to inspire me as a 
Christian. I interpret ‘spirit’ as ‘the human spirit’ - we 
are not just ‘things’, ‘physical bodies with crude 
forms of intentionality and survival skills’, but 
creatures seeking purpose and meaning. 

There is, then, a risk that we might colonise the very 
‘spiritual care’ we value so much, and wish to 
develop, in terms of factional interests and 

intellectual and doctrinal assumptions. Tribalism 
demonises and propagandises: you are not a 
Christian so you are an atheist; you are a believer 
and so deluded; how can you be truly happy if you 
do not know the Lord?; why do you want to be 
brainwashed by superstition? 

The dialogue continues. It often gets heated 
because, with religion and politics, we invest what 
we say and believe and do with who we are. We 
‘define’ ourselves, to ourselves and in the eyes of 
other people, by what we say and believe and do. 
We say we pray, we say we don’t, we are half-full or 
half-empty, we pay our taxes and / or give to 
charity, we give a coin to the beggar or we tell them 
to get a job. It is so polarized that it scarcely seems 
to be a dialogue. Dialogue aims to create greater 
understanding yet often it gets no further than ‘I 
hear what you say’.  

More often, it breaks down in misunderstanding and 
mutual suspicion. What is your agenda? Does this 
help come with strings? Why are you doing this? 
Where are you coming from? Are you doing it out of 
guilt? I don’t need your condescension. 

It is a dialogue full of elephant traps. The real-life 
real-time work of chaplaincy and spiritual care - in 
hospital wards, on the high street, in the medical 
practice, on the oil rig, in the fire-station or the 
shopping centre - cannot and should not treat the 
work from one life position alone.  With its emphasis 
on ‘being there for others’, on empathy and non-
judgemental confidentiality, it puts other people first. 
Where they are on their journey, wherever it leads, 
whatever form it takes.  

Conversations and not conversions. Dialogues and 
not debates where one side wins. Practical 
chaplaincy looks for win-win outcomes from adult-
adult transactions. Theological seminars or 
intellectual discussions are okay in their place, but 
this is not the place. Faith and belief hinterlands 
may well shape and energise people who do the 
chaplaincy work itself. But, in the actual work, we 
live in the moment, the other person’s moment, 
listening, sharing, laughing, being there.  

At times - not very often - faith and belief stuff 
comes up. We need to come clean about it. But not 
let it drive what we do. It’s the great switch-off - 
eyes glaze over, you’ve lost them and you deserve 
to do so. Stepping back, chaplaincy is a hybrid 
creature, offering a product and a service which 

Something in Between 
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  many people - both 
doing it and 
receiving it - can 
easily 
misunderstand.  

We all apply ‘the first 
five-seconds test’: 
do I trust this person, 
will I like them 
enough to go on 
listening? This is the 
meeting ground 
between chaplains 
and the people they 
serve - the place in 
between. Where 
opposites cannot be 
ignored but are re-
shaped in open-
minded ways.  

Does it really matter 
if the person has a 
‘faith’ or ‘belief’ or 
not? Do they want to 
be made to feel 
guilty for not having 
one? Are the first 
five-minutes the right 
place to shift 
dialogue into 
debate? It is for us 
as chaplains to 
choose the right way 
to do this.  

We live ‘in between’ 
in so many ways - 
between faith and 
belief opposites, 
between faith and 
belief friendships 
and encounters with 
strangers, and 
between our 
reflective thoughts 
and giving a helping 
hand at any time.  

It is no surprise to 
me that the many 
forms of chaplaincy 
and spiritual care are 
flourishing in a world 
which is often seen 
as secular and 
sceptical of formal 
institutions, while 
most forms of 
traditional church membership decline. We don’t 
need to believe in market forces to accept the truth 
that supply responds to demand.  

On the One Hand 

 

On message 

With the good folk 

Believing sure 

On and on 

 

On the prowl 

With the mission folk 

Asserting clear 

On the move 

 

On the hoof 

With the street folk 

Arguing fierce 

On the way 

 

On and off 

The slippery folk 

Doubting some 

On to truth 

 

On the march 

The saintly folk 

Spirit-driven 

Onward Christian soldiers 

 

On the other hand 

The everyday folk 

Wondering wandering 

Ontology permitting 

 

One in Three 

And Three in One 

Co-inhering 

On and on 

On very much 

His hand. 

Think on. 

 

Stuart Hannabus 

Brave, but also cunning 

1 Samuel 17:32-49  
David was incredibly brave, but he was also a 
cheat. Armies choosing to fight a battle by 
appointing champions is a noble endeavour. 
Instead of two armies all risking life and limb in a 
bloody battle, only two soldiers risk their all. One 
dies, the other lives and their compatriots take the 
spoils of conquest.  

Goliath laid down the challenge, the soldiers and 
king of Israel are shamed by their cowardice, and 
the brave young shepherd boy steps up. David is 
brave, but he doesn’t follow the rules. You don’t 
survive as a shepherd in the wilderness if you fight 
a lion or bear on their own terms. Only the 
foolhardiest or deluded would choose to wrestle a 
wild beast and think they stood a chance. You take 
your chance when the animal is distracted by its 
catch and strike from a distance with a sling shot. 
You hope that the creature drops the member of 
your flock and runs off, but if it doesn’t you hit it as 
hard as you can because you won’t survive if it 
gets a chance to attack you at close quarters. 

David is offered the uniform of a soldier, to wear 
the armour and weapons of the king no less, and 
to face Goliath with honour, respect and within the 
rules of war. He refuses that uniform and instead 
retains his shepherd’s clothes and weapons and 
goes to the dry river bed to find five of the most 
aerodynamic and deadly ammunition for his sling. 

Goliath was a giant of a man. Incredibly strong, 
with a long reach, but probably not the quickest on 
his feet. If David in his shepherd clothes, let alone 
being weighed down with ill-fitting and heavy 
armour, walked directly up to Goliath it would have 
been a very one-sided fight. 

Instead David kept his distance, beyond Goliath’s 
reach, and then runs, swinging his sling, and lets 
loose an incredibly accurate, fast and destructive 
projectile. Goliath didn’t stand a chance. 

David Coaker 

Brave David? 

Jeffjacobs1990 
https://pixabay.com/illustrations/jesus-christ-god-holy-spirit-4779546/ - Free image on Pixabay  
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‘Within the heart... there are reception 
rooms and bedchambers in it, doors and 
porches, and many offices and passages. 
In it is the workshop of righteousness and 
of wickedness. In it is death; in it is life ... 
The heart is Christ’s palace; there Christ 
the King comes to take his rest, with the 
angels and spirits of the saints, and he 

dwells there, walking within it and placing 
his Kingdom there.’  

This was written by the fourth century Orthodox 
mystic Makarios the Great who describes how 
‘there are all things’ in the heart. He writes of the 
‘unfathomable depths’ at the core of our being, and 
the heart as the space where we honestly meet with 
God. The heart is the metaphorical place of our 
inner truth, the deepest psychological ground of our 
personality which is created in the image and 
likeness of God. As Christians we are asked to love 
God with all of our heart and to open our hearts to 
God who knows all the secrets that are hidden there 
including love, passion, authenticity and goodness, 
and the shadow side of these including hate, 
indifference and falsity. All spiritual journeys are 
journeys of the heart and like the two halves of the 
heart include many mixed experiences and feelings: 
surface and depth, the good and the bad, the 
person we present to the world and the shadow part 
of ourselves. The spiritual journey is above all about 
moving from a predominantly closed heart 
dominated by self-love and where temptations and 
distractions obscure the truth for us, to a heart that 
is predominantly open to God and to love – indeed 
to the love of God. The open heart is not one sided 
but rather allows all the experiences to be held in 
balance, in a way of holding the tension of the 
opposite emotions through open awareness and 
trust in the ground of our being.  

My recent book Taking Heart, published by 
Christian Alternative Books, centres on the idea that 
the spiritual life is always personal and the deeper 
the spiritual life is, the more personal it becomes. In 
this book the experiences of four people who are 
spiritually searching are explored, and their different 
journeys through self-doubt to self-acceptance and 
the heart of faith are discussed – these are 
‘ordinary’ people on an ‘extraordinary’ journey. All 
spiritual journeys include discovery, but also an 
uncovering and a recovering. The journeys are an 
exodus away from a form of captivity and also a 
passion story through the very worst and towards 
the very best. And throughout these spiritual 
journeys – as is the case for all of us – God is 
shaping and forming our inner life in the unknown 
depths of our heart. 

For many years I worked as a psychotherapist – in 
the NHS, for a charity and in private practice. I now 
see people for spiritual direction – accompanying 
them in their ever-deepening relationship with God. 
In both my personal life and in my professional work 
I have been absorbed for many years in exploring 
the inner world, and how that affects the way we are 
in the outer world, especially with one another, so I 
thought that I would write here a little about my 
understanding of the relationship between 
spirituality and psychology – specifically 
psychotherapy – the differences and the similarities, 
and where the two are working side by side.  

Spirituality and psychotherapy overlap, but there are 
also clearly differences. The relationship is 
determined in part by how we define both terms and 
so it is worth exploring first what I mean when I write 
here about psychotherapy and spirituality. The type 
of psychotherapy I am most familiar with both 
professionally and personally is the psychoanalytic 
where the process is one of uncovering and 
recovering feelings – some that have been hidden 
for years, with open and mutual exploration based 
on the psychodynamics of the relationship between 
therapist and the person being seen. Whilst there 
are different approaches to spirituality it is generally 
a project of self-transcendence that goes against 
any tendency to reduce spirituality to the purely 
private or narcissistic quest for one’s own self-
realization. It includes the community context and 
the commitment to social transformation (neither of 
which are part of the goal of psychotherapy). All 
traditional spiritual teachings and direction include 
what we would now call ‘psychotherapeutic’ 
elements because dealing with the mind or soul 
means using psychology. But this does not make 
these teachings, or the spiritual practices linked to 
them, psychotherapy. There is a connection 
between the two, but psychotherapy has developed 
ways of dealing with mental disorder much more 
effectively than were known by the ancient spiritual 
teachings. It also takes place in a different context 
with different emphasis. Spiritual work is not 
concerned with mental disorder, but rather with 
connecting the soul with its spiritual nature.  

So how about the similarities? Well engaging in 
deep relational depth is where the fundamental 
similarity lies. Generally, both spirituality and 
psychotherapy offer the chance to be open to the 

Taking Heart 
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  full spectrum of experiencing and awareness of 
what is happening in the present moment, including 
feeling suffering and deep compassion and 
empathic awareness. Both develop tacit knowledge, 
cultivate awareness, and can contribute to liberation 
from limiting self concepts. Freedom from fear and 
delusion, from the past, and from early conditioning 
are common goals. From both there can also be a 
strengthening of authenticity and self-trust which 
leads to a sense of integrity and wholeness. 
Allowing things to be as they are rather than living in 
a world of illusion and denial is basic for 
psychological health and spiritual growth. There can 
be a similarity between a state of non-duality in 
contemplative prayer and a depth connection (not a 
state of merging) in psychotherapy where there is a 
transformative moment which can bring a moment 
of greatest healing.  

One of the central differences is the understanding 
in spirituality of human suffering, and how adverse 
life experiences can work towards deepening the 
focus of spiritual connectedness with God rather 
than as in psychotherapy where the focus is the 
person’s emotional wellbeing and ego functioning. 
Spirituality understands the individual in terms of his 
or her connectedness or lack of connectedness to 
the spiritual/ethical nature of reality. However, the 
psychological view, does not necessarily take this 
reality either into account or as the primary focus 
but rather aims to reduce pain and conflict, and 
enhance the capacity for love and work. In contrast 
spiritual practice is aimed at waking up, becoming 
aware and listening to what God is telling us about 
God’s nature. It is about entering a mystery and a 
state of not-knowing.  

Spirituality and psychotherapy overlap in the idea 
that self-knowledge and knowledge of God feed one 
another, in that the closer you get to the light, the 
more you see your own darkness. And the closer 
you get to your own ordinariness as a human the 
more you know you need the divine. Through 
psychotherapy one comes to self-knowledge, but 
Christian spirituality, especially meditation and 
contemplative prayer is not about knowing, but 
rather the realisation that Someone Else is doing 
the knowing through you – where God is operating 
with you, in you, and even as you. For the monk 
and writer Thomas Merton the true self is where our 
deepest subjectivity meets with Christ’s subjectivity; 
St Catherine of Genoa shouted in the streets, “My 
deepest me is God!”  

Both psychotherapy and spiritual practices such as 
contemplation can open awareness of such limiting 
self beliefs which can accelerate and assist the 
process of spiritual development. It can also be the 
place to understand emotions such as fear, guilt, 
and anger. If you are preoccupied with depression, 
anxiety, and self-hate, or dealing with specific 
emotional hurts then there is little room left for 

God ... Knowing about yourself allows you to begin 
to let go of self. Merton wrote, ‘What do we gain by 
sailing to the moon if we are not able to cross the 
abyss which separates us from ourselves’. 

In psychotherapy one learns to forgive oneself. In 
spiritual practice one is taught to forgive others. 
Both are necessary for complete forgiveness and 
well-being. Psychotherapy cultivates love in 
relationship whilst spirituality awakens the 
awareness of love’s presence in our lives... both 
can lead to opening the heart and developing the 
capacity to give and receive love.  

The profession of psychotherapy has been called 
the secular priesthood of our time, since people 
seek counsel from therapists in times of stress or 
transition, much as they used to seek advice from 
the parish priest. Some psychotherapists can and 
do fill the role of spiritual guide for their clients. Most 
do not. Unfortunately, few spiritual teachers are 
trained as psychotherapists.  

Spirituality and psychotherapy are two ways that 
mutually influence one another, and in which we are 
trying to give something else a chance – and it’s 
that something else that is of such absorbing 
interest. Spiritual searching leads us to strange 
places, but inevitably and truthfully always back 
towards the heart of our self and our interior life. 
The paradox is that no matter where we seek God 
in external structures, God is to be found right 
where we started from within each heart – both 
transcendent and imminent. God is, as we search, 
both familiar and also utterly unknown, both near 
and at times far, consistent and yet unpredictable – 
God. 
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Dr Leroy Logan MBE is one of the founder 
members of the Black Police Association. Born 
in 1957 in Islington to Jamaican parents, Leroy 
is a committed Christian, a proud Londoner, and 
a strong advocate for good relationships 
between the police and Britain's minority ethnic 
communities. He spent 30 years working in the 
Metropolitan Police, retiring in 2013 as a 
superintendent. During his time  he faced 
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of the few Black police officers in the Met. 

The following is an edited extract (p.18-23) from 

his memoir, ‘Closing Ranks’ published by SPCK 

One late spring morning when I was dashing along 
Water Lane from the Romford Road building to the 
Maryland site, I was stopped in my tracks by the 
sight of a black uniformed police officer in a marked 
police vehicle, talking on his radio in a strong 
authoritative voice. His shirt looked extra white on 
his dark Nubian skin. I paused, momentarily thinking 
‘You are a brave guy but what a role model.’ Little 
did I know this non-verbal encounter would be a 
factor in my career path. 

Having landed a job in one of the most progressive 
medical schools of the day, I felt the plan was off to 
a flying start. In the 1980s, the Royal Free was the 
most modern teaching hospital in London. Its 
medical unit was world renowned for its work in the 
field of gastroenterology, particularly on liver 
disease. So great was its reputation, we once had 
the Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak as a patient. 
When you have heads of state coming to a unit for 
treatment, you know its reputation is solid. Dame 
Sheila Sherlock was head of the unit, an 
internationally acclaimed liver specialist. 

We were doing clinical trials of drugs and 
developing an invasive test around the impact of 
chemotherapy on patients, especially children. I had 
my own lab and was working with a small team. Roy 
Pounder, my boss, was the main medical consultant 
for the pharmaceutical company Smith Kline & 
French, as it was called then (GlaxoSmithKline). We 
did invasive clinical trials for a lot of their drugs and 
for some other anti-cancer agents to see how those 
drugs impacted the lower bowel. 

At times, the job could be heartbreaking, especially 
when children were involved.  Cancer therapy in the 
early 1980s was quite crude in comparison to how it 
is today, and seeing a child suffer was nerve-
wracking. Sadly, we sometimes lost them, which 
was always very painful. 

When I wasn’t working, I used to do a lot of sport, 
mainly squash. The Royal Free had great sports 
facilities with squash courts, a swimming pool, a 
gym, a basketball court and indoor football pitches. 

It was like 
some of these 
new so-called 
‘exclusive’ 
gyms; it just 
happened to 
be in a 
hospital. I 
loved it. I 
could 
synchronize 
my analysis 
tests, go for a 
run, come 
back and 
read the 
results, and 
then play 
squash. The 
gym was also 
great for 
socializing. I 
used to meet all sorts of people there, and spend 
time chitchatting with them. 

I was still in my international romance with Gretl, 
and the job gave me the flexibility to travel to 
Nigeria to see her, or time to be with her whenever 
she came over to the UK. I was getting an income, 
so I was able to do quite a lot more. I was a lot more 
independent. I really was in my comfort zone. 

In late 1982, I was coming up to my third year in the 
job. I was twenty-five and thinking of moving into the 
sales side of the pharmaceutical industry. I have a 
very outward-looking personality, and I felt that I 
could use that more in the sales side of the industry, 
rather than being stuck in a lab all day. So I started 
applying for jobs. But every job I went for, I was 
being knocked back; I wasn’t even getting 
interviews. I was either overqualified or under-
experienced. I couldn’t get my head around that; 
how could you be both? When the time came for my 
annual appraisal, I was very open with Roy about 
the fact that I wanted a career change. 

Roy said, ‘Leroy, I like your work, your energy and 
your ability, but I don’t see you being in a lab – or in 
the pharmaceutical industry – for the next thirty-odd 
years.’ ‘What you think I should do then?’ I asked. 

‘You know what?’ he replied. ‘I think your 
personality suits you being a cop.’  

I looked at him and my perceptions came to mind: 
‘Do I look like a white racist?’ ‘You like to talk to 
people,’ Roy continued, unaware of what he’d 
sparked off in my head. 

Having grown up in the 1960s and 1970s, my love 
for cops was far from great. These were the times of 

Closing Ranks 
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  the Suspected Person law, or the Sus law, as it was 
more commonly known. The police in Britain had 
been using ‘Stop and search’ as far back as the 
nineteenth century, when the Vagrancy Act of 1824 
was introduced to clamp down on begging and 
rough sleepers. The Sus law was a direct 
descendant of Section 4 of the Vagrancy Act. Under 
it, a police officer only needed to have suspicions 
about someone for them to stop that person or 
make an arrest. The sad reality was that, for far too 
many cops in Britain in the 1970s, all you needed to 
do to arouse their suspicions was have black skin. 
Consequently, we called them the Thought Police. 
They were responsible for stigmatizing and/or 
criminalizing legions of black people, before the law 
was repealed in the early 1980s, forming a stain of 
racial profiling that is still prominent in the black 
community’s perception of policing. 

Even as a schoolboy, I suffered as a result of the 
Sus law. Dad’s meticulously planned route home 
from Highbury Grove may have spared me from 
running into cops on Seven Sisters Road or at the 
reggae record shop in Finsbury Park, but he hadn’t 
reckoned with them showing up outside the school 
building itself. More than once, I was stopped by the 
police – in front of my school, in my school uniform 
and with my trumpet case in my hand. On several 
occasions, I would be going home after music 
practice, and cops would stop me. My dad saw this 
happen once at the school entrance after band 
practice as I was waiting for him to pick me up and 
he got really upset with the officers. By this time, 
Dad was working as a long-distance driver and he 
was always getting stopped, so he didn’t have much 
love for cops either. He didn’t like the way they 
talked to him. He was always very respectful when 
talking to people, and he felt that cops were very 
heavy-handed and disrespectful, and they didn’t 
give people the dignity they deserved – which they 
really ought to have, given that they were public 
servants. 

I told Roy that I would think about what he’d said. I 
was due to catch up with Gretl later that day, and I 
was quietly confident that she would tell me not to 
even think about it. But to my total amazement, 
when I told her about Roy’s suggestion at the 
appraisal, she didn’t dismiss it. Instead she said, ‘I 
really think that’s something you should consider.’ 
About the same time, I began recalling the non-
verbal encounter I had with the black officer I saw 
during my degree study days, and the vision of him 
sitting in his police car grew in rapidity and intensity 
in my mind. 

Quite a few people who didn’t work at the Royal 
Free used the hospital’s sports facilities. There were 
two guys in particular I had come to know who used 
the gym very frequently. I would also see them in 
the pool, and we would occasionally chat in the bar. 
After bumping into them a few times, I found out 

that they were off-duty cops. 

Meeting these two guys helped me see the human 
side of police officers. They talked about regular 
things like everyone else; they even offered to take 
me on some ‘drive-arounds’ in the back of their car. 
The drive-arounds were fun. The guys were really 
nice and easy-going, although part of me did think, 
‘This is Hampstead; police officers here won’t be 
dealing with the sort of aggravation they would have 
somewhere like Hackney.’ I started to feel that this 
was some kind of calling that I had to follow 
through. I did more research, and in September 
1982, I submitted an application to join the 
Metropolitan Police. 

I couldn’t believe it when I had an interview a few 
weeks after applying. And then within a few days of 
doing the interview, I was offered a position. It all 
seemed to be happening a bit too quickly, so I 
asked for my appointment to be delayed, to buy 
myself some time to think about it a bit more. They 
agreed. My start date was deferred to June 1983. 

In the meantime, I continued working at the Royal 
Free. I was at work there one autumn day that year 
when I received a phone call from my mum saying 
that my dad had been beaten up by some cops. 

Dad had been out on a job, and he had decided to 
get some lunch. He’d parked his van up near the 
local fish and chip shop and went in. These two 
police officers called him out of the chippy and said, 
‘You’re causing an obstruction with your vehicle.’ He 
said, ‘Well, I’ve done it so many times here and it’s 
never been an obstruction.’ The officers got tetchy 
with him, and he said to them, ‘If you’re going to 
book me, then just book me.’ Dad was a very 
meticulous man; if he was going to end up in court 
over the way his vehicle was parked, then he was 
definitely going to make sure that the evidence for 
his defence was all in order. He prided himself on 
that. So he started to measure the distance 
between the offside of his vehicle and the other 
vehicle on the other side of the road. He was in the 
middle of doing this when the two officers laid into 
him. They beat him senseless, then took him to the 
police station and charged him with resisting arrest. 
After being charged and bailed at Holloway Police 
Station for unnecessary obstruction and resisting 
arrest, he made his way to the hospital. 

I rushed straight from the Royal Free to Whittington 
Hospital in Islington. The cops had beaten Dad so 
badly, I actually walked past him in the A&E 
department and didn’t recognize him. I’ve never 
sensed as much hate as I did when I saw Dad 
leaning backwards, with swollen black and blue 
eyes. I could smell it; I could taste it. If a police 
officer had walked into the room at that very 
moment, I would have launched myself at him. I 
really had to control the rage that I felt that day, 
otherwise it would have consumed me. Thankfully, 
I’ve never had that feeling again ever since. 
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Pilate asked him, “So you are a king?” 
Jesus answered, “You say that I am a king. 
For this I was born, and for this I came into 
the world, to testify to the truth. Everyone 
who belongs to the truth listens to my 
voice.” Pilate asked him, “What is truth?” 

John 18:37–38 (NRSV) 

Not an unreasonable question, perhaps, (assuming 
it was not just meant rhetorically) but not 
susceptible to a simple answer, I would suggest.  

A good starting point might be the recognition, if 
nothing else, that “truth” is an English word which 
was not the language that Pilate would have used 
when he asked the question. Even if we accept that 
the English word “truth” is the best translation we 
have of the word(s) actually used by Pilate 
(assuming his comments were accurately reported 
and literally intended), we still encounter the 
difficulties of deciding what it actually means in 
English. We might turn to a dictionary, thinking we 
can get a definitive answer, only to find several lines 
of text showing a variety of ways in which the term 
is commonly used. This suggests not only that 
“context” is important but also the meanings of other 
words. For example, in my favoured dictionary, I 
can be led by a trio of synonyms (“Truth” - “Reality” 
- “Verity”) in a circle, arriving back where I started 
and none the wiser. (This is not untypical of 
dictionary definitions.) 

We may feel sometimes that we now live in a world 
swamped by “information”, and words are but one of 
the many ways we convey and store it. I would 
suggest however that this feeling results more from 
an increased awareness (occasioned by the 
sophisticated methods we have now developed for 
dealing with information) of what has always been 
there. Human bodies are designed to acquire and 
process information (using sense organs and a 
nervous system) and our very existence depends, 
and has always depended, upon it. Human 
evolution and individual development, from 
conception to adulthood, is predicated upon 
chemical information being able to influence the 
processes involved in cell development and be 
transmitted across generations. So how might we 
usefully define the term “information”? In order to 
accommodate the breadth of its potential usage, in 
the present context, I propose the following 
definition: “Information” = difference capable of 
influencing a process. 

Thus DNA comprises four different nucleotide bases 
that can form different linear sequences, which 
influence the process of cell development, while 
different symbols, such as letters or mathematical 

symbols, can influence the processes of human 
thought and communication. The word “truth” 
however is not merely a single linear sequence of 
letters but a representation of (code for) many 
sequences of letters, contained in the other words 
used by human beings to give the particular word 
meaning. The question then arises: “what are the 
limits of this set of sequences?”. This is just another 
way of asking: “what is the scope of the term 
“truth”?” 

Given the potential for “circular journeys”, 
occasioned by dictionary definitions, as previously 
discussed, and the tendency these days to use 
“reality” as a term pertaining to something that can 
vary from one person to another, and even be 
synthesised by appropriate/misappropriate use of 
technology, I will adopt the following definitions: 

“Truth” = the way things actually are. (Objective) 

“Reality” = the way things appear to be, to one or 
more intelligent entities. (Subjective) 

Since people, other intelligent life forms and 
(increasingly so these days) intelligent machines 
(depending upon your chosen understanding of the 
term “intelligent”), and their respective “perceptions” 
of reality, are all component parts of the way things 
are, “truth” would appear to encompass all realities. 
Further, given my suggested definition of 
“information” and the essential part it plays in 
perceptions of reality and in all systems of 
communication, “the way things are”, and hence the 
term “truth”, also would appear to encompass all 
information. No two people can experience 
precisely identical life-journeys, since no two people 
can have occupied the same points in space and 
time during their life experience, up to any point of 
consideration (even co-joined twins, although 
closely adjacent, have some body parts, 
determining their separate identities, that do not 
journey through exactly the same points in space 
and time). It would seem, therefore, that the 
information describing one person’s life can never 
be wholly identical to that describing another’s. 
Thus there must always be some part of ‘Truth’ that 
cannot be contained within any one person’s 
respective reality (notwithstanding input from many 
other people). Further, if “truth” was missing some 
piece of information, it would not be a complete 
description of “the way things actually are”. I would 

What is Truth? 
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  suggest therefore that “truth” may be considered to 
have the following properties. 

a) “Truth” encompasses all information and thus can 
never fully be described by human beings and 
therefore has no definable boundaries (similar to the 
situation with the upper limit of the term “infinite”). 

b) “Truth encompasses all life, all knowledge, the 
universe, and the multiverse, insofar as these terms 
can be considered to comprise, or be defined by, 
“information”.  

c) “Truth” encompasses all relativity, including 
opposites, describable by human language (since 
the difference between any two terms or parameters 
must comprise the information necessary for the 
terms/parameters to be distinguishable one from 
another).  

d) “Truth” encompasses all personhood (since the 
boundaries of the term “personhood” are defined by 
words representing linear sequences of 
information). 

e) “Truth” encompasses all “time” (since our 
understandings of time depend upon being able to 
use information to distinguish between one point in 
time and another.) 

Is “truth”, then, the same as “God”? 

Whilst it is perfectly possible, of course, to use 
“God” as a synonym for “Truth”, this only makes 
sense if no limitation is attached to our 
understanding of “God” (which incidentally also has 
a number of different dictionary definitions). Thus if 
we say “God is good”, it follows from property c) that 
God can only be “truth” (as I have chosen to define 
it) if God is also “evil”, or whatever other concept(s) 
is set against “good” to give the term meaning. 
Intuitively, of course, both “good” and “evil” are parts 
of “the way things are” but not everyone would be 
happy regarding “God” as “evil”. Similar reasoning 
suggests any doctrinal understanding of “God” is 
not likely to contain “truth”, if only because other 
doctrinal understandings exist, although all 
doctrines contain respective parts of “truth”, since 
they all contain respective sets of “information” 
about human thinking. Another potential use of the 
term “God” is to denote a particular relationship 
between certain types of human behavior, or 
understanding, and others.  

I think there is a case however for moving away 
from the term “God” (“loving parent” (a metaphor for 
a particular form of deep experience) works better 
for me), since the traditions and habitual uses 
surrounding the term render it insufficiently flexible 
to accommodate the nuances of modern 
understanding, particularly those emerging as the 
result of scientific investigation. For example, the 
concept of “God”, strongly adhered to by many, as 
“The Creator of the Universe”, may not sit happily 
with some understandings and descriptions of time 
and space, and with what some might understand 

the term “creation” to mean (if anything at all). 
Whatever view we take on the meanings of “truth” 
and “God”, both terms are susceptible to human 
limitations. One ray of hope may lie in the thought 
that properties d) and e) imply a link between 
persons and eternity. Perhaps “death”, although a 
very real perception, does not actually destroy the 
information that defines each one of us and our 
respective life experiences, which exists, and 
persists, as part of “truth”. I resist the temptation to 
speculate about what processes or mechanisms 
might be involved.  

While Jesus is reported to have said “I am the 
truth” (John 14:6) I am not sure that taking this 
literally helps a great deal, since many human 
interpretations are possible and taking it 
metaphorically merely introduces another layer of 
human subjectivity. The fact remains that the uses 
of words, and the understandings they promote, are 
subjective and never capable of describing “the way 
things actually are” with any degree of certainty. 
The best we can do, I would suggest, and what I 
have tried to do in the foregoing text, is to choose a 
term (the word “truth”) that labels the letter 
sequence “the way things are”, and accept human 
inability to accommodate the full scope of what this 
actually means. An awareness of this limitation may 
be highly relevant when we try to engage with other 
people, who do not share our own set(s) of beliefs. 

I suppose if I was asked by Pilate “what is truth?”, I 
might be tempted to answer “how long have you 
got?”. A desire for self-preservation however might 
prevent me from so doing.  

Lawrence OP Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.0 Generic (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0) 
https://www.flickr.com/photos/paullew/41001816871 
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I have always felt that it is tough to be brought up in 
a vicarage or manse, because so many people 
seem to think that clergy kids must be well-balanced 
and privileged, and therefore ought to be perfect. In 
reality they are normal children who are living their 
lives on display, as if they were goldfish in a bowl. 

So it became of special interest to me after I 
became a vicar, that my children were OK about 
their lot in life. It was because of this that I 
researched a PhD in the 1990s on how faith 
discovered in childhood would be a resource for life.  

When I became a grandparent in 2019, I found 
myself further stimulated to think about the 
transmission of faith and I gathered together my 
researched gleanings and experiences to write a 
book entitled, ‘How Not to Totally Put Your Children 
off God’ (Lion Hudson, 2020). In this I was keen to 
scotch the idea that I have been an ideal parent, 
that my bumbling efforts were actually better than 
they have been. So I have merged my deep 
convictions of parenting with examples of both 
“When it worked” and “When it did not work”. More 
tellingly I also elicited the help of my sons to write 
their perspectives on how their experiences and 
memories connect with (or differ from) my own.  

Christian parents certainly do not know the ultimate 
secret of successful parenting any more than other 
subgroup of parents. While the Bible is littered with 
good and bad examples of parenting, it is not a 
manual that tells us how to pass on our faith 
successfully. Still, every Christian parent wants to 
communicate their faith to the next generation, 
particularly when they see the complex challenges 
and opportunities of new forms of technology and of 
competing spiritualities and epistemologies. 

In the book, each chapter has two sections. Section 
A contains reflections on habits that seemed to work 
for me in passing on my faith to my sons. Section B 
then reflects on the same habits but from a more 
critical perspective. These chapters come from my 
experiences as a dad, a Christian leader, and a 
theologian. They can be seen as those habits that I 
believe in passionately. They are the “Dos” – those 
habits that I have formed in parenting for faith. They 
emerged in the business of parenting and have 
become clearer to me as I look back and reflect on 
the journey so far. They are the essential forces that 
have helped me on the great adventure of bringing 
up children with a Christian worldview. They 
describe those times when being a parent felt as 
though life was slotting into place.  

We sowed these habits into our lives in the form of 
regular rituals as we began to raise our children. All 
of them tended to fall into my domain as father. (If 
my wife were writing this book, I think she would 
have identified different habits.)  

The “Dos” are:  

 Storytelling: the most foundational part of the day. 
We would lock out the day and read a book 
together. It was linked to praying and to 
philosophizing at the end of the day. 

 Going on adventures: we planned and looked 
forward to these, and they were linked to “making 
memories”, seizing the day, doing something we 
would not forget by building for the future. 

 Praying: the crucial means of letting God speak to 
us at key moments, when we were more 
consciously aware of God filtering through the 
very warp and woof of our lives. 

 Philosophizing: reflecting on the day as it ends. 

 Going to church: the final habit of going to church 
and meeting people who were not the same as us. 

Section B of each chapter contains the nightmares 
that skulk around the edges of consciousness – the 
failures, where I set out with high hopes that were 
not realized. However, it could have been in these 
“cock-ups” that the actual parenting for faith was 
really carried out. These negative habits were: 

 Fluffing my lines: when the truth claims of the 
Bible stories appeared implausible compared to 
the actions of the day. Or when the made-up story 
we were reading together appeared to have far 
more power than the Scriptures. 

 Irresponsible adventures: when good plans ended 
up in virtual chaos. We didn’t create good 
memories, and God seemed a long way away, 
and talking about God made no sense. 

 The “dark night of the soul”: when we could not 
talk about God through prayer, since we were not 
sure that God was there. 

 Being vacuous: when we sensed we were not 
being honest as we philosophized about life or 
God, and when we could not admit that we were 
simply spinning threads instead of ropes. 

 Despising church: when church appeared to be a 
place of hypocrisy and boredom that could cause 
a strange paralysis. 

In this way I have ended up publishing my five worst 
vices as a parent, alongside my five top tips, 
distilled and put into print. Having written them I feel 
both pleased and a little coy. Pleased because 
these reflections are what I deeply believe and they 
have taken me a while to distil, but coy because 
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  they are now 
open to 
critique. 
Normally 
when I write 
I enjoy being 
critiqued, 
and even 
deliberately 
create a 
debate, but 
that is when 
I am in my 
comfort 
zone of the 
academy. In 
that context I 
can hold my 
ideas at 
arm’s length. 
By contrast, 
not only was 
this book 
deeply personal, it is also obviously incomplete, 
because as a parent (and grandparent) I too am a 
work-in-progress. What I have written is now open 
to be considered by others who parent, and I’m sure 
that they will be improved upon in other homes.  

I think that my particular vulnerability is that I have 
opened up the private world of my home – a place 
so rarely laid bare to the outside world. But I’m not 
too embarrassed, because my three sons have all 
added their comments to my writings. I know I have 
said nothing that I haven’t discussed with them, but 
as for my wife, the lovely Bishop of Taunton, that’s 
another story - which is why she wrote the foreword.  

Of all that has been written, my greatest surprise 
and delight has been to note that my boys have 
disagreed with my categorization of good and bad 
habits. Where I thought I had succeeded as a 
parent, they were less sure. When I thought I had 
failed, they suggested that I might have succeeded. 
The evidence for this was stated way back at the 
beginning of the book when one son wrote, “These 
‘cock-ups’ of parenting are clearly at least as 
important as the good habits. I have enjoyed 
reading these the most.” In a similar vein, another 
son wrote, “While Dad has clearly separated each 
chapter into ‘When it worked’ and ‘When it did not 
work’, this logical separating of good from bad is not 
how it works in the real world.”  

These comments delight me because the subject 
material of parenting is complex, and the criteria for 
its success are not easily discernible. However, the 
people most qualified to comment on parenting are 
those who have experienced it. So I’ll gladly listen to 
those comments from my sons. It is their turn to 
have a go at parenting now. 

Orchard Transformation 
 

Flood meadow orchard; neglected and forlorn. 
Branches tangled, canker ridden,  

tumbledown and torn. 
 

Undergrowth rampant; weeds and twitch take hold. 
Fruit forbidden, pathway hidden  
where once the people strolled. 

 
Flood meadow orchard; trees are all askew. 

Craftsman’s pruning, balance bringing,  
quirky shape made new. 

 

Removed the debris; dead wood taken out. 
Raked and weeded, grass reseeded,  

room to walk about.   
 

Flood meadow orchard; transformed, made anew. 
Thinned the branches, raised the canopy,  

sunlight streaming through. 
 

Apple, pear and plum trees;  
birds sing, insects hum. 

Children playing, fruit buds forming.  
See! New life has come.  

 
Flood meadow orchard; lovingly restored 

Resurrection, transformation, fruitfulness assured. 
 

Here is salvation – love will always win, 
Catch the vision, love in action  

changes everything. 
 

Meryl White 
 
 

 

 

Touch my soul, 

Be the guardian 

Of my spirit, 

The sunrise 

And sunset 

Of my day. 

Be the Swallow 

That returns, 

That is  

Eternal spring, 

The reason 

That is, 

My journey home. 

Chris Roe 

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

We have continued to meet monthly 
via Zoom and have enjoyed the 
chance to welcome members from 
other groups and none. If anyone, 
anywhere, would like to join us on 
Zoom at 7.30pm on the first Tue of 
the month, please contact us. We 
already welcome members from 
Yorkshire, Seattle and Cumbria! This 
year so far, we have discussed with 
Ben Whitney his ideas in ‘The 
Apostate’s Creed’ and been noting 
the influences which have been key 
as we have moved individually to a 
more progressive Christian stance. 
We have also enjoyed the chance to 
join the webinars featuring Brian 
McLaren and Julian Baggini. We 
shall be continuing our exploration of 
what we can say in answer to non-
church goers who ask what we think 
and do as progressive Christians.  

Talking about paintings that appeal 
to us has been enjoyable and 
instructive. The paintings varied 
greatly from Caravaggio, Raphael, 
William Blake, Thomas Fearnley’s 
Grindelwald Glacier (The National 
Museum of Art, Oslo) and a photo of 
nearly 10,000 galaxies being the 
deepest visible-light image of the 
cosmos taken from the NASA/ESA 
Hubble Space Telescope.   
We would recommend having an 
excellent M.C. to help find the 
paintings and share them on Zoom. 

We are continuing discussing Ben 
Whitney’s book “The Apostate’s 
Creed” using Zoom. One of the good 
things has been an increase in 
numbers. We are now 17 - so, when 
we are able to meet face-to-face 
again, it will be in our URC premises 
of St Andrew and St George in 
Bolton Town Centre. 
An advantage of Zoom has been that 
those members of our group who live 
at some distance from Bolton do not 
have to travel – good for them and 
for the environment! We are thinking 

of continuing with Zoom during 
winter months and meeting face-to-
face for the rest of the year, with the 
possibility of continuing the Zoom 
facility so that no one is excluded.  

Thinking Aloud Allowed (TAA) 
continues to meet online where we 
explore a range of different ideas 
and ways to worship in a progressive 
manner. In Jan we explored birth 
narratives in a range of religious 
traditions – very interesting. In Dec 
we looked at the nativity across the 
Gospels in ‘The birth stories of Jesus 
as parabolic overtures to the 
Gospels’ and in Nov took a 
progressive look at the Beatitudes 
and thought about rewriting them.  
Many of us are also involved in the 
continuing Living the Questions 
course to which local churches have 
been invited. We’re also joined by 
people from other parts of the 
country. We are on the second 
course now and enjoying the 
challenges and questions it raises. 
Tex Sample is becoming a familiar 
friend as he opens each session in 
glorious sunshine! Thanks to the Rev 
Andy Lowe, of the Brighton & Hove 
Methodist Circuit for continuing to 
run them. TAA meets online on the 
second Sun. When permitted, we 
meet at Hove Methodist church.  

We have started on Brian McLaren’s 
Everything Must Change. We watch 
a section of the DVD over Zoom 
followed by a 50 minute discussion. 
The first part, "Two Preoccupying 
Questions" looks at what the church 
feels is important (e.g. hymns, who is 
preaching etc.) compared to what is 
important in the world (hunger, 
poverty). We found that in this time 
of Covid, we are naturally asking 
these questions and re-evaluating 
what church is there for.  

We have continued to meet monthly 
using Zoom. Speakers have covered 
topics such as gender identity, 
Buddhism and life on the West Bank. 
We’re grateful to Christine Whitworth 
(PV26) and John Simmonds (Jesus 
Then and Now) for discussion texts.  

After the gentle awakening of the 
new PCN films, visits by Adrian Alker 
and John Churcher challenged us to 
think deeply about the future of 
Christianity after lockdown. John’s 
radical Jesus talk, based on the 
introduction to a new book he is 
writing, is well worth hearing.  
In May we considered Gretta 
Vosper’s Ten Things the Church 
Must Give Up. Our June speaker is 
Martin Camroux, chair of Free to 
Believe, on his new book Keeping 
Alive the Rumor of God. We meet on 
the first Sat of the month.  

Like many, our activities have been 
restricted to Zoom meetings. One 
session was used to view and 
discuss some of the other “Made of 
Stories” films, which worked well. 
We had a tip that Ben Whitney was 
available to lead a session to look at 
some of the ideas in his book “The 
Apostate's Creed”. This was gladly 
taken up and whilst some disagreed 
with him, it was nevertheless an 
interesting evening to explore a more 
radical approach to Christianity. We 
are grateful to Ben for offering his 
time and copies of the book. 
In May we hope to look at the way 
religion has responded to Covid. 
It has been fortunate that we have 
been able to keep in touch, albeit in 
a limited and in a piecemeal way. 
In normal times, meetings are 
generally on the 4th Wed at Heaton 
Moor United Church in Stockport.  

In Feb we were privileged to have Dr 
Carla Grosch-Miller Zoom with us. 
Her book ‘Trauma and Pastoral 
Care’ is not to be missed. We were 
joined by others in a stimulating and 
supportive evening of education, 
reassurance and discussion.  
In Mar Richard chose the intriguing 
title ‘Replacing the Kingdom of God’. 
He argued that before abandoning 
the phrase ‘kingdom people’ we 
need to understand the historical 
background. We were then asked to 
suggest alternatives (e.g. ‘Realm of 
Love’ or ‘Community of God’). 
For our most recent meeting we 
returned to the ‘Made of Stories’ 
films, focussing on Gemma and 
Patrick & Davy. Two of us introduced 
the films, sensitively bringing aspects 
of their own personal stories to 
connect with the themes. These films 
have been a great resource during 
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lockdown (thank you!) but now we 
look forward to the day when we can 
meet our PCN friends in person. 

We usually take a summer break 
from Easter until Sept but we have 
decided to continue with monthly 
Zoom meetings in the hope of 
meeting again in Oakham Methodist 
Church in late Sept. On Tue 27 Apr 
we met to talk about non-literal 
resurrection, based on our own 
experience, hopes and fears about 
starting to emerge from lockdown – 
most of us have had two injections. 
We also used an article by Richard 
Holloway in The Tablet where he 
ends by quoting Albert Camus: ‘"In 
the midst of winter I finally learned 
that there was in me an invincible 
summer." That is the Resurrection 
voice. It is the refusal to be gripped 
forever by the fingers of winter, what- 
ever our winter may be.’  
On 25 May we will be led by two of 
us on how Christians and Jews 
approach Biblical texts from our 
perspectives, before discussing 
Walter Brueggemann’s thoughts on 
the meaning of ‘prophecy’.  
In Aug we plan to meet in person; 
the plan is for Simon Cross to lead 
an away day at Launde Abbey, 
suitably distanced, whatever that will 
mean by then. It promises to be the 
first time most of us have actually 
seen each other since early 2020 so 
there is quite a sense of anticipation. 

We have continued to meet on Zoom 
fortnightly since the first lockdown. 
We have seen all six of the short 
films and found them very interesting 
– some very moving. Digital 
discussion isn’t exactly free-flowing. 
We attended the Brian McLaren 
evening and thought it excellent – 
there’s more to be talked through. 
Among other voices have been 
Julian Baggini, Richard Holloway 
and Karen Armstrong – these last 
two on an edition of Start the Week 
from 2012. It was very stimulating 
and our responses last week to 
Karen’s contribution took us into 
territory we don’t regularly visit – that 
is, the realm of experience rather 
than ideas and concepts. We do look 
forward to being able to meet 
together, body and soul, so that we 
may share more of that. 
One of our highlights shortly before 
Easter was joining one of our 

members, for her licensing as 
associate priest. It was led by the 
Bishop of Ramsbury who spoke on 
John 12:24, and began by singing a 
few verses of the folk song, ‘John 
Barleycorn’. (He is an accomplished 
folk singer.) It was a memorable 
occasion altogether, and we 
congratulate Heather. 

During our enforced separation, we 
have continued to enjoy meetings 
each month (more frequent in fact!). 
The sessions have been worthwhile, 
although numbers are a little down. 
We have moved on from discussing 
the value of poetry in providing 
religious insights, using Mark 
Oakley’s “The Splash of Words”, and 
have looked at Richard Holloway’s 
“Stories we tell ourselves”. His books 
always contain plenty of material for 
discussion. This one is described as 
a personal reckoning with life’s 
mysteries. It leads Holloway to talk of 
the importance of ‘liminal poise’ – the 
ability to look both ways, just like 
crossing the road! Our own stories 
are precious to us, created by 
ourselves out of our lives as they 
are. He says he is no longer in the 
convincing business, apparently now 
content with his own story. 
Which led us to Brian McLaren and 
the “Faith after Doubt” webinar 
which, after outlining the different 
stages we can go through coping 
with doubts, asks how we should 
deal with those struggling with them 
– or playing safe and ignoring them. 
He suggests something like 
expecting the lucky ones who retain 
faith after doubt to take some 
responsibility for enlightening the 
strugglers. We wondered how we 
might go about doing that in our own 
duly modest manner. 
Avoiding trying to convince people, 
like Holloway, seems a safer bet – 
certainly for the diffident person in 
the pew. As for how the ordinary 
believer should handle his church 
leader, McLaren’s advice is: “Don’t 
let him/her intimidate you!” 
At our next meeting we plan to talk 
about a couple of the PCN films. 

Since the start of the pandemic our 
monthly meetings have been held 
via Zoom. However, it soon became 
apparent that something more 
regular was desirable, so we initiated 
a regular weekly morning meeting. 

Sometimes the discussion subject is 
decided in advance, at other times it 
flows from previous discussions or 
from participants’ current concerns.  
A discussion on the relationship 
between belief, faith and science 
brought in the relevance of recent 
discoveries in quantum theory and 
string theory. Others covered 
tribalism in all its manifestations, 
dreams, and a Jungian approach to 
Christianity. Discussions on plants 
and engaging with nature, and 
pilgrimages and sacred places, were 
a follow-on from a public talk 
organised locally before lockdown, 
by Rupert Sheldrake on spiritual 
practices. On a lighter note our pre-
Easter discussion focused on 
favourite films! A discussion on why 
we go to church (if at all) provoked 
an interesting variety of views. 
Two new members of our group 
have joined us after we went online. 
If anyone else in the South East of 
England would like to make contact, 
please send an email. It seems we 
are the only radical group in Kent 
and East Sussex. 

We continue to meet via Zoom in the 
afternoon at 2.00pm. 
Our April meeting centred around 
Brian McLaren’s “Faith After Doubt”. 
We listened to the recent webinar 
which the group then discussed. 
The meeting on 14 June will be on, 
“What is a progressive church for?” 
Bob Young will introduce the topic, 
referring to Adrian Alker’s book “Is A 
Radical Church Possible?” 
After the summer break the meeting 
on 20 Sept will discuss Ben 
Whitney’s “The Apostate’s Creed”. 
Zoom enables us to welcome people 
from outside our normal catchment 
area and so if you would like to join 
us we will gladly forward the link. 

We have adapted well to the Zoom 
world though most of us are keen to 
meet face-to-face physically again. 
We are having really excellent 
discussions prompted by Don 
MacGregor’s book Christianity 
Expanding – Into Universal 
Spirituality. At present we are 
halfway through and are thinking of 
our programme for the autumn when 
we hope we will be together from 
9.30-11am on the third Saturday at 
Trinity Methodist Church, Brewery 
Road, Woking, GU21 4LH. 

West Yorks             Michael Burn 

07712620303     michael.burn@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Oakham                 Peter Stribblehill 
07918 916466     peter.stribblehill@pcnbritain.org.uk 

N Worcester                   David Tubb 
01562 884344        david.tubb@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Tunbridge Wells   Sandy Elsworth 
radpilgrims@gmail.com 

Woking                                                                Fred Pink 
07889 200078                fred.pink@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Mid-Wilts                        Janet Tanner 

01380 738155     janet.tanner@pcnbritain.org.uk 
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Revolutionary edited by Tom 
Holland, SPCK 

This is built around 
Holland’s belief that 
not only 
Christianity, but 
humanism, 
Marxism and the 
idea of human 
rights and equality, 
make the world 
today radically 

different from classical antiquity, and 
it is Jesus that has brought about 
this revolutionary change.  
It includes chapters by nine 
distinguished biblical scholars and 
theologians, with an introduction by 
Holland. Each expresses an 
individual view of what was 
revolutionary about Jesus: was he a 
political revolutionary or did he spark 
a deeper revolution in human 
thought; a radically new game rather 
than a different way of playing? 
A most fascinating contribution is 
that of Tarif Khalidi, full of little-
known information about Islamic 
perceptions of Jesus. Particularly 
interesting is his review of the way 
some recent and contemporary 
Muslim poets, reflecting on human 
suffering and injustice, draw on 
symbolism that is basically Christian, 
such as incarnation, crucifixion and 
resurrection. Khalidi sees this as 
promising a new relationship 
between Islam and Christianity, 
founded on mutual inspiration.  
Julian Baggini draws themes 
together, suggesting it is ‘the genius 
of ambiguity’ that has made 
Christianity lasting and meaningful to 
different times and cultures. 
The final chapter by Rowan Williams 
is profound and thought-provoking. 
The book is relatively short – each 
chapter can stand by itself as a topic 
for discussion – but no review can do 
justice to its remarkable wealth of 
stimulating and inspiring material.  

Ray Vincent 
 

Dark Angelic Mills by Diane 
Pacitti, Canterbury Press 

This collection of poems by an award
-winning poet, was written while she 
was poet-in-residence at Bradford 
Cathedral during its centenary year. 
While it might be imagined that there 
isn’t much that is poetic about 
modern Bradford, Pacitti brings 
humanity and hope to its blighted 
urban landscape and finds Christ 

“among the muddle 
of our lives.” Given 
her role at the 
cathedral, it is to be 
expected that a 
number of poems 
focus on its daily life, 
its centenary, but 
other powerful 
themes run through 

the collection. It begins with the 
evolution of the landscape when 
humans were just occasional 
passers-by and develops this idea in 
later poems. While she glories in the 
world of nature’s Fellow Travellers 
which “lead us / to the silence of 
encounter: / this is an act / which 
some might call prayer,” she also 
decries what industrialisation and 
empire has done to humans and to 
the environment and in Voices from 
the Other Side paints a vivid picture 
of our environmental destruction and 
challenges the reader to “Pray with 
deeds.” By tracing Bradford’s history 
through the Norman conquest, the 
Civil War, industrialisation, empire 
and more recent civil unrest, we see 
how humans have misshaped this 
place. But Pacitti’s message is not 
one of despair. Something can be 
done and must be done. The role of 
the Cathedral will have to change. 
We need to understand that “We are 
all displaced migrants/ forced to 
journey/into the unknown” and reach 
out to the poor, the hungry, the 
homeless and the displaced who are 
also our fellow travellers. These 
challenges bring us face to face with 
the essential message of the gospel. 

Alastair Smurthwaite 
 

Embodied Performance by Sarah 
Agnew, Pickwick Publications 

Sarah Agnew is an 
ordained minister in 
the Wesley Unity 
Church in Canberra, 
Australia. As well as 
being a minister and 
poet, she is also a 
renowned Biblical 
storyteller who 
“performs” biblical 

stories. She asserts that presenting 
biblical texts orally can contribute to 
a better understanding of their 
meaning. Intent on developing a 
methodology to be used in this 
process, she came to the UK to read 
for a PhD at Edinburgh University. 
With minor adjustments, this book is 
her thesis which inevitably makes it a 
demanding read for those of us who 
are unfamiliar with this area of 

research. After setting the scene in 
the first chapter, she uses the 
following three to review the 
literature from which she constructs 
the following definition of embodied 
performance for biblical studies: 
“Through preparation, performance 
and reflection, the performer-
interpreter employs tools of the body, 
emotion and audience integrated 
with a range of pertinent exegetical 
approaches, to discern meaning in a 
biblical composition presented in an 
analysis comprised of performance 
interpretation and critical reflection”.  
Chapter Five comprises a videoed 
“performance” of Romans given to a 
live audience for the purpose of 
identifying the strength and 
limitations of this methodology. We 
are invited to view this at 
www.sarahagnew.com.au. The text 
and her preparation and rehearsal 
notes are set out in appendices. 
After the performance, she spent 
some time viewing the video and the 
written comments from the audience 
to construct a critical reflection from 
which she was able to identify where 
modifications and changes to the 
methodology were needed.  
Despite its complexity, this book 
stirred my interest. Although 
specialist there is material in it, 
especially the videos, which could be 
helpful in any training that might be 
given to those who undertake 
readings at services. By watching 
Sarah’s performance, they will see 
how adding some expression can 
bring a reading to life. 

Nigel Bastin  
 

In Praise of Friendship by Michal 
Herer, zerO books. 

This is an essay by 
Michal Herer, an 
assistant philosophy 
professor, in which 
he argues there has 
been a profound 
change in our 
communal 
relationships, from 
one based on 

community and friendships to one 
based on family units and nations. 
He suggests that as traditional 
communities have declined so we 
need to consider how we should live 
together as this has consequences, 
not least, for our economic and our 
environment relationships.  
Herer writes that friendship has 
declined from what he sees as 
certain, and specific, golden ages. 
Now friendship is regarded as more 

Reviews 

http://www.sarahagnew.com.au
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appropriate for childhood and 
adolescence. Later friendships are 
replaced by intimate relationships, 
and friendships outside that intimacy 
can be regarded as a threat, 
incompatible with ‘the monotony of 
family life’. He argues that ‘our goal’ 
should be to change intimate 
relationships into ones that allow 
greater freedom. He suggests that in 
Western culture friendships are too 
rare and weak, impeded by those 
intimate relationships. ‘We’ need to 
change the social conditions in which 
families reproduce by developing 
new forms of communal living. To do 
this there needs to a better culture of 
friendship and mutual relationships. 
He suggests that neither the nuclear 
family, capitalist labour relations nor 
nations will last forever (no evidence 
is provided for this) and that as a 
result thought needs to be given to 
encouraging a more communal life. 
His intention is to ‘envisage a form of 
common living that would evade the 
grasp ... of the hermetic enclosure of 
contemporary life in the work-family-
nation triangle’. How this is to be 
achieved, and whether it is either 
desirable or possible, is unclear. 
Herer’s writing style can best be 
described as dense with paragraphs 
often running to more than two 
pages. A clearer exposition of his 
ideas would help to better 
communicate them to the reader. 

John Hamilton 
 

The God I Left Behind by Brian 
Holley, Petit Verger 

The Hound of 
Heaven has chased 
this author 
throughout his life. 
This has taken him 
from early, not very 
satisfactory, 
encounters with a 
seemingly simple 
faith, including a 

‘coming forward’ moment at a Billy 
Graham campaign, to a time of a 
passionate engagement with 
fundamentalism and the Charismatic 
Movement. Alongside commentary 
on his personal life, state of mind, 
and the relationship of these to his 
beliefs, we witness his move from 
‘religion’ to ‘spirituality’ by 
appreciating some of the wider 
context of the human search for 
meaning, including Indian mysticism. 
The next steps of the journey would 
warm Richard Rohr’s heart as he 
comes to realise that the God ‘out 
there’ he had prayed to was, in fact, 

imminent - working in him and 
through him. This wider view of ‘the 
True Self’ (about which he writes a 
lot) and life and its meaning, led him 
to a much more radical view of 
Christianity, and in particular the 
teaching of Jesus. ‘Whoever God is’, 
he writes, ‘He She or It is no 
respecter of doctrine’. As he moves 
into the next stage of his journey, the 
one where he comes to rest, the 
writings of Richard Rohr and of Jack 
Spong are clearly companions. The 
second half is his exposition of 
where he is now and analysis of how 
the great teachers and traditions 
have struggled to make sense of 
existence, and have found, in their 
various ways, what Tim Ward, author 
of ‘What the Buddha Never Taught’ 
describes as non-fundamentalist 
answers to fundamental questions. A 
fascinating read. 

Chris King 
 

Jesus for Farmers and Fishers by 
Paul Gary Nabhan, Broadleaf 

Book 
The author is an 
American 
agricultural 
ecologist and 
ethnobotanist who 
brings his 
personal 
experience and 
professional 
knowledge to 

provide insights into Jesus’ mission 
to the agricultural workers and 
fishermen of Galilee. Having set out 
the hardships which they suffered, 
he looks by way of comparison at the 
plight of people who pursue similar 
activities today. His focus is on 
America’s South-East, where he 
lives. He writes passionately about 
the exploitation of fish stocks, the 
challenges faced by small family 
farms, the plight of migrant workers, 
the dangers faced by herders and 
high levels of food waste. He also 
provides interesting insights into 
some of Jesus’ parables and 
miracles which he skilfully weaves in, 
giving an added dimension. One 
example is the “coin in the fish” 
miracle. He identifies the fish as a 
specie of Tilapia which is common in 
the Sea of Galilee. The female fish 
incubates her eggs in her buccal 
cavity. When the fry hatch, they are 
regurgitated out into the water. To 
prevent their re-entering, the female 
picks up pebbles or other small 
objects as an obstruction to block the 
cavity. This does not, of course, 

undermine the miracle of how Jesus 
identified the fish with the coin! He 
writes with great feeling about the 
suffering of agrarian workers, 
particularly migrants living in squalid 
conditions. These are the forgotten 
people who do “dirty” work so that 
consumers can have fresh food. He 
reminds us of Jesus’ words: “Truly I 
tell you, just as you did it to one of 
the least of these who are members 
of my family, you did it to me” and 
asks “Who of us regularly looks out 
for the least among us, those unseen 
workers whose lives support ours?” 

Nigel Bastin 
 

God is not a White Man by Chine 
McDonald, Hachette 

The premise is that 
black people, and 
black women in 
particular, continue 
to suffer the effects 
of racist and past 
imperial activities. 
While the acts of 
secularists  
stemmed from 

ignorance and greed, the church 
aided this exploitation by denying 
that black people were made in the 
image of God. Even where this 
appalling error has been corrected, a 
mind-set persists which favours and 
perpetuates the interests of white 
people, and men in particular. 
I was particularly struck by the 
account of an incident in Lewisham, 
where protesters against a 
suspected racially-motivated arson 
attack resulting in the deaths of 
thirteen people, were subjected to 
racial abuse and monkey noises 
from newspaper reporters. The 
section entitled The Sisterhood 
Divided is also a must read. 
Turning to the issues of race and 
patriarchy in the church I was struck 
at the sheer breadth of experience 
the author draws on. She is the 
mother of a mixed-race child (she 
celebrates the rise of mixed-race 
marriages) and her experiences of 
both white and black majority 
churches (evangelical) and serving 
on the board of Greenbelt give her a 
perspective which is unique.  
This comes through in her comments 
on the blind spots of black and white 
majority churches. Black majority 
churches are strong on the issue of 
race, but less keen to confront any 
part they’ve played in the suffering of 
LGBT people, and women are 
quietly leaving some denominations. 
White majority churches make 
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supportive noises and gestures, but 
there’s no systematic buy-in to the 
struggle. This leads to the view that 
some parts of the church might not 
make the grade, a view summed up 
in the title of the concluding section 
of the book, Inconclusive. 
It will have taken courage to write a 
book like this. The author has 
achieved a high media profile which 
means that the book might be read 
outside of the usual religious circles. 
This is a good thing, but sadly it also 
means that as well as the usual 
appalling racist internet trolling 
experienced by black people who 
speak out, the author might well 
have to put up with some equally 
unpleasant comments from secular 
pressure groups who regard her 
balanced approach as a sell-out. My 
hope is that the author doesn’t find 
herself standing alone and that 
readers roll up their sleeves and get 
stuck into the struggle. 

Guy Whitehouse 
 

Forever in My Veins by Lionel 
Friedberg, O-Books 

This is a 75-year 
story, filled with 
experiences of 
healing and gaining 
insight into the world 
of the southern 
African sangoma or 
shaman. It begins in 
1996 in California; 
the author had just 

received an Emmy, and finds he has 
a potentially fatal kidney disease. 
This had been predicted in his 
country of birth decades previously.  
The book offers clear explanations of 
an African vision of creation, a divine 
super-intelligent being who rules the 
world, ancestral spirits who influence 
human activities, and sangoma who 
are healers and conduits between 
the living and dead. This 
metaphysical understanding remains 
in southern Africa where, he writes, 
the majority belong to a church but 
‘have an intense conviction that 
ancestral spirits and psychic forces 
influence … day-to-day activity.’  
His early years were in South Africa. 
His first job was with Northern 
Rhodesian TV, and after filming a 
shaman he had his future foretold in 
what he was to find was highly 
accurate detail. Such prophesies 
were repeated three more times. 
Amongst several dramatic examples 
of the shamans’ work, was one when 
illness was transferred from a human 
to a hypnotised goat. Later, when 

making a film of South African tribal 
life, he describes how the spirits 
stopped all electrical supplies 
because they found it disrespectful. 
Only in the second half of the book 
does he go into his own serious 
illness while making a film titled 
‘Beyond death’ in South Africa. He 
then received healing from a 
sangoma, described in quite 
alarming detail, using a painful 
enema and exorcism. Years later his 
illness returned and a surgeon in 
California, who had been initiated as 
a sangoma, worked another cure.  
There are an extensive range of 
black and white photos, but they are 
disappointingly indistinct. This is not 
a self-centred autobiography but a 
humble and open minded account of 
the experiences he had while 
discovering African culture with a 
clear and respectful description of 
the shamanic world. 

Peter Varney 
 

Love’s Mysteries by Rachel Mann, 
Canterbury Press 

My first thought was 
that there could 
hardly be a better 
topic and voice to 
help us face up to, 
and come to terms 
with, the suffering 
that we have all 
witnessed or 
experienced during 

this COVID pandemic. Rachel Mann 
is a priest, academic, poet, and a 
writer of impressive courage, vision 
and depth. She shares, in this slim 
volume, graphic stories of her own 
suffering and her accompaniment of 
others, as well as reflections on 
public disaster. The base-line of her 
narrative is that we are fragile and in 
any kind of challenge or suffering we 
are, first and foremost, ‘bodies under 
pressure’ and beings who can very 
speedily see the order and control 
they have imposed on their lives 
dissipate and unravel. Grief, she 
writes, is about bodies encountering 
the facts of loss, limit and fragility. 
Neuroscience is increasingly able to 
demonstrate that a body both holds 
the memory of trauma and suffering, 
and can also be the place where 
healing begins. Indeed, it is in this 
despair, suffering and loss of control 
that, she argues, we meet God who 
knew human fragility and what it is 
like to be rejected, wounded and 
powerless. In facing the realities of 
life, and in accepting the 
precariousness of it all, a process of 

reconciliation and healing can begin. 
Not only does God come into this 
space, but this very fragility and pain 
is where, with everything else 
stripped away, we meet not just 
ourselves but God in us. 
This is a remarkable book and one, 
notwithstanding the fact that it was 
by no means an easy experience, I 
am glad to have read.  

Chris King 
 

A Roomful of Elephants by Patrick 
Forbes, Bauhan Publishing 

This endearing 
autobiography by a 
CofE priest, asks 
can we be ‘fools for 
Christ’ but also ‘wise 
in Christ’, giving us 
much food for 
thought. Born in 
1938, he went from 
radio operator 

through ordination, the wide 
experience of parish life, team 
leadership in Thamesmead, and 
then a reflective retirement to part-
time ministry. Older readers will find 
many echoes. A life of vivid 
memories and lively anecdotes, he 
writes for the reader who knows that 
the church is far from perfect, but 
loves it none the less.  
A life of challenges – visiting prisons 
and hospitals, balancing work and 
family, dealing with church and 
council bureaucrats, old church 
buildings and old-fashioned 
prejudices. Challenges he calls 
‘elephants in the room’, important 
things we pretend we do not see, 
many of them top-down obstacles in 
the church constraining its 
effectiveness in a modern world 
increasingly indifferent to the 
Christian message. These include 
too few clergy and poor recruitment 
and training, sectarianism rather 
than unity, not enough diversity for 
women and gays in the church – not 
enough ‘every-member ministry’.  
As an insider he has seen it all. For 
him, the wise fool has licence to 
speak truth to power, show how we 
hide behind ritual and respectability, 
and reveal how vulnerability and love 
can bring hope to others in pain and 
isolation. Fools are truth-tellers, he 
says, like the church itself, with a tale 
to tell full of meaning and relevance. 
Fools remind us that ‘God is in 
everyone’, behind the mask – the 
reality under the appearances, the 
Christian truth at the heart of 
everyday reality. 

Stuart Hannabuss 



“Can’t you hear those little bells tinkling? Down on 
your knees - they’re bringing the sacraments to a 
dying God,” wrote Heinrich Heine in 1834. It took a 
while but today it is happening. Across the Western 
world the traditional picture of God is dying, and 
institutional religion collapsing.  

For forty years I have ministered to United 
Reformed and ecumenical congregations, all of 
whom were experiencing dramatic social and 
theological change. Often, it’s seemed a desperate 
struggle against the odds. I have seen the 
institutional structure of Christianity falling apart with 
its leadership often in a state of denial. Yet for me 
however, despite everything, ministry has been 
hugely satisfying because, whatever the problems 
we have speaking of it, the experience of 
transcendence is still part of life. Mystery, wonder, 
beauty, love, the passion for justice, the numinous, 
the mysterium tremendum mean that the mystery of 
our human life is of an inner depth which is not 
simply physical or material - nor indeed essentially 
either of these things. 

When I started this book I had not expected Paul 
Tillich to prove central to the argument. By chance I 
read Mel Thompson’s Through Mud and Barbed 
Wire which explores Tillich’s wartime experience in 
the charnel house of Verdun. Tillich was a chaplain 
in the German army and observed, firsthand, one of 
the most devastating and brutal battles in history. 
The conflict continued for ten months and resulted 
in an unprecedented 700,000 battlefield deaths. 
Tillich’s traditional faith was shattered. The 
traditional God, that dictated the minutiae of human 
history causing bullets to miss one soldier while 
killing another, was no longer believable. It was 
later, while on military leave visiting an art gallery, 
pondering Botticelli’s Madonna and Child with 
Singing Angels, that his faith began to be restored 
but in a wholly new way. It was a transcendent 
moment. There was still a depth and a wonder to 
life, a God above God discoverable amid our 
anxiety and doubt. God, Tillich argued, does not 
exist as a tree or mountain or table exists. God is 
not an object in the world, God is the reality of 
spiritual presence.  

For me that is where I am too – there is an idea of 
God which doesn’t make any sense – a 
supernatural being who manipulates life. But once 
that idol has been torn down we are in a position to 
challenge the naturalist’s assumption that God is 
merely a redundant name for nature or for 
humanity. John Robinson says this was Tillich’s 
great contribution to theology, “The Divine’, as he 
sees it, does not inhabit a transcendent world above 
nature; it is to be found in the ‘ecstatic’ character of 
this world, as its transcendent Depth and Ground.” 

My book is an attempt to explore this as honestly as 
I can from a liberal Christian tradition, committed to 
compassion and social justice, and rooted in the 
understanding that ultimate matters can never be 
fully contained in words and concepts. Scripture is 
vital to this but so is art, poetry, music and the 
experience of beauty, and so too are myths and 
symbols and stories – which is what at its heart the 
Christian tradition is.  

For me the central defining story is the life, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus. The Christian story 
cannot be proved but it is made credible to me, 
even amidst the pointlessness of much of life, by his 
gracious love. It is made credible too by the 
extraordinary combination in Christian faith of the 
symbols of the cross and resurrection. I cannot be 
certain exactly what happened and how; it is where 
words run out. But the cross reveals the power and 
wonder of sacrificial love, while resurrection is the 
conviction that such love is not without point but 
ultimate to life. Resurrection is the discovery that 
when the world has done its worst there is more to 
say. As such it is not simply a one-off event but a 
universal narrative, a symbol for the victory of 
triumphant love. It is the vision of love as the 
ultimate reality of life. As Wendell Berry says:  

 It’s love that keeps the world alive 
 Beyond hate's genius to contrive. 

Martin Camroux 

Keeping Alive The Rumor of God  



Short films with big challenges  
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This is gentle and engaging film-making 
Paul Northup, Creative Director, Greenbelt 

 

I highly recommend the beautiful new short films from PCN 
Brian McLaren 

 

These films invite and inspire us to engage in the holy complexity of 
Christianity  Naomi Nixon, CEO, Student Christian Movement 

 

A powerful and moving film (Holly’s story) 
Steven Croft, Bishop of Oxford 

 

Spiritually generous and heart-warming, Gemma's film shows that 
only love can prove a faith  Richard Holloway 
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