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In this edition our contributions have given us a focus on 
justice issues. Our cover ties in with Howard Grace’s 
article (p.6) grounded in a Christian encounter with 
Buddhism, and I hope the Bodhi tree will make a 
contribution to our enlightenment as we journey on. 

The justice issues we will address are varied, from 
sexuality and gender issues in the CofE, how Bonhoeffer 
relates to contemporary migration, the Charter for 
Compassion challenges us to work together, and Robin 
Meyers, who will be sharing this year’s Marcus Borg 
Memorial Lecture, calls us to spiritual defiance in the 
face of the decisions of Donald Trump’s presidency of 
the USA. We will also reflect on how all of this should 
influence our prayer life. In this vein I offer a personal 
reflection on the Beatitudes on the facing page, to 
remind us that they are a call to action now, and not 
simply nice words or eternal reassurance. 

We have details of other events Robin Meyers is 
contributing to, as well as our AGM, Members’ 
Residential, and Val Webb’s tour. 

Along with news from our local groups we are 
introduced to Sandra Griffiths, our Honorary Secretary, 
and are updated on the health of Bishop Jack Spong. 

In keeping with the season we explore the Resurrection, 
and in keeping with our natures we will reflect on where 
the future lies for progressive Christianity.  

We again have several book reviews to help inform your 
purchases, and close the edition with a variety of poems. 

My thanks again to all of our contributors, and those 
which will make their way into future editions. All that is 
here is down to the efforts of our members and fellow 
travellers, and we warmly encourage you to consider 
what you could contribute, who you could ask, or what 
subjects we should seek to explore. 

Welcome to the 20th edition of Progressive Voices. 

Enjoy!  

Progressive Voices is the magazine of the 
Progressive Christianity Network Britain 

[Registered Charity No. 1102164]. It is published 
quarterly in March, June, September and December.  

 

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

 

You can contact us at 01594 516528, 
info@pcnbritain.org.uk, or PCN Britain, 26 High 
Street, Newnham, Gloucestershire, GL14 1BB. 

 

Further information, including details of publications 
and conferences, is available at 

www.pcnbritain.org.uk 

There is an open invitation for submissions.  
Your reflections, questions, events, poems, 
images, reviews, letters, comments, news, 

prayers and other contributions are all welcome. 
 

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

 

Copy Deadlines: 
June: Friday 12th May 2017 

 

September: Friday 11th August 2017 
December: Friday 10th November 2017 

March: Friday 9th Feb 2018 
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To friends across PCN Britain  

It has been a long cold winter, with world events grimly 
matching. The Trump presidency to date has turned out 
to be as divisive and discriminatory as was feared, whilst  
the UK’s intent on leaving of the European Union 
continues to cause distress and anxiety for many. 

I do wish I could see more signs of hope within the 
established church  but as I write this letter in February, I 
am disheartened by two developments within the 
Church of England. The first shock to the system is the 
House of Bishops Report on Marriage and Same-Sex 
Relationships. The second huge disappointment is the 
announcement of the next Bishop of Sheffield, the 
diocese I have served for twenty years and where I live 
once more. 

First to the bishops and same sex marriage. After two 
years of so-called ‘shared conversations’, the 
increasingly conservative hierarchy of the Church of 
England has dug in its clerical high heels and proclaimed 
that marriage - holy matrimony to them - is only twixt a 
man and a woman, whatever the secular state has 
introduced as same-sex marriage. There is the usual 
appeal to keeping in line with the Anglican Communion, 
as if we should take lessons from the churches of 
Uganda or Nigeria over same gender relationships! 
Furthermore, the Church of England clergy will still not 
be allowed to officially bless a same-sex marriage which 
has taken place elsewhere when any Christian gay or 
lesbian couple seek prayers and affirmation from the 
Church. So as a cleric I can bless a pet, or a battleship, 
but not two people’s love for each other. The Bishops 
say in the report that they want gay and lesbian people 
to feel fully part of the church, to be loved and 
supported, to feel welcome. This hardening of the heart 
will I fear only diminish the place which the national 
church holds in our society and strengthen organisations 
like our own, where people can truly feel supported and 
cherished in their God-given sexuality. Since having a 
lead letter to this effect published in the Church Times, I 
have been encouraged by a number of emails, including 
one from a serving assistant bishop, who also wish for 
change to come and continue to look to organisations 
like our own, Inclusive Church and LGCM with whom we 
have always been proud to partner. 

Secondly to the appointment of the present Bishop of 
Burnley, Philip North, to be the next Bishop of Sheffield. 
I have not met Philip North, I am sure he is a good and 
hard-working bishop, but my disappointment is with the 
institution as a whole. Bishop North refuses to ordain 
women to the priesthood, like a minority of male priests 
in the Church of England, and this some 23 years after 
Sheffield became the first diocese in the northern 
province to ordain women priests Yet, after nearly a 
 quarter of a century following the changes in canon 

law, the CofE still accepts men for training who are 
opposed to women being ordained and is willing to 
appoint to the highest position in a diocese someone 
who, whilst wanting to affirm the many women clergy in 
his diocese, presumably in his heart of hearts believes 
that they should not be priests in the first place. 
Discrimination is thus built into the institution. And this 
in 2017! 

As we move into spring, it seems clear to me that PCN 
and other sister organisations will be as needed as ever 
in promoting an open, inclusive understanding of 
Christian faith, infused by the same Spirit that was in 
Jesus. Through the wisdom of our Eight Points, through 
all that can be learnt of the life of Jesus, we seek to love 
wastefully, as Jack Spong says, not hemmed in by 
tradition, rules and dogma. 

To help us in our work this year we now have an 
attractive set of leaflets telling of the work of PCN. The 
four leaflets - PCN and the 8 Points, PCN and Groups, 
PCN and the Churches, PCN and Membership - will be 
available as a downloadable resource and as attractive 
leaflets to give away. We have the opportunity on April 
1st at our Annual Meeting, as we gather for our ‘Big 
Conversation’ in Birmingham, to share the delights of 
friendship, to elect our trustees for the coming year, and 
to encourage each other in our work as PCN members. I 
do hope all of our groups will be represented at the 
AGM this year. 

Moving on through the year there are many 
opportunities in the months ahead to invite friends and 
strangers alike to PCN gatherings. We welcome Robin 
Meyers to give the second Marcus Borg memorial 
lecture in Bristol on May 13. Val Webb is speaking to 
groups across the network. Gretta Vosper can be heard 
speaking at Carrs Lane Birmingham and Leeds in 
October. Our members residential is at Foxhill near 
Chester in October. These highlighted events 
complement all that is happening in our groups and here 
in this edition of Progressive Voices and on the website 
you will find further details.  

And so, despite the discouraging signs of discrimination 
and meanness in so much of our national and 
international life, we take encouragement from our 
belonging to those networks and organisations who 
show their resolve to make Love win. 

Letter from the Chair 

Adrian Alker serves as the  

Chair of PCN Britain 

adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk 

mailto:adrian.alker@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Response%20to%20Chair's%20letter%20-%20PV
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"We don't know where we are going, 
but we know we are on our way."  

The Charter for Compassion Women and Girls sector 
understands the power of sisterhood and unity. The 
March for Women’s Rights on January 21st confirmed 
what we know to be true… across the planet, there were 
463 recorded marches and 4,876,700 pairs of feet on the 
ground. Each one, a joyous and peaceful event. Around 
the world, "Women's Rights are Humans Rights!" filled 
the air in multiple languages, proving we are indeed, one 
interrelated global family. People of all ages and 
genders, from all walks of life, marched displaying 
colourful language, inspirational quotes, demands, 
prayers, and defiant messages. The creative messages 
on the homemade signs became our motivating force. 

www.womensmarch.com 

The new US Presidential Administration and the run-
away assaults on our planet, human rights, and 
democracy that they are inflicting is outrageous and 
offensive. These are unprecedented times which call 
for unprecedented responses. It is said that the darkest 
part of the night is just before dawn. On Saturday, 
January 21, 2017, the sun’s rays began to shine. 
Together we began to face a new understanding of 
ourselves and the meaning of our collective power. 

Regardless of what or who inspired this rise in energy, 
we need to protect all that we consider sacred and we 
know we cannot do it alone. We are beyond hierarchical 
power structures at this point, and must work together 
to restore active compassion and dignity to the centre of 
global decision making. The Charter for Compassion 
International has a unique responsibility in this 
movement, from hosting the Cities of Compassion 
Initiative to serving as a platform for our partners 
by providing connectivity, resources and tools to work 
collaboratively across sectors. By addressing our 
interrelated problems, we ensure the sustainability of 
our common efforts. 

Karen Armstrong said, "Compassion is not an option, it's 
a key to our survival." The Women and Girls Sector 
recognizes our pivotal role in this task.  

www.charterforcompassion.org 

Compassion 

Members’ Residential Weekend 
13th- 15th October, 2017  

Life Journeys ……… Cairns along the way 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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

 

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

How I Became A Heretic  
- With Help From Jesus 

 

The Second Marcus Borg Memorial Lecture  
Saturday 13 May 2017 

Robin Meyers 

St. Stephen's Church, Bristol, BS1 1EQ 
10:30-4:00pm 

 

£20 for PCN members and £30 for non-members 
Tickets are now on sale and can be purchased online 

at the PCN Britain website: 
www.pcnbritain.org.uk/shop and select Tickets. 

01594 516528 info@pcnbritain.org.uk 

PCN - Annual General Meeting 
A BIG CONVERSATION 

Saturday 1st April 2017 
12.30 – 4.00pm   

Queen Elizabeth Hospital, Mindelsohn Way, 
Birmingham B15 2TH 

http://www.womensmarch.com
http://www.charterforcompassion.org
http://www.foxhillconferences.co.uk
mailto:pat.fuller@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Members%20Residential%20via%20PV
mailto:sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Members%20residential%20via%20PV
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/shop
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/shop
mailto:info@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Brian%20McLaren%20Tour%20-%20via%20PV17
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 Seeking the Ultimate Reality 
In engaging with community building the West Berks 
Peace and Integration Forum has initiated public 
gatherings on a wide variety of topics which address 
issues faced in the wider world. These have included 
Extremism, Forgiveness, Social Conditioning and the 
Role of Britain in Palestine. A couple of sessions have 
addressed Muslim/Christian/Western relations. There 
tends to be some commonality of at least sharing an 
Abrahamic foundation of God belief in this. But we 
wanted to explore an even wider context. 

So, in December 2016, The Forum co-hosted an evening 
set around the film The Cross and the Bodhi Tree. Fifty 
people from various beliefs and backgrounds came 
together to watch the film, which gives a thought 
provoking exploration of the extraordinary spiritual 
journeys, encountering Buddhism, by an Anglican nun in 
England and a French Catholic priest in Cambodia.  

Following the film there was discussion in small groups 
before opening out to a full audience exchange of views 
with a panel consisting of a Muslim, a Buddhist,  a 
Christian minister and I, a PCN Quaker. 

Issues raised were many and varied, from why people 
feel it necessary to wear robes or clothes which draw 
attention to religious identity, or questions concerning 
the basis upon which we engage with ‘the other’.  

The evening caused me to think more deeply about what 
may be common between a religion which is centred on 
belief in God, as opposed to a way of life which doesn’t 
easily fit into a box of being just a religion or philosophy. 
For instance, in the film Fr. Ponchaud, the French 
Catholic priest, ponders the affinity between the ‘non-
self’ of Christ on the cross and the non-self of the 
Buddha as he reached for ‘enlightenment’. Is there a 
universal human prompting towards selflessness and    
other such ideals? 

This question led me to express the following personal 
reflection: 

On the face of it Christianity, which at heart has a belief 
in the Creator God, and Buddhism, which doesn’t, are 
irreconcilably different. This also relates to beliefs about 
the nature of Jesus, including within Christianity itself. 
But is the deep human experience which Christians and 
Buddhists each encounter in essence the same? The 
beliefs about that life-changing experience are clearly at 
odds with each other. But does the human spirit 
basically go through the same transforming process in 
each case? 

A Christian (or a Muslim) may feel that a relationship 
with God is fundamental to the transformation within a 
person’s heart. But maybe it is the belief in a loving, 
Creator God that is helpful to that process, rather than 
whether such a Divine Being actually exists. Equally, a 
Buddhist may not believe in a Creator God but that 
 doesn’t necessarily mean that that God doesn’t exist. 

Maybe the transformation the Buddhist goes through is 
nonetheless given by the God he/she may not believe in. 

The primary aim of the Buddha was to point the way for 
people to overcome their inner problems and struggles. 
He had a well-conceived understanding and developed 
various techniques to this purpose, in one way 
somewhat similar to a modern-day psychologist. But the 
concept of God played no part in his approach to this. He 
was very much people centred. Jesus, on the other 
hand, was primarily inspired by his devotion to God. This 
was in line with the Jewish worldview he grew up with. 
He felt his actions and destiny to be linked to God’s will. 

But when one looks at Jesus’ life as described in the New 
Testament, it is apparent that spiritual transformation 
and growth in people was fundamental to all he did. His 
challenge to the woman at the well was about her facing 
deeply the wrong things in her life and changing. The 
same was true for the accusers of the woman caught in 
adultery, as well as for the woman herself. His way of 
dealing with these and countless other people was not 
necessarily focussed from their religious beliefs. It was a 
challenge for them to look deeply at their selfish desires 
and to live differently. In this sense Jesus and the 
Buddha had the common aim of helping people to grow 
spiritually. Each did this within the culture and 
understanding of life they had been born into. 

Keeping this in mind, it is worth asking again whether, 
despite the obvious differences in their “theological” 
understandings, the inner motivating experiences of 
Jesus and the Buddha were really at variance? For 
instance, though he didn’t recognise it, was the 
Buddha’s concern for people in fact given by God? Or, 
on the other hand, was Jesus’ love for people just part of 
his humanity, but he interpreted it as doing the will of 
the God he had been brought up to believe in? Or 
maybe, like all of us, both were seeking to access a 
reality or a Divinity that is far beyond human beings’ 
ability to comprehend.  

Related to this, our pets have affectionate aspects to 
their natures but they have limited ability to ponder the 
cosmos or the source of their affection. We humans talk 
about God as though we know what we are talking 
about, but I suspect that we are not that much further 
developed than our pets towards the greater 

http://maxpixel.freegreatpicture.com/Water-Splash-Wet-Falling-Clear-Clean-Drop-Liquid-1759703 
Creative Commons Public Domain  
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UK tour by Dr Val Webb 2017 
Dr Val Webb, the Australian theologian and author, 
will visit the UK in May to give talks to churches and 

other groups. She will draw on material from her 
many books (see www.valwebb.com.au). 

Following the Centre for 
Radical Christianity’s (CRC) 

www.stmarkscrc.co.uk 
Spring Conference in St 

Mark’s, Broomhill, Sheffield, 
on Sat 29 April she will 

embark on a lecture tour 
organised by the Progressive 
Christianity Network (PCN).  

Val will speak at the 
following events: 

Wednesday, 3 May  

Berwick Parish Church Centre, Parade,  
Berwick upon Tweed, TD15 1DF  

Meal 5.30pm; Talk 6.30 for 7.00pm 

Gabrielle Ayerst 01289 302680 
gabrielleayerst@hotmail.co.uk 

Thursday, 4 May 7.30pm 

Cairns Church, 11 Buchanan Street, Milngavie, 
Glasgow, G62 8AW 

Gwyn Kennedy 0141 956 5354 or 
g.kennedy63@ntlworld.com 

Sunday, 7 May 3.00pm  

Trinity Methodist Church, Harborough Road (A6), 
Oadby, Leicester, LE2 4LA 

Peter Hill 01162714855 or petemar20@hotmail.co.uk  

Thursday, 11 May 8.00pm 

St Mark’s Church,  
Great Tattenhams, Epsom Downs, KT18 5RD 

Des Williamson 01737 353011 or 07948 273075 or 
minister@stmarkschurch.me.uk 

Friday, 12 May 7.30pm 

St John's Church, St John's Road, Newbury RG14 7PY 

Howard & Maria Grace 01635 47196 or 
maria.driessen42@gmail.com 

Thursday, 18 May 7.30pm 

All Saints Methodist Church, Appleford Drive. 
Abingdon, OX14 2AQ  

Cliff Marshall 01235 530480 or 
cliff.marshall@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Saturday, 20 May Day Conference 

Efail Isaf Tabernacle, Efail Isaf, Rhondda CF38 1AN 
www.cristnogaeth21.cymru 11-11.30am - 3.45pm 

geraintrees@hotmail.com 

Details of all events are on the PCN website:  

http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/events 

comprehension needed to perceive this higher reality.   

Our meeting prompted me to ponder various spiritual 
issues like this. I’m sure that others would have been 
similarly stimulated. But some questions which arose led us 
to question more practical issues related to conflicts in the 
world and how we address them.  

Such conflicts arise from down to earth disputes over land, 
oil, food, or the environment, but also where beliefs divide 
us such as between and within religions. So, it is important 
to stand back to get insights from a wider perspective. As 
mentioned at the beginning of this piece, that is why the 
Peace and Integration Forum initiates this sort of meeting.  

To conclude, it is important for us all to recognise that there 
are two levels, and not just one, with which humanity 
reaches out to the Ultimate Reality. One is with the mind; 
the other is with the heart and spirit. The one that largely 
seems to predominate in traditional theology is the first. 
But for the effect of seeking an inspired way forward, we 
surely need to focus more on the second. The fostering of 
compassion is a major component common to all religions 
and World Views. At least, we found this to be so when 
considering the commonality between a theistic religion 
and a non-theistic one. 

Howard Grace is a member of 

the Newbury PCN group, he is a 

teacher, and executive producer of 

the film ‘Beyond Forgiving’. 

Spiritual Defiance: Building a 
Beloved community of 

Resistance  
Monday 15th May, 7-9pm (doors open 6.30pm) 

St Thomas the Martyr Church, Haymarket,  
Newcastle upon Tyne.  

Robin Meyers 

Robin will explore the decline of the Church as a 
community of believers and call us back to being  a 
community of resistance. Shifting the conversation 
about Church renewal away from theological purity 

and marketing strategies that embrace cultural 
norms, and toward “embodied noncompliance” with 

the dominant culture, he urges a return to the 
revolutionary spirit that marked Jesus’s ministry. 

 Casting the nature of faith as a force standing against 
death and indignity, he calls for active - sometimes 
subversive - defiance of the ego’s temptations, of 

what he terms “the heresy of orthodoxy itself,” and of 
an uncritical acceptance of militarism and capitalism. 

£10 for PCN members, £8 for non, £5 for students  

www.pcnbritain.org.uk/shop and select Tickets. 

01594 516528 info@pcnbritain.org.uk 

http://www.valwebb.com.au
http://www.stmarkscrc.co.uk
mailto:gabrielleayerst@hotmail.co.uk?subject=PV%20-%20Val%20Webb
mailto:g.kennedy63@ntlworld.com?subject=PV%20-%20Val%20Webb
mailto:petemar20@hotmail.co.uk?subject=PV%20-%20Val%20Webb
mailto:minister@stmarkschurch.me.uk?subject=PV%20-%20Val%20Webb
mailto:maria.driessen42@gmail.com?subject=PV%20-%20Val%20Webb
mailto:cliff.marshall@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PV%20-%20Vall%20Webb
http://www.cristnogaeth21.cymru
mailto:geraintrees@hotmail.com?subject=PV%20-%20Val%20Webb
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/events
http://www.pcnbritain.org.uk/shop
mailto:info@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=Brian%20McLaren%20Tour%20-%20via%20PV17
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 Bonhoeffer for Today 
Intolerance, Persecution and the example of 

Bonhoeffer: a vision for Progressive Christianity 

For some time I have been a local politician in my home 
area of Deal in Kent, and I have also been involved in 
raising awareness about the plight of migrants who have 
been stranded in Northern France over the course of the 
last few years. As a local politician there are times when 
this has been a very unpopular cause, particularly in my 
home area. For this reason, we started up a small 
organisation ‘Seeking Sanctuary’ to promote awareness 
of the issues involved and to coordinate humanitarian 
responses, particularly from Faith Communities. 

I had another, more personal interest in this issue. My 
mother was a refugee from Nazi Germany. This 
stimulated my interest which started 20 years ago when 
we experienced an influx of people, mainly Roma, from 
the Czech and Slovak Republics who felt persecuted in 
their own country. We have managed to raise the profile 
of the desperate and squalid conditions in the Jungle in 
Calais, as well as that of the unaccompanied minors, 
many of whom have rights to settle in the UK. 

It now clear that between 200 and 800 people have 
returned from the Centres which has been set up all 
over France to try their chances in the Calais area. Of 
even greater concern is the number of children who 
were moved from Calais to centres across France having 
been promised that their cases would be examined only 
to find that the UK government has shut the door to 
their claims. And this is just a small part of a Europe-
wide issue – for example up to 55000 people are facing 
winter on the island of Rhodes alone. Those who have 
returned to Calais do not dare to show their faces on the 
street as they are at risk of being picked up by the Police. 
And the situation of the children who have returned to 
Calais to face an uncertain future, is particularly 
worrying as traffickers are ever present. 

For these reasons, it was a privilege to be invited to 
speak at the recent ‘Faith and Frontiers’ Conference 
organised by Project Bonhoeffer in Coventry last 
November. For me Bonhoeffer’s life and vision 
represents the face of progressive Christianity and has 
been a source of strength that has enabled me to keep 
going when the whole process of support and solidarity 
seems overwhelming and too challenging. 

Christianity faced many threats in Germany in the early 
1930’s as Hitler’s narrative of intolerance and hate 
developed. Bonhoeffer experienced and faced up to the 
turbulent times in Germany at a time when the binary 
narrative of ‘them and us’ was becoming all too 
apparent. One of few lone voices to speak out in the 
name of Christians on Hitler’s accession to power, he 
spoke of the dangers of compromise. Preaching in Berlin 
on Psalm 63, one month before he was ordained, he 
 wrote: ‘Only the one who knows the love of God, who 

has been deep in the darkness, of faithlessness and 
enmity to God, feels the disturbing power of love which 
never ceases which forgives all, and who from all 
distress comes into God’s world’. There is no relief from 
this assault on our life. We cannot escape responsibility 
and ever anew God asks ‘What is my life worth’? 

From this gradual realisation, which Bethge described as 
his ‘conversion’ experience, it was in 1933 that 
Bonhoeffer finally realised that evil was on its way. He 
wrote: ‘The fearful danger of the present time is that 
above the cry for authority…we forget that man stands 
alone before the ultimate authority…’.  

By now Bonhoeffer had become a leading figure in what 
was known as the ‘Confessing Church’ – which was 
formed as a contrast to the ‘German Christians’. In Fano 
in Denmark he had already made his position clear – 
asking the participants to humble themselves, listen to 
God’s commands and adhere to them. He was equally 
clear about how peace could be brought about – ‘Peace 
means giving oneself completely to God’s 
commandment, wanting no security but in faith and 
obedience laying the destiny of the nations in the hands 
of Almighty God’. It was a few years later that 
Bonhoeffer would describe this process of listening to 
God’s command as ‘discipleship’, but his message was 
clear from the start. And he had to constantly swim 
against the tide, seeking to counter alternative and 
conflicting visions of Christianity. 

Helping migrants and asylum seekers is never a popular 
cause, particularly in the environment of the post-Brexit 
agenda as well as the narrative of intolerance coming 
from Trump and others. Many thousands from Church 
communities, as well as those of no faith, including 
young people and students, have answered the call to 
discipleship and action in a completely self-giving way – 
giving sometimes weeks and months of entirely 
voluntary service in the Jungle. Many of these would not 
describe themselves as religious and this helped me to 
realise that discipleship transcends all boundaries. 
Bonhoeffer was writing in a Christian context but the 
message of discipleship is universal: the pensioner who 
can’t do anything but is shocked by what she has seen, 
the volunteers who commit countless hours to sorting 
out and distributing donations, or cooking up to 1000 
meals each day.  

This involvement is never straightforward, and there 
have been times when I have wondered if it was all 
worth it, given the obstacles we face, and yet I feel 
Bonhoeffer giving myself and others an uncompromising 
message – that discipleship demands a total, rather than 
a watered down, commitment. It is fortunate that so 
many Christian leaders, not least Pope Francis who 
visited Lampedusa soon after he was elected, have been 
outspoken on these issues. 
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Letter: John Shelby Spong 
Dear Friends, 

As you may have heard, 
while visiting in 
Marquette, Michigan I 
suffered a stroke. The 
date was September 10th. 
Since that time I have 
worked hard to regain my 
strength. I have been 
quite successful in that 
and now have no trouble 
walking or using my arms. 
It has been a learning 
experience. Health is a 
major demand of my life. I still use my running track 
each day for about three miles, so I feel most 
fortunate. The book I was writing on “Charting a New 
Reformation” will meet its deadline and be at Harper 
by the due date, the first of March 2017. I entertained 
returning to my column, but as the time goes by I no 
longer have the strength to keep up that schedule, so 
I have informed Fred Plumer of progressivechristianity.org 
that I will not be able to return to that task. I write to 
notify you, my readers, and to enable Fred to begin 
the process to choose a successor.  

That is not an easy thing to do for I have loved that 
column and the relationship I have had with so many 
of you. I realize that I can no longer write, edit and 
send a column a week out to my readers. I have 
written this column for sixteen years and it demands 
an intensity that I no longer profess. Even aided by my 
wife, who edited every column I ever wrote, cannot 
make up the difference. So we decided to give it up. 

http://johnshelbyspong.com/ 

I want to thank you all for the many letters I have 
received. More than thirty thousand letters have 
come to me since the stroke. There was no way I 
could acknowledge them or even respond to them, 
but I read every one of them and was warmed by the 
experience. I am now in my 86th year of life. It has 
been a good life and I am proud of it all. I wish I could 
have finished on my schedule, but that was not to be. 

Sincerely,  

John Shelby Spong 

Scott Griessel, creatista flickr.com  
[CC BY-SA 2.0 (http://creativecommons.org/

licenses/by-sa/2.0)], via Wikimedia Commons 

Above Us Only Sky: Discovering a God 
That is All Around Us with Robin Meyers 

Course: Thurs 18th - Sat 20th May 
Public Lecture: Sat 20th May, 11.15am 

Gladstone’s Library, Church Lane, Hawarden, 
Flintshire, CH5 3DF  

www.gladstoneslibrary.org  
01244 532350    enquiries@gladlib.org 

I have also come to learn that Progressive Christianity is 
also about a mutual process of giving one to the other. 
This theme I believe is implicit in much of what 
Bonhoeffer spoke about – the way, for example, that 
he was always eager to learn from his students. His 
insights on the mutuality of discipleship deepened as 
he found himself confined in prison with like-minded 
individuals. So, discipleship is also two-way process – 
we are all disciples to each other. There have been 
many times when a migrant has become a disciple to 
me. Maurice is from Mauritania and his little plot of 
ground has been an inspiration for so many, both inside 
and outside the Jungle. There was a space for creativity 
and art work, with chickens running around. Posters 
were displayed: ‘This house is an antidote to racism’. 
Another source of inspiration has been Henock, who 
has painted the beautiful murals for the Eritrean 
Church that was destroyed alongside the rest of the 
Jungle in early Nov.  

For me, and many others, our work remains a 
challenging journey. The times when I have been 
warned, covertly or otherwise, not to speak out for fear 
of losing votes. The times when I have been mocked on 
social media for being soft on immigrants and asylum 
seekers. But this is little compared to the challenges for 
Bonhoeffer and his contemporaries when they had to 
make difficult choices almost every day of their lives in 
the midst of the evils of National Socialism.  

For me, the simple message of the Sermon on the 
Mount is there to inspire us and urge us on at the times 
when we feel doubt and sometimes despondency. The 
implications are far reaching for Progressive 
Christianity. Just as in 1931, we have an obligation to 
follow Bonhoeffer’s example in speaking out against, 
and acting to counter, the new authoritarian narratives 
which are becoming all too pervasive. Evil and 
intolerance cannot win again – the stakes for the 
dispossessed and persecuted of this troubled world are 
simply too high.  

Ben Bano 

For more information and how you can get involved, 
visit www.seekingsanctuary.weebly.com 

progressivechristianity.org
http://johnshelbyspong.com/
http://www.gladstoneslibrary.org
mailto:enquiries@gladlib.org?subject=PV%20-%20Meyers%20enquiry
http://www.seekingsanctuary.weebly.com
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 Where are we heading? 
Where is Progressive Christianity heading? 

The concept of an all-powerful, heavenly Divine, who 
intervenes in our fate is no longer credible. The time-
honoured Christian narrative of a God who sends his Son 
into the world to save it, is at best a poetic myth. When 
we attend a traditional Christian service, we often find 
ourselves privately disavowing the theology or endowing 
it with a purely symbolic meaning or, saddest of all, 
finding only a kind of solemn entertainment. 

So, what have we got to look forward to?  

In the course of the last seven years, PCN conference 
speakers have offered us a number of visions of the 
future for progressive Christianity. For the sake of 
simplicity, I've divided them into four strands or 
paradigms, but the boundaries between them are 
diffuse so please don't take the titles too seriously. 

The first is often called Evolutionary Spirituality. If you’ve 
watched "Painting the Stars" by Living the Questions, 
you may recognise this paradigm. At a PCN conference 
in 2009, Bishop John Shelby Spong told us: “We are not 
fallen sinners, we are incomplete human beings... Our 
mission is not to convert people but to transform 
people; to be all that they can be, to love wastefully and 
to live fully.” He closed with these words: “You can be 
part of who God is and he becomes part of what you 
are. You come into Being.” In this paradigm humans 
have the potential to evolve to be fully in-tune with the 
One; our lives expressing the Unity which encompasses 
the universe. This is a narrative of spiritual and moral 
improvement.  

A second paradigm for the future of progressive 
Christianity is exemplified by Emerging Church. Brian 
McLaren, a leader of this movement, subscribes to the 
twin pillars of progressive Christianity. He calls on 
churches to focus less on their creeds, and more on 
training and equipping members to live compassionate 
lives. Christians in Emerging Church seek a future for 
themselves and the world inspired by the life and 
teaching of Jesus. In this we see echoes of Marcus Borg.  

McLaren envisages God as “the source of wisdom and 
love, which are the logic on which the universe 
operates.” I'm reminded of Tillich’s Ground of Being. 
McLaren is an evangelist. He seeks to persuade others to 
join what he calls the Great Spiritual Migration in order 
to live the way of Jesus. “We can be embodiments of 
Christ... a generation of saints working for the common 
good”. McLaren calls on churches to be the forum for 
this change and church leaders to show the way. Like 
Evolutionary Spirituality, Emerging Church offers an 
improving narrative of human history. 

The third paradigm is sometimes called Radical 
Theology. Peter Rollins is a prominent figure in this 
movement. There is no improving narrative here. Rollins 
 embraces the notion that life is a mess, will always be 

a mess, and the mistake is to think that there is fix. He 
challenges traditional ideas of a God-shaped hole at the 
heart of every human which can remedy the mess in our 
lives. Despite this seemingly nihilist bedrock, Rollins 
makes a case for living with compassion. It is in being 
generous that we discover, quite unexpectedly, a sense 
that “surely God is in this place”. God is that which 
shimmers through words like joy and love and justice.  

Radical Theology does not value creeds since these are 
contingent on history. According to Rollins we should 
believe as little as possible and hold our remaining 
beliefs provisionally, with humility. He is anti-
establishment when it comes to churches. He doesn't 
want progressive Christians to set up a new church. 
Better to remain on the fringe of existing churches, a 
challenging presence like a spectre at the feast, laying 
bare its hubris and offering a new framework for church 
worship. 

The final paradigm might be called Atheistic Christianity. 
At West Hill Church, Toronto, the minister, Gretta 
Vosper, has dropped the word God and describes herself 
an atheist. She believes our attachment to the word God 
has become a barrier to collaborating with those of no 
faith – the many people of goodwill who are dedicated 
to the common good but do so without a sense of 
following the will of a God. She speaks of living in right 
relationship with the world rather than following the 
teachings of Jesus. The congregation upholds values 

Pedja Pavlicic  ‘Crossroads’  www.flickr.com/photos/pedjap/101230548 

 Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs 2.0 Generic (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0) 
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which would be supported by most Christians – 
compassion, forgiveness, sustainability, equality, 
honesty, peace. Members of the congregation use their 
prayer time not to appeal to an invisible God, but to 
share their woes and celebrations and to give and 
receive support from each other.  

All four paradigms emphasise the role of religion in 
supporting humans to live generous and compassionate 
lives. All four place such a life above a particular set of 
religious beliefs about God. Radical theology stands out 
as the most open approach. The other three, all have an 
element of egotism about having found the True path. 
Evolutionary Spirituality is the paradigm most likely to 
appeal to the growing demographic who describe 
themselves as spiritual but not religious. Emerging 
Church offers a refuge for those who wish to remain 
within a Biblical “kingdom of God” paradigm. Both these 
paradigms, with their narrative of spiritual and moral 
improvement, run the risk of inheriting the “hubris 
gene”, by which I mean a predisposition to take upon 
themselves the duty of educating those less enlightened. 
Christian Atheism offers hope to those who have no use 
for talk of God, but who still value being part of a 
spiritual congregation. 

“Talk of God” is, for me, the key to our future. Should we 
continue to use words and texts that represent a 
religious outlook we no longer hold? For many of us, 
these are familiar phrases and we are reluctant to give 
them up. But do we really expect our children to 
exercise similar tolerance? Isn't it sad that so very few 
people have successfully distilled a progressive 
understanding of Christianity into new poetry for prayers 
and hymns. This remains one of our biggest challenges. 

Andy Vivian has been both a 

Methodist and an Anglican. He attends 

the Forest of Dean Quaker meeting and 

the Gloucestershire PCN group. 

Sandra Griffiths 
PCN Britain Honorary Secretary  

Born in Edinburgh. Educated at St 
Margaret’s, George Watson’s 
College and St Andrew’s University 
(German). I fell under the influence 
of conservative evangelicalism, 
which led to my concluding that 
Christianity was unbelievably 
negative, and a massive ‘con’. 
PGCE in Manchester, a year teaching 

English in a German Gymnasium, probationary year in 
Birmingham, returned to Germany, attending the English
-speaking Anglican church in Düsseldorf, for five years. 
After a year in Keighley, teaching in Nelson, in 1978 I 
moved to Leeds to teach languages. In 1980 I joined St 
Andrew’s URC and married there in 1982. 
Led or accompanied 30+ school trips, notably with ‘A’ 
level students to Berlin - with a day in Cold War East 
Berlin. Became involved in St Andrew’s partnership with 
a united Protestant/Lutheran church in west Germany, 
and from 1990 with a church in what was the GDR. For 
several years I have been leading ‘the English project’ for 
two weeks in the primary school attached to the church. 
A defining moment came during a session led by Donald 
Hilton, co-founder of Free to Believe, author and editor 
of anthologies: he talked about the gospels as 
propaganda, and asked us how we could imagine a star 
‘travel’ and position itself directly above a stable! 
My full-time teaching career ended happily at Manor 
CofE School in York. In the 90s trained for URC non-
stipendiary ministry. I got somewhat annoyed that my 
fellow students assumed that I was of an evangelical 
turn of mind so I announced that I didn’t and couldn’t 
believe in a literal gospel. Stunned silence followed, but 
then other similarly minded students started to come 
out of the woodwork. I was ordained in 2000. 
Free to Believe held a conference at which the speaker 
was Bishop Jack Spong and I discovered PCN leaflets so I 
signed up. I will never forget my delight on reading ‘Why 
Christianity must change or die’ at someone putting into 
words what I thought but had never really formulated. 
I have been the convenor of the PCN Leeds group for 
some time now, am the Hon. Secretary of the PCN 
Management Committee, and still take services, minister 
here and there, continue to take a German evening class 
and serve on the church partnership committee, and am 
both an enthusiastic crown green bowler and the 
secretary of my local club.  
When I was widowed in 2001, I decided to sponsor 
children’s education abroad - something my husband 
had been thinking of doing. At the moment I have two 
girls - in Albania and India.  

Introducing 
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 The Politics of the Gospel 
The election of Donald Trump to be the 45th president 
of the United States is America’s Brexit. As in the U.K., it 
represents the rise of nationalism fuelled by fear of the 
immigrant, terrorism, and religious identity. It is also a 
verdict on neo-liberal capitalism from a permanent and 
growing class of less educated workers who cannot get 
ahead, and who feel that anything would be better than 
the status quo. In America, we chose a billionaire 
businessman narcissist who has never served in 
government or the military over what would have been 
our first female president, and perhaps the most 
qualified person ever to seek the White House. 

If you are thinking to yourself right now, Robin I know 
this already, tell me something I don’t know, I would 
respond by saying that organized religion, especially 
evangelical Christianity, played a larger role in this 
moment than most people realize. In America, 82% of 
evangelicals voted for Trump (as did 52% of white 
women), proving that to stack the Supreme Court and 
reverse Roe v. Wade and same sex marriage they 
overlooked what they have always said they truly value - 
character and virtue. 

The mainline and progressive churches might have 
exercised a mitigating influence here if they had not lost 
their prophetic voice. Alas, since the rise of the so-called 
Moral Majority in the United States, and the long and 
steady decline of so many progressive churches, we 
have sold our soul to the church growth movement, and 
caved in to big givers who warned us, “No politics from 
the pulpit.” 

What that really means of course is, “No politics that I 
don’t agree with from the pulpit.” In America, the 
Christian Right wants to build one wall along the 
Mexican border, and tear down another one separating 
church and state. They assume that since the numbers 
are on their side, churches should be able to endorse 
candidates and work actively to elect one candidate over 
another - “God’s candidate” of course. 

But this may come back to haunt them. The separation 
of church and state has saved this country again and 
again, giving us not only freedom of religion, but also 
freedom from religion. God is not a Democrat or a 
Republican, and such a notion is as absurd as the idea 
that God is a person at all. Using churches as an 
appendage of anyone’s campaign has a long, dark, and 
bloody history, and we must never go back. 

Having said this, preachers still have their First 
Amendment freedom of speech, and if they see 
legitimate moral and ethical issues in public policy (since 
there are no victimless political crimes), then they are 
compelled to preach about it (whether we agree or not). 
Ironically, it is by not taking the text seriously that 
progressive preachers lose their moral authority. There 
 are 92 passages in the Old Testament alone that 

speak directly 
to our moral 
obligations to 
welcome and 
protect the 
stranger, the 
immigrant, 
and the alien. 
So, at 
Mayflower I 
preached 
against the 
travel ban not 
because I am 
a liberal, but 
because there 
is an a priori 
politics of the 
gospel. The 
text is not 
infinitely 
malleable, like 
play dough, depending on the politics of the audience. It 
takes sides: Love is better than hate and peace is better 
that war because life is better than death. 

I have spent 40 years in parish ministry offering a second 
opinion on Christianity, and insisting that there is a 
politics of the gospel, and it is profoundly subversive for 
the cause of love. Even in Oklahoma, the most 
conservative state in America, Mayflower church is 
thriving. The election actually produced an influx of 
people looking for a church that is willing to speak truth 
to power. On the Sunday following the election, I 
preached a sermon entitled “Revenge of the 
Deplorables” and it went viral (it can be viewed or 
downloaded on our church website: mayflowerucc.org 
[click on sermon archive, November 13, 2016]). 

Given the size of demonstrations around the world in 
the last month, Yale University Press asked me to write 
an Op-Ed to the New York Times on “Spiritual Defiance.” 
Here is what I wrote, and I look forward to seeing many 
of you on my trip to the U.K. in mid-May to discuss this, 
and many other issues further.  

Thanks for your gracious invitation. 

Dr. Robin Meyers is an ordained minister in the United 
Church of Christ, the Distinguished Professor of Social 

Justice at Oklahoma City University, a best-selling 
author, a columnist, and an award-winning 

commentator for National Public Radio.   
He has been the Senior Minister of Mayflower 

Congregational UCC church of Oklahoma City for 31 
years, the fastest growing UCC church in the Kansas 

Oklahoma conference. 
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Spiritual Defiance 
You may have noticed that the word “resistance” is 
everywhere these days. More humans have marched in 
opposition to the policies of President Trump than have 
marched for any cause in human history. While the 
media is focused on the latest policy outrage, people 
from all walks of life seem “born again” to the idea of 
dissent—the messy, dangerous, but essential idea that 
the only way to stop a tyrant is to put your body on the 
line. 

Several years ago, I accepted an invitation from Yale 
Divinity School to give the Lyman Beecher Lectures on 
preaching. Instead of preaching, however, I chose to talk 
about faith as resistance: to ego, orthodoxy, and Empire. 
Although I am a progressive Christian minister, it was a 
call to all people of faith to reconsider their scriptures as 
manifestos of resistance, not as the repository of beliefs. 

Evangelicals in America overwhelmingly voted for 
Trump, trading their professed emphasis on virtue for 
their real desire to tip the Supreme Court. To do so they 
voted for a man who would otherwise be a poster boy of 
wickedness: twice divorced, a builder of casinos, a sexual 
predator (unless the women were too “ugly”), and a 
compulsive liar. 

This disconnect can be explained, in part at least, by the 
emphasis the church gives to the gospel as information 
sufficient for salvation, rather than as a story of 
liberation and social justice. Instead of critiquing the 
injustices of the status quo, most Christians today 
represent it. We have grown fat on tax breaks and lost 
our prophetic voice, lest one of our big pledgers walks 
out the door. Careful to avoid politics in the pulpit, we 
have forgotten the politics of the gospel, read through 
the lens of spiritual defiance—as resistance to ego, 
orthodoxy, and Empire. 

First, the clergy are called to keep their ego in check, 
rejecting ministry as a performance or a popularity 
contest, and by speaking truth to power. Although an 
egomaniac in the pulpit (or in the White House), is the 
greatest threat to leadership, it might be a good time for 
clergy to dust off an old sermon on the Seven Deadly 
Sins - the first of which is mother and father to the other 
six - Pride. Regardless of the size of one’s hands, there is 
no smaller package in the world than someone who is all 
wrapped up in himself. In Oklahoma, we define a person 
with malignant narcissism as a man whose fondest wish 
is to die in his own arms. 

Second, those of us who proudly claim the progressive 
Christian tradition also know that to follow Jesus is to 
follow a heretic in the truest sense of the word, an 
enemy of orthodoxy. When Christianity is viewed 
through the lens of the earthly ministry of Jesus, and not 
the developed doctrines of later centuries, it becomes 
again what it once was—a way of life and love, not a set 
of theological propositions that defined “true believers” 
and turned the church into an Empire of its own. When 

the 
president 
claims to be 
a Christian 
in order to 
get elected, 
saying, “I 
drink my 
little wine 
and eat my 
little 
crackers”, it 
is an insult 
to all 
people of 
faith, and 
to those of 
no faith. 
When he 
promises to 
Make 
America 
Great Again (compared to what idealized past?), and 
doubles down on Supply Side and a Southern Strategy 
for the whole country, he represents a discredited 
political orthodoxy. It is not radical to resist what isn’t 
working. It is patriotic. 

Third, although we hate the word when used to describe 
America, we all live in the greatest Empire on earth. We 
are not the Roman Empire of course, but the objectives 
are the same. We dispose leaders who oppose us, we 
maintain our economic power by guaranteeing our own 
oil and energy security. We prop up dictators when we 
need them, and then destroy them when we don’t. We 
are the world’s largest exporter of weapons, the world’s 
only superpower, and a colossus astride the planet—
admired, feared, and deeply resented around the world. 

Now is the time to remember that an anti-imperial 
message runs through the Bible from Genesis to 
Revelation, and the message is clear. Just as Moses came 
against Pharaoh and Jesus came again Rome, so must 
the Church (and the Temple and the Mosque) come 
against this and every Empire that displaces the power 
of love with the love of power. 

Spiritual defiance is not a matter of being liberal or 
conservative. It is about knowing how dangerous this 
moment is, and how everything we cherish is 
threatened. Regardless of your religious affiliation, just 
consider the irony of a Middle-Eastern Jesus who upon 
his return might be deported. In this nation of 
immigrants, do not go gently into this fascist night. 
Instead let the work of the spirit be the work of 
resistance—joyful and relentless noncompliance with 
the Principalities and the Powers. Our mantra is simple, 
but powerful: “For the love of God—resist!” 

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

In January we were delighted to 
welcome a new member; he found 
out about us from the PCN website. 
We discussed plans and decided to 
study “The Last Week” by Borg and 
Crossan leading up to Easter. The 
books are ordered, and we should 
all have time before the Feb 22nd 
meeting to read the first chapters.   
Elspeth McKay, who knows the book 
well, will lead off our discussion on 
the first part of the book. We will 
continue this on March 29th. 
In spite of renovations in Queen’s 
Cross Church buildings, we will 
continue to meet there; Albyn Place, 
Aberdeen, AB10 1YN at 7.30pm. 

We meet on the first Tuesday of the 
month, normally at St Michael’s 
Church Room, Park Road, Abingdon, 
OX14 1DU. Recently we have 
focused on the nature of Church for 
the future and have been continuing 
to discuss material produced by 
CANA (Christians Awakening to a 
New Awareness). Our coming 
meetings will all be at 7.30pm, on 
7th March we shall be meeting at St 
Peter’s Church Room, Drayton, 
OX14 4JS but for April and May we 
shall be back at St Michael’s Church 
Room. We are excited to be hosting 
Dr Val Webb, on Thursday, 18th May 
and this event, which will be widely 
advertised, will be held at 7.30pm at 
All Saints Methodist Church, 
Abingdon, OX14 2AQ. Val will be 
talking about ‘Celebrating Doubt As 
A Catalyst On The Faith Journey’. 
Full details for each meeting are 
posted on our PCN website page.  

We are into a series of talks, led by 
our own members, on books we 
recommend. The first was in Feb 
and we seemed to agree it was 
actually exciting. The leader was 
very motivated, we all picked up on 
that and everything else sailed 
along. The first three books were 
‘The Great Migration’ by Brian 
McLaren, ‘The Five Gospels: what 
did Jesus really say?’ by Robert Funk 
and Pope Francis’ ‘Laudato Si’ with 
commentary by Sean McDonagh.  
Our next meeting will be on Monday 
March 6th, 2-2.30-4.30pm at 12, 
Woodrough Drive, Moseley B13 9EP, 
home of Liz and Nigel Blakey, 0121 
449 2937. We number 17 and 
usually attract 10-14.  

Our thinking is continuing to be 
challenged this year by Richard 
Holloway’s book ‘Doubts and Loves’. 
What he has tried to do in the book 
‘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.’  

The beginning of 2017 saw a change 
of convenor in Cardiff and we are 
extremely grateful to Jane Hexter 
for all the hard work and 
commitment that she put in during 
her time. Sadly at Christmas we lost 
one of our long-standing members, 
Tom Davies. Tom was a great friend 
and an inspiration to many members 

and we were saddened by his loss 
and offer our condolences and love 
to his widow Barbara, also a 
member of the group for many 
years. So far this year we have 
enjoyed a presentation from 
Fairdos, a fair trade shop in Cardiff 
and a video evening watching Rob 
Bell speaking about forgiveness. We 
have a busy programme ahead of us 
for the coming months; details are 
on the PCN site. The meetings are 
always first and third Tuesdays of 
each month at Pontprennau 
Community church in Cardiff.  

This year we have two excellent 
speakers: Sun 21st May, Anna 
Norman-Walker, Canon Chancellor 
of Exeter Cathedral, on ‘Evangelical 
Evolution or Revolution?’ 2.30-
4.30pm at the Southernhay URC hall 
Exeter, with discussion. Anna is 
responsible for monthly Holy 
Ground services with debate at 
Exeter Cathedral including 
recently, Dave Tomlinson, and is 
very interested in PCN. 
Then on 15th Oct, Rev Professor 
Adrian Thatcher, Honorary Professor 
in the department of theology and 
religion at Exeter University, will 
speak on: Redeeming Gender.  
He writes: 'I noticed you are looking 
for a spring speaker. While I don’t 
want to claim ‘a fairly high profile’, 
my new book Redeeming Gender is 
attracting some attention, and I 
would be pleased to talk about it at 
any PCN meeting. The OUP blog 
http://blog.oup.com/2016/07/
equality-gender-theology/describes 
it. I think it is a genuinely new and 
progressive contribution to the 
churches’ understanding of gender 
as well as a critique of several 
secular assumptions.'  
Anna and Adrian are both well 
known to us in Devon as very 
good speakers and we hope  
members and friends will put these 
meetings in their 2017 diaries. 
 

www.pcnbritain.org.uk/
locations/groups 

News from local groups 

Abingdon              Cliff Marshall  
01235 530480       cliff.marshall@pcnbritain.org.uk  

Birmingham        Richard Tetlow  

0121 4494892    richard.tetlow@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Cardiff, Pontprennau        Andy Long  
07801 883420            andy.long@pcnbritain.org.uk  

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

Aberdeen         Joan MacDonald  
01224 311093 joan.macdonald@pcnbritain.org.uk  

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

http://blog.oup.com/2016/07/equality-gender-theology/
http://blog.oup.com/2016/07/equality-gender-theology/
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We meet at Chapel Allerton 
Methodist Church/Centre, Town 
Street, Leeds LS7 4NB, monthly on a 
Sat, 10.30 and 12, with coffee/tea 
and mini-library from 10.00. 
We had three meetings before 
Christmas to discuss questions 
submitted in advance by the group 
for ‘Christianity Question Time’. At 
the first of these a ‘panel’ of three 
gave their thoughts before it was 
open to all. Questions included: 
What is our conception of God? / Is 
God a meaningful concept? If we 
can’t accept the virgin birth, 
miracles, the physical resurrection of 
Jesus etc., can we still continue to 
call ourselves Christian? Excluding 
Christianity, what religion might 
you find attractive, and why? We 
needed a whole meeting for ‘What 
would Jesus have said to Paul?’  
In Mar we will watch and discuss 
Crossan’s DVD ‘Paul: an appalling or 
appealing apostle?’ to get other 
perspectives on this topic. 
In Jan we looked at “May our world 
learn to see the infinite shades 
between black and white” which 
appeared in an email from the 
Spong website. The author Mike 
McHargue says ‘I’d been taught you 
were either a theist or an atheist …' 
Adrian Alker spoke at our February 
gathering on his book “Is a Radical 
Church Possible? - reshaping its life 
for Jesus’ sake’. The programme for 
April to July is open to suggestions … 
John Churcher is speaking on ‘the 
Evolution of God’ on 9 Sept and 
conducting the service at St 
Andrew’s Roundhay URC at 10.30 on 
Sun 10th, while the first two 
weekends in October see Gretta 
Vosper at Mill Hill Unitarian Chapel, 
close to Leeds Station, and the PCN 
Members’ Residential at Foxhill, 
Frodsham, near Chester. 
We have been welcoming a steady 
trickle of new people over the last 
few months. Please join us and give 
us the pleasurable task of fetching 
more chairs … 
 
 
 

In January we welcomed Adrian 
Alker to speak about his book “Is a 
Radical Church possible”; a good 
attendance enjoyed an interesting 
talk and shared ideas in the ensuing 
question and answer session. The 
remaining evenings over the coming 
months will be based around a DVD 
course by Brian McLaren, entitled 
“Everything must change”. We 
already used the first section last 
November and it seemed to go quite 
well. The next is called “The suicide 
system” and considers society and 
how it works in terms of the 
prosperity system, the security 
system and the equity system.  
There have also been offers from a 
couple of members to lead separate 
sessions, so we will intersperse 
these with the McLaren material 
over the coming months. 
The final meeting for this session 
will be in June when we will plan 
ahead for the autumn. Please come 
along with your ideas and 
suggestions as to the direction we 
should take in the future. The group 
attracts around a dozen people for 
the regular meetings – and we have 
room for more. 

In Dec we enjoyed a lively discussion 
arising from Youtube clips of Dave 
Tomlinson's talks, thoughtfully 
selected by one of our members.  
Our plans to welcome Adrian Alker 
on 2nd March are going well; at the 
time of writing I still don't know how 
many members are planning to 
attend; I shall know more after the 
end of January and will then be 
happy to receive enquiries from 
interested others. By then we will 
have spent a meeting sharing some 
of our experiences of 'journeying in 
faith with or without the Church'.  
I'm looking forward to the new-style 
AGM on 1st April and expect that 
other members will also be there. A 
potential topic for our future 
meetings this year is 'How did 
Christianity and the Church get to 
where they are now?'; we may be  

 

seeking John Churcher's help in 
examining this question. 

In September we revisited prayer, 
meditation and silence following a 
previous discussion about the use of 
familiar said Christian prayers in PCN 
meetings. Personal insights and 
experiences led to an understanding 
of how responses to familiar liturgy 
can be from head, heart or gut, and 
be influenced and altered by 
theological perspective. Two 
members find the World Community 
for Christian meditation movement 
helpful especially regular emails 
they receive. 
In November a member who had 
explored “Jung and our shadow 
side” on a sabbatical shared his 
understanding which proved of 
great interest. During discussion it 
was felt that exploration and 
acknowledgement of this aspect of 
our psychology is not usually 
acknowledged and embraced in 
churches, to our detriment. Further 
reading was planned by several.  
In January we shared thoughts 
about Gifts that had meant 
something to us. These were 
tangible and intangible and included 
discovering personal gifts of skills 
and knowledge that can bring 
fulfilment and benefit others, and 
also the gift of having more time and 
sharing it with others. One member 
with a love of maps had received all 
the latest OS road maps and gave us 
a great analogy of some people’s 
use of Scripture being like using a 
sat nav focusing on a narrow area 
without the wider context that a 

Manchester   John Ramsbottom 

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

N Worcester   Mary Kenchington 
07804 015576                         mlimpetk@gmail.com 

Leeds                      Sandra Griffiths  
0113 258 2652  sandra.griffiths@pcnbritain.org.uk 

Rugby                     Nicola Phelan 

01788 562562      nicola.phelan@pcnbritain.org.uk  
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map can bring. It was good to 
welcome a new member but we also 
remembered John Peirson, a 
member who was very ill and who 
we have since heard has died. John 
taught at Rugby School, science was 
his subject, he was very well read 
and we benefited from his 
theological knowledge, insight, and 
knowledge of Islam and the writings 
of Rumi, he will be much missed. 

We are a core group of seven and 
meet every Thursday at 2.00 pm in a 
member’s home. Between us we 
attend various churches and none. 
We are currently using the Bart 
Ehrmann set of DVDs entitled “The 
Historical Jesus” – from the PCN 
Britain Library. Along with this our 
discussions are provoked and 
inspired by 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 Wateraid, support a local 
homeless charity at Christmas and 
organise, all through the year, the 
collection and delivery of goods 
from four villages for the Norwich 
Foodbank – where the need 
continues to grow. This Christmas 
eight sacks of wrapped Christmas 
presents with greetings tags were 
given to St. Martin’s Housing Trust in 
Norwich. We are told that for some, 
these may be the only wrapped gifts 
they have ever received.   
Homelessness is growing again, and 
the benefit changes, unsupported 
released prisoners, and the 
disappearance of cheap housing 
rents are not helping. 
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. 
 
 
 
 
 

We call our group ‘Journeyings’ and 
meet monthly at Great Ayton 
Friends Meeting House on the 2nd 
Tuesday each month, 2.30–4pm. We 
have recently explored books by 
Adrian Alker, Bart Ehrman, Richard 
Holloway, and Brian McLaren.  
Our next venture, beginning in 
February, is Jack Spong’s book 
‘Biblical Literalism – a Gentile 
heresy’. This provides a fascinating 
insight into the first followers of 
Jesus, seeing him in his Jewish 
context, and Matthew’s gospel 
written to be complementary 
readings to the weekly readings of 
the Jewish Torah in the synagogues. 
It shows how parables, myths, and 
Jewish midrash were woven 
together to present Jesus as the new 
Moses. Where later Christians went 
astray in their 
understanding 
of Matthew’s 
gospel was 
to treat so 
much of it 
as factual 
history 
rather than 
using Hebrew 
scriptural material 
to enhance the 
significance of 
this particular 
Jewish rabbi as the 
Messiah. There is a fine 
demolition of the 
Christian atonement 
doctrine, and many fresh insights 
into the order, structure and 
intention of the author of Matthew’s 
gospel. It gives a very fresh 
view of Jesus’ role and 
ministry, and meaning for us 
today. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our meetings are generally on the 
last Tuesday of the month, but 
please check time and venue.   
We tend to pick topics to discuss 
rather than following a set course. 
At the beginning of January eighteen 
members met for our Christmas/
New Year’s lunch, a very enjoyable 
time of catching up and fellowship.  
Eight of us then went for a walk on 
our local common with the outcrops 
of rock and a small local quarry with 
sandstone of various hews. 
At the end of the month we 
watched the Open Bethlehem video.   
We will be discussing this at the end 
of Feb, led by one member who has 
contacts, both Jewish and  
Palestinian, and has made a number 
of visits to the Holy land. 
We will be meeting on 28th Feb, 

28th March and 2nd May.  
 

 

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

Tunbridge Wells         Pat Churchill 
01892 531541        pat.churchill@pcnbritain.org.uk  

Teesside                   Michael Wright  
01642 851919   michael.wright@pcnbritain.org.uk  
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 How should we pray? 
This appears to be one of the primary questions put to 
Jesus by one of his disciples, according to the author of 
Luke's Gospel. The response given has come down to us 
as the Lord's prayer. Luke's version appears to be a 
shortened version of the earlier Matthew's, where it is 
embedded in the Sermon on the Mount. Since there is 
no other mention of this prayer, scholars dispute 
whether the earlier prayer is the original or if both come 
from a lost document of Jesus' sayings called Q. 

Either version would be adequate as a complete prayer 
since anything extra would be superfluous. According to 
Matthew, the “Father knows what we need before we 
ask”. Jesus warns against "babbling on, imagining that 
the more (we) say, the more likely (we) are to be 
heard" (Matt. 6.7). One is tempted to ask why 
worshippers today are subjected to endless shopping 
lists of desires and concerns. Often services include 
more prayers than hymns and in every service it is 
deemed mandatory to include a recital of the Lord's 
Prayer, because Jesus 'taught us' to say it. In his book 
“Biblical Literalism: A Gentile Heresy” Bishop Jack Spong 
contends that “Jesus never composed the Lord's Prayer, 
nor did he ever enjoin upon his disciples to pray.” 

This leads me to ask "why do we pray?" and, as the 
unnamed disciple is made to ask "how do we pray?". Put 
another way, what is prayer? As the preceding part of 
the verse in Luke relates, the request was made after 
Jesus had been praying, presumably privately. It seems 
possible that Jesus prayed in isolation. We read in all 
three Synoptic Gospels that it was customary for him to 
retire to a remote place in order to pray. 

Perhaps it is likely that he prayed silently. Some may 
disagree, citing the prayer found in John 17, but I find it 
difficult to believe that such a lengthy and detailed 
monologue could be remembered after seventy years. In 
‘The Five Gospels’ Robert Funk claims that nearly all of 
Jesus’ utterances in John reflect the developing theology 
of a late 1st century community and only John 4:43 might 
resemble a saying of Jesus. 

Whether Jesus prayed in isolation or in silence, it seems 
his prayers were private. They seemed to be a silent, 
wordless communion, but with God or himself? He may 
have engaged in a mental process. We learn that Paul 
told his followers in Corinth that he himself prayed with 
his mind (1 Cor. 14:15). This could explain how he was 
able to pray continually (1 Thess. 5:17). 

According to Matthew, Jesus criticised the practice of 
public prayer, of standing up in places of worship 
intoning wordy intercession. Yet this ritual of communal 
prayer is as prevalent as ever. I recall occasions during 
World War II when the nation was called to engage in a 
Day of Prayer, at a time of particular crisis. As a 
teenager, I found myself wondering how many 'enemy' 
Christians were also praying for divine intervention? 

At the time of the Anglo-American invasion of Iraq the 
Churches Together in a nearby village held a prayer vigil, 
presumably to ask God to take some appropriate action 
to avert the catastrophe to come. The daily news from 
the Middle East reveals how effective those prayers 
have been so far! A story, probably apocryphal, tells of a 
man being shown a photograph of a group of survivors 
from a shipwreck, saved because they had prayed. The 
man asked to see the other picture of those who had 
drowned despite their prayers. 

About six years ago, when browsing in the bookshop in 
Tewkesbury Abbey, I chanced upon a small book entitled 
“Really Useful Prayers” edited by Rabbi Dr. Jonathan 
Romain. On opening it at random, I was struck by a 
paragraph, which compares the Christian and Jewish 
understandings of prayer. It appears that the English 
term to pray derives from the Latin verb precare, 
meaning to entreat or supplicate, whereas the Jewish 
word has its roots in the Hebrew word l'hitpalleil, which 
means to judge oneself or self-examination. 

What a revelation! I realised that this must have been 
what Jesus, a Jew, had been doing. Every day he must 
have been looking inward critically, judging his 
innermost self against what he perceived was his 
Father's will, or requirements for full human living. 
Theologians talk of the immanence and transcendence 
of God, the concept of God being in and around 
absolutely everything. We talk of God as knowing every 
detail of our lives, of being omniscient, but we don't 
know if that is true. What is true is that only we 
ourselves know what we are really like, or what we think 
or desire. I dare to conjecture that most of us would find 
it almost impossible to honestly face our real selves, to 
admit to all our failings and weaknesses. 

By its very nature, public prayer prevents us from total 
self-examination. Jesus did not need words and neither 
do we. "Pray to your Father in secret" he said. Every day, 
if we honestly face our true selves, we must surely pass 
judgement on who we are and how far short of human 
perfection we are. We may then seize the opportunity to 
grow toward the full stature of Jesus and experience the 
power that propelled him into a full humanity. 

We, like that disciple of old, need to ask “teach us how 
to pray”. Does this not mean - how to be honest in our 
constant self-appraisal? So that in everything we do in 
our daily lives, we may strive towards establishing God's 
kingdom in our world, a realm of love, compassion and 
justice for all. 

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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 Resurrection ... 
Bishop Jack Spong argues in ‘Biblical Literalism: a Gentile 
Heresy’ that Matthew’s gospel should be read against 
the background of when the earliest Christians were still 
part of the synagogues. He asserts that the Jewish 
liturgical year provided the basis for the gospel, with 
different parts of it relating to the different Jewish 
seasons. I am not an expert on Matthew, but Jewish 
writers such as he, and indeed the other gospel writers, 
were not modern historians striving to record accurate 
history, they were telling stories to provide guidance and 
encouragement for the churches to which they related. 
Spong maintains that any process of reading them as 
though they were literal history only happened after 
Christianity broke off from its Jewish roots.  

Let me apply this to the central conviction of 
Christianity, the Resurrection. All that Jesus stood for 
was not destroyed by the Cross, but somehow 
completed by it, and he remains a powerful force in the 
lives of his followers today. I certainly believe that. But if 
that is what Resurrection faith means, what actually 
happened to bring it about?  

The New Testament (NT) suggests two things. First, 
when the first visitors went to the tomb they found it 
empty. Second, the Risen Christ appeared on a number 
of occasions to confirm that he had indeed conquered 
death. Tom Wright, former Bishop of Durham, asserts it 
was the combination of those two as actual historical 
facts that could account for the subsequent 
establishment of the church. But recent scholarly 
literature about the Resurrection shows there has been 
debate amongst biblical scholars about both these 
dimensions. That is because even in the Church there 
are some who are frankly sceptical about stories of 
bodies disappearing and re-appearing; that does not 
apply to everyone, but those who have drunk more 
deeply from the well of scientific scepticism retain at 
least a questioning approach. 

Some questions are raised by examination of the NT 
itself, for instance the tradition of the empty tomb. The 
earliest evidence of the Resurrection comes from Paul’s 
letters, written some years before the gospels. He was 
the only observer of the risen Christ whose own account 
appears in the NT. In 1 Corinthians Paul says that Jesus 
died and was buried, and gives a list of various people to 
whom Christ appeared, but says nothing of the nature of 
those appearances, and when he describes his own it is 
surprisingly brief; ‘Last of all, as to one untimely born, he 
appeared also to me.’ In Galatians it is even briefer: God 
‘was pleased to reveal his Son to me’. But even though 
in Corinthians he is arguing for the Resurrection, he says 
nothing about the tomb being empty.  

An argument from silence is always difficult, but some 
scholars, including Geoffrey Lampe, Ely Professor of 
Divinity in Cambridge, thought that silence so significant 

that he concluded the tradition of the empty tomb was 
not something that Paul knew, and that it was probably 
a later invention by the early Church. Other NT scholars 
share that view, believing the Resurrection stories in the 
gospels developed over the years when the gospels 
were being written. This was not simply an expression of 
1960s radicalism, the 1938 Doctrine Commission Report 
noted that some of their members believed ‘the 
connection made in the New Testament between the 
emptiness of the tomb and the appearances of the Risen 
Lord belong rather to the sphere of religious symbolism 
than to that of historical fact.’ Other theologians share 
such historical scepticism; indeed some even doubt 
whether a particular identifiable tomb was historical, 
and that Jesus’ body may have been thrown into a 
common burial pit with other criminals. The traditional 
site of Jesus’ tomb in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre 
was only identified as such in the fourth century.  

Peter Carnley, Archbishop of Perth and Primate of the 
Anglican Church in Australia until 2005, provided a 
useful and balanced examination in ‘The Structure of 
Resurrection Belief’ in 1987. He concluded the evidence 
for the empty tomb is ambiguous, neither strong enough 
to assert nor to deny it was empty, a view he restated in 
1998. It is not just unbelieving sceptics who wonder 
about the historicity of the empty tomb; even thoughtful 
Christians thought the matter an open question.  

Debate applies also to the second element of the 
Resurrection, the appearances. Paul says Jesus appeared 
to various people, but gives no detail of what those 
appearances looked like. There is disagreement in the 
three versions of Paul’s conversion in Acts on whether 
those with Paul heard the voice that spoke to him or 
not. Some have seen in those accounts, with the 
blindness and other physical consequences that 
followed, evidence of a nervous breakdown, as it 
suddenly dawned on Paul that these people whom he 
was persecuting actually had the truth about God. 

The gospels have rather different accounts. The first 
gospel to be written, Mark, was probably written some 
ten to fifteen years after Paul’s letters. They also believe 
the last chapter ends at verse 8, with the women fleeing 
from the tomb with trembling and astonishment, with 
no original account of any Resurrection appearance.  

Matthew and Luke, writing probably ten or more years 
later, have rather different pictures. Matthew has Jesus 
appear to the women fleeing from the tomb, and asking 
them to tell the disciples to go to Galilee. Jesus then 
appears in Galilee. In Matthew the accounts are very 
brief, only twenty verses in all.  

Luke’s gospel has nothing about any appearance by 
Christ near the tomb; according to him it was angels 
who gave the women the message that Jesus had risen. 
Luke then has accounts that appear only in his gospel, 
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 the story of the disciples on the road to Emmaus, the 
disciples recounting that Jesus had appeared to Peter, 
and then Jesus appearing to all the disciples and 
departing from them at Bethany, near Jerusalem. Luke 
elaborates that story in the Acts of the Apostles with his 
account of the Ascension. In contrast to Matthew, Luke 
says nothing about any appearances in Galilee; all the 
appearances in his gospel happen in, or near, Jerusalem.  

In John’s gospel, which many scholars believe was a 
much later document, we get the more detailed stories 
with which we are familiar: Jesus appearing to Mary 
Magdalene by the tomb, then to most of the disciples in 
Jerusalem, then to Thomas a week later, and then, in the 
final chapter, the various appearances in Galilee.  

These different accounts are problematic. It is difficult to 
square the appearances that Paul identifies to the 
Corinthians with the various accounts of appearances 
that occur in the different gospels. The variety of 
appearance stories in the gospels, with those gospels 
that are believed to be later having more accounts than 
the earlier ones, makes the objective reader wonder 
whether those stories are actual history or later 
reflections seeking to strengthen the understanding of 
their readers in the Resurrection. It is also notable that 
only in the later books of Matthew, Luke and John, all 
probably written forty or more years after the events 
they describe, that the Resurrection body of Jesus can 
be physically handled and is observed eating; Paul’s 
account of the Resurrection contains nothing like that.  

The consistency of the gospels is also a problem. If one 
believes John’s stories are accurate, and the appearance 
to Thomas in the presence of the disciples a week after 
the first Easter Sunday historically happened, there is 
the extraordinary fact that neither Paul, nor Mark, nor 
Matthew nor Luke mentions it. Why? Did they not know 
of it, or did they not think it important? Either 
explanation seems very remarkable.  

If some sort of appearances happened, then what sort of 
appearances were they? If cameras had existed at the 
time, would they have been caught on film, or were they 
appearances given only to those who had the eyes of 
faith? If the latter, as seems at least possible, then in 
what sense can we say they were real objective 
appearances rather than subjective visions, like the 
visions people do sometimes have of those who have 
died who were very important for them? Given the 
length of time between the events and their being 
written down in the gospels it seems we shall never 
know for certain the answer, but the important point is 
that there are serious Christian men and women on all 
sides of the argument.  

John Austin Baker, a former Bishop of Salisbury, in ‘The 
Faith of a Christian’ has an appendix entitled ‘The nature 
of Jesus’ resurrection, and the evidence for it.’ It is a 
detailed examination and he certainly acknowledges 
various problems, although he strongly asserts the 
reality of the empty tomb. Of the appearances he says 

‘The amazing nuclear explosion of theological 
understanding of Jesus which we find in the New 
Testament within so short a time can be adequately 
explained only in one way: that it began from the 
eyewitness recollections of those post-Resurrection 
meetings of Jesus with his friends.’ 

However there are alternative views. Geoffrey Lampe 
wrote of the appearances: ‘Neither these stories nor 
those of the empty tomb can help us much in trying to 
answer the question whether the ‘appearances’ actually 
generated the conviction that Jesus had been vindicated 
and exalted, or whether they were visual and aural 
experiences resulting from, and expressive of, that 
belief. Still less does the New Testament evidence 
enable us to answer the question whether these 
appearances were subjective visions, or whether a 
personal, that is to say, a physical, presence of Jesus was 
actually seen with men’s bodily eyes.’ 

Maurice Wiles commented on Baker’s earlier book ‘The 
Foolishness of God’: ‘John Baker is much more confident 
than I feel able to be that the resurrection ‘as an 
objective event’ is to be included among those ‘aspects 
of the story of Jesus of Nazareth’ which can reasonably 
demand our assent to them as historical realities after a 
‘detailed historical critique’ of the evidence.’ 

It may be relevant to note that Baker was a Bishop, 
while Lampe, by then, and Wiles were Regius Professors 
of Divinity, one at Cambridge and the other at Oxford. I 
am sure all three were deeply honourable men, but 
someone’s public role must at least subconsciously 
influence what he or she believes and writes.  

The upshot is that there is a serious debate to be had 
about the Resurrection; it is not a simple question of 
swallowing the lot or leaving it. 

Bob Reiss was a Canon of 

Westminster until his retirement three 

years ago  

upyernoz from Haverford, USA (Jesus's Tomb)  
[CC BY 2.0 (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/2.0)], via Wikimedia Commons 
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The Splash of Words by Mark Oakley, 
Canterbury Press  

What a joy 
this highly 
engaging and 
very readable 
offering is. It is 
a personal and 
eclectic 
collection of 
28 poems, 
each followed 
by thoughts 
and literary 
critique; 
prefaced by a 

magnificent introduction setting out the 
importance of poetry to the human soul 
as well as to our expressions of religious 
faith – it’s worth buying for these pages 
of powerful and succinct observation. 
Oakley describes poetry as “soul 
language”, a way of reimaging the world 
not so much through the words of the 
poems themselves but by our response 
to them. Engaging with poetry is not, he 
points out, an easy task. We must at 
times live with confusion. It is, rather, “a 
fountain, a source from which meaning 
can be slowly, patiently drawn.” In 
terms of our religious traditions, he is 
adamant in asserting that God is a poet, 
as was Jesus. Quoting memorably from 
Padraig O’Tuama, he reminds us that 
“Whatever Jesus of Nazareth’s death 
means, it doesn’t mean anything that 
can be written on a fridge magnet.” 
Thus, Oakley calls us in turn to be 
“poets in residence”, “not seeking 
relevance, but resonance.” I have 
selected four poems to comment on, 
but starting with the master himself, 
George Herbert (1593-1633). Love III is 
better known by its opening line: “Love 
bade me welcome.” Oakley unpacks the 
techniques behind the poem – the 
Trinitarian form of the three stanzas, 
the shades and tones, the Biblical 
imagery. The poem effectively 
substitutes the word ‘God’ with ‘Love,’ a 
move which many Progressive 
Christians can identify with. There is a 
highly contemporary feel to Oakley’s 
commentary, here, he says, is the 
gospel in a few lines – the voice of God/
Love telling us who we really are. 
The other three are contemporary, 
contrasting, with recurring themes and 
are female poets for whom it is 
spirituality rather than faith that is 
 explicit. “Sunday School c1950” by 

civil rights activist Alice Cooper recalls a 
childhood class with whose “Catechism” 
she no longer resonates. There are two 
key phrases in the poem, the attempt to 
“ponder the exchange” of then and now 
and “the leaning”, what he calls a 
“reverential leaning rather than any 
dogma or certitude.” There is a similar 
thread from the work of Carol Ann 
Duffy, “Prayer”. The poem is shot 
through Roman Catholic imagery – the 
“Latin chanting” of a train, the allusion 
to the Hail Mary, the Litany of the 
shipping forecast. Is this, he asks, a 
secular version of prayer, or, with its 
spiritual infusion, a challenge to the 
secular, an assertion of post-secularism? 
He leaves the question open for us to 
ponder as, I suspect, does the poet. 
Speaking of infusion, my favourite is the 
contemplation of a cup of tea, 
“Procedure” by Jo Shapcott. The tea 
represents a response of gratitude for 
the smallest aspects of life in the face of 
great uncertainty. He describes it as 
“almost Eucharistic, a means of grace.  
A superb book, but the choices are quite 
literary and intellectual; there is nothing 
that truly reflects popular culture. 

Nick Jones 
 

Letting in the Light by Kenneth Steven, 
SPCK 

It is fair to say 
that a vast 
proportion of 
British poetry 
is founded on 
the bedrock 
of the 
Romantic 
poets. This 
collection by 
Scottish poet 
Kenneth 
Steven, is no 
exception. 

Many poems here are focussed on 
nature (almost with a capital N) and 
even more on the Romantic sense of 
spiritual consolation and understanding 
of humanity through observation of the 
natural world. 
The poems here about his childhood, his 
own child, echo Wordsworth and 
Coleridge, although with the 
contemporary twist of a difficult and 
fracturing relationship, but Steven's 
words seem to pull back to an almost 
gentle quietism, a peaceful acceptance 
of both the world as it is and his place in 
it. That is the experience of reading he 

creates, of gradually spiralling down 
towards an almost meditative calm. 
This collection might be too 'resolved', 
too determinedly seeking the light in 
everything, and it is to the concept or 
image of light that often he returns as 
the root metaphor and meaning. Thus 
the collection taken as a whole can 
seem to lack the energy of anger and 
darkness, for the search for this mood 
of consolation can become somehow 
soporific in itself. The focus upon 
Romantic nature can lead to a profusion 
of geese, swans and snow, of hills and 
moors, to a sense that we are 
sometimes hearing variations on the 
same notes, however skilful each 
discrete poem might be. Occasionally 
then these poems almost descend to 
cliché, or rather create an impression of 
cliché through replaying strong ideas 
and images. But at their individual best, 
they circle down through image and 
gentle rhythms to a place of inner calm, 
a place well worth encountering. 

Andrew Lancaster  

 

The Pilgrim Journey by James Harpur, 
Lion Hudson 

Harpur takes 
us on 'a 
history of 
pilgrimage in 
the western 
world.' An 
introductory 
chapter 
describes 
what 
pilgrimage is 
all about, 
and then we 
are taken on 

our own pilgrimage from ancient times 
right up to the present. 
Pilgrimage is a fascinating phenomenon 
which crosses boundaries of time and 
place, cultures and faiths. 
Contemporary society has witnessed 
not only an increase in attendance at 
some of the more famous shrines, like 
those at Compostella, Lourdes or 
Walsingham but also the establishment 
of secular shrines like Graceland in 
Memphis Tennessee. 
The multiplicity and diversity of shrines 
and sacred places is testimony to the 
complexity of the desire visit and touch 
the holy, whether a miracle working 
statue of the Virgin Mary, the shrine of 
the tooth of the Buddha in Shri Lanka, a 
sacred site or the grave of Elvis Presley. 

Reviews 



21 

James Harpur's book is factual rather 
than academic or theological and it is 
full of fascinating tales of pilgrims and 
their destinations. The style is good and 
it is a really enjoyable read. The analysis 
is both clear, sharp and compelling. I 
greatly enjoyed the journey and am left, 
as a PCN member, with big questions to 
answer. What is it that we seek and why 
do we return again and again to the 
familiar paths and patterns, whether 
expressed in religious or secular 
language? What is our sense of 'the 
holy' and is this something universal 
that needs constant reinterpretation or 
is it a transitory stage, however long 
lasting, which we, as humans will one 
day see as a fantasy of the past. My 
personal hope is the former, and the 
stories of past pilgrimage and their 
context which James Harpur gives us is a 
lovely resource to feed these thoughts. 

Christine King  
 

 

In Search Of The Common Good  
by Jack E. Brush, IFF Books 

This is a 
sequel to the 
author’s 
‘Citizens Of 
The Broken 
Compass’. 
I’m not 
familiar with 
it or the 
author so I’ll 
take this 
book at face 
value, a 
discussion of 

ethical, moral and philosophical 
signposts for readers interested in 
human rights and the pursuance of the 
common good. 
After a whistle stop tour through the 
ancient cultures of Israel and Greece, 
Brush explores how there was little 
distinction in these cultures between 
legal, moral and religious laws and 
traces the development of laws of 
nature in the contemporary world. He 
briefly traces the evolution of scientific 
thought through some of its major 
players (Newton, Darwin, Einstein). 
Through his exploration of natural law 
his conclusion is that its final objective is 
always working towards the common 
good. He then proposes three 
guideposts for compliance with natural 
law; respectful dialogue, opportuneness 
of action and community building. 
Summing these points up briefly, Brush 
is thinking about a) listening respectfully 
to others, b) acting at the right time to 
implement change and c) considering 

the benefits or otherwise of these 
actions on the community. 
I fought my way through most of the 
book and found it quite a dry read. His 
conclusions certainly bear truth, 
although that truth is not exactly an 
Earth-shattering revelation. 

Andy Long 
 

Being British by Chris Parish, Chronos  
Brexit  has 
produced an 
array of 
comments on 
what it 
means to be 
British. Some 
of this is 
considered 
and some of 
it is deeply 
embarrassing 
to the liberal 
or the 

internationalist thinker. What has 
emerged, however, is that it ‘being 
British’ really matters and in ways and 
to a depth of passion unacknowledged 
before. What is also clear is that ‘being 
British’ means many different things to 
many different people.  
This author, writing pre-Brexit, but post 
the successful 2012 London Olympics, 
seeks to offer a new way of looking at 
this dilemma of mixed and often 
conflicting but passionately held views. 
He offers a journey into British history 
and cultural development and offers 
some routes towards the articulation of 
a new identity in a liberal and post-
traditional world. What is particularly 
valuable is the exploration of a meaning 
of being British within the context of 
our rich and complex history, embracing 
both its dark as well as its light sides. 
It is critical, he argues, however much a 
‘citizen of the world’ we might or might 
not feel, to acknowledge our own 
innate sense of place and of belonging. 
 
He reminds us that our sense of national 
identity is forever shifting and is not a 
fixed idea. He is clear that we view our 
present and our past through a lens and 
one that is tinted by how we judge 
things currently to be - in our own 
experience and nationally. We also 
write our own stories through the 
kaleidoscope of our emotions and some 
of these may be characteristic to a 
particular country. If America says ‘yes, 
we can’ and sun drenched Australia says 
‘no worries’ we are most likely to say 
‘well, actually, no, we can’t but thank 
you’. We have a history of 

understatement and of pessimism 
which colours our feelings and thus our 
views about nationhood.  
His aim is to offer a more creative lens 
that will give us a more balanced and 
healthier sense of nationhood, not 
denying our history but acknowledging 
it, in its positive and negative aspects 
and celebrating its very best. 
This is an intelligent book one which is 
immensely readable. Written partly as a 
personal journey of discovery, it is of 
relevance to those of us struggling to 
balance history, modernity and 
common sense in understanding our 
theology and in trying to work out what 
it means to be a human being living in a 
particular place at a particular time. The 
book is endorsed by Rowan Williams 
who says it gives us some essential tools 
for working out what we can properly 
celebrate, what we should properly 
regret and what we might reasonably 
hope for - what a mature sense of 
national self-esteem might look like. 
I close my recommendation of this book 
as an excellent read with Ben Okri’s 
words, as quoted by Parish: 
‘A people are as healthy and confident 
as the stories they tell themselves. Sick 
storytellers can make nations sick. 
Without stories we would go mad. Life 
would lose its moorings or orientation…. 
Stories can conquer fear, you know. 
They can make the heart larger.’ 
This is a good story and its message lies 
right at the heart of who we are, how 
we can relate to each other, in all our 
diversity, to visitors and immigrants and 
to the rest of the world. Not a small task 
but skilfully and entertainingly fulfilled. 

Christine King 
 

Could This be God? by Brian Harris, 
Bible Reading Fellowship  

Dr Harris, 
Principal of 
Perth's Vose 
Seminary is a 
New 
Zealander. 
This 
anthology of 
90 two page 
reflections 
originated in 
Perth's 
Advocate 
newspaper 

and demonstrates the refreshing 
directness and informality that we 
associate with antipodean writing. Like 
some of Clive James' broadcasts, this 
collection is written in punchy, 
colloquial language, giving a refreshing 
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perspective on themes ranging from 
Jeremiah to Vietnamese boat people in 
Jakarta. As newspaper articles, most 
have a rather populist appeal, but that 
said, few columnists tackle the 
relevance of Justin Martyr (AD 165) or 
'mature secularism'. 
Moments in this anthology read rather 
like truncated sermons, and thus suffer 
from their lack of development. This is 
especially so when Harris takes a Biblical 
text or story to work from. However, 
there are also occasions when his 
slightly sardonic, conversational style 
gives new life to familiar material like 
the Lord's Prayer. He is certainly at his 
best when reflecting on everyday 
occurrences, like using Google, when 
the in-flight entertainment goes down, 
or when he reflects upon some esoteric 
piece of information, like the Estonian 
myth of the' Flowering Fern'.. 
Brevity has its strength too. It is ideal for 
a busy age, for dipping into in brief 
moments on public transport, or even 
when you are waiting for the computer 
to boot up. In particular he has the 
facility to hit the apt one-liner:  
'Leaders are people who make a 
difference rather than make an 
impression' or 'The question is not 
whether God is at work but whether we 
have the spiritual sensitivity to spot it.' 
Reading cover to cover can make the 
pithy brevity seem platitudinous but as 
an anthology to dip into and savour 
leading to personal reflection, I can 
completely recommend it. 

Andrew Lancaster 
 

The Seeds of Heaven by Barbara Brown 
Taylor, Canterbury Press 

Ever since I 
first read her 
brave and 
gripping 
memoir, 
“Leaving 
Church”, I 
have reached 
hungrily for 
any book by 
her. Lyrical, 
whimsical, 
hard to put 
down, her 

writings still manage to plumb the 
depths of the human soul and help you 
connect with That which she stills calls 
God. “The Seeds of Heaven” came from 
broadcast radio on the Episcopal Series 
of Protestant Hour and was first 
published in 1990. This new UK edition 
came out last year and it is vintage BBT: 
 fifteen stories from the Gospel of 

Matthew gently analysed for their 
deeper meaning and their connection 
with modern life. 
Barbara describes preaching as 
“building a fragile bridge of words 
between the ancient stories of faith and 
the everyday stories of people’s lives.” 
She certainly does that here for me. 
Chapter six, which gives the book its 
title, considers what she calls a “volley” 
of short pithy stories, all casting light on 
The Sacred, which is so difficult to 
describe, but revealed in what she calls 
“the ordinary circumstances of our 
everyday life.” 
If I were to pick a favourite chapter, 
then in would be fourteen: Barbara’s 
reflections on the mystifying parable of 
the labourers in the vineyard which she 
describes as being like cod liver oil – 
something we know is right but hard to 
swallow! What helped somewhat 
demystify the parable for me is her 
suggestion that we might see ourselves 
perhaps more to the back of the line of 
workers who wait for their pay, only to 
find they get an equal amount, no 
matter how many hours they have 
worked. From there, we see more 
clearly a God who loves us 
indiscriminately and from whom we get 
more than our just desserts. 
If you are looking for a greater grasp of 
the message of Matthew, then I suggest 
you will be looking in the wrong place 
here. If you are looking for help with a 
sermon or reflection of your own, then 
there might be frustration – for I know I 
could never put it better than Barbara 
and would be guilty of plagiarism every 
time. However, if you are looking for 
nourishment for your soul, then here it 
is. More specifically, this is fine wine for 
the soul; to be sipped, rolled around 
your spiritual palate and deeply 
appreciated.  

Nick Jones 
 

Jesus and the Violence of Scripture by 
John Dominic Crossan, SPCK 

The sub-title 
to this book 
is ‘How to 
read the 
Bible and 
still be a 
Christian’ 
and Crossan 
takes us on 
a journey 
through the 
Old and 
New 
Testaments 

exploring the original contexts and 

developments of Scripture. As you 
would it expect it is scholarly, thorough, 
and consistent in its theme of coming to 
terms with the contradictory messages 
of violence and non-violence, 
distributive and retributive justice, 
persuasive and coercive forms of power 
that run throughout the text.  
He makes it clear that this is no simple 
divide between a violent OT God and a 
God of love in the NT, but a pattern that 
runs throughout. There is a cycle of the 
radicality of God being constantly 
normalized by society and then 
rediscovered.  
He argues that the solution to his sub-
title is to move through three 
metaphors. Firstly, the Biblical Express 
Train with God running on parallel 
tracks of violence and non-violence, 
which are not so much bipolar but 
‘more successive than simultaneous, 
and more alternating than parallel.’ 
Secondly the Biblical Heartbeat with ‘a 
rhythm of expansion-and-contraction, 
affirmation-and-negation, declaration-
and-retraction’ between God’s radicality 
and civilization’s normalcy. The third, 
and foundational, metaphor is Biblical 
Iconic Focus which he describes as 
having an image which is the norm for it 
all, the core principle, the moral 
compass, and that is the historical Jesus. 
This is a book that will inspire and 
challenge you, and at times you’ll want 
to reread a chapter to get a better 
handle on it. I’d encourage you to read 
Part 1, then the Epilogue, and then 
embrace the journey of discovery as 
Crossan opens up the whole of Scripture 
and why it remains essential to the 
Christian faith. 

David Coaker 

Speaker Available 
Michael Wright is offering the 

following to groups in the north of 
England and southern Scotland. 

 Prayer beyond belief - spiritual 
practices of silence, awe, 
gratitude, social concern & self-
examination. 

 Reframing Jesus – Jesus in the 
light of insights from Jack Spong, 
Marcus Borg, Geza Vermes, 
David Boulton, Bart Ehrman etc. 

 The Quaker Way – illustrated 
talk, using the Quaker Tapestry, 
on Quaker origins and ethos. 

For more details contact: 
michael.wright@pcnbritain.org.uk 

mailto:michael.wright@pcnbritain.org.uk?subject=PV%20-%20speaker%20request


God of Consumption? 
 

The Lord is a Consuming Fire  
our Bible postulates 

Giving sacramental value to shopping trolleys 
and the self-centred consumers of society. 

God has truly become Consumption. 

 
We want more and better and bigger; 

Finance centred on turnover,  
not on our savings,  
discarding the old  

and valuing change over stability; 
progress over peace and maybe 

hope over happiness. 

 
The values of society  

have become driven by dissatisfaction, 
by the desire for change,  

without identifying its aim. 
Blindly we are dispatched by advertised lack 

to fill a need that we never knew we had. 
So consumption fuels our economy 

pushed by venal suppliers 
feeding our addictions. 

 
Do the same promotional skills  

affect our faith? 
Is our spirituality driven by dissatisfaction, 
preached as sin and potential salvation? 
Are we as absorbed in self-promotion? 

 
Do not our songs of  

triumphant conquest, personal salvation, 
 mirror the call of secular consumption  

to meet our selfish needs? 

 
Has such theology become the heart  

of Christian thinking; 
replaced the concept  

of one who came to serve  
with our demand for personal service, 

as we mirror the world around us? 

 
Edward Conder 

How incredible it is that in the face of so many 
differences, resentments, complainings, 
misunderstandings and takings-for-granted - 
that as well as all this, there is something else 
of a wond'rous nature which binds us together 
like a sheaf of corn. 
 

Is it for this harvest-home that you and I were 
born? Were brought together?  
 

Have we been selected by a higher hand for a 
higher purpose than our own?  
 

Are we to be ground ever finer until we are fit 
enough to be kneaded into dough, into bread 
to feed the hungry, the fiery furnace where 
gold is refined, where transmutations occur?  
Are we to become the stuff of life, my dear 
one, soul of my soul, dearest precious one?  
 

We are the Children of Christ, my love: never 
could we be parted, never live in vain again, 
never know meaningless, emptiness and fear.  
Only the blessed certainty that Love exists 
even in the darkest depths  
- even in the heart of pain. 

Barbara Robson 




