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From the editor

Progressive Voices is the magazine of

People wrote very kindly about the first issue
of Progressive Voices. I hope you enjoy this
one too.
We are still learning, and No 2 – with a
different printer this time (or is it two
different printers?) is still work in progress.
Can it in fact be anything else, I ask myself.
Aren’t we all of us works in progress until the
final curtain falls?
For me personally the greatest delight in this
issue – some splendid contributions from
members notwithstanding – is that picture on
the front page. Four progressive, modern,
inclusive and radical organisations sharing a
common space at Greenbelt last month and
working cooperatively together. We owe a
great debt to those in the organisations who
have worked for this. We all need to build
upon it.
Layout/ Designer Volunteer.
Some members of the management
committee feel that Progressive Voices could
do with looking a bit more modern and
rather less trad. In many ways I agree with
them, though the practicalities are quite
complicated since, with a fixed number of
pages and space, design and editing are very
much linked.
But if anyone is interested and has real skills
in this area (we need more than what a
church magazine editor generally manages,
and we want nothing to do with Microsoft
Publisher!) do please get in touch using my
email alongside.
For me what is so important about Progressive
Voices is that it is you – PCN’s members – who
write it. I do sometimes commission book
reviews, though all the reviewers are members,
but everything else in this issue (and in the
newsletters before this) has been contributed
by you. I want that to go on – and I want us all
to think positively about the church of the
future, and not just gripe about the church of
the present or the past. Let’s all work at that
together.
Hugh Dawes

the Progressive Christianity Network Britain
(Registered Charity No.1102164), and is
published quarterly in March, June,
September and December.
PCN Britain is itself part of a wider international
network of progressive Christian organisations,
including ProgressiveChristianity.org in the United
States. We are online at www.pcnbritain.
org.uk.
You can email us at info@pcnbritain.org.uk, phone
us on 01594 516528, or mail us at PCN Britain, 26
High Street, Newnham, Gloucestershire GL14
1BB.
The members of its Management
Committee are:
Chair: John Churcher,
john.churcher@ pcnbritain.org.uk
Vice Chair: Angela Smith,
angela.smith@pcnbritain.org.uk
Secretary: Paul Onslow,
paul.onslow@pcnbritain.org.uk
Treasurer: Andrew Burrell,
andrew.burrell@pcnbritain.org.uk
Adrian Alker, adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk
Sonya Brown, sonya.brown@pcnbritain.org.uk
Helen Fisher, helen.fisher@pcnbritain.org.uk
Philip Goodwin, philip.goodwin@pcnbritain.org.uk
Sandra Griffiths, sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk
Alison Morley, alison.morley@pcnbritain.org.uk
Alan Race, alan.race@pcnbritain.org.uk
Richard Tetlow, richard.tetlow@pcnbritain.org.uk
The Network’s Administrator and Web Manager
is Andy Vivian – andy.vivian@pcnbritain.org.uk
Assistant web manager, Dave Coaker
dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk
Media advisor, Michael Wright
michael.wright@pcnbritain.org.uk
DVD librarian Jess Lee
jess.lee@pcnbritain.org.uk
Progressive Voices editor, Hugh Dawes
hugh.dawes@pcnbritain.org.uk
The copy date for the December issue will
be Friday 16th November. A bit earlier than
usual, so that we can get it to you before
Christmas takes over. For a few thoughts as
to what you might like to write on, see the
note at the bottom of page 16.
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Greenbelt 2012 – much more than just the mud
This was surely one of the muddiest Greenbelts on
record. The rain fell in torrents on Saturday
afternoon. Run-off flooded the marquees and the
lush grass of Cheltenham Racecourse was soon
mashed by the passage of feet into a mud bath.
Six-year old mud larks found delight in testing for
the areas of deepest ooze. Shod in bright wellies
they were human lighthouses warning us more
sober folk of the areas we needed most to avoid.
This was PCN’s third year of exhibiting at
Greenbelt. We were part of a progressive quartet
in which the other partners were Inclusive Church,
St Mark’s Centre for Radical Christianity and
Modern Church.

traditional paradigms could and should be
challenged.

Sonya Brown on stage, with Alan Race in the background

Many of the people who came to the stall already
identified with progressive Christianity and were
not concerned at the prospect of attracting
disapproval from traditional church leaders. Of
those who approached our stall, three groups were
involved in forming new churches, two in London,
one in Worcester. In one case, they had started off
as a discussion group and worked round to the
point where they wanted to “put things into
practice”. They were looking for an organisation to
which they could affiliate. I found myself
wondering if these enquiries represent an entirely
new constituency for PCN and what questions this
might raise about how we plan for the future.
Which brings me to a Greenbelt talk that I think
will stay on me. George Elerick describes himself
as part of the “emerging church”. The Greenbelt
guide calls him a cultural theorist. His talk was
entitled, “Domesticating Monsters: Why the
Church Doesn’t Need Missions”. Elerick argues
that conversion is a form of violence, depriving the
convert of his “otherness” in order that the
converter can feel good about himself. People with
a mission are consuming the identities of those they
seek to help. The relationship is built on an
assumption of superiority and inferiority. This,
Elerick said, was not the way of Jesus. The love
shown by Jesus involves an emptying of self, (“an
annihilation of the ego”), so that the other person’s
right to their otherness is the starting point. The
only violence should be against ourselves, our egos.
“We take up our cross and follow Jesus”. I think it
may take me some time to unpack this, let alone to
follow through its implications.

Banner with the four partners’ administrators. The banner in all its full and
striking glory is on the front cover.

That teamwork was symbolised by an enormous
banner which brought together the four logos in a
graphic showing a diverse urban street scene.
Thirteen PCN members took turns to help at our
stall. Andrew Burrell, our treasurer, revealed a
talent for leading community singing when we
joined forces with St Mark’s CRC for a presentation
on the stage of the G-Source tent. Adrian Alker
was the compère, authors Dave Tomlinson and
John Simmonds provided the progressive message
while PCN trustees Sonya Brown, Ali Morley and
Alan Race provided the laughs as they challenged
the audience to spot the lies in a game of
theological Call My Bluff. Sonya is clearly a front
runner to take over where Cilla Black left off
should ITV ever bring back Blind Date.
It is two years since I attended Greenbelt and I
noticed a new tone to conversations at the PCN
stall. More people had heard of us. There also
seemed to be a broader acceptance of the idea that
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Neil Wilson is a regular member of the Kendal group. His
credo took shape through conversations and discussions with
fellow members in the group, who encouraged him to offer it
to the newsletter. I am grateful that he did. Ed.
I have always been enthusiastically involved in church
life. However, for a long time going back to my youth
several decades ago, I have had serious doubts about
much of what I felt I was “supposed” to believe, things
which my forebears, many of whom were ministers
and missionaries, clearly believed with absolute
conviction. I suppose my scientific background and
training contributed to that.
I am sceptical of the idea of a God who has a
controlling influence in the world. Rather, I incline to
a belief in some kind of universal Spirit that we can all
connect to, but in ways that differ from person to
person. My understanding of God is the result of the
culture of my upbringing, my study and contemplation,
and the influence of the many preachers and role
models in my life. I believe in the concept of God
within me as a very important, indeed vital, reality that
is essential to the leading of a good life.
The example and teaching of Jesus as illustrated in the
Bible tells us about the God he believed in, the central
nature of God being synonymous with love in the
sense of compassion and empathy with others, which
leads to the desire for justice. The Spirit of God
within me (my ‘conscience’ is integral with the

concept) tries to lead me to do what is consistent
with these high ideals. In addition, my failure, as is
more often than not the reality, requires forgiveness,
which I experience through God within me.
I believe the God within me also enables me to
appreciate the majesty of nature, art, music, literature,
scientific and engineering achievement and is the
source of any creative powers which I might have and
helps me to enjoy life in all its fullness. This leads
inevitably to the desire, indeed the necessity, to give
thanks – to God within me.
For me, the Bible is a source of wisdom written by
people who have interpreted life through their
understanding of God, and is a product of their faith
but also the culture in which they lived, and we can
benefit much by thoughtful study of these
interpretations.
I do not believe in a god as creator of the universe.
I do not believe in life after death except in so far as
memories and influences live on in the minds of
people with whom one has interacted.
I believe Jesus died on the cross because he was seen
as a threat to the religious and political establishments
– not as advance payment for our sins.
The Easter resurrection I see as the survival of the
influence of Jesus after his death and the resulting
spread of the gospel.

Anatomy of a group
by John Sharp

John Sharp is the coordinator of the North Lincolnshire group.
Here, with fellow group members approval, he reflects on the
group’s dynamic and what it has enabled. “What our group
celebrates is precisely our diversity of experience, background
and ways of thinking. It has learnt to celebrate tentative
thinking, tortured or halted expression, embarrassment in
personal disclosure because it knows that they almost
invariably betoken fresh depths of understanding and being.”
Our group has been following a course devised by
CANA called Christ in us Today. The last session of the
course bids its members draft a Group Vision
Statement based on the journey the participants have
made together and what they believe is emerging for
the Christian Community of the future and this has to
be done in such a way that it can be owned by the
group. A tall order! Our group is very diverse.
Member A laughingly calls himself a “heathen” and
says that he found some of the religious concepts of
the course almost meaningless to him. Member B
talks and thinks through vivid pictures and narratives.
She would find it too restricting to share her vision in
a committee agreed form of words. Member C, full of
common sense and eager for social activity, would find
it a frustratingly unnecessary exercise, time consuming

to no avail. And I, eager for the challenge of finding a
common denominator document, would have to
admit that the end result would be so generalised and
abstract as to have little real validity.
“So, has the group got anything out of the course?” I
ask myself. Have any of the very different members of
the group developed or changed their vision? To
answer this, I am exploring the dynamics of the
discussions we have had. Meaningful conversation has
never faltered, never been a strain. There have never
been cross words; there have been genuine meetings
of minds. But – and, for me, this is the most
interesting characteristic – there have been very few
genuine disagreements with members taking opposing
sides and formally arguing their case. If we
interpreted the word too narrowly, indeed, we would
have to say that there has been scarcely any debate at
all. We got past the stage of discussing whether there
was a God or not, whether Jesus was the Son of God
and so on, many moons ago. To do so now would
seem quite pointless as we all know that we have
different ways of interpreting the questions
themselves, even the words themselves. What, in
reality, tends to happen in our “discussions” is that
4

one person poses a question or makes a statement in
his own idiosyncratic way; then another, whose
imagination is caught by the contribution, responds
with a thought derived from her own very different
way of thinking or experience or preoccupation of the
moment and expresses it in an entirely different way,
and out of the two develops an insight, a revelation,
for a third which, in the new and original way that is
articulated becomes special for the whole group.
Let me return to Members A to C whom I crudely
caricatured in my first paragraph. Each individual in
our group is both valuable and valued. The first asks
the pertinent questions which put us on our mettle.
The second adds a vivid reality to the group’s vision
and the third makes the abstractions that we play with
have a gritty relevance in the unfair world we are part
of. What each says is of varied, but equal,
importance. But the real value of the meetings is in
the dynamic. In our monthly encounters, we are
extending our understanding of the big questions, by
being open to, welcoming and absorbing entirely
different ways of thinking, talking and being and letting
them become part of our new selves. We are, in this
way, showing love towards each other in a very real
sense. We are communicating as much or more by

the way we speak to each other, as in the substance of
what we say. Sharing narratives, developing images,
asking questions are not only as valuable contributions
to thought as logical, abstract reasoning, but are ways
of enriching our and each other’s souls. If the
dynamic is well tended, we enable each other to live
life more abundantly. The medium is more valuable
than any conclusions.
My friend says that the group is his church. I don’t
quite agree with that, although I know what he means.
Church attenders (as groups) are often too private,
too exclusive, too obsessed with declaring their limits,
too fearful of being diverse. What our PCN group
celebrates is precisely our diversity of experience,
background and ways of thinking. It has learnt to
celebrate tentative thinking, tortured or halted
expression, embarrassment in personal disclosure
because it knows that they almost invariably betoken
fresh depths of understanding and being. It has
gradually intuited that it has a trust to help each of its
members build a faith in her own questions, her own
doubts, her own certainties, her own life. As another
of our members says in almost every meeting: “It’s
really all about love.”

Some Personal Thoughts on Holy Saturday, April 2012
Peter Hartley is a Civil
Engineer and worked for
many years as a workerpriest in Surrey – this type
of ministry once described
as ‘ministry at the
coalface!’ Since retiring
from Engineering, he worked as a full-time Hospital
Chaplain, then retired again and is now a sort of itinerant
priest working in churches in Surrey and Sussex to bring
alive a contemporary theology free of church dogma. He
also works in the City as Hon. Chaplain to The Worshipful
Company of Engineers.”
He offered this article as a possible follow-up to Chris
Avis’s piece in our June issue A Good Friday for the
Church.
Holy Saturday – that slightly curious day between
cruel Good Friday and joyful Easter Sunday - is a time,
for me, of reflection between the two extremes of
emotion in my inner life.
Good Friday in Christian churches is often a time of
gruesomeness – vivid depictions of the crucifixion of
Jesus. Sometimes I feel that the more blood and
cruelty, then it’s supposed to be better! And there is
no doubt that crucifixion was a vicious and cruel form
of punishment, routinely used by the Romans to deter

would-be rebels against the Emperor. Just as, I have to
say, was burning at the stake in this country in the 16th
century – to deter people from having ‘wrong’ beliefs.
But when we sing “My debt he pays, my death he
dies...”does that have any real meaning for us today? I
suspect probably not for many. And somehow, for
me, this emphasis on death, on sin taken away from us
by the Cross, seems difficult and unreal – albeit an
official church doctrine for nearly 1700 years.
“Christ died for our sins...” – the official church
mantra – needs to be coupled with “Christ alive in
us...” if we are to realise the meaning of the wholeness
of Jesus. Jesus, by his life, showed us that there is an
alternative to convention. He demonstrated that it is
in the living, and eventually dying (as we all do), that
we can have life in all its fullness; then, through our
example, if we are prepared to really follow him, the
world around us can change (hopefully for the
better!).
And that was the joy for me, of the next day, Easter
Sunday, when I’m reminded, again and again, that
Jesus, in some way that I’ll never fully understand,
walks with me in my life through all its ups and downs.
He helps me to change, and then, hopefully and in
maybe only fractional ways, the world around me
changes as well.
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Letter from the chair
This letter is being written just
6 hours after retiring (or as the
Methodist Church allows its
ministers: I have “permission to
sit down”!) Many who have
already retired have told me
over recent months that they
are busier than ever. I am
looking forward to having the
time to discover a new aspect
of ministry or, as one retired
minister recently advised me,
“time to realign the focus of my
ministry.” What an opportunity
retirement appears to offer!
One of the joys of being Chair
of this growing organisation is
that I have had the privilege to
meet members unknown to me
in the most unexpected of places – a Golden Wedding
celebration; after preaching in a church far away from
my home; when I have been on holiday; and so on.
They have come from various denominations and from
none. This is indicative of PCN Britain. One of its
strengths that needs to be maintained is that it is not a
single issue or single denomination organisation.
However, there is additional strength in working with
partner organisations that share with us a
commitment to experiencing the individual and
corporate transformation brought about by the Jesus
Spirit in the here and now. This is a sacrificial faith to
be lived and shared rather than simply to be accepted
as a set of creedal statements.
This was recently summed up by one of my favourite
authors, Richard Rohr: "The Christian tradition
became so concerned with making Jesus into its God
and making sure everybody believed that Jesus was
God that it often ignored his very practical and clear

teachings. (How many of us love our enemies?)
Instead, we made the questions theological and
metaphysical ones about the nature of God (which
asked almost nothing of us!). .... I think what Jesus was
primarily talking about was the human situation and
describing liberation for us right now. Clearly the
Kingdom of God is here and now, as Jesus said.
However, we turned Jesus' message into a reward or
punishment contest that would come later, instead of
a transformational experience that was verifiable here
and now by the fruits of the Holy Spirit (Galatians
5:22-23).…. Goodness is its own reward and evil is its
own punishment, and then we must leave the future to
the mercy and love of God, instead of thinking we are
the umpires and judges of who goes where, when, and
how."
But there is a delicate balancing act before us.
Although there are new members added almost on a
weekly basis, I am aware that at the age of 65 I am still
well below the average age of our membership profile.
Fortunately we have a number of much younger
members now who have been elected to the
Management Committee but one of the tasks before
us must be attracting even more younger people who
think as spiritual progressives. These may be already
present in the churches, going against the trend of the
Missing Generations. They may also be those who see
no relevance of the church but recognise the value
and the depth of the life and teaching of Jesus of
Nazareth, stripped of two millennia of creedal
commentary.
We also need to reassure those churches and their
leaders and members who are open to new ways of
thinking – PCN is not a threat but we are here to
support and to encourage open questions and a sense
in which the life journey that we are on is more
important than the destination.
Best wishes, John

When Words Fail
chat’ community service for pubbers and clubbers provided
by an Exeter Methodist church, I found myself in a
pavement conversation with a couple of young men, at least
one of whom was sober enough to quiz/challenge me about
my faith. As I listened to him I became aware yet again of
the meaning muddles that can hinder fruitful
communication between the public who walk the
pavements and Christians who strive to follow ‘the Way’,
like the early disciples of Jesus.
“So you’re a Christian, are you?” he began, to which I
replied, “I try to be, but I’m probably not the kind of
Christian you think I am.” “Do you believe in God, then?”
Remembering the important S-Word, I said, “It all depends
what you mean by God.” There followed quite a lively and
engaging discussion on some of the common ideas about

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
Semantics. How we use language to define the physical and
ethereal world around us is often fraught with ambiguities
and misinterpretations, perhaps nowhere more so than in
the realms of religion.
Some Christian fundamentalists might consider they have an
advantage here: after all, God is an objective reality; the
Bible is the inerrant Word of that same God; Sin is evil;
Salvation is conditional and so on, with no woolly edges.
Clarifying the language of a more liberal, open, progressive,
reformed (take your semantic pick) Christianity can be
more challenging when expressions like ‘progressive
evangelical’ or ‘Christian agnostic’ can seem like
oxymorons.
During a recent stint on Midnight Mint, a late night ‘chill and
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It occurs to me that those with whom Jesus communicated
on the pavements of his time usually seemed to have no
difficulty understanding him; certainly the authorities did, all
too well.
Jesus was not encumbered by a manmade ecclesiastical
hotchpotch of dogma. Words like Trinity, Fall, Ransom,
Intercession – even Church – would not have been familiar
to him, having been applied retrospectively. Semantics
were simple for Jesus: the only word was Love,
unconditional, undeserved Love offered to all. Christians
are rarely at a loss for words. But have we become lost in
translation?

‘God’, after which he continued with “Are you going to
heaven, then?” – automatically assuming that for me (and
probably other Christians he had engaged with before) the
existence of ‘heaven’ was beyond question.
“I have no definite idea. I think some form of continued
existence after this life is more likely than not, but neither I
nor any other human knows for sure in spite of what they
might claim. For me, living this life to the full now is what
matters, not wasting time on the existence or not of an
‘afterlife’.” Our conversation drew to a close and I have to
confess to a degree of pleasure caused by his parting
words, “That’s the most sensible conversation I’ve ever had
with one of you lot, thanks mate,” as he and his friend
continued on their way, only slightly unsteadily.

News from local groups

convener at the phone number or email address given
above.
Bolton
(Jim Hollyman 01204 456050
jim.hollyman@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Our next meeting will be at 10 o’clock on Tuesday 13th
November. We will be looking at John Dominic Crossan’s
The Greatest Prayer sub titled “Rediscovering the
Revolutionary Message of the Lord’s Prayer” – published by
SPCK. ISBN 978-0-281-06417-5
Meetings are held at 1462, Junction Road West, Lostock,
Bolton, BL6 4EG, starting at 10am. Newcomers welcome.
It helps if you let us know you hope to come by contacting
Jim Hollyman as above We begin with a cuppa and end
around 11.30.
Coventry and Warwickshire (Rugby)
(Nicola Phelan 01788 562562
nicola.phelan@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The theme of community has been explored from different
angles. It was particularly helpful to focus on a map and
consider if where we lived could be considered any sort of
a community and if so how we related to it. Did we
connect to the town and in what way? Did it make a
difference if we were single or not. How much did any of us
feel we belonged to a faith based community? The
importance of knowing what is going on and how to link
people to resources that could be helpful emerged. There
is productive joint working in the town between churches
with e.g. support for the homeless and the food bank but
sometimes a reluctance to openly encourage or
acknowledge involvement from non Christians which could
be due to a mission agenda. This is in contrast to
organisations that began from Christian roots but have
evolved to include voluntary help from any concerned
person. We heard about the work of Emmaus locally which
fitted this description and the speaker gave us an idea for
next year as he mentioned the influence of Dante on his
own journey which rang true for one of our members.
Therefore amongst other visionaries Dante is on our
agenda for next year. We meet on 13th September and
look at organisations that attract and repel, 11th October to
consider interfaith and non faith aspects of being and
working together, 8th November to look back and look
forward, before a meal out in December in support of a
local charity. We meet at 28 Cromwell Road Rugby which
is home to MIND.

Abingdon
(Cliff Marshall 01235 530480
cliff.marshall@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The Abingdon PCN group, known as the ‘Living the
Questions Group’ will recommence, after a summer break,
on the first Tuesday in October. Its meetings for the next
few months will be on 2nd October, 6th November and 4th
December. As usual our meetings will take place in a
variety of local churches.
Having completed the Living the Questions DVD based
discussions, we will be deciding over the next few meetings
how we wish to progress our activities as a group. In
October we shall be weighing up the merits of several
options for study materials. We shall also be beginning a
conversation about how the group and its activities can
positively interact with our local churches to promote
progressive Christianity more openly. One possible future
action may be to invite members of the national PCN
management team to join us in our discussions.
We are always interested to welcome new members to the
group from in and around the Abingdon area. Our
meetings, on the first Tuesday of the month, start at
7.30pm. Please contact Cliff Marshall to find out more or
to get details of the month’s meeting place and any
discussion materials.
Bath
(Sheena Carter 01225 331806
s.m.carter@pcnbritain.org)
The Bath group has been going for about four years and
usually attracts between 10 and 15 people, though we have
risen to nearly 20 on occasion. The core of attendees
comes from the United Reformed Church, but we do have
people coming from many other denominations and would
love to have some more ‘seekers’, whether currently
church going or not. So we would extend a warm welcome
to anyone in the Bath area who may wish to come along, as
new ideas and interests are always stimulating and
contribute to keeping the group lively and questioning.
The meetings for the autumn are:
24th September Progessive Christianity: eight pointers
22nd October Eclipsing Empire: Paul, Rome and the
Kingdom of God, Pt. 1
26th November Carols for Today
We normally meet on the fourth Monday of the month
from September to April (excluding December) in the
Central United Reformed Church Halls (Grove Street
entrance) at 7.30pm. If you are in the Bath area and would
like to come along, please do, and feel free to contact the
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called “How to be a Bad Christian and a better Human
Being” and has offered to speak to interested groups.
We welcome all friends and fellow 'human beings' to this
date; details will be confirmed nearer the time. We expect
to have this at 6 or 6.30 pm on Nov 18th at Southernhay
URC, as Dave is unable to reach us in time for our usual
afternoon slot. As he will incur considerable expense
coming from London, we will ask for an extra contribution
for the session - details later.
Dave writes for the ordinary thinking person who may be
'spiritual but not religious', in a fairly light-hearted way. So
this may be an opportunity to open the group to those who
may find PCN a step too far, but who are uneasy with their
experience of church - maybe the younger audience that
we wish for?
We will publicise this as widely as possible and on the PCN
Britain website. Please join us if you are within travelling
distance of Exeter.
Gloucestershire
(Frank Godfrey 01432 533825
frank.godfrey@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We have just completed “Crossan’s The Challenge of
Jesus” As we meet only one afternoon a month it has been
a long haul to complete this two disc programme, but we
have greatly appreciated the contribution Crossan has
made to our understanding of how the ministry of Jesus
was shaped by the element of Roman Imperial violent
domination of the ‘matrix’ in which Jesus lived. The
‘challenge of Jesus’ is that of his kingdom coming in nonviolence.
Both Old and New Testaments (Revelation) portray a
violent God, but it is the incarnation which should interpret
scripture for us. (“We are not the people of the book, we
are the people who have the book.”)
On Sunday October 7th at 2.30, we are arranging a public
meeting at which Mark Townsend (“The Gospel of Falling
Down”) will be our speaker. All are welcome to join us at
Christchurch, Abbeydale, Gloucester.
Gerry and Sybil Mcleese of N. Carolina who visited our
group continue their work bridging the interfaith divisions.
An article in the local Huffadine Post reports on their
project by sharing in Ramadan fasting. Fast with us so
others may eat.” Instructions for this are:- Explore the
history of fasting in your own tradition; fast of a week a day
or a month in August; support the harvest food bank; bring
your collection to one of the three mosques in your area.
“Ramadan is not just for Muslims, and Christmas is not just
for Christians.” Should ‘Progressive Appetites’ consider
this?
Harrogate Evening Group
(Paul Onslow 01423 538798
paul.onslow@pcnbritain.org.uk)
About 10 meet once a month and a different leader leads
our discussion. We are currently looking at Richard
Holloway’s Between the Monster and the Saint and our
next two meetings are at 7.30pm on Sunday 7th October
and Sunday 4th November. All are welcome.
Hickling, Norfolk Broads
(Merrie Longbottom 01692 598844
merrie.longbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The Norfolk Broads group (Shoreline) meets weekly on
Thursdays at 2pm at the home of a member. Visitors and
new members are always welcome to join us. Just phone
or e-mail first, so we can have enough chairs ready. Our

East Shropshire
(Miriam Walton 01743 243 167
miriam.walton@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The group meets monthly at St Mary's Church Centre,
High Street, Albrighton, Shropshire WV7 3EQ.
Refreshments are served from 7.00pm and the meetings
start at 7.30pm. We have been meeting for just over a year
now, and have chosen not to follow a particular set
programme, preferring to choose topics for discussion as
we go along. Sharing views has become easier as the group
has 'matured' and we usually get between 15 and 25 people
attending the meetings. We like to think that we’re friendly
and inclusive and anyone wishing to attend a future meeting
would be warmly welcome.
Group members usually introduce topics, books, videos and
these have included a ‘myth-busting’ history of marriage,
videos on spirituality, The Iona Community and Jack
Spong's 'Jesus for the Non-Religious'; study of several
chapters of Tony Windross 'Thoughtful Guide to Faith' and
Philip Pullman's 'The Good Man Jesus and The Scoundrel
Christ'. We have also had open discussions on our
individual faith journeys and how we can address the aims
of PCN.
Future sessions: (The Interfaith Day, scheduled for 6th
October, has been postponed until further notice.)
Monday 15th October: Alan Goater and Miriam Walton will
introduce the Kairos Palestine movement and Friends of
Sabeel UK organisation (liberation theology) to which they
belong. The Kairos Jerusalem document is a united call by
Palestinian Christians to support Palestinians in their
struggle against the Israeli occupation. It challenges all of us,
particularly but by no means exclusively those of us who
call ourselves Christian, to stand up for peace and justice to 'follow Jesus'.What does this mean in practice?
Monday 12th November: Madeleine Cheadle will introduce
John Churcher's new book ‘Dying to Live’, followed by a
discussion.
Edinburgh
(Mary McMahon (0131 441 3337
mary.mcmahon@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Mon 24th September: Clyne Shepherd introduces themes
from Richard Holloway’s autobiography ‘Leaving
Alexandria’
Mon 29th October: Is compassion all we need?
Mon 26th November: Borg on Christmas
Mon 10th December: Show and tell! Please bring
something special to you.....followed by wine and mince
pies....
We meet in Room 2, The Cluny Centre, Braid Road, which
has on-street parking and is also accessible by bus to
Morningside Station. Our meetings begin at 7.30 and aim
to finish at 9.30. All are welcome.
Exeter
(Liz Vizard 01392 668859
liz.vizard@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The group have been ‘resting’ and enjoying the enlightening
Olympic season since our last report. Our next two
meetings for the autumn are: Sunday October 7th at 2.30 in
the Southernhay URC hall, when we will watch and
respond to the next in the DVD series Saving Jesus: no. 8 is
'Jesus' Ministry of Compassion'; and a special event on
Sunday November 18th. This will be an early evening visit
from Dave Tomlinson, author of The Post-Evangelical
(1994) and several other titles, who has a new book out
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group has just started reviewing a new DVD study course
called “LifeSpirit”, with a view to PCN possibly making it
available to all groups. The course comprises 12 interactive
sessions, along with supporting material, and seems to have
been conceived as a progressive alternative to the Alpha
courses which have been so popular with some people in
the past few years. We’ll let you know how we get on and
what we think of the material in due course.
In the meantime, locally we are continuing to support the
Food Bank programme. It is interesting to note that other
collection points and distribution centres are opening up at
quite a rapid rate. There is a real need for this kind of
action – there are hungry individuals and families all around
us, most of whom we never notice. Clients are referred to
their nearest Food Bank distribution centre by social care
agencies and council departments, where they are given a
3-day emergency supply of food and then sign-posted to
other agencies for on-going help. All of us often ask
ourselves “What can I, or our small group, do to help our
fellow human beings?” Why not find out if there is a Food
Bank network near you?
Ipswich
(Liz Smith 01473 462875
liz.smith@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The group had a break in August, and we resume our
meetings on Wednesday 12th September, at the Robert
Ransome pub, Tower St, Ipswich, (upstairs) at 7.30pm.
We will be talking about the remaining chapters in the
book we have been studying, 'Doubts and Loves' by Richard
Holloway. We will also be discussing Philip Pulman's book
‘The Good Man Jesus and the Scoundrel Christ'.
We will then talk about which book to study at future
meetings. I am interested in the Hibbert Trust DVD
Course, Lifespirit, but it would mean changing our venue to
a home, so as to have access to a DVD player. This may
not be possible.
Kendal Ecumenical Group
(Norman Burnell 01539 737432
norman.burnell@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We discuss Progressive Religion, every first and third
Thursday, 7pm to 9pm at South Lakes Foyer. All are
welcome, occasional visitors as well as regulars. No charge.
This season’s topic is ‘How the Jesus of history' became
'the Christ of Faith'. Three books were chosen for this. The
first, by Geza Vermes, was explored in August. The two
remaining ones are:
20th September, Saving Jesus from the Church: How to stop
worshiping Christ and start following Jesus”, by Robin R.
Meyers.
4th October, or maybe later, “Christianity without God” by
Lloyd Geering. The title is a deliberate tease. He means that
Christianity must become non-theistic and abandon the
‘superhuman in the sky’.
Other events of interest include:
Tuesday 23rd October, Kendal Ecumenical Group Annual
General Meeting, URC Lecture Hall, 104 Highgate, Kendal.
All are welcome to this public meeting. Only members may
vote. Hospitality from 2pm. Brief AGM at 2.30pm with
Trustees’ report by the retiring chairman, review, plans,
accounts and appointments.
Saturday 17th November, 10am to 4pm. Celebrating our
faiths, an exhibition at South Lakes Foyer for National
Interfaith week.

Leeds
(Sandra Griffiths 0113 258 2652
sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk)
PCN Leeds meets at Chapel Allerton Methodist (Church)
Centre, Town Street, Leeds LS7 4NB, normally on the
second Saturday of the month between 10.30 and 12 (with
coffee/tea available from 10.00). We can provide
directions, or possibly arrange a lift.
On Saturday 8th September in the choir room off the
church foyer, we invite you to bring and/or say something
about a meaningful poem/piece of writing, especially nonbiblical, that has inspired or challenged you! This was also
the format at our last gathering in June which featured bible
passages/stories that had inspired or challenged us.
I am keen on our having “bring and share” sessions from
time to time, partly because we never know what exciting
direction they will take our discussions in, but also partly
because I want our gatherings to be varied and not
necessarily needing a leader or speaker.
On Saturday 13th October, the gathering will focus on the
theme of Gretta Vosper - Emphasising Just Loving and
Compassionate Living. Gretta, the pastor of West Hill
United Church of Canada in Toronto, says about their
services, “Whether a believer or non-believer, theist, nontheist, or atheist, religious or not, West Hill will welcome
you and there will be nothing in the service that you'll need
to translate into everyday speech ...” How refreshing! And
would that we could experience this in many more
churches.
We hope to arrange an extra meeting with Dave
Tomlinson, author of The Post-Evangelical, which will
probably be a joint gathering of the two Leeds and two
Harrogate groups.
PCN / Questers - a local fortnightly Monday evening group
restarts on 17th September at 7.30 - looking at ‘Speaking
Christian’ by Marcus Borg. Please contact me for details.
London - Richmond
(Alan Powell 0208 878 7355
alan.powell@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The group, which is about twelve in number, meets on
Saturday afternoons (2.30 pm) in East Sheen. The next two
meetings are on 29th September and 10th November. These
two meetings should conclude discussions on Tony
Windross’s book “The Thoughtful Guide to Faith”. In the
New Year, it is planned to base several meetings on Dave
Tomlinson’s new book “How to be a Bad Christian… and a
Better Human Being”. Please contact Alan Powell for
further details.
Manchester
(John Ramsbottom 0161 456 5119
john.ramsbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We resume meetings in September after our customary
summer break. As the format seems to have been used
successfully by other groups, for the autumn session we
decided to use a book as the basis and focus, and selected
“Speaking Christian” by Marcus Borg. There will be other
activities in some months to achieve variety but the
intention is in the main, to use chapters from the book to
stimulate discussion. It would therefore be useful (although
not essential) for each person to obtain their own copy and
read through the relevant section before the meeting. The
dates for the coming months are:
Sept 26th - Speaking Christian
Oct 24th - Speaking Christian
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Nov 28th - Science and faith discussion
December - No meeting
Jan 23rd 2013 - Meditation evening.
Into next year, we hope to have a speaker from PCN
leading one of the sessions, and full details will be available
on the PCN website in due course. There is, as always, an
open invitation for old and new members to attend - you
will be most welcome at any of the above events. Meetings
start at 7:30pm with coffee and aim to conclude between
9:00 - 9:30. Further information can be obtained from John
Ramsbottom.
North Lincolnshire
(John Sharp 01472 509857
john.sharp20@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Our group is currently debating whether it has a duty to
aim to do more than nurture the spiritual lives of its own
members. Should we be more concerned about social
issues? Should we be trying to influence our respective
churches more? Should we have a wider missionary role?
At our next meeting we intend to concentrate on these
questions. After this, we are all buying the book, “The
Thoughtful Guide to Faith” by Tony Windross and each of
us will take it in turns to select one of its short chapters
and lead a session on it. The chapters can be taken in any
order. We certainly will not be able to tackle them all, but
the prospect of using the essays as springboards for
discussion is very inviting.
North Worcestershire Group
(Tessa Carrick 01527 873135
tessa.carrick@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We welcome newcomers to our group and hope that they
will rapidly feel at home with us. Our meetings are held
bimonthly at various venues in the north of
Worcestershire. For more information please phone or
email Tessa.
Our next meeting will be Wednesday 3rd October at
2.30pm in Bromsgrove.
The topic for discussion will be Adrian B. Smith’s
“Tomorrow’s Faith”. Part B: God (pages 17-31). The author
suggests that everyone reads the whole section but that the
leader chooses to concentrate on one of the mini chapters.
We hope that the use of this book will lead to a discussion
of our own personal statements of faith.
South Northants and North Bucks
Monty Lynds 01908 543206
monty.lynds@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We are a very friendly lively group, we meet on the 2nd
Wednesday of every month in members’ houses. We
always start with a shared meal; then we discuss/listen
to/debate that month's topic; and we always finish with a
simple act of worship. Hopefully we are a very welcoming
group who are very happy to meet new "searchers/fellowtravellers". Our discussions are always open and honest; we
don't always expect to agree!
We generally don't follow any prescribed "course" but
month by month decide at the previous meeting who will
research/present about an agreed topic. This may be linked
to recent lectures/conferences attended, an article or book
recently read and which is felt would be of interest to the
group etc.
Topics covered recently include: follow up to the PCN
Summer conference; Rupert Sheldrake's talk to Alternatives
and his latest book, The Science Delusion; the Anglican
Churches' debate over same sex marriage; and, most

recently, we discussed Chris Howson's book, "Just Church"
and the subject of Liberation Theology in general.
We would love to hear from any interested parties, please
email jane.lynds@hotmail.co.uk to get information of
location and content etc. of next meeting/s.
The group also sponsors Monty Lynds' fifth Sunday
alternative/progressive liturgies' held each fifth Sunday at
4pm in St Nicholas Church, Potterspury, Northants. These
services generally follow the Celtic tradition and turn of the
year. The next service is Sunday 30th September and will be
centred on a Celtic Harvest/Mabon. Anyone interested in
learning more please contact Monty.
Teeside
(Michael Wright 01642 851919
michael.wright@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We embark in September on reading and discussing the
little book "God Just Is" by Curt Gardner. This is an
excellent introduction to the practice of silent prayer,
drawing on his lifetime experience as a Quaker, and on the
writings of classical teachers on the prayer of silence from
the Catholic and Orthodox traditions.
Curt - born in Germany before the war of a German father
and English mother - came to England after the war. He
experienced racial prejudice, but found he was accepted for
himself by Quakers in Newcastle upon Tyne. He writes, not
from an ivory tower, but from experience of both suffering
and joy. He says his book is addressed to those with busy
careers or home life, as well as to those with more time for
reflection. He shares something of his own life and spiritual
journey in his exploration of the practice of silent
contemplation.
We are also experimenting with a simple liturgy which
enables us to share something of the busyness of our own
lives and interests with each other, so that we can support
each other. This supplements our Sunday worship in our
own church or meeting: it does not replace it. I am happy
to share more information on this with anyone who would
like to know more.
We meet normally on the second Tuesday every month,
2.30 - 4.30.p.m. at the Quaker Meeting House, 131
Cambridge Road, Middlesbrough. TS5 5HL.
Tunbridge Wells Radical Pilgrims
(Pat Churchill 01892 531541
pat.churchill@pcnbritain.org.uk)
Everyone is welcome to our meetings which are generally
on the last Thursday of the month. (do ring me to check
time and venue). We tend to pick topics to discuss rather
than following a set course.
At the end of May we were introduced to versions of the
Lord’s Prayer and the Beatitudes translated from an
Aramaic version. Hearing a different version of the familiar
words led to a good deal of thoughtful discussion. This was
followed by the prayer sung in Aramaic and a time of
meditation.
The first part of the June meeting was given over to
planning the programme and our conference in October.
We spent the second part watching a part of Living the
Questions which, as always, gave us food for thought.
In July we were introduced to the work of Diarmuid
O’Murchu Catholic priest and evolutionary theologian.
And we were challenged to think how the big bang, multiple
universes, quantum physics etc challenge our religious
beliefs. However what he calls Adult faith development
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seems to have much in common with Progressive
Christianity, although with some differences.
We met again at the end of August, to hear the
experiences of four members at Greenbelt. One incident
struck home when, having settled to hear a talk the entire
audience were asked to move 20 yards forwards,
backwards or sideways. The speaker commented that they
were all grumbling having been asked to move a short
distance, whereas Jesus asked them to change their lives.
The speaker went on then to speak on the Justice Crisis
where so much wealth was held by relatively few.
A highlight for one member was the film “the road to
Bethlehem.” Lucy Winkett’s “Circus in the Desert”,
commented on living and working a stone’s throw from
Piccadilly Circus, and finding an oasis of quiet in a busy life.
Two members went to hear Dave Tomlinson who will be
leading a conference in Tunbridge Wells in October, which
will be the main focus for this quarter (see notice on page
12). However we will meet on 27th September to feedback
from the PCN conference, and again on 9th November.
Vale of Glamorgan (Barry)
(Janet Davies 07813 781419
janet.davies@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The Barry group in the Vale of Glamorgan meets every two
weeks, and has done so right through the school summer
break at the request of all members of the group. We
meet at one of our member’s house and our number is
about 16 at each meeting. During the past 8 weeks we
have met 4 times and for each of these evenings the group

was encouraged to bring some written work, music, a song
or a picture etc to explain and share with the group,
something that gave that person inspiration or meant
something to them, but only if they so wished. These
“sharings” were all wonderful and we all valued each
individual’s contribution. Many of these contributions gave
the group a time of reflection, some were inspiring, others
brought smiles - and all brought discussion.
Now for the present - at our last meeting we decided that
over the next few months we would study and discuss
Karen Armstrong’s book – “A Case for God”, with 4 of our
members sharing the leading of passages. This commenced
on Wednesday 12th September, and will continue to meet
fortnightly. If anyone would care to join us please call Janet
Davies.
Woking
(John Craig 01483 762059
john.craig@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We continue to appreciate the Living the Questions DVD.
In September we start on the third, and final, series of
sessions. Numbers have held up well and it is especially
pleasing that we have been joined by people from other
churches. The Saturday morning group of about half a
dozen meets at a central location convenient to the railway
station. The Wednesday evening group of a dozen or so
now meets in private houses. Both groups meet monthly.
What comes after we finish LtQ is yet to be decided but
we are open to suggestions.

The Lord’s Prayer Today
in the world; ‘God’s grace’ is unconditionally available.
So I have tried to rephrase the prayer in words and
thoughts which Jesus might have used if he had had our
present world outlook.
Our heavenly Father,
We bless you within and without us;
Help us to make your kingdom here on earth;
Give us today the bread we need for body and soul;
Help us when we go our own way to turn back to you,
and to love our neighbour as ourselves;
Test us not, but keep us safe.
The opening phrase is already problematic in that we are
addressing not ‘the old man in the sky’, but ‘the divine’,
which is somehow inside us and in the world at large.
The limitation of words forces us to address ‘you’. I am
trying to convey that, while God is not our physical
parent, we are all in a family relationship with him. I
have not been able to find appropriate other words that
are location and gender neutral. We are so used to
‘Our Father’ that the idea contrasts with our notion of
the God of the Old Testament. That God had a
contractual relationship with his people, and misfortune
was seen as divine punishment. Sadly, these ideas, which
appear elsewhere in the Gospels, still loom large in the
liturgy of the Church. However, Geza Vermes has
shown that the expression was regularly used in Jewish
worship in Jesus’ time.
The second expresses in the words of a Celtic prayer
that God is both closer to us than we are to ourselves
and also sustains the universe. The expression picks up

After Oxford, where he met his wife,
Michael spent most of his working life as
a buyer with Imperial Metal Industries
until made redundant at the end of
1991. The diverging interests of their five
children took them away from
churchgoing, and only after his wife’s
death did he started going to church
again regularly. He started learning the
Alexander Technique and became
acquainted with Non-Violent
Communication. The freeing of body and mind led him to start
questioning the faith he’d been brought up in. He was seriously
perturbed on reading Karen Armstrong's remark that 'God is a
construct of the human imagination', but having accepted this found
his way to PCN. For recreation he enjoys reading almost anything
printed. His children have provided him with 12 grandchildren as a
distraction.

We regularly pray the Lord’s Prayer ‘as our Saviour has
taught us’. Occasionally, we stop to think about what
the prayer might mean to us. More rarely, a theologian
like Marcus Borg tries to determine what the first
century Jewish mystic and revolutionary Jesus might have
meant. But the actual words remain more or less
sacrosanct.
Yet the man Jesus was a product of his time and will
have spoken the language of his day with its world
outlook: when the heaven was above the sky and the
gods still walked with men, when knowing a name gave
power, when God’s covenant was conditional on good
behaviour. For us today, there is no location in the
universe for heaven; ‘God’ cannot be shown to intervene
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the image of returning to the right path, which is what
repentance means: following the path of Jesus in faith is
the heart of Christianity. NVC also requires positive
action rather than stopping doing something, hence I
prefer to ask for help in following the right path and
acting out its social counterpart.
‘Temptation’ has rather different connotations today, but
we are all familiar with the multiple tests that are set in
our way to any goal. ‘Test us not’ seems a fair
translation today, and ‘Keep us safe’ is the positive
request. The Jews often emphasised an idea by
repeating it in slightly different words.
Heaven has virtually disappeared from my version, which
requires some explanation. Jonathan Stedall concludes
his long book ‘Where on Earth is Heaven?’ with the
words of the medieval mystic Angelus Silesius: ‘Stop,
whither are you running? Heaven is in you; if you seek
God elsewhere, you will forever miss Him.’ So we are
not to look to heaven as our destination, but to find it in
the journey of life. This is a common theme. After his
exploration of the varieties of Islam, Ziauddin Sardar
concludes that paradise is not a destination but a
journey. Buddhism calls for mindfulness, attention to the
present, which is also the essence of the Alexander
Technique. Tolstoy finds that the most important time
is now, the most important person the one you are with,
and the most important action is to do that person
good. So heaven is in the here and now if we could only
see it.
This conclusion also has a bearing on the idea of eternal
life. Stedall points out that eternity must be qualitatively
different from time stretching without end. If heaven is
in the here and now, then eternal life must be to live
always in the present moment. The fact that this is not
at all easy gives the idea additional weight. We are
inclined to look back to a mythical Golden Age or to
look forward to a time when our present problems will
be resolved. The powers that be try to induce us to
accept the inequities of this world by promising that they
will be rectified in the next. But now is what we have,
and we would do well to make a heaven of it.

the idea of gratitude. It also avoids using ‘name’, which
tends to convey the idea of a person like us rather than
the ultimate mystery that God is. The words ‘hallow’
and ‘bless’ (both derived from Old English, the latter
from blood) both mean to make holy and to honour as
holy; ‘bless’ is also used to confer or invoke divine
favour.
Marcus Borg has shown that the next three sentences
express Jesus’ passion for this world, that social justice
should prevail, and that people should be free from the
fear of starvation and debt enslavement. While I
develop the second and third lines somewhat differently,
we do well to remember that injustice, famine and debt
enslavement are still a reality for many people today, and
not only in the third world.
The words: ‘Thy kingdom come, Thy will be done’
suggest that these things will be done by God, whereas
God operates through the work of human hands. We
have a responsibility to work towards these objectives.
In “Aping Mankind”, Raymond Tallis gives a plausible
Darwinian account of the derivation of selfconsciousness and intentionality, which led on to the
intellectual world which we have created. He is clear
that personality cannot be identified with the brain, but
cannot actually explain it. In this nebulous area we
sometimes achieve results which we believe to be
beyond our capabilities: this is where the idea of grace
enters. I discuss the idea of heaven further below.
The phrase that I have added after ‘bread’ comes from a
sermon long ago: the preacher was expanding on the
idea that man does not live by bread alone. We had the
good fortune to be evacuated to a place of relative
plenty in the country, so this idea stuck in my mind.
As an Anglican, I am accustomed to ‘trespasses’ in the
next sentence and find the sentence problematic, first in
relation to the parable of the Prodigal Son, second in the
light of Marshall Rosenberg’s Non-Violent
Communication(NVC), and third for the suggestion in
the second part that forgiveness depends on our
forgiving. NVC provides a paradigm for communication
that avoids judgement: ‘Judge not, that ye be not judged.’
I would expect no less from God the Father. So I prefer

Conferences and other events - dates for the diary

Leicester, LE2 1HN: Jim Kenney: Non-stop Turmoil or Global
Spring?
Jim Kenney is a ‘progressive’ working in an interdisciplinary
way across religion, spirituality, science, culture and
philosophy. His visit to the UK is organised by Alan Race
(020 8852 8377) and Sonya Brown (0116 210 1744), both
PCN Trustees, who can supply tickets.

In 2012

Tunbridge Wells, Saturday 20th October: Dave
Tomlinson How to be a bad Christian and a better Human
Being.
This conference comes from Radical Pilgrims, a PCN
affiliated group in Tunbridge Wells. Dave Tomlinson is the
vicar of St Luke's, West Holloway, London and a regular
contributor at Greenbelt. Describing himself as a postEvangelical, his latest book, which shares the conference’s
title, is written for those who might describe themselves as
spiritual but not religious. It is an argument for ditching
piety in favour of following Jesus.
Start Time: 10:30am. Place: St James' Church, Tunbridge
Wells. Bookings: Pat Churchill - Phone: 01892 531541;
Email: pat.churchill@tinyworld.com. Cost: PCN members
£7, non-members £10 (£10 & £15 on door)
26th/27th October 2012 at St Margaret’s church, Lee,
SE13 5ED and also 3rd November at St Phillip’s church,

And in 2013 Conference

Saturday 20th April 2013, at Lumen URC, Tavistock,
Place London WC1H 9RS, Progressive Christian Communities.
This national PCN conference concludes our year of
meetings on the theme of progressive Christian
communities. Clergy and lay members from three churches
- St Marks CofE Sheffield, Southernhay URC Exeter and
Carrs Lane Methodist/URC Birmingham - will reflect upon
the nature of their progressive churches, covering topics
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like liturgy, social justice and young people. Bookings for
this will open in the autumn.
Friday to Sunday, 8-10th November 2013, at The Hayes
Centre, Swanwick, Derbyshire, DE55 1AU: Permission to
Think Honestly – Honest to God 50 years on. This is a large scale

residential conference organised jointly by PCN and Modern
Church. Further details and ticket availability will be
announced in due course.
There will also be a PCN residential retreat, time and place to
be announced.

Circle Books 2012, ISBN 978 1 84694 937 1. £14.99 (£12.74 on Amazon). Kindle £6.60

the effect that humans are ignorant of a great deal.
Agreed, but it does not follow that since many true
things are unknown, therefore the whirlpool of energy
fields, complementary therapies, etc., in the rest of the
chapter must be true. Groups for “liberal” Christians
always attract those seeking spiritual as well as
intellectual renewal, but does PCN really want to jump
out of the fundamentalist frying pan into the “new age”
fire?
Chapter three considers the morphic field theory of
Rupert Sheldrake in relation to the work of Christ. This
material was recycled in the June 2012 issue of this
newsletter so I will say no more about it, except that
although I know and admire Sheldrake (and published his
work in my journal despite opposition from the editorial
board) note again he is an outsider whose work has not
gained wide acceptance.
Chapter four (“The quantum sea of light”) is another
example of a kind of writing that sets my teeth on edge.
First comes the author’s rehash of a journalist’s rehash
of some speculative physics on the nature of light, then a
string of biblical and other references to the use of light
as a religious metaphor, and among it all a muddled
attempt to fuse reality and metaphor by linking the
incarnation of the Light of the World to photosynthesis.
The second half of the book revisits some standard
discussions of Jesus, salvation, meditation, religious
language, etc., in the light of the “unity of consciousness”
theme. Much of it is standard summarisation that is
acceptable but has been put equally well or better
elsewhere. Some is more dubious. Is talk of “upgrading
my brain from the Egoic Operating System installed at
birth to a newly downloaded Heart Operating System”
really an improvement on “Let this mind be in you,
which was also in Christ Jesus”?
Anthony Freeman is a retired priest and former editor of the
Journal of Consciousness Studies.

With its subtitle the book under review declares its
interest in religious and scientific world views. Given my
background in the subjects it explores, I ought to have
enjoyed reading it and been pleased to commend it to a
progressive Christian audience. Yet the book irritated
me, which bothered me until I worked out the reason:
Don MacGregor is not primarily concerned to reconcile
the scientific and Christian traditions. Rather, he invokes
both in pursuit of his particular understanding of God,
humanity and the universe.
The principle theme of the book is that “consciousness”
or “mind” is prior to “matter”, and that God is the
primordial consciousness that sustains the material
order. Consciousness is understood as a unity, and
individuals have conscious experience by virtue of
participating in this universal consciousness. This is not a
new idea; it underpins most eastern thinking, and for
over a century has fascinated many in the west who find
traditional Christianity wanting.
What MacGregor emphasizes, especially in chapter one,
is the boost given to this approach by the development
of quantum theory in physics. One influential
interpretation of this says that the universe consists of
many potential states of existence, and only conscious
observation determines which of these become actual.
This in turn has led to various speculations linking
quantum physics and consciousness.
Unfortunately his desire to reach the answer he first
thought of has tempted MacGregor into a one-sided
account of the current state of consciousness research. I
know the scholars he discusses, and they all lie at the
“soft” end of a spectrum of consciousness studies that
runs from hard-nosed materialists at one end to mystics
at the other. The views he favours may well be correct,
but to imply they are mainstream or typical of cuttingedge consciousness science is misleading.
Chapter two, titled “Epigenetics, healing and prayer”,
opens with quotations from Plato and St Augustine to

Granta Books 2005. ISBN-13 978-1862077533. Pb 356 pp. £6.74 on Amazon, Kindle £6.17

and sects rival in number those of Christianity, and their
subtleties are as difficult for an outsider to grasp as, no
doubt, are the shades of Christianity if you haven’t been
brought up in them. Sardar keeps the reader on track
(well, mostly) with sharp descriptions of personalities
and places across the Muslim world, deftly mixing
information on spirituality and practices with thumbnail
sketches of the faithful. No matter how eccentric his
fellow-Muslims show themselves to be, he almost always

Ziauddin Sardar was born in Pakistan, migrated to
London with his family as a small child and grew up
there. He has become a prolific and distinguished
journalist. He recounts, both hilariously and seriously,
his life’s struggle to find his place in relation to his
family’s tradition and religion.
A leitmotiv is the sound of the doorbell. On flinging
open the door, the author is confronted by yet another
pair of ‘bearded men’, who proceed to lead him off
down yet another byway of Islam. Its denominations
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At the very end of his story, a friend introduces him to a
‘circle of concerned Muslims’ who are meeting ‘to
rethink and re-imagine Islam.’ ‘We quickly established a
common distaste for all forms of oppression, slogans and
platitudes, mass hysteria and Messianism, mediaeval
jurisprudence and obsolete conventions. We … sought
a fresh understanding of the revealed text … based on
conceptual analysis and an understanding of the modern
world.’
Now, does that sound familiar? Christians have lot to
learn about both Islam and ourselves from this witty and
informative book.

retains a tone of wry charitableness. He is, after all,
desperately seeking Paradise himself.
Sardar recounts a variety of reactions in the Muslim
world to events such as the Rushdie fatwa, the attack on
the World Trade Center and Palestinian suicide
bombing. These include angry incomprehension, and
frustration at being misrepresented, which feel analogous
to the responses of liberal Christians to dogma and
violence from the Christian far right. He describes
Islam as a religion rich in metaphor, expressed in all its
art-forms. Yet contemporary Muslims, he grieves, are
often incapable of reading these metaphors, and ‘when
metaphors are taken literally, should it surprise us that
they lead to madness?’

Fortress Press ISBN 978-0-8006-9755-6; 2nd edition 2011 £13.99 (Amazon £12.59) Kindle edition £10.92

become a further victim of the disbelieving opinions of
those thought to be friends. I would have been pleased
to see the author comment on implications of domestic
abuse for a perpetrator who may thereby be abusing his
position of power in the church.
I struggled with some of the terminology of the book,
which does not “cross the pond” well. In the UK we
use ‘violence’ and ‘abuse’ interchangeably; my own
preference is for ‘abuse’, since it reflects behaviour
beyond physical abuse. Emotional, psychological,
isolating, sexual and financial abuse can be at least as
damaging to the survivor, who can be so manipulated
that she comes to believe she is unworthy, mentally
unstable, a bad mother, or whatever she is told. I find
the term ‘batterer’ emotively loaded to an extent that it
vilifies perpetrators of domestic abuse, as sexual
offenders are vilified in our society. Perpetrators are
also children of God, and in need of appropriate love and
care; this term is less weighted and more objective.
But the author gives good attention to the needs of
perpetrators, with wise caution about the specialist
training required in working with abusers, which most
are not competent to deliver. He speaks of an abuser
always being a ‘recovering abuser’, with the need for
safety nets to protect both the abused (potential and
actual) and the abuser. In my experience this is a
healthy understanding of forgiveness for those with
patterns of behaviour which are addictive and deeply
ingrained in the personality.
There is other well tested material available for
resourcing those who may encounter situations of
domestic abuse: the Duluth Model helpfully compares in
the form of wheels relationships built on equality with
those built on power and control. These are useful
tools not just in pastoring those where abuse is known
to be happening, but also in marriage preparation
(http://www.theduluthmodel.org/). The organisation
Restored provides excellent material for raising
awareness about domestic abuse in Christian
communities (www.restoredrelationships.org).
Nevertheless, this author reflects sound practice,
illustrates well situations where pastors have in their
uninformed responses perpetuated and exacerbated

This is an important book. It challenges and educates
those of us who believe that domestic abuse is “not a
problem” in Christian communities, or that it is “not our
problem”, being private and the business only of those
behind closed doors. And it challenges and educates
those of us who are formal or informal pastors or
listeners – perhaps all of us? – to re-examine our
listening responses to people’s stories, in order not to
increase risks of harm and to understand better. The
author builds his book on three basic principles of
human rights, social welfare and theological
understanding: that no-one deserves to be abused; and
no-one has the right to abuse another; that the top
priority of any prevention or intervention strategy needs
to be safeguarding for victims and survivors and full
accountability for violators; that God, Jesus Christ, the
Bible and church doctrine offer no excuses or
justifications for this kind of abuse; in fact they all
condemn domestic violence.
The author challenges theological perspectives which
promote the overriding sanctity of life-long marriage,
whatever is occurring within the relationship; and which
use selective biblical passages to reinforce headship and
obedience, thereby justifying and condoning control in a
marriage relationship. A complementary theological
reflection can be found in Responding to Domestic Abuse:
guidelines for those with pastoral responsibility (Appendix 1
Harmful theology; Church House Publishing 2006, ISBN
13-978-0-7151-4108-3, also downloadable from
http://www.churchofengland.org/our-views/marriage,family-and-sexuality-issues/domestic-abuse.aspx).
Domestic abuse occurs in the places where we live,
serve and worship, and across age, culture and class. It
is often subtle and disguised, driven by shame, guilt,
denial and justification. The story is uncomfortable for
the pastor to hear. To leave an abusive relationship is
risky and brings immediate profound loss - of home,
friends, possessions and companionship - for the
survivor and her dependants; almost all of the gains are
long term. The author reflects this well. There are
stories of abuse by ministers of religion, presenting as
godly to their church and the world. When what is
going on behind the vicarage door is another story that
no-one is willing to believe, the abused person can
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abusive relationships, whether as survivors or
perpetrators, this will be a difficult read; but if the time is
right, it may help us to reflect on and understand our
own positions.
Jill Sandham is the Safeguarding Adviser for the Diocese of
Southwark. (This review first appeared in Modern
Believing, published by Modern Church.)

relationships of abuse, and pays good attention to the
need for pastors to protect themselves.
In summary, this is an accessible introduction to how to
respond – and how not to - if our life and work brings us
face to face with situations of domestic abuse. If we
think this not us, then all the more reason to read the
book. If we ourselves are, or have in the past been in
SPCK ISBN 9780281064069. Pb 96 pages. £7.99 (£5.99 on Amazon)

everyone should read, whether you read the rest of this
book or not.
Complicated topics are looked at with a light touch, but
this does not mean that the author glosses over the
issues or pulls any punches when it comes to those
opinions which he thinks are just plain wrong and, in
some cases, downright dangerous. His scathing attack
against “traditionalists” in Chapter 5 is a masterstroke,
setting out both sides of the argument very fairly in a
way which effortlessly reveals the sheer weakness, both
biblically and theologically, of traditionalist views on sex,
sexuality and gender.
Throughout the book, Adrian Thatcher shows a deep
respect for same-sex couples and others whose gender
identity, sexuality or marital status currently excludes
them from the Christian church. He speaks particularly
movingly of the need for same-sex couples to be allowed
to marry before God. In his very last sentence he states:
“I long for the day when a robust faith in Christ and a
joyful sex life are integrated together for all of God’s
children who seek them, irrespective of their status, sex
or orientation.”
So do we, Adrian, so do we.

Adrian Thatcher is a respected professor in Applied
Theology and when I was asked to review this book I
was worried that it might be another worthy but
indigestible theological tome. I was therefore surprised
to see this very lightweight, small paperback drop
through my letterbox. The subject (the theology of sex,
gender and marriage) is also one close to my heart, as a
married (civil-partnered) gay woman who would love to
have my marriage recognised by the Church.
If you’re like me and you know a fair amount about
gender and sexuality in a theological context, this book
will probably not tell you much that you don’t already
know, although I did learn a few things. However, for
those of you who are unfamiliar with and want a quick,
readable overview of these topics, this book is perfect.
The chatty style of the text immediately puts you at your
ease as a reader, and makes it an easy and enjoyable
read. For a short book, he delves into some pretty
complex issues, including the theological arguments for
and against same-sex marriage and the historical
understanding of what “gender” actually means. Chapter
4, which deals with gender in detail, explains clearly why
there is so much innate sexism in the world today,
especially within the Christian church, and is a chapter

Evolution of the Word: The New Testament in the Order the Books Were Written by Marcus Borg
Harper One. ISBN 9780062082107. Hb 608 pages. £19.99 (£16.99 Amazon) Kindle £9.49

brief account of historical context, information on
authorship and date range when it is assumed it was
written. Marcus not only gives his view but also other
‘mainline’ scholar perspectives and in places the views
and reasons which more conservative Christians may
hold. On dates Marcus states ‘the rule that I have sought
to follow, which is to reflect consensus conclusion when
possible and, when there is no consensus, to follow
majority opinion.’ He breaks this rule only once (that I
can see in my brief reading) when dating Luke. He says a
slight majority of scholars currently favour 80s-90s CE
whilst the more conservative suggest even earlier to the
early 60s CE. Marcus sets down and agrees with the
arguments of a growing movement which date Luke Acts
to the early second century which would make Luke
Acts one of the last letters to be written. For the full
argument you will need to buy the book but briefly he
does say one of the reasons is that some scholars argue
the author knew passages from the works of Josephus
who wrote in the 90s hence making Luke Acts later than
that. What disappointed me is that he didn’t go into
more detail, for example what reasons do scholars give
for assuming the author knew Josephus’ writings?

Marcus Borg is Canon Theologian at Trinity Episcopal
Cathedral and is well known and respected in both
academic and church circles. He also needs no
introduction to PCN Britain as he has entertained and
informed our members on many occasions so it was
with great eagerness I pressed the ‘Buy now with 1-click’
button to download to my kindle. Hugh’s deadline for
this edition of Progressive voices is only a day away so I
won’t claim to have read the whole book but in essence
that is not necessary as Evolution of the word is more a
reference and an aid to studying the New Testament
rather than a book to read from cover to cover. The
title perfectly describes its purpose as Marcus lays out
the New Testament in the order he claims the letters
were written. He starts with 1 Thessalonians, written
around 50 CE, and concludes with 2 Peter which he
suggests was potentially written as late as 150 CE.
The format is an introduction followed by the actual
letter in the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), I
was hoping for a continuation of the scholars version
written by the Jesus Seminar for The Five Gospels but
the NRSV is certainly an accurate translation and a good
substitute. Where relevant each introduction contains a
15

Some introductions also describe when and why certain
‘theologies’ arose and developed. For example during
the introduction for I Thessalonians he shows how
‘Rapture Theology’ developed during the 19th century
from the teachings of John Nelson Darby.

Overall Marcus has produced a very enlightening and
useful book. My only real criticism would be the lack of
depth when making his arguments but that aside it is
great to see the New Testament in chronological order.

The Unlikely Pilgrimage of Harold Fry by Rachel Joyce.

Doubleday. ISBN-13: 978-0857520647 Hb. Pp 304. £12.99 (Amazon £8.49) Kindle £6.74

Your editor’s reading is nowadays more often fiction
than theology; and fiction that when I was young I would
have thought rather lowbrow. I was surprised but also
delighted therefore – taking a coffee break from editing to discover that this book which I read much earlier on
in the summer is now on the Man Booker long list.
It’s a story about a middle-aged man who one morning,
quite unexpectedly, gets a letter from an old friend and
former colleague who is dying of cancer in a hospice in
Berwick. He writes her a letter and pops out from his
home in Kingsbridge, Devon to post it. For some reason
however he walks past the local post office and just
keeps going. Eighty-seven days of walking later, he
reaches Berwick on foot.
There are resonances of Bunyan in the title and in the
tale told, but it is not in any obvious sense a ‘religious’
book. Harold “didn’t object to other people believing in
God, but it was like being in a place where everyone
knew a set of rules and he didn’t. He had tried it once,
and found no relief.” And though it was his encounter
one day with a young girl at a garage who spoke to him
about ‘faith’ that caused him to phone the hospice and
get a nun to tell his friend that he was coming, this isn’t
faith in the conventional religious sense, as the girl makes
plain: ‘I don’t mean, like, religious. I mean trusting what

you don’t know and going for it. Believing you can make
a difference.’ As he journeys, Harold – so much a loner
previously – discovers others, but himself also. People
help him and some care for him practically, but the help
is two way and mutual. He makes no judgments. People
trust him. A silver-haired gentleman tells him of his
weekly meets with a young man (‘We do things. No one
knows about this part of my life. I lick his trainers.’) The
man is anxious. He’s seen a hole in the young man’s
trainers. What should he do? Harold advises he buys him
new trainers. “Harold could no longer pass a stranger
without acknowledging that everyone was the same, and
also unique; and that this was the dilemma of being
human.”
The most frightening part of the story for this reader is
when the media catch up on it. Harold becomes a
personality. Large numbers join him on the walk. Many
want to make him something, which quickly turns out to
be something other than he is. They want to manage him
and publicise him. When he doesn’t go with that, they
leave him, taking a short cut ahead of him cross country.
Their arrival in Berwick gets all the attention; Harold’s,
days later, gets none. There is here perhaps a parable of
Jesus and the ways of at least some of his followers. ‘Let
the reader understand.’

The Guardian has a regular column
called ‘Pleased to meet you’ in
which readers say why they read it
and what they like about it. In the
past few months two PCN
members have featured, Edward
Hulme and Alan Race. If I’ve
missed others I apologise. Edward
has been reading it for 60 years,
Alan for 40. Edward told the paper
that his college principal, an avid reader himself, ‘urged
us students to make sure we read the paper (meaning
the Guardian) as much as we read the Bible.’ (Edward
trained in Manchester.)
Alan said that he first came across the Guardian as a 20year-old science student. ‘I found a copy on a train, and
it was such an informative read that I've stuck with it for

40 years.
Nowadays I read
the front page and
the main news,
then flick to the
comment section. I
enjoy the way Polly
Toynbee is able to cut through the political blusterings
with sharp-edged commentary on social policy.’
I wonder if this says something about PCN people. It
would be very interesting to know – it’s the stuff of
which MA theses could be made! If you do read the
Guardian email me at hugh.dawes@pcnbritain.org.uk
and say that you do. If you read another newspaper,
email me and tell me which one. Closing date for
entries asap, but at the latest 31st October. No
prizes, but a report in December.

Closing date for contributions is 16th November. We want to get it in the post to reach you early
December. So ‘seasonal’ Christmas themes would be welcome in poetry and prose. But some social realism too. For
too many In the UK this will be a Christmas of food banks, income and benefit cuts, unemployment, loss of self-respect;
and in other countries (not all of them far away) of worse than that. And there’s New Year also – resolutions, new
beginnings. What has the gospel to say of hope?
Lots of possibilities. So please, start writing! Plus our front page now takes colour pictures. If you have photos (digital)
that you think might suit, send them to me as soon as you can. hugh.dawes@pcnbritain.org.uk.
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