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Pilgrim to Canterbury
It was one Thursday evening that I suddenly realised
that since 1979 I have been in a state of mourning. I
realised that my unwilling departure from Canterbury
and the cathedral after four years as a mature
undergraduate, Cathedral server and official guide had
left a huge gap in my life. This was not because I was a
very pious person, because I was not. For years I’d
questioned, read and argued, so “going radical” was
clearly a road I’d take sooner or later. I cannot envisage
returning to conventional church, wallowing in my sins,
enthusiastically declaiming the creeds, and piously
receiving the real blood of Christ.
Yet I have realised that Church is more than that. Even
during the slow but steady erosion of my conventional
beliefs, I carried on attending the occasional service. I
recall telling a nun that I went to church for all the
wrong reasons: for the fellowship, the dignity of the
liturgy, the joy of the music and the beauty of the
surroundings. I was surprised, but encouraged, by her
response, “But those are all spiritual reasons.”
Although greatly valuing the theology courses I have
attended and the books I have read; I now realise it is,
for me at least, insufficient. I also need a more frequent
fellowship than just monthly meetings for discussion.
What I have missed, and still yearn for, is the “theatre”
of a well delivered liturgy, with vestments, great music
and surroundings that show the skill of stonemasons,
sculptors and glaziers. The flickering lights of votive
candles reminding me that someone lit them with love.
Prior to my time in Canterbury I had attended a church
in a run-down part of Birmingham. The vicar was a highly
educated, compassionate man with a liberal outlook.
Although well kept, the church building and its environs
could not emulate the magnificence of Canterbury. Yet, I
felt as much at home there as at Canterbury. Both gave
me a sense of belonging but neither questioned my
belief – or lack of it.
What Canterbury also gave me was structure, a shape to
my daily life. I attended the daily early morning Eucharist
and, after lectures, Sung Evensong. Some of the
attendees for Evensong were obviously people on their
way home from the shops or work. They might, or might
not, have been fervently religious but it was clearly a
welcome pause in the “common round.”
Although finding the then infant PCN several years ago I
realise, with respect, that I need a larger canvas. Yes, I
can (if not too far away) attend lectures from eminent
and inspiring speakers, read radical books, and go to our
monthly PCN group meeting. In response some may
airily say, “Go to church”, but my local church does not
have the leadership and openness that I found in both
Canterbury and Birmingham. It has too much historical
and social baggage to tempt me. Having been born and
raised here I know and like many members of the

congregation but even that does not entice me into their
Victorian pews.
It seems that although I have apparently come out of the
Church, the Church has not come out of me. This radical
is Anglican to the core. I have realised that my longing is
for more than study and a couple of hours of fellowship
once a month.
It was at this point that I took an opportunity to return
to my beloved Canterbury. As I entered the precincts
and sat for a while, I could almost physically feel the
tranquillity gently enfold me. This was enhanced by the
courtesy I received from the staff and the magnificence
of the Cathedral, which almost glowed in the sunshine.
The major restoration works did nothing to lessen my
joy. Some may accuse me of being sentimental, but
having almost lived in the Cathedral for four years I
know full well that neither people nor great buildings
can glow all the time.
The next morning I went to the Cathedral for the Sung
Eucharist. It moved me more than I had anticipated. The
beauty of the ancient building, the familiar words of the
liturgy, the music and the reverence of the people as
they filed to take communion, almost moved me to
tears. I was aware of love there, especially the care
extended to an old lady, crippled and nearly blind, who
had vowed to get herself to the service. All this is not to
suggest that one can only find love in church, but to me
that day it was certainly very evident. Although no
longer able to participate in the service, I knew that I
was in the right place. My home is quite a distance from
Canterbury so I will not be attending there weekly but
have promised myself that my return will be as soon as
possible, and I have now re-joined the Friends of
Canterbury Cathedral.

Mark Rees graduated from
Christchurch College at 37. Before
retiring he gained a UKC Diploma in
Christian Theology.
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My thanks again to all of our contributors that make it
difficult to squeeze everything in whilst trying to draw
out common themes and strike a balance of articles,
news, reviews etc.
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This time we explore Canterbury Cathedral, Mark’s
gospel, the afterlife, prayer, a personal statement of
faith, and a local church’s engagement with a school.
There are still plenty of events for you to attend and
more in the offing. There is the chance to help create
and share progressive liturgy and hear what Rex Hunt
had to say on the subject. Again we have several book
reviews and the chance to borrow them from the St.
Mark’s Centre for Radical Christianity library in Sheffield.
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As ever your contributions are welcome as we seek to
offer a diverse and engaging read.
Welcome to the 16th edition of Progressive Voices.
Enjoy!

Marcus Borg Memorial Lecture
A Day of Thanksgiving - Sat 14th May 2016
Grounded – Finding God in the World
Speaker : Diana Butler Bass
10am-4pm, £20
The Church at Carrs Lane, central Birmingham.
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During the day there will be two talks given by
Diana Butler Bass whose latest book, ‘Grounded’
will form the basis of our discussions.
Diana describes herself as a Christian, ‘who
attempts to live the generative, inviting, inclusive,
and transforming practices at the heart of
Christianity that can heal the world’.
Enquiries: Adrian Alker, 07595 249791
adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk
Progressive Voices is the magazine of the
Progressive Christianity Network Britain
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There is an open invitation for submissions.
Your reflections, questions, events, poems,
images, reviews, letters, comments, news,
prayers and other contributions are all welcome.

PCN Britain is itself part of a wider international
network of progressive Christian organisations.

Publication is at the discretion of the editor:
dave.coaker@pcnbritain.org.uk

You can contact us at 01594 516528,
info@pcnbritain.org.uk, or PCN Britain, 26 High
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Letter from the Chair
This edition of Progressive Voices may only reach you
after our Annual Meeting when new trustees will have
been appointed to serve the Network and I am sure with
me you would want to thank all the trustees for the time
they give to PCN. Two trustees, John Churcher and
Angela Smith have not sought re-election and I
particularly want to pay tribute to them both. John and
Angela have chaired the trustees successively and we
wish them well for the future. We also thank Robin
Story, who has represented St Marks CRC and will be
succeeded by Sue Hobley, as we continue to work
closely with the Sheffield based Centre.
Collaboration with other progressive thinking
organisations is one of our key objectives and this will be
seen at our first major conference to honour the life and
work of Marcus Borg when we meet in Birmingham on
May 14th. I do hope you have booked in for the
conference for not only will Diana Butler Bass be leading
our day but we are humbled and privileged to learn that
Marianne Borg wishes to join us and meet all those who
were influenced by her husband’s writing and speaking.
It would be truly encouraging if we had members from
all our PCN groups across the UK present for this day in
Birmingham. Please try to be there if you possibly can.
Co-operation happens in other ways. In the light of the
meeting of the archbishops of the Anglican Communion
in January and their subsequent communique over gay
marriage and the ‘telling off’ of the Episcopal Church of
the USA, the chairs of Inclusive Church, Modern Church
and PCN Britain issued a press statement calling on the
bishops of the Church of England to affirm that God’s
love is the same for all people, whatever their sexual
orientation. The Church Times printed the statement as
its lead letter and together we need to keep the radical
voice to the fore in the media.
Looking back to a rain-swept Monday evening in
January, we held a very well attended launch of our
latest Together in Hope booklet, on ‘Re-thinking
Worship?’, written by Jan Berry, who is on the staff of
Luther King House in Manchester, our very pleasant
venue for the launch. Clearly the issue of progressive
liturgy and inspiring worship is one which taxes many of
us and I hope the booklet will be used by groups and
commended to churches as our contribution to their life
and witness. Another key objective of PCN Britain is to
produce and promote progressive worship resources
and to that end Tony Rutherford is coordinating a group
of trustees who will be working to fulfil this aim. If any
member would be interested in joining this project,
please contact: tony.rutherford@pcnbritain.org.uk
01892 541009
Now published by John Hunt is my book, ‘Is A Radical
Church Possible?’, which I wrote towards the end of my
ministry in the Diocese of Leeds. It was written as a
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resource to stimulate
thought and discussion
and I am delighted to
be able to visit many of
our PCN groups and
gatherings across the
UK in the coming
months to talk about
the issues I raise. The
book is on sale in our
PCN on-line shop.
Thinking about the
work of our many
groups leads me to
remind readers of our
Members’ Residential
Weekend from 22nd to
24th April this year at the Belsey Bridge Conference
Centre in Suffolk, when the subject of mindfulness will
be led by Simon Parke. Full details are on the website so
please do consider spending that weekend with other
like-minds at this delightful centre in Ditchingham.
This year is again a very full and active one in terms of
visiting speakers at conferences, our presence as an
organisation at the Devon Show, Solas arts festival in
Scotland and Greenbelt. We are at the stage of finalising
details of a tour by Brian McLaren, we shall be seeing
more of Bishop Jack Spong this year and many other
interesting and challenging events are planned by the
network of groups.
Supporting all of this with precise and enthusiastic skills
and energies has been our administrator Andy Vivian,
who is to retire from this post at the end of this month.
Andy has contributed so much to PCN Britain, far in
excess of his paid duties and on behalf of all our
members I am privileged to pay thanks to Andy. He will
continue in a voluntary capacity to serve PCN Britain as
web editor, for which we are very grateful. In the
meantime Sarah Guilfoyle who has been working as our
administrative assistant will be stepping up to the role of
administrator and we already know for certain that
Sarah will be a worthy successor in this vital work and
we wish her well!
PCN is in good heart, our membership quietly grows as
do the number of groups meeting across the UK. Soon
there will be a new set of leaflets promoting our cause
so you will be able to spread the good news that the
cause of progressive Christianity is alive and well!

Adrian Alker serves as the
Chair of PCN Britain
adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk

Compassion
Islamophobia Guidebook - downloadable resource
The term "Islamophobia" was first introduced as a
concept in a 1991 Runnymede Trust Report and defined
as "unfounded hostility towards Muslims, and therefore
fear or dislike of all or most Muslims."
In this 150 page guide you'll find a variety of resources to
engage with this - some are opportunities to reflect,
others are more prescriptive. You are encouraged to
browse the full document so you get a sense of what's
available - contextual framing from Karen Armstrong,
guidance for Muslims by Imam Abdul Malik Mujahid, an
overview of Islamophobia from Barbara Kaufmann, and
links to resources. Finally, you'll find a reflective article
by Cambridge Muslim College dean Abdal Hakim Murad
and a list of resources for further study.

Free to Believe Conference
Friday 1 - Sunday 3 April 2016
Cutting Edge Faith
High Leigh Conference Centre, Hoddesdon, Herts
Speakers: Susan Durber, Leslie Griffiths,
Lawrence Moore and Andrew Bradstock.
£175 Bookings: Linda Harrison,
2 Rembrandt Way, Colchester, CO3 4QS
linda.harrison@colchsfc.ac.uk

Members’ Residential Weekend
Friday 22 - Sunday 24 April 2016
A Mindful Life? - led by Simon Parke
Belsey Bridge Conference Centre, Ditchingham,
Bungay, Suffolk, NR35 2DZ.

Then you are challenged to use these tools to take
action. The single most important thing that you can do
to counter Islamophobia is to not remain silent. Your
courage to speak will embolden others to be
compassionate, and may give pause to those who vilify.

Combine simple mindfulness teaching with space
for practice, both with the group and alone.

(The referenced resources are for the US context but this
should be a useful guide to reflect and inform our own
conversations.) Google: ‘compassion guidebook Islam’ or

Enquiries: Sandra Griffiths, 0113 258 2652
sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk

http://www.charterforcompassion.org/index.php/
compassion-and-religion/islamophobia-guidebook

Retreat: On the Edge

£150 for a single non-ensuite, £165 per person
for single (only two), double or twin ensuite .

Monday 25 - Thursday 28 April 2016
God present or absent? Who or what is God anyway?

The Windermere Centre, Windermere, LA23 2BY
Reflections on Migration
The issue of Migration has become a dominant reality
for many people nowadays and in response VIVAT
Ireland offers a book of four reflections focusing on the
topic from a Christian and holistic point of view which
can be used individually or in a group setting.
The reflections consider a family in Ethiopia forced to
migrate, the importance of welcoming Asylum seekers,
and the brutal reality that is “Human Trafficking”. The
final reflection is a prayer for peace on earth and
acknowledges, through the story shared by Sr Ann Kelly
MSHR, that such peace must begin with each one of us.

An opportunity to explore faith, and to learn from
each other in a safe environment.
The cost will be £200 (pay what you can policy)
015394 44902 windermere.centre@gmail.com
http://windermere.urc.org.uk

Open Faith
Saturday 4th June, 09.30 for 10.00am – 4.00pm

A Christian and a humanist in dialogue
Speakers: Emma Percy and David Pollock
Desborough College, Shoppenhangers Road,
Maidenhead SL6 2QB
£20 (£17 for seniors, students & PCN members)
01753 858123 sathindsbc@waitrose.com

Performing the Faith:
Shakespeare in the World
Shakespeare, the Theatre and Theology Today
11-13 July at High Leigh, Hoddesdon, Hertfordshire
£220 ensuite, £165 standard
www.modernchurch.org.uk 0845 345 1909
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Ending Mark’s Gospel?
“In all matters one must consider the end”.
Jean de la Fontaine, 1621-1695.
The abrupt ending of Mark’s Gospel has been the
subject of much conjecture among scholars. As to the
reason why, the main alternatives are:
1. Mark intended to end with ch. 16.1-8.
2. His original ending has been lost due to the
mutilation of the scroll or the codex upon which the
Gospel was written.
3. Circumstances prevented Mark from completing
the Gospel.
Credence is usually given to alternatives 2 and 3 by the
fact that the Gospel ends with ‘ephobounto gar’ (for
they were afraid) usually a grammatically incorrect way
of ending a sentence. But other evidence from Greek
literature demonstrates that this is not uncommon.
Scholars generally agree that Mark’s Gospel was written
c65AD in Rome and it was based on the recollections of
Peter, according to Bishop Papias c130AD. Mark possibly
had access to Peter in his prison cell before Peter’s
martyrdom c64AD during Nero’s persecution.
The importance of Mark 16.1-8 as a primary witness to
the events of Easter Day must not therefore be
overshadowed by the assertion that 1 Corinthians 15.3-5
(written c mid 50’s AD) is a prior source. Peter’s oral
tradition, based on his own experiences surely has
greater weight. Also the ambience of these verses is one
of anguish, grief, bewilderment and fear, because of the
sense of loss and deep apprehension of those involved.
Verses 6 and 7 do not fit with this because they
introduce a note of triumphalism, as traditionally
interpreted. Why?
The original Greek text was written as a continuous
whole without spaces or punctuation, which, being
inserted at a later time, gave rise to the possibility of
bias. Then again, under pressure of circumstances,
perhaps Peter’s imminent martyrdom, these last
sentences of Mark could have been hurried jottings.
Let us now turn to the text (Mark 16.1-5) and it appears
that the body of Jesus had been hurriedly buried in the
tomb because of the onset of the Sabbath with little
opportunity for the last rites. The women, evidently
desirous of performing these, arrived very early at the
tomb next morning wondering who would roll away the
heavy stone from its doorway. To their surprise the
tomb was open. Rather than a convenient earthquake or
angel rolling the stone away I would prefer to
realistically believe that it was done by several human
hands, probably soldiers, instructed to remove the
corpse in order to prevent an angry uprising among
ordinary people, with whom Jesus was a popular figure.
6

The women hesitatingly entered the tomb, and were
startled to see a young man in a white robe sitting

inside. We may reasonably assume this to be Mark
himself who had been following the events of the past
few days closely (see ch.14.51-52) So closely that he had
nearly been arrested, escaping only to leave his robe
behind. Re-clothing himself he continued his
observations leading him to be the first to investigate
the tomb, only to find the stone rolled away with the
body of Jesus gone. The women arrived to find him
sitting there quite puzzled at what he has discovered.
(16.6) The young man, Mark, reassured the women, “Do
not be alarmed”. He would be well known to them as
one of the wider circle of Jesus’ friends. Stating the
obvious he told the women that the body of the
crucified Jesus of Nazareth was not there, the place
where he was laid being a bare slab in the empty tomb.
So what does the phrase which is used “He has been
raised” mean? There is no mention of whom or what has
done the raising. Was it a full blown resuscitation by
divine intervention, if so where did Jesus then go, or was
the body removed by some human agency? The Greek is
‘egerthe’. The tense is passive. The body is an entity that
has been acted upon. Is the explanation a natural one or
a supernatural one? The meaning of the verb ‘egeiro’ as
‘to raise from the dead’ is only attached to it in the
Gospels and Paul. In other Greek literature it usually
means ‘to wake someone up’ (active) or of ‘being woken
up’ (passive) from sleep, not of an awakening or a raising
from death.
Scientifically speaking the truly dead are never restored
to life. Therefore Jesus was dead and must remain dead.
The only plausible explanation I have is that the tomb
was broken into and the body removed, most probably
by soldiers who, acting on instructions, took it away and
dumped it on the constantly-burning rubbish tip outside
Jerusalem, as was the custom for crucified victims.
I believe that under the pressure of circumstances that
Mark, in writing the conclusion to his Gospel, only had
the time to hurriedly jot down the bare facts with no
elaboration but with the possibility of an unrealistic
interpretation such as that the body was raised by a
divine intervention, of which there is no proven
historical example.
(16.7a) “But go, tell his disciples and Peter...” This could
only mean, surely, that the women were to pass on the
news that the tomb was empty and nothing more, thus
making sure that Peter, as ‘leader’ of the disciples knew
what had happened. He may have turned up later at the
tomb to see for himself. (See Luke 24.12 & John 20.3)
(16.7b) “...that he is going ahead of you to Galilee...there
you will see him...just as he told you.” It is suggested
that these phrases were the hurried jottings of Mark
written in the original Greek as continuous text but
without spaces or punctuation and therefore they admit
of a different interpretation, i.e. that these phrases refer

to Peter and not to Jesus. Peter,
letting them know his intention
to the disciples that he would
return to Galilee and to his
fishing, would see them there.
It is beyond belief that a risen
apparition of Jesus would make a
rapid transit to the north to meet
the disciples. Even Eduard
Schweitzer, a traditional and
literal commentator says “It is
very unlikely that verse 7
contains a genuine but unfulfilled
saying of Jesus which anticipated
that as the resurrected one he
would go to Galilee leading a
band of disciples”.
(16.8) “So they went out and fled
from the tomb, for terror and
amazement had seized them;
and they said nothing to anyone
for they were afraid.”
This verse completes the atmosphere of bewilderment,
grief, alarm and fear which has gripped the women.
They ran away terrified, so full of fear that they said
nothing to no one. The Gospel ends on this note. The
suggestion that Mark intended to go on and include at
least one story of a resurrection appearance has no
evidence to support it. The Gospel finished here because
circumstances dictated that it should and the above
account of what actually happened on that first Easter
morning fits with such evidence as we have and, most
importantly today, with our knowledge of reality.
There was no literal, historic, physical resurrection. The
experience of the living presence of the spirit of Jesus
Christ was one which gradually possessed the hearts and
minds of apostles and disciples as time went by. The
‘resurrection’ was a spiritual, psychological, emotional
experience and the growth of a complete conviction in
the hearts and minds of the apostles that the message of
Jesus Christ was so crucial for humankind that it was
worth living and dying for. A way of life so superior to
any hitherto known that it was worth paying any price to
follow, even to death itself. I feel that the views of a
number of contemporary scholars accord with this kind
of approach (Spong, Borg, Crossan, etc.).
This truth was later expressed in the form of stories and
myths, which, even though often taken literally since
they were written, should not necessarily be so today,
and careful interpretation is needed. Bultmann
maintained that the only certainties we have about
Jesus are that he was born and that he died; all else is
myth. Bearing in mind the efforts of the Jesus Seminar
we may not wish to go as far as that.
And, surely, concentration on such subjects as birth and
resurrection stories, celebrating such ‘events’ and
wasting ink ‘proving’ them, not to mention theories of

James Emery www.flickr.com/photos/emeryjl/520114756
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.0 Generic (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0)

the atonement, the second coming, Biblical inspiration,
the place of popes, bishops, priests and deacons, is all a
massive distraction from the essential teaching and
message of Jesus which concerns the Kingdom of God,
the announcement of its imminence, how it may be
entered, and the practical out workings which it entails .
In fact we could go so far as to say that the substantial
attention given to ‘supernatural’ phenomena supposedly
associated with Jesus is ‘demonic’, because it means
that thought is not given as fully as it should be to issues
such as justice, righteousness, freedom and peace,
which have to do with faithful discipleship and
obedience to the teaching of Jesus. These are the issues
that Christians should have at the forefront of their
minds, not arguments about what happened in stables
and tombs long, long ago.
Jesus’ mission was to introduce us all to the Kingdom of
God which very much relates to this life and leaves any
after death life as a matter of mere speculation and
unlikely to be proven as fact. We each have the gift of
this one earthly life and we are called to use it
responsibly, as servants of one another in love of God
and of neighbour as ourselves.
So thank you Mark for your final chapter, which, if
logically interpreted in the way I suggest, reminds us of
what is really important.
Richard Firth
(I am indebted to my friend Brian W.J.G. Wilson, a classical
scholar, for his help with the meaning of the original Greek;
but the final responsibility for interpretation remains mine.)
Bibliography:
N. Clayton Croy, The Mutilation of Mark’s Gospel, Abingdon, 2003.
J. Shelby Spong, Resurrection, Myth or Reality? Harper Collins, 1994.
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Reading Mark
“Jesus told us how it all began.” Peter said to Mark.
“There was John telling people to change their ways and
dunking them in the Jordan to give them a fresh start.
Jesus went to hear him and was inspired to get dunked
too. When he came out of the water, he had a vision of
God telling him that there was a mission for him as well.
He went off by himself for a long time to try and work
out what that mission might be.
“When John was arrested, Jesus picked up the baton
and started to proclaim his message. It was a bit
different from John: he said that the kingdom was ‘at
hand’. We thought that meant that we would soon be
liberated from the Romans. Anyway, he came along the
Sea of Galilee and caught up Andrew and me, promising
to make us ‘fishers of men’, and a bit further on our
friends James and John, the sons of Zebedee.
“Back in Capernaum, he preached on the next Sabbath
and made a big impression, quite different from the
scribes, though he could argue with the best of them. He
relieved a man who was ‘possessed by an unclean
spirit’. When we got home, he cured my mother-in-law
of a fever. Many other people came with their illnesses,
and he cured them. But when he cured a leper in the
next village, curiously, he told the man to keep it quiet.”
Peter told a lot of other stories and what he could
recollect of Jesus’ teachings. He recalled how Jesus
chose another eight followers, so that there were a
dozen in the inner circle. He nicknamed Simon, Peter;
and James and John, the “Sons of Thunder”: he didn’t
say, but one suspects that Jesus thought Simon was a bit
of a blockhead, and the Zebedee brothers headstrong.
With all the argy-bargy with the scribes, his family were
very upset: but he said that it is those who do God’s will
who are his family. And so it went on. Not all the stories
showed Peter in the best light.
When Jesus asked the disciples who they thought he
was Peter blurted out ‘The Messiah’. But Jesus warned
them that it might not all turn out well and told Peter
off when he said that surely couldn’t be. A bit later, he
took three of them up a mountain, where they saw Jesus
talking with Moses and Elijah: Peter babbled something
about making tents for them, but the vision soon
vanished. Peter found it all very puzzling. On the one
hand, Jesus acted as though he was going to bring
about the big change: on the other, he kept his head
down and seemed apprehensive that he would end up
like John. Which is, of course, what happened.
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The point I am trying to make is that, if you remove “the
Son of God” from the opening verse (it’s not in all the
manuscripts) and retell Mark in the sort of words and
expressions we might use today, the gospel reads like a
story of a man among men, warts and all. Moreover, it
sounds like the recorded reminiscences of an eyewitness fairly soon after the events, before they had

time to develop
a theology. The
idea that Jesus’
thought
developed also
helps us to deal
with some of
the passages we
are reluctant to
ascribe to the
divine.
Mark’s gospel is
generally
accepted as the
first of the four
in the New
St. Mark by Andrea Mantegna
Testament. It is
generally dated around 70 CE because some passages
appear to predict the traumatic events of that time. On
this reading, the original writing could be much earlier,
about 40 CE, before the spread of Christianity around
the Roman Empire, and before Paul developed his
theology. The Gospel as we have it would already
reflect the circumstances of the successive copyists.
It is generally agreed that the gospel ends at 16:8. If the
beginning and end have been “improved”, we have no
means of knowing to what extent the same has
happened to the rest of the text. At 14:59 we learn that
the witnesses at Jesus’ trial didn’t all agree: I suspect
that many were as bemused as Peter, so we shouldn’t
be surprised that there are discrepancies or that later
copyists may have altered the text to fit later events
and ideas.
My Father often said that it is difficult to imagine how
the world looked before Michelangelo. With two
millennia of developed theology, it is almost impossible
to think of Jesus as a man. However many times we
assert that Jesus was wholly man, we still think of him
mainly as wholly God and are amazed that he was not
recognised as such. This is not to say that he was ‘just a
man’. He was indeed formed by his Jewish upbringing,
as is shown by what he said, but he promulgated the
spirit of the Law in the best prophetic tradition rather
than the legalism of current religious practice. He
extended this spirit with his emphasis on love (loving
your enemies, the Good Samaritan, the Prodigal Son).
Things simply didn’t turn out the way he hoped, as
happened to many of the prophets before him.

Michael Hell was a buyer with Imperial
Metal Industries, returned to Church after
bereavement, practices the Alexander
Technique, and is an avid reader.

Afterlife?
It would appear that in many of the
major world religions, each a human
construct, there lurks a persistent belief
in some sort of existence beyond our
mortal one. Some people seem to be
convinced that by losing their lives in the
process of killing those they deem to be
‘infidels’, they are becoming martyrs for
the sake of their god, thus guaranteeing a
‘ticket to Paradise’. This is a grave
misunderstanding of the meaning of
martyrdom which is defined as the
yielding of one’s life rather than denying
one’s faith.
We should remind ourselves that the
Jews had no concept of an afterlife until
the idea was planted by the prophet
Daniel around the middle of the second
century BCE. By the beginning of the first
century CE, the seductive appeal of a
blissful existence after our mortal demise must have
attracted many adherents. To the deprived and
underprivileged majority, the vision of a grand reversal
of fortunes must have provided a large measure of
comfort. However, we should note that the Sadducees
did not support this afterlife concept, possible because
of their superior position in this life.
Against this background, it is hardly surprising that both
John the Baptist and the apostle Paul were among those
persuaded of the reality of the afterlife. The prevailing
view of Biblical scholars is that after his baptism in the
Jordan, Jesus became a follower of the Baptist, most
likely sharing his conviction. However, when his mentor
was arrested and executed, Jesus appeared to review his
ideas. As I have previously written (The Wilderness
Years), Jesus’ sojourn in the desert might well be a
metaphor for a time of reappraisal, the temptations
being various ways in which he might promote his
message. By the time he emerged in Galilee, his teaching
was far less about living in a manner that would
guarantee endless life, but about living in such a way
that would help to create a society ordered by God’s
principles. This change of understanding prompts
eminent scholar Karen Armstrong to write ‘Paul’s letters
show that his teachings bore little resemblance to those
of Jesus’ (Armstrong, Karen, Fields of Blood, 2014).
Recognising that the greatest ever-present fear which
stalks mortals is that of dying, it is hardly surprising that
most of us cling to the comforting thought that death
really cannot be the end of us. The reassuring words
from John’s Gospel recited at many funerals is a
constant reminder of our need of security, but the
scholars of the Jesus Seminar hold the view that none of
the words attributed to Jesus in that gospel, save for one
verse, may be realistically accepted as genuine.

John Spade
www.flickr.com/photos/john-spade/10482459063
Attribution 2.0 Generic (CC BY 2.0)

The message of the Baptist was ‘repent and be saved’,
whilst that of Paul was ‘believe that Jesus died for your
sins and gain eternity’ – a message still proclaimed by
the Christian Church. That daring scholar John Dominic
Crossan reminds us that Jesus calls us to discover the
Kingdom of God whose ‘open commensality and radical
egalitarianism are more terrifying than anything we have
ever imagined’ (Crossan, Dominic, Jesus, a Revolutionary
Biography, 1994). He reinforces this by saying this is the
only life we know, and the need to make this world
better for everyone is all we need to know. John Shelby
Spong urges is to live fully and love wastefully. In his
final book Convictions (2014), the late Marcus Borg
reflects that ‘an emphasis on the afterlife focuses
attention on the next life to the detriment of attention
to this life’.
The fact that Jesus’ call was very different from that of
John the Baptist, his erstwhile teacher, would suggest
that Jesus’ resurrection to a new understanding came at
the beginning rather than at the end of his ministry. The
disciples, who we are led by Mark to believe were ‘slow
to understand’, finally got the message and their
‘resurrection’ in a radical life change began not at Easter,
but at Pentecost.
Jesus – or rather the spirit of God – is still saying ‘never
mind the afterlife; life of lasting quality is yours now for
the taking. This egocentric world is dying for a radical life
change.

Jack Dean is a member of Free to
Believe and St. Mark's CRC. He now
attends the URC, having served as
Elder and Lay Preacher.
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Prayer beyond belief
My religious practice has been
enriched, challenged,
encouraged, and motivated from
when I first began to take Jesus
seriously. The aim of religious life
is surely not so much one of
declaring a belief in metaphysical
notions as one of personal
growth. Of seeking
transformation, being nurtured
into loving more, seeking
integrity, reflecting carefully to
find discernment, being open to
new knowledge and insight from
whatever source it may come. Of
learning from error, mistakes or
omissions - our own and others,
and valuing the glory and beauty
of life and creation.
My practice changed when I laid
aside my Anglican ministry (after
37 years) and became a Quaker in
2000. Over some years, in the largely silent Quaker
Meetings for Worship, I became aware of no longer
seeking insights or leadings from the beyond, but from
within. As I reflected I realised that the traditional
concepts of God no longer fitted my experience, and I
left God behind.
I also came to realise that without specific exercises to
nurture my spiritual development, I was on too meagre
a diet.
ACTS
As an Anglican, I used to practice a classic structure of
prayer, with the handy acronym ACTS: Adoration,
Confession, Thanksgiving, and Supplication - another
word for "intercession". To this I added Listening.
I have revisited these spiritual practices and adapted
them to my current theological outlook. I find them even
more enriching in their new form. I use the same initials,
which now stand for Awe, Concern, Thankfulness, and
Self-examination.
I find spending time and thought reflecting on what fills
me with awe, is a very prayerful exercise. The wonder of
the new life of a baby, the magnificence of a glorious
sunset, the complexity of the eye, the delicate structure
of a flower, or the vastness of the universe fill me with
awe. The skill and compassion of people who dedicate
their lives to care for others in need is to me awesome.
The skills of craftsmen and women, of surgeons and
scientists, of artists, musicians, and acrobats, of
designers of complex or beautiful systems, of
technology, and people with special gifts can leave me
awed.
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http://irrlicht71.deviantart.com/art/Every-candle-a-prayer-215404404
Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 3.0 License

I no longer feel I need to say "thank God" - but I am
indeed deeply thankful.
Concerns
For a long time I felt increasingly uncomfortable with
offering God a shopping list of requests. I think it was
coming to realise that for me, "asking prayer" no longer
seemed appropriate, that led me to saying "Goodbye" to
God.
I do think it important to articulate concerns for the well
-being of people, of our world, of those who make
important decisions on our behalf. It clears in my mind
what I think needs to be done. I prefer now to look as
carefully and as thoroughly as I can at any situation, and
consider what steps seem to be needed to amend,
improve, protect, or otherwise act.
So I might consider: should I take some action - speak to
someone about it, write to my Member of Parliament,
write to a newspaper, join an action group, phone
someone, or seek to engage others to join me in taking
action? On the other hand, I might feel that though the
issue is a weighty one, there is little or nothing I can do
about it. So I grieve for the bereaved, feel for those
persecuted or in pain, and rejoice with those who
rejoice. I adapt the words of Reinhold Niebuhr and I seek
the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the
courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to
know the difference.
In my Concerns, I am not just thinking of what I can do
and how I can do it, to make some practical difference to
the lives of people in need. I also, in Jesus’ vision of
loving living, visualise enriching the quality of
relationships.

Thankfulness
I am very conscious that I live a privileged life in
comparison with people from nations devastated by
war, persecution, drought, famine, and lack of
education. Television has brought into our sitting rooms
the suffering of the world. To be immersed in an
awareness of so much suffering, and be able to do little
or nothing about it, is depressing. While I do not ignore
those difficulties, I do make a point of being conscious of
being grateful for many things that otherwise I would
take for granted. It does also prompt me to see whether
I can do anything at all to enhance life for anyone I can
help.
Self-examination
The unexamined life is not worth living. In examining
myself, I apply some of the lessons I bring from my
experience as a counsellor. Yes, I do think it is important
to be self-critical, but my years steeped in the classic
Christian theology of original sin, confession, and
negativity have given me an impetus to look for the
positives in some of my thoughts, words and deeds, as
well as the negatives.
If I have done or said something badly or well, I seek to
learn from that experience, to see how I can make
positive changes. Above all, I think the motto for selfexamination in this way is: "Amplify the positives:
reduce the negatives”.
The important for me is to regard each of these
“exercises” as specific tasks from time to time. Unless I
am that specific, each of these activities could just not
get done.
Silence and Stories
To these spiritual exercises I include the practice of
silencing my mind. I have found the book ‘Silence Your
Mind’ by Ramesh Manocha helpful in understanding the
benefits of doing so. (Google him for more information)
I also value the enriched understanding that modern
biblical scholarship gives us in understanding the myths
and stories of the Hebrew and Christian scriptures.
Themes in those scriptures that I had not recognised as
so important in the past have become clearer to me:
hospitality, speaking truth to power, repairing damaged
relationships, generosity of spirit and resources, actions
not just words as the true test of discipleship, integrity
and simplicity, a concern for the well-being of society as
a whole and not just prioritising that of the fellowship of
faith.
For me, this is Prayer beyond Belief - though I know
many others will not accept it as prayer, and wonder
where the belief is. If “belief” is really “trust”, my trust is
in learning ways of being faithful to what I find attractive
and challenging in Jesus of Nazareth. I obviously don’t
completely share his world-view as I do not direct my
spiritual practices to God, but much of what he said and
did inspires and motivates me.
Michael Wright

PCN Liturgy Task Group (LTG)
This task group came about as a result of last
year's consultation on PCN's priorities.
The group is committed to making known words
and music that have been tried and tested with a
wide variety of groups of Progressive Christians in
different parts of the world. e.g. Rex Hunt.
There is already a considerable quantity of
material held by PCN, and the LTG hopes other
people will be willing to let us see and share what
has worked for them. The group consists of
Adrian Alker, Sandra Griffiths, Maureen Foxall,
Geraint Rees, Pat Fuller and Tony Rutherford. We
are going to examine all the offerings we have
received to date, decide how to collate them and
how to make them known to all.
If any other PCN member would like to share in
this task, please let me know. We meet for 30 40 minutes during or after each PCN committee
meeting and communicate by email.
Tony Rutherford: tony.rutherford@pcnbritain.org.uk
01892 541009

Poem: Ingoldmells: Easter Sunrise
Leaving the car I watch bladder wrack
celebrate in the North Sea.
Prayer will drown in this swell
so I parcel up errant days
in ancient words.
The remembrance of these things
is grievous unto me.
The burden of them is intolerable.
Then standing in eel grass
I sift out thoughts of this son.
An infant crying for his stars:
bringing fresh minted futures.
A son making our making:
Feathers, bubbles and dark matter.
A son, love’s puzzle:
picking corn, eating figs.
A son wedding his will to a father:
in pain and blood.
A son rising like this sun:
for red dulse and living dust.
A son on the beach waiting:
grilling fish.
Jarring queries: fuzzy answers.
There’s the map for Mogg’s Eye.
The car coughs, skids on sea lettuce.
Ingoldmells is left to breakfast
at the edge of rapture.

Derek Webster
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I Believe ...
After a church discussion group Monty Lynds
drafted a statement of his own beliefs. They are
personal reflections so he expects quite a lot of
agreement and disagreement on them.
There is one God. The one God is known by many
different names; e.g. God, Jehovah, Elohim, Allah, Baal,
Krishna, Zeus, Zoroaster, Mithras etc. etc. All religions
and spiritual pathways are human inventions and
products of the human imagination. This fact does not
make them irrelevant or reduce their importance or
validity. We need them to help us find the living God and
to relate to her.
I am a Christian but am aware that all uncorrupted faiths
and spiritual pathways can take us into that experience
that we, as Christians, call God. I was born into a
western Christian society. If I had been borne in Tibet, I
suspect I would have been a Buddhist, in India a Hindu.
What is God? Who knows? We cannot hope to
completely understand the infinite. I certainly do not
believe in a superhuman, omnipotent being beyond the
sky, controlling matters. I think the size of the universe
makes this impossible and uncomprehending. (Billions of
galaxies each made up of billions of stars and planets).
Even less do I believe in some sort of cosmic policeman
and judge who looks down malevolently on us when we
sin and smiles on us when we do good works.
God, I believe, has many different aspects; some of
which we know and understand, some of which we will
come to know and some we can never know or
understand. Consider the creative force that brought
forth the beginnings of time and matter those many
billions of years ago in the Big Bang: a creative process
that did not cease then, but is one ever changing
continuation of creation and renewal, a creative process
of evolution that brought forth the living world over
many millions of millennia.
God is the laws of science, the spirit that is present in all
things in this world and in the universe, the
transcendent spirit that is present outside the illusions
of physical time and space. God is love, the source of all
love. God is the force of life, the ground of all our being.
God is that which is present in the hearts and minds of
all human beings. I suspect that it is the spiritual
energies generated from this aspect of God that answers
prayers, gives us healing. Nature is an aspect of the living
God. God is in nature; nature is part of God.
Do I believe in a personal God? I believe there are many
aspects of God that are personal; other aspects,
perhaps, are not. Sometimes, too, it is necessary for us
to personify God in order to relate to her. Humanity has
always needed to create God in its own image to
understand him. Emotions such as love, compassion and
righteous anger have to, ultimately, be personal.
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What about the Holy Scriptures? The Bible, the Torah,
the Quran, the Bhagavad Gita, the Pali cannon etc. all
give us glimpses and let us look at the divine mind
through the medium of myths, legends, poetry, prophets
and history but it is important to remember that all
scriptures were ultimately composed by human beings
with human fallibility. They cannot be inerrant. They
cannot be the indisputable word of God although they
can contain insights into the word of God.
It is important to also realise that God did not cease
speaking to us hundreds or thousands of years ago. The
words of modern day prophets and mystics are just as
valid in our search for the divine as are works of science.
God, too, is found in the living world, acts of human
kindness, works of art and many other ways. Meditation
and prayer can show us a clearer view of the godhead.
Jesus and the Christ? As a Christian I believe in Jesus as
my gateway into the God experience. Was Jesus God
incarnate, the Son of God? In truth, I do not really know.
We are all sons and daughters of God as we have all
evolved from that same mass which resulted in creation
in the Big Bang so God created and gave birth to us all
ultimately. We all have the divinity of God within us that
is within all things.
However, with Jesus, I suspect his divinity is much
stronger than for the rest of us. His teaching, his healing
and ultimately the way he accepted his own rejection,
torture and death for the sake of the Kingdom of God on
this earth point to something greater. So, yes, I suppose
that I do believe in Jesus as Son of God even if the
biblical references to this were political, preferring Jesus
as Son of God to the emperor as Son of God. To me
however it is Jesus’ true humanity that is his appealing
characteristic.
I cannot believe in the virgin birth as a literal occurrence.
It is a myth also found in other traditions. (e.g. Mithras
was born of a virgin as were Zeus and Isis. Mostly, too,
the God characters were born at the winter solstice,
indicating the coming of the sun.) I suspect the myth
developed from the desire to prove the divinity of Jesus
and has also been prolonged by our hang-ups on sex.
The resurrection, I believe, is a different matter. I do
struggle with the idea of a physical resurrection of the
body but clearly something very powerful happened
after the crucifixion. I believe Jesus was resurrected in
spirit, in a resurrection experience, but am not prepared
to speculate exactly what the occurrence was, or is.
I am agnostic on the miracle stories. As literal
occurrences some are more credible than others. It is
the meanings behind the myths that are important.
Again, the Gospel writers used them as a means of
stressing Jesus’ divinity.

In referring to
the Christ, I
think this is a
different matter.
I believe that the
ascension
parable
indicated Jesus
becoming part
of all things
present in the
Cosmic Christ.
(Biblically, I think
Saint Paul refers
to this.) The
cosmic Christ,
the anointed
one, the
messiah, I
believe is
present for ever
in all things and
can be found
within all faiths
and spiritual
paths and is
called by many
different names.
Heaven, hell and
the afterlife? I am convinced that most of the ideas of
heaven and hell are promoted by leaders, unscrupulous
wealth owners and authorities over the years to keep
people in their place, “Accept your lot now and you will
be rewarded in the next life; misbehave and disobey us
and you will go to Hell!” I believe that Saint Matthew’s
Gospel only points to the, “The hell of fire” the burning
bonfire outside the city where all brigands’ bodies were
disposed of.
To express certainty, either way, on the afterlife and
what happens after death is ridiculous; we simply do
not know and we must trust in God to deliver whatever
will be.
For the record, I do believe in the hereafter but I cannot
speculate what this may be. I believe there are many
indicators of our continuing existence. Perhaps, like
Jesus, we become part of all things. Eternal bliss and
eternal damnation are no more than fairy tales! To be
too certain of the afterlife means to spend your whole
life waiting for it and ignoring the joys, problems and
spirituality of this life.
The Kingdom? Jesus talks about the afterlife but, I
believe, that the main thrust of his message is that “The
Kingdom of God is with us now.” The main message of
Jesus is the coming of the kingdom of love, peace, social
justice, help for the poor and disadvantaged, respect for
all. It is this message for which he came and for which
he died. The kingdom is already with us. As Christians it

should be our primary purpose to try and expand that
kingdom. If there is something afterwards, that is just a
bonus!
Jesus died for my sins? I cannot, in honesty, make the
statement. I cannot believe that was his purpose. Can
we really suggest that God requires a blood sacrifice
when he is the source of all love? I find the whole idea
totally revolting!
The devil? The idea of a physical devil is, quite frankly,
somewhat ridiculous and rather lets humanity off the
hook when it comes to evil. There is, however, a force
of evil within the human psyche - illustrated by the
forces drummed up by the likes of Adolf Hitler and by all
of us in less spectacular ways. I accept the idea of the
devil purely as a metaphor for human evil.
Conclusion? The foregoing is a brief summary of my
beliefs which I will constantly update. Faith is not a
constant. It is a journey which takes many twists and
turns along the way. We should always be aware of new
truths, new opinions and new discoveries which alter
old beliefs and pathways. God is not a constant. God is
ever changing.

Monty Lynds is a Reader, has been a
PCN trustee and treasurer, and now
co-ordinates the South Northants and
North Bucks group with his wife Jane.
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News from local groups
Please contact group convenors or
see the relevant PCN Britain web
page for further details.
Newcomers are always welcome.

01204 456050

Jim Hollyman
jim.hollyman@pcnbritain.org.uk

We attract about 15 members
drawn from a growing total
membership. We have continued to
use Tony Windross’ book, The
Thoughtful Guide to Faith, to start
us off. After taking a progressive
view of Christmas, we discussed
issues linked with Heaven and Hell.
This led us to reflect on the words
traditionally used in funeral services
which will be our theme for March.
We have invited a celebrant from
the Institute of Civil Funerals to
come and tell us of his experience in
planning funerals with individuals
and families who prefer not to use
the traditional theistic liturgy.
On the first Tue of the month, our
meetings will be at 7.30pm on 1st
Mar at St Peter’s Church Room,
Drayton. The next two meetings, on
5th Apr and 3rd May, will be at St
Michael’s Church Room Abingdon.

Such has been the interest and
enthusiasm that instead of meeting
every two months we have decided
to meet monthly.
Our thinking will be challenged this
year by Richard Holloway’s book
“Doubts and Loves” where what he
has tried to do “is to reclaim three
revolutionary elements from what is
left of the spirit of Jesus – i.e. to
uncover the challenge of Jesus to
human systems that are allowed to
harden into tyrannous absolutes; to
point to the angry pity of Jesus and
the endless challenge of social hope;
to look at forgiveness – the most
distinctive of Jesus’ teachings”. He
says “the issue is… can we discover
new ways of using the Christian
tradition that will deepen our
humanity, our care for the earth and
for one another.”
Our meetings are on the second
Wednesday of each month at
1.30.pm until approximately 3 pm.
They are held at 1462 Junction Road
West, Lostock, Bolton, BL6 4EG.

Birmingham

Brighton

Abingdon
01235 530480
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Bolton

Cliff Marshall
cliff.marshall@pcnbritain.org.uk

Richard Tetlow

Sue Harrington

0121 4494892 richard.tetlow@pcnbritain.org.uk

07943 401608 sue.harrington@pcnbritain.org.uk

After refreshments we first turn to
ourselves and what topics have
struck us personally in the last
month. These might include very
stirring issues like migration. We
have divided our two hours between
this kind of preamble and a topic.
After Christmas we could not resist
commenting on it, the beauty and
literalism inferred for so many in so
many carols. Our topic was ‘A new
kind of Christian’ by Brian McLaren.
In Feb we took ‘Christianity without
God’ by Lloyd Geering appreciatively
unlocked by Michael Hell .
We have planned the conference
‘Exploring Worship: why and how’
on Mar 5th in the beautifully
modernised Gothic church of St John
and St Peter in Ladywood.
We continue to meet afternoons,
every first Monday of the month.

Beyond Belief is a new-ish group
having started meeting in Sept 2015.
We meet about every six weeks and
our current venue is The Emporium
in Brighton, which once was the
London Road Methodist church!
The group is going well with
numbers between 12 – 17, including
one gentleman who travels from
Flitwick to be with us! We attract a
wide range of people, mostly
(progressive) Christians but we have
two regular attendees who would
probably identify as atheists. So we
have some pretty interesting
discussions. Our last meeting was on
“Radical Inclusivity”. Other topics we
have discussed include “The God we
don’t believe in” and “Drinking from
others’ wells”. Notes are on our
webpages under Bulletins.
We haven’t settled on a regular

venue yet. We've tried two places
now; at the first the geography of
the room made it hard to hear. The
second is better but it's a large
space and sometimes other users
make it hard for us to hear one
another. We continue to seek (on
lots of levels) and we'll soon sort it.

Cardiff, Pontprennau
02920 758430

Jane Hexter

jane.hexter@pcnbritain.org.uk

I took over as convenor in January
from Bob Charnley. Many thanks to
Bob for all his hard work.
We meet on the 1st & 3rd Tue each
month in Pontprennau Community
Church, CF23 8LL at 7.30pm.
We have already enjoyed some
interesting talks this year; one from
Rev Tom Arthur on “the taboo of
knowing who we are”, and one from
Ron German, a Unificationist who
talked to us about his religion and
his thoughts on PCN - as he has been
attending our meetings for a while.
Some of our group are attending a
lecture at the University of South
Wales; then we look forward to
some talks by Geraint Rees, Sally
Thomas and John Henson.
We hope to host Brian McLaren in
Cardiff in October, provisionally
Thurs 13th Oct; look out for news on
the PCN website and hold the date!

Driffield Raymond Eveleigh
01262 420062 raymond.eveleigh@pcnbritain.org.uk

After a break in Jan we began the
new year with a summary of Prof.
Bart Ehrman lectures on the
‘Historic Jesus’. Ehrman concludes
that Jesus was an Apocalyptic
preacher who expected the parousia
to take place imminently. His
followers were likewise
apocalypticists. Clearly in one
obvious sense they were wrong.
Ehrman then raises the fascinating
point that Jesus’ followers ‘took the
religion of Jesus and changed it into
a religion about Jesus.’
Is it possible that Jesus could have
been mistaken about the coming of
the ‘Son of Man’? ‘To err is human,
to forgive divine’ said the bard.

Our next meetings will be led by
Harry Holdsworth on the subject of
‘Prayer in the Progressive Church’
and then the project of Spong,
‘’Charting a New Reformation’.

Exeter
01392 668859

Liz Vizard
liz.vizard@pcnbritain.org.uk

We are hosting Adrian Alker, Chair
of PCN Britain, to speak to us on
Sunday April 10th at 2.30pm at
Southernhay URC hall on the subject
of his new book. Adrian will also be
preaching at URC Southernhay
(Southernhay East Exeter EX1 1QA)
at 10.30 am. All are welcome. We
are really looking forward to
welcoming Adrian, especially as it
will be the first meeting since our
'pause' last summer. We hope to
have one or two larger meetings like
this each year, and to encourage
some smaller groups to meet in
Exeter or South Devon. If you would
like to host and organise one in your
home or other venue, I will be happy
to get you started.
We are also planning our stall in the
Churches' tent at the Devon County
Show on 19-21 May, where we will
have a PCN Britain display. We hope
to see PCN members attending and
to encourage others to join.

Stirling (Forth Valley)
07577 564092

Jon Cape

jon.cape@pcnbritain.org.uk

We are in our second year and meet
monthly (Sept-June) currently in
Bridge of Allan. The day of the week
varies to allow our 20+ membership
to attend at least some sessions. We
worked through Val Webb’s ‘Like
Catching Water in a Net’ before her
lecture in April 2015. We have held a
series of one-off sessions looking at
a range of topics: e.g. compassion,
climate change, prayer, forgiveness
& spirituality. In June we plan to
support PCN Britain’s participation
in the Solas Festival near Perth, and
in October we will host another
speaker event with Adrian Alker.

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

Our day-time ‘Journey Group’ meets
at Wesley Chapel, Oxford Street,
Harrogate (HG1 1PP) at 2.30pm
(2.15 for coffee) on the first Thurs of

each month. Attendance 10-15.
Recent discussions have included
“Beyond religion” by The Dalai Lama
(very interesting); “The Untold
story” (i.e. what the person in the
pew actually thinks but rarely talks
about!) from PV 14; “Social
Unconditioning” from PV 13.
Interest is being shown in Richard
Rohr, his website, and his daily
emailed articles - free on request,
and much good debatable stuff.

Hertfordshire Diana Reddaway
01707 330570 diana.reddaway@pcnbritain.org.uk

Meetings take place on the 3rd
Sunday each month (4pm - an hour's
discussion then light refreshments.)
Currently we are exploring the work
of Borg and Crossan.

Kendal

Norman Burnell

01539 737432 norman.burnell@pcnbritain.org.uk

The group came about as a result of
the northern launch of PCN by Jack
Spong in Kendal URC back in 2003.
Activity and strength has varied over
the years, always under the wing of
KEG (Kendal Ecumenical Group). We
have been flagging for some time as
we’ve aged. We have reached the
point where KEG itself is winding up
so our group has quietly faded away.
Several members still share their
interests, and promote Progressive
Christianity wherever opportunity
presents and maintain membership.
Best wishes to all the groups who to
keep up the good work.

NE Lincolnshire
01472 509857

John Sharp

john.sharp@pcnbritain.org.uk

Our group meets on the first Sat of
each month, 10-noon. We have
planned a varied programme with
an overarching theme: Where may
we find God? In March, we are
meeting some Muslims who will talk
about their beliefs and religious
practices with the aim of discovering
how we may be able to find God
through contact with those of other
faiths. We shall do the same with an
invitation to Buddhists in May. On
both of these occasions, we will be
having lunch together to enjoy
informal conversations. In April,
Adrian Alker is going to speak on the
theme of his new book, “Is a radical

church possible?” Later we shall
consider: “May we find God through
suffering?” and “May we find God in
solitude?” We will also have a talk
by a speaker who believes God is to
be found in social action and explore
how we can find God through
immigration. We are happy that an
influx of new members has reduced
our average age! Good news!

Manchester John Ramsbottom
0161 456 5119 john.ramsbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk

We have continued to hold regular
monthly meetings following the
theme “Exploring what I believe”.
This will continue with several of our
members introducing their take on
this and perspectives of what faith
means. However in Jan and Feb we
adopted a slightly different format
using a DVD from the PCN library.
The talk given in by Gretta Vosper at
Bloomsbury Baptist church in
London, 2014. As she is quite a
controversial figure, having been
recently censored by her own
church in Canada, this promises to
be an interesting session which
pushes the boundaries of what it
means to be Christian. Whether it is
possible to still claim this when
denying the existence of “God” is
clearly a topic for further discussion.
In June when we will plan for the
autumn. No meetings July or August.
Autumn promises some other
interesting evenings with a guest
speaker. Adrian Alker has agreed to
introduce his new book and there is
a possibility of another visitor.
We meet generally on the 4th Wed
of the month at Heaton Moor
United Church in Stockport.

Newbury
01635 47196

Maria Grace
maria.grace@pcnbritain.org.uk

We are in good heart! We lost one
member due to a move and gained 3
new ones! Sessions have included:
God in Process’, looking at a Quaker
pamphlet by Thomas Gates: ‘I want
to show that it is possible to think
coherently about God, that does
justice both to the scientific world
view and to our deepest spiritual
intuitions. In this vision God is less
like a King and more like an energy
field that nudges us to True North.’
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We then delved into the Bible to
look at the Beatitudes, which offers
a lot of food for thought and action.
In them Jesus clearly attacks the
agenda of the ego. Calling blessed
those who are poor in spirit,
renounce the lust for power and
take a stand for justice and peace.
They are a compact handbook for
holiness, with a challenge for us all.
Our last session, ‘The perennial
tradition’, interactively led
by a female local vicar, included
meditations and wisdom from
Richard Röhr and Carl Jung.
Our next session is led by a historian
who helped produce a film about
the British role in Palestine 1917-48 .

Newcastle
01670 51980

Pat Fuller
pat.fuller@pcnbritain.org.uk

We continue to hold very interesting
discussions over the sharing of food.
In Jan we considered words that
challenge our understanding of
faith. Among the words discussed
were ‘redemption’, ‘The Lamb’,
‘salvation’, ‘love’ and, of course,
‘God’. Our Feb meeting will consider
biblical stories that challenge our
understanding of faith. In March and
April we plan to use Marcus Borg’s
CD, ‘Being Christian in the 21st
Century’ to consider ‘A sacrifice for
sin’ and Easter.
On Sat May 7th Adrian Alker, Chair of
PCN Britain, is coming to Newcastle
to address the question, ‘Is a Radical
Church Possible?’. This event will be
held in St Thomas the Martyr
Church, Newcastle. Further details
from liztemple51@gmail.com or
pat.fuller@pcnbritain.org.uk.
We also hope to host an evening in
Oct with Brian McLaren. Brian was
last in Newcastle a few years ago at
an event organised by Greenbelt.
2016 is looking exciting for PCN
Newcastle and the N.E. Region.

Oadby

Gerald Gardiner

0116 2713869 gerald.gardiner@pcnbritain.org.uk
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We continue to meet monthly
sharing our experiences, reflections
and encounters, held together with
Living the Questions DVD, thinking
theologically and facing the
challenges confronting a progressive
Christian life-style. Can we talk

about God? How can we talk about
God? Can worship be meaningful
when so much is still set in what
seems to be out-dated language?
We are never short of questions,
and somehow in individual style
enough belief emerges into a
compassionate life-style.
We move into a new year with plans
for an autumn half day conference
led by Rev. Adrian Alker.

St Albans

Richmond

Shoreline (Norfolk Broads) Julia Morris

0208 878 7355

Alan Powell
alanepowell@blueyonder.co.uk

We are currently considering the
1999 Gresham Lectures on Living
Theology by Richard Holloway. They
have yielded much thoughtful and
helpful discussion.
The final lecture “Living with Other
Beliefs” is the subject of the meeting
on Saturday 27th February.

Rugby
01788 562562

Nicola Phelan
nicola.phelan@pcnbritain.org.uk

We continue to meet every two
months and are pleased to have
welcomed new people over the last
year. Sadly one of our members,
Harry who was in his nineties died
this year. He had read widely and
always kept us alert with challenging
questions and we miss him.
We continue to explore themes
rather than specific books and in
Sept the topic was ‘Belonging not
Believing’ which stimulated
discussion as to whether people stay
within churches when the emphasis
is on the latter for the sake of the
former. In Nov we explored themes
of just war and pacifism which
seemed relevant in the context of
world events and a range of views
were expressed. January saw us
reflecting on the past year and
looking forward into this one. The
impact of being a stranger in
another country and integrating in a
community was shared by two
members, and other experiences
included changing life circumstances
after retirement from parish life,
moving to a new community, and
perspectives following reaching a
significant age. This led to
thoughtful discussion on roles and
identity. On Mar 21st, the topic:
‘Impact of Myth and Story’.

01727 760058

John Churcher
john.churcher@pcnbritain.org.uk

We continue to explore the
challenging book by Roger Ray,
"Progressive Faith and Practice"
alongside other sessions: Thurs 24th
Mar a Seder 'Meal'; Thurs 28th Apr;
Thurs 26th May; Thurs 23rd June.
Sessions at Trinity URC begin with
light refreshments, 7.30-9pm.
01692 598538

julia.morris2@btinternet.com

We are a core group of five peopleoften joined by members of
Fishpond (Norwich). We meet every
Thurs at 2pm in a member’s house.
Between us we attend various
churches and none.
We are grateful for, and frequently
use, PCN’s library of DVDs. The last
three months we have been
watching “Beyond Theology”.
Through a lecture by Karen
Armstrong we heard about TED talks
and have been delighted to discover
Podcasts of TED contributors on
many subjects. Free access to talks
and lectures by many “progressive”
writers and speakers means we are
not short of material. All these
engender and feed our discussions
along with local and national events
and the Church press.
Since we believe we must take
action on peace and justice issues,
as well as talk about them, we
collect for Water Aid, support a local
homeless charity at Christmas and
organise throughout the year the
collection and delivery of goods
from four villages for the Norwich
Foodbank – where the need
continues to grow.
We join in with Fishpond Meetings
in Norwich on the last Friday of the
month when we can.
We take time to share and support
one another through life’s joys and
challenges. We relish the freedom to
share, question, disagree, learn and
laugh together.

Stoke On Trent
01782 632895

Nigel Jones

nigel.jones@pcnbritain.org.uk

Our Oct meeting was led by Rev’d
Ian Gregory on Salvation. The key
point is not so much the phrase

‘forgiveness of sins’, which can be
perceived as fundamentally
negative, but awareness of God's
love in spite of a cruel world, as
revealed by Jesus and the cross.
People need transformation, not
punishment.
In Nov, I led with the question
"Where or what is God ?"; God is
'being', rather than 'a being' or
possibly (as Tillich said) "the ground
of our being". When talking of God,
we need knowledge through love so
that we can be in tune with that
spirit we call God.
In Dec, Simon Wright led a
discussion about the part that
schools can play in dealing with
religious extremism. Among
suggestions were the development
of critical thinking, questioning,
accepting evidence, having the right
relationship between religion and
politics, and above all seeing other
people as fellow human beings no
matter how much we appear to
differ from them. Caution is needed
in terminology, since some people
can have extreme views and yet not
seek to attack others.
After a winter break, we resume on
6 March to look first at a few
themes from Jonathan Sacks latest
book "Not in God's name"; our
programme is on the website.

Tavistock
01822 614613

Roger Cornish
roger.cornish @pcnbritain.org.uk

We meet every Tue mainly for
considering courses / lectures on
DVD. We recently entertained such
speakers as Bishop Jack Spong,
Father Richard Rohr, John Dominic
Crossan, Marcus Borg, Sr Joan
Chittister and Thora Hird (who had
us laughing and crying)! We are a
small informal group (about 10 of
us) and rarely have ‘live’ speakers to
our meetings as we are quite
isolated here and cannot afford high
accommodation and travel costs.
Last year we were blessed with two
well-known speakers: Val Webb and
Tony Windross who drew the
crowds. We also have larger
attendances (20 – 40) when we host
meetings / films on peace, refugee
and Palestinian issues. Membership
is largely URC but also Anglicans,

Quakers and Methodists.
I have recently retired from the
ministry of Tavistock URC but
continue to lead the PCN group.
Tavistock URC is entering a time of
vacancy and will be seeking
progressive and inclusive ministry.
Do you know anyone who might be
interested?

Teesside

Michael Wright

01642 851919 michael.wright@pcnbritain.org.uk

We have been meeting as a Book
Club for nearly 10 years now.
Usually our practice is to devote
several months to discussing one
book in detail. As we couldn’t find
one that appealed to us all, we have
recently been discussing various
books, introduced by members.
Dec was ‘Christianity After Religion’
by Diana Butler Bass. This, together
with reference to her book, ‘A
People’s History of Christianity’, was
interesting and informative, but very
American-focused that whilst we
learned from it, there was much we
couldn’t relate to the British scene.
January was ‘James the brother of
Jesus, and the Jerusalem Church’ by
Alan Saxby. This is a fascinating
exploration of the 35 years or so
from Jesus’ crucifixion, and the
largely hidden role of a clearly
influential figure in the early church:
James the brother of Jesus.
From February we are going to give
a detailed exploration to themes
that emerge from ‘Treasure Beneath
the Hearth’ by Edward Walker.
We are a small ecumenical group,
who find it so helpful to be open
about our views and questions, in
ways which some find difficult to do
in their own church communities.
We meet on the second Tuesday
each month at the Friends Meeting
House, 131 Cambridge Road,
Middlesbrough TS5 5HL.

Tunbridge Wells
01892 531541

Pat Churchill

pat.churchill@pcnbritain.org.uk

Our meetings are generally on the
last Tuesday of the month.
We tend to pick topics to discuss
rather than following a set course
In Nov we discussed Refugees, and a
member shared her helping to sort
clothing for a large number of those

in the camps in Calais.
In early Jan 14 adults and 4 children
sat down to a very pleasant Pub
lunch; a lot of catching up was done.
Some adults and all the children
then went for a walk in the park.
Later on in the month we had a very
enjoyable evening discussing
‘Community’: those communities we
had been involved with, or still
belong to, and how they worked.
This gave much to think about and
led to some interesting discussion.
We then listened to small parts of a
Greenbelt talk on a particular
community followed by discussion
of how caring and sharing can lead
to pain and how difficult it was to
love with detachment.

N Worcestershire Tessa Carrick
01527 873135

tessa.carrick@pcnbritain.org.uk

Our Feb meeting considered the
material relating to Marcus Borg in
the Autumn Progressive Voices. We
began with a short recording from
the Edinburgh 2010 Conference
including the opening prayer he
used at the service. After an
introduction by one of our members
our discussion led us to reflect on
the nature of God and of Jesus and
the words used to describe both.
We found difficulties in expressing
our own views. Nearly everyone
contributed, however difficult each
of us found it to express our own
understanding of God. The group
includes some long-standing
members but also includes some
newer ones. There is a strong sense
of mutual trust, friendship and
support so that everyone feels
confident to take part.
We have about 20 members with
about 12 coming to each meeting.
We meet in each other’s homes. Our
next meeting at 2.30pm on Fri 22nd
Apr will be held in Hagley, near
Stourbridge. We shall be discussing
Prayer and/or Meditation.
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Worship and Imagination
The Rex Hunt Conference attracted over 40 people
from the north of England including Leeds,
Sheffield, Middlesbrough, Berwick and places closer
to Newcastle. The venue, The Lit and Phil Library, 2
minutes from Central Station, proved to be well
equipped and comfortable. Rex had been invited by
PCN Britain and it was a delight to hear him speak.
The day was organised by PCN Newcastle and by
Breathing Space, a local discussion group. We were
treated by Joyce Firth to an excellent buffet lunch
and served by two volunteers.

“When the imagination is awake and alive,
fact never hardens or closes, but remains
open, inviting you to new thresholds of
possibility and creativity”.
Rex Hunt set the scene with these words of John
O’Donohue as he began his time with us.
We were introduced, first of all, to the present Christian
climate in the sub-continent of Australia, where Rex lives
as a retired minister, in a situation not entirely dissimilar
to that of the Church in the UK. The main issue is not
what to believe but how to articulate a Christian world
view for human life today. In Australia there is real
tension between those Christians who ‘guard the
tradition’ sticking to old and familiar lines, and
progressives who seek to challenge the tradition and
raise pertinent questions, all of which gives rise to them
being regarded as subversive.
Progressive thought itself flows in two streams,
integrationists who seek to reshape the Church from
within and re-constructives who seek to make a new
start outside of the existing structures. New directions
include that of eco-theology, rediscovering the life and
teaching of Jesus as opposed to institutional views of
him, and a recognition of mystery. Rex introduced us to
several Australian authors who are beacons of
progressive thought: Noel Preston, Norman Habel,
Lorraine Parkinson, and Val Webb, among others.
Following an excellent lunch Rex then shared with us his
concern that liturgy and life should be inter-related. He
feels church worship is paralysed by the preservation of
tradition, clergy domination and adherence to the rigid
guilt, confession, pardon, and absolution pattern. He
argued that worship needs to be a liberating experience
based on people’s real life stories, the need to celebrate
all that is good and positive about life, and for a
participative approach using natural and artistic symbols
such as water, rocks, earth, ribbons, wood, etc.
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For instance, baptism needs to become a celebration not
a sacrament which boosts orthodoxy. Although Jesus
was baptised by John (not a Christian baptism!) he did
not, as far as we know, practise it himself. The New
Testament has no single view on baptism. A sample

liturgy, provided by Rex, involves a thanksgiving for the
gift of life and recognition of a person’s place in creation
and a call to care for the earth.
And, again, Holy Communion needs to be re-designated
along the lines of a ‘Jesus Banquet’ rather than a rite
which reinforces orthodoxy. Jesus recognised the
importance of meals as community gatherings where
teaching could be done indirectly. The New Testament,
here again, is inconclusive about the origins of Holy
Communion, with many hints as to a diversity of
practice. Today it should be a source of spiritual vitality,
solidarity and community formation. Rex provided an
example of a liturgy showing how this may be achieved.
In the third session Rex emphasised the importance of
the need for liturgy to be focussed on the reality of the
world and its life and culture. For Australians the Revised
Common Lectionary is Euro-centred, alienates from the
natural seasons, reflects an outdated cosmology, and
does not recognise cultural differences between
northern and southern hemispheres. Australia is an old
continent, only in recent times being colonised and
evangelised mainly by Protestants. Aboriginal peoples of
many indigenous groups with their own earth-linked
religions formed the population for thousands of years.
Europeans have populated coastal areas in the main.
A relevant liturgy would relate to nature’s cycles,
communal relationships, life’s experiences, and see no
dichotomy between sacred and secular, as well as
engaging with biblical stories. At the moment liturgy is
“not rooted in the soil of the earth, but is a pot plant in
church”. Rex concluded with cogent comments on the
need for preaching too to be orientated in these ways.
The climax of the day was to experience a liturgy
prepared by Rex, with participation, and which
encapsulated the progressive thought he had shared
with us in the previous sessions. The boundaries of our
wisdom were much extended and imagination kindled.
Richard Firth

Reviews
One Yellow Door - A memoire of love
and loss, faith and infidelity
by Rebecca de Saintonge, published
by Darton, Longman and Todd
This is a
remarkable
book about
true events
in the life of
the author.
She explains
that she
found the
love of her
life in the
form of a
clergyman
called Jack,
twenty years her senior, who became
her second husband. As she
repeatedly tells us it was a marriage
full of laughter and a rare intuitive
closeness. But then tragedy strikes
and her husband is gradually disabled
by Diffuse Cortical Lewy Body Disease,
a shrinkage of the brain which in some
ways resembles Alzheimer’s disease.
It is many years before the diagnosis
emerges and yet from the book’s
perspective all this is by way of
background. At the point where a
name is finally put to the disease and
the terrifying prognosis emerges,
Rebecca switches from a well
described narrative to direct use of
her daily journal. The impact is
stunning; suddenly we are living the
experience with her, day by day, in all
its raw freshness. Here’s an excerpt
from the first entry:
So now, my love, I know the worst.
Your brain is shrinking inside your
skull. You are going to disintegrate
very slowly… you will feel our loving in
rags and your God absent, and I will
hold you to my breast and cradle the
shell of your skull, for you will have
gone, my lover, my dear one. But not
quite. But I am with you. I am your
wife. We will live through this together.
Through these journal entries, we gain
an insight into Rebecca’s journey of
the heart and the spirit. Jack’s
dependence on her becomes allconsuming and she begins to crumble
under the strain, all the time trying to
shield him from her suffering because
she doesn’t wish to add to his own. As

her own physical and mental
challenges grow, her very survival
seems to be in question. The shortest
sentence in the book is ‘God, you
bastard.’ Her survival must be put
down in large part to two men. One
her consultant psychiatrist and the
other a friend, who in the course of
time becomes her lover. The first
allows her to learn that when the
darkness of life is overwhelming, it is
OK to be overwhelmed. The second is
an understanding confidant and a
source of comfort. The book is a pageturner. What will be the outcome will Jack be dispatched to a nursing
home? Will the lover be given the
boot? What will Christian friends
make of the affair? Will she manage
to hang on to her love for Jack?
I take my hat off to her for sharing this
strikingly honest memoire. I am sure it
was a labour of love but it must have
been very painful to relive those
events in the writing of it. Thank you
for telling this story and thanks for the
postscript about where you are 10
years after Jack’s death.
Andy Vivian
(Rebecca joined PCN in 2015.)
Do we need God to be Good? by
C.R. Hallpike, Christian Alternative
I know many
good people
who live
their lives
without
God, so my
first thought
on receiving
this book
was to
question
whether I
was going to
find any relevance in it for me.
Christopher Hallpike makes it clear
right at the beginning that religious
belief does not make a person good
nor does atheism make people bad.
His book is written from a Christian
perspective because this is his
background, but the God he writes
about is not exclusively Christian, it
embraces other faiths.
The book begins by looking at how our
human nature developed through the

need to cooperate to survive and how
our basic moral ideas such as helping
others and fairness come from our
experience of living in society rather
than coming from a belief in God. The
development of religious belief is
extensively covered and the author
acknowledges the ills that have been
committed in God’s name. He argues
that the moral values of justice, care
for the weak and poor, empathy and
the willingness to sacrifice one’s own
good for that of others have all
developed through religion.
He then looks at the ideologies that
have developed since Darwin’s theory.
He considers Humanism by looking at
the works of Paul Kurtz and A.C.
Grayling, among others, and seeks to
demonstrate how the two basic
principles of Humanism (no
supernatural agency in the universe
and all ethics must be based on
experience) are flawed. He develops
this further by examining the writings
of Objectivists such as Ayn Rand ‘life is
an end in itself and man must live for
his own sake’. Communism, Fascism,
Totalitarianism, Behaviourism and
Nazism are all considered in depth.
I found the book absorbing and I will
no doubt reread it. Do we need God
to be good? He has convinced me that
“trying to base a moral life on atheism
and science actually has some nasty
surprises in store for us.”
Christine Clasper
Ethics in the Last Days of Humanity
by Don Cupitt, Polebridge Press
Towards
the end of
his life Don
Cupitt
considers
the state of
the world
today. It is a
pessimistic
view with
talk of end
times, the
“eschaton”,
coming ever closer. The signs are seen
here and now in climate change,
persistent wars, failed states,
terrorism, population growth, mass
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movement of people, increasing
inequality. Every one of these crises
seems insoluble even by the most
powerful states. What has gone
wrong? Cupitt describes the evolution
of religious thought and philosophy,
the insights and limitations of
scientific enquiry, and the causes of
international conflicts. On the whole,
in spite of setbacks, all seemed to be
making “progress” and moving toward
the betterment of society: even the
lessons of conflict were sometimes
learned. However, over the last 150
years the two world wars and
particularly the Hiroshima and
Nagasaki bombs have swiftly
transformed the outlook. The
previous dream of a bright future for
humankind turned into a nightmare
with our capability for destruction.
This man-made possibility starkly puts
full responsibility on ourselves rather
than relying on traditional beliefs with
a benign divine presence guiding us.
He asks: “Should we be urgently
persuading people to give up as
irrelevant all the older eschatologies
of which vestiges still survive amongst
us? . . . it is surely arguable that we
should now forget all about the
Second Coming, Christ’s Millennial
Reign on earth, the Last Trump, the
Last Judgement, and heaven and hell.
We need to drop all such ideas in
order to clear our heads for the
business of working out how we
should be living during the last days of
humanity.”
What then? His aim is to propose “an
appropriate ethic for us when we find
ourselves living in the last days of the
human race”. It has to be a
humanitarian ethic and one of its
sources might be derived from the
early Jesus that still has great
influence around the world: e.g., in
the medical and related professions
and international aid and human
rights organizations. We must not
withdraw into gated ghettoes, but get
involved. He concludes: ”If we wish to
be happy, even in the last days of
humanity, and even in our own last
days, we should fill the hole at the
centre of the self with love for it all.”
This is certainly a book for our time. It
is disturbing and pessimistic, but his
analysis, thinking and argument are
both sobering and persuasive.
Robin Story

The Bible from Scratch
by Simon Jenkins, Lion Books

This is the Bible study guide I wish I
had been given as a Sunday-school
prize. Alas, it wasn’t around then, as it
would have been such a help in my
subsequent desultory attempts at
reading the Bible seriously. I know
more about Shakespeare’s plays than I
do about the book which is supposed
to guide my life and thought.
This revised edition begins absolutely
from scratch. Simon Jenkins starts
with a general over-view of the
construction of the 66 books and then
discusses four views of “inspiration”.
Comment is put in its historical
context, e.g. strict fundamentalism
comes from mid-nineteenth century
America. The Old and New
Testaments get their own
introduction, and the daunting array
of books is split into manageable
blocks, followed by an individual
commentary on each book.
So far, so conventional. What makes it
so much more approachable is the
lively conversational style (without
being too silly, and as a retired
teacher I am touchy about silliness);
the clear plain English; presentation of
difficult material in manageable
snippets without trivializing the
subject; the daft but apposite
illustrations; and the sheer practical
helpfulness. He doesn’t pretend that
the Bible is just any old book; he
reminds us that it changes lives.
Don’t be put off by the apparently
jokey manner. I am sure it would be
useful to many teachers, leaders of
study groups and Bible circles, and to
individual readers of any age, to new
readers of the Bible and to those like
myself who have tried various
approaches and need to kick-start
their Bible reading with new ideas.
Valerie Smith

Biblical Literalism: A Gentile Heresy
by John Shelby Spong, HarperOne
Based on
Michael
Goulder’s
idea that
the synoptic
gospels are
a form of
midrash
written to
accompany
the Sabbath
liturgical
texts in
synagogues attended by Christian
Jews until the destruction of the
temple, this book is largely a
commentary on Matthew’s gospel.
However most scholars question
Spong’s definition of midrash, thus
making tenuous the underlying
argument for this book.
Spong gives major attention to the
atonement, writing ‘there is nothing
more important than freeing
Christianity from atonement
theology’. His restatement of the
meaning of the cross, as understood
before the 4th century, is that the
blood of Jesus poured out on the
cross, the doorpost of the world, has
an equivalence to the blood of the
sacrificed paschal lamb placed on the
doorposts of Jewish homes. Christians
believed that death would be
banished for those who came to God
through Jesus’ blood. Followers of
traditional religions, who marked the
entrance of their homes with the
blood of a sacrificed animal so that
evil spirits would pass over, readily
accepted this understanding of the
atonement when they became
Christians. Neither they, nor Spong,
need a substitionary sacrifice.
The book provides a useful
commentary on sections of Matthew,
such as the Lord’s Prayer and
parables, about which he repeatedly
says: ‘there is no way this parable
could have originated with Jesus’.
The book will help those who have
discarded much of traditional ritual
and belief to find ways of living as the
kind of transformed Christian that
Spong seeks to be in his remaining
years. We may now look forward to
his planned commentary on Luke as
the completion of his oeuvre.
Peter Varney

Grounded: Finding God in the World
by Diana Butler Bass, Harper Collins
This book is not primarily concerned
with defending or getting rid of
atonement theology. Nor does it set
out to
reinvent
creeds. It
opens with
the picture
of a dying
religious
community
perched
high above
a town to
which it is
largely
irrelevant; it
takes a wild fire to burn down the
monastery and force the monks to
move into the town and gradually get
into the mix. It ends with a description
of a simple service of Celtic music,
meditative readings of scripture and
healing prayer which attracted 850
worshippers (many of them firsttimers and not really sure they were
believers) even on Independence Day.
The idea underpinning the book is
that if we are to avoid the fate of the
first of those religious communities
we must answer the question people
are asking: "where is God?" The best
way to answer that question is to reengage with our natural and social
environment using the insights of the
mystics and the communitarian and
reforming instincts of movements
such as the Quakers.
The section on re-engaging with the
natural environment contains stories
of using agrarian projects to reclaim
derelict urban land and as job creation
schemes in areas experiencing
industrial decline such as Detroit.
There's also a compelling section,
based on biblical texts and
longstanding Christian traditions
based on those texts, reflecting on
how different aspects of creation such
as soil, water and sky reveal different
characteristics of the divine presence.
The section on the social environment
is less concerned with traditional
social and political campaigning,
though that does get a mention;
rather it is a reflection on notions of
roots, home, hospitality (the golden
rule of doing unto others as you
would be done to) and empathy

(learning to see things through the
eyes of others).
To be hospitable we need a physical
and spiritual home; there's a powerful
section on what happened when the
author started looking into the lives of
her ancestors revealing both the
positive and negative side of religion.
We need to be aware of, and work
within, what she calls our spiritual
DNA, and by practising empathy make
sure we don't become isolationist.
The author emphasizes that all her
ideas are part of a whole; picking and
choosing won't work.
She offers no guarantees as to what
will be the result of taking the
direction she recommends, except
that for those who are genuinely
involved things will almost certainly
get messy, even painful; there's a
section on a community's response to
the murder of a young student in its
midst. The point is that we will stand a
much better chance of answering the
question "where is God?" because we
will create a common space in which
we can credibly share ideas and
experiences with those of different
faiths, those of none and those who
declare themselves to be spiritual but
not religious. In terms of the pictures
of the two religious communities
mentioned at the start, we'll have
more of a chance of experiencing
what the second one did and we'll be
in the mix.
Guy Whitehouse
Is a Radical Church Possible?
by Adrian Alker, Christian Alternative
Questioning
is an
essential
feature of a
radical
approach to
Christianity,
so it is fitting
that Adrian
Alker
entitles his
book with a
question. To
provide an answer much of the
evidence he gathers comes from his
20 years as Vicar of St Mark’s,
Broomhill, Sheffield. It was a
transforming period not only for
himself, but also for the congregation.

That experience is fundamental to his
current thinking.
In Part 1: Being Honest about Jesus,
the work of New Testament scholars
and other critics provides the
evidence for building up a plausible
life of the man Jesus, his historical
context and teaching. The reliability
and value of what is contained in the
texts is examined with particular
reference to the birth narratives,
Jesus’ death and resurrection and his
legacy. Adrian concludes:
“Thanks to the work of historians
and others we can rediscover a Jesus
who can be and is, an inspiration to
people, a Jesus by whom the Church
and Christians can be shaped and
formed, a Jesus who leads us further
to be honest about God, the Bible
and the Church itself. But such a
discovery will, in my view, need a
radical reassessment by the Church
of its doctrines and its worship as
they relate to Jesus Christ.”
How we do this is suggested in Part 2:
Being Honest about the Church and
Christian Faith. It is clear that the
historic churches have failed in their
purpose. Surveys confirm this. Despite
the challenges of the 18th Century
Enlightenment, the orthodoxy of the
4th Century and its subsequent
accretions live on. No wonder
orthodox dogmas do not make sense
to nearly all of contemporary society.
One beam of light in the darkness is
the fact that most remaining
congregations still strive for social
justice in their communities and
beyond.
Imposed orthodoxy is a millstone that
must be dumped if Jesus’ radical
message of compassion and social
justice is to have appeal and prevail.
Prayer and creedal statements must
be relevant to contemporary life.
Hope for change lies in a growing
group of progressive movements.
Finally Adrian’s vision of what a
radical church looks like provides a
positive answer to the book’s title.
Each chapter ends with challenging
questions and a useful book list that
makes it suitable for study groups.
One last question: How will these
radical proposals arouse an
authoritarian hierarchy addicted to
doctrine? Discuss!
Robin Story
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The Junior Church leaders of
Penwortham United Reformed
Church were given review copies to
look through, and they offer the
following overall impressions:
The quality of the publication appears
to be very good; as well as being well
presented and well written. The
format however, in our opinion, is
very “educationally” based and we
felt that anyone attempting to use the
publication who has not had training
in the field of education or training
may find it difficult to adapt the
activities to suit a variety of children
and young people with differing
abilities and levels of understanding/
intelligence. (We say this from a
stance where three out of the four of
us reviewing the publication have
extensive training and experience in
the UK education system). In the
General Information a reviewer states
that “The material is easily adapted to
all types of learning styles and a
variety of age ranges can easily be
facilitated by teachers with a lot or
very little classroom experience”. We
would tend to disagree with that
statement.
We suggest that preparation and
planning for many of the topics would
take a comparatively long time to
enact in order to do justice to the
subject material and the children and
young people it is to be presented to.
We felt that the age range given as 6
to 10 years, may in some situations be
too young; some of the material
appeared better suited to older
individuals with perhaps more
experience of current affairs and
historical knowledge.
The material does not follow the
Lectionary, which in some instances

may be a disadvantage depending on
the type of church/group the classes
may be involved with.
Our overall impression was that
subjects and moral questions appear
quite “Black & White”, with little
movement for “Grey”, and of a more
evangelical tone.
The section on Comparative Religion
was again very well written, presented
and objectively stated. But whilst one
appreciates that the publication may
be used in a large variety of venues/
situations, and remembering the
suggested age range it is aimed at, we
wonder whether a deeper
understanding of Christianity is
required in order to then make any
sort of meaningful comparison to the
other world religions? By the same
token, is a “chapter” on Islam for
example, going to provide a
worthwhile or sufficiently
comprehensive appreciation of the
subject in which to outline the
similarities or differences? Whilst
agreeing that other religious practices
and beliefs are important matters to
understand and therefore be tolerant
of, we wonder whether one’s own
knowledge of each religion is
sufficient to pass on to young people,
thereby failing to do appropriate
justice to either party. If one is almost
totally ignorant of say Hinduism,
simple reliance on one publication for
one’s understanding would be both
dangerous and foolish. The subjects as
presented, again appeared to be very
“Black or White” and therefore
without personal knowledge the
educator could be too easily
compromised.
In conclusion we thought the books
were interesting with diverse subjects
covered, and were impressed in some
of the innovative ways the subject
matter and moral topics would
brought to the fore. Not altogether
user-friendly with regard to each
theme and the suggested materials to
be used in each session with the
children and young people.

The review copies are now available
for loan from the CRC library.

Library Access
The extensive St. Mark’s Centre
for Radical Christianity library in
Sheffield has been made
available to PCN members.
The library contains a thousand
books. Author and subject
catalogues are available on the
PCN website - link on our Home
Page, about half way down in the
right hand panel.

The CRC librarian, Maureen
Bowness, writes.
The library team and I are
pleased to welcome you to the
library at St Mark’s. Please
browse our catalogues then
follow the instructions to request
a book. We will post it to you for
a flat fee of £3. You are then
responsible for posting it back.
I am always pleased to receive
suggestions or requests for new
books. Recently, I have added
Not in God’s Name by Jonathan
Sacks, Jesus and Magic: Freeing
the Gospel Stories from Modern
Misconception by Richard A.
Horsley, Christianity After
Religion by Diana Butler Bass and
Is a Radical Church Possible? by
Adrian Alker.
Please do enjoy this wonderful
resource, which is on offer to you
all. My aim is to have empty
shelves, then I know the books
are out with our readers being
enjoyed and discussed.

www.pcnbritain.org.uk/
resources/st-marks-crcbook-library
(When borrowing, please be sure
to mention that you are a PCN
member).

Seeds for Life
Andrew Webb describes one church’s vision to
serve its community through a curriculum-linked
education, based on its garden, The Jesse Tree.
The vision to develop the garden of our local church,
Holly Mount Church in Malvern, was greater than a
simple smartening of the church’s exterior. The
opportunity to engage with the community, and
importantly to develop our relationship with schools as
part of a curriculum-based education programme, led
us to believe that the potential for outreach offered by
a garden would provide a stimulus to the church’s work
with children. The church wants to help make the lives
of children interesting, and to encourage questioning
about things that matter.
Transforming a small overgrown garden on an awkward
hillside site into a vehicle for education required careful
thought and planning. Naturally enough, the theme
chosen for the church garden was the Bible. Plants
mentioned in the Bible were selected (or related ones
more suitable to the English climate). Creating a
collection of such plants would itself provide interest in
a garden. Yet, it is the addition of artwork by
professional artists, church members, local schools and
youth groups and community groups, that has provided
the structure that enables a story to be told.
The central feature of the garden is a Jesse tree, from
which the garden gets its name. Suggested by Isaiah’s
prophesy, a Jesse tree is a tree with symbols that traces
the spiritual family tree of Jesus. Found in mediaeval
illuminated manuscripts and stained glass windows (the
oldest Jesse tree window is at Chartres Cathedral), its
modern use is during Advent, providing a focus for
reflection, when a tree (either a pictorial or fabric
representation or a branch) is decorated with symbols
representing key people in the Old Testament. The tree
in our garden is about 4m high and made of galvanised
steel by a local artist. Possibly the only one of its kind.
The aim of our education programme, Seeds for Life,
which started in 2011, is to work in partnership with
local schools to support their delivery of religious
education through church-based workshops using
participative approaches. The Seeds for Life education
programme comprises cross-curriculum-based
workshops for Key Stage 2 (years 3 and 4) supporting
the Agreed Syllabus for Religious Education in
Worcestershire, but also linking into the maths,
geography, art and music syllabuses. Four or five
workshops take place each year in the summer term,
each one dedicated to one school class.
The themes for the workshops, taken from the syllabus,
have included: Jesus’ teaching on love and forgiveness,
What’s the Bible for?, Transformed lives, and Christian
symbols. A typical workshop will include dramatised

storytelling inviting participation from the children, a
garden trail exploring symbols, exploration of the
theme through a practical fun trail in the church, craft
activities related to the theme, a specially produced
board game and an activity pack. The activity pack is
very popular with the children. It is an important part of
the workshop in that it provides material that may be
used at home or back at school. The pack comprises a
colour activity book with games, puzzles, word
searches, cross-curricular activities (e.g. for symbolism,
it included tessellating doves) and often a copy of the
board game with the materials (cards, counters, and so
on) to play the game at home. We also provide material
for extension lessons back in the classroom.
Board games we have designed have included
Philanthropoly (‘the game where it is better to give than
receive’), Transformers (based on Paul’s Journeys) and
Symbo (a Christian symbolism Bingo-type game). These
are very popular with the children.
The workshop concludes with a reflection that brings
together all things learnt in a quiet thoughtful way.
Delivering the workshops has been an extremely rich
and rewarding experience. Quality and attention to
detail are important and, although the workshops are
based on our garden, the basic concept and material
are transferable to other locations. Schools have
provided support for the project from its initial concept
and the opportunity for the pupils to experience a daytrip to a ‘secret garden’, with a programme of activities
that benefited pupils and staff, was greatly welcomed
by all the schools that have participated.

Andrew Webb is an Elder at Holly
Mount URC, Malvern, and a research
scientist with specialism in statistical
pattern recognition.

What is learning?
It’s not a package tied with string,
or a machine with precise instructions.
It doesn’t obey rules or masters.
No-one can patent it though many have tried.
It’s never been captured and bottled,
or dissected, defined or delivered.
It has many colours and scents,
many flavours and textures,
it can speak in every language.
And every time people tell a story
and others give their whole selves
to listening, it can happen.
And every time someone asks real questions
and honours unexpected answers
then acts on them, it happens.
It’s out there in the field, waiting for you,
like a juicy red fruit or a pale blue flower, or the raindrop
you can catch in your hand because you watched as it fell.

Tracey Martin

Mike Krzeszak
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