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The copy date for the June issue will be 
Friday 17th May. It’s not too early to 
start writing. Thank you to all the 
contributors to this issue. 

From the editor 
Apologies first to all readers for some production lapses in 
December 2012’s issue which were mine and mine alone. In 
the lead article by Catherine Burchell on ‘The Grapes of 
Wrath’ the author’s reference to the book being by John 
Steinbeck was omitted. It shouldn’t have been. 
Much more seriously, in Daphne Pollard’s review of Mark 
Rees’ book Dear Sir or Madam a section of the first paragraph 
got transferred to the second column, completely garbling the 
text. I don’t know how it happened, but I’m very sorry. Both 
errors have been corrected on the pdf file of that issue, 
downloadable from the website. 
Recently I read an interview (in the Church Times!) with 
Andrew Motion, the former poet laureate. He talked of the 
importance for him of a priest, Mark Oakley, whom I knew 
myself 20 years ago when he was a young curate. “He's the 
best sermoniser I've ever heard,” wrote Motion. “And he's 
funny, and he knows a lot, and he's lived."  
And then Motion spoke about himself: “I have to tell you, I 
don't really believe in God. I feel a bit of a fraud in some 
respects. I cannot say the Creed. . . I do not think Jesus Christ 
was the Son of God; I do not believe in the life everlasting. My 
interest, or whatever the word is, is not to do with literal 
truths of that kind. 
What I go and do every week, what I feel very grateful to do. . 
. what I do there is sit in a very emotionally charged way, and 
think about the ways in which human beings have a fathomless, 
topless, and bottomless appetite for devising structures in 
which they can think about larger things than themselves. And I 
find that incredibly touching. 
So my religion is not a God-down one, but a people-up one. 
But that feeling of aspiration, and of gratitude for big shapes of 
thought are incredibly, importantly, fed for me by beautiful 
music, by beautiful words, by things which have been handed 
from mouth to mouth, by hand to hand, and generation to 
generation.” 
I find myself saying ‘Amen’ to pretty well all of that. And I’m 
adding to my current Lent reading Mark Oakley’s book (he’s 
the truly radical canon of St Paul’s) ‘The Collage of God’; which 
one of our groups is also reading. Oakley writes: “Broadly 
speaking, Christian people fall into two types: resolvers and 
deepeners. Resolvers are keen to clarify and solidify doctrinal 
and ethical matters. They like systems of thought, information, 
prose, full-stops. They often speak of their conclusions being 
somehow "revealed," either through their reading of the Bible 
or the teaching authority of the Church they belong to. 
“Deepeners, on the other hand, distrust systems and jigsaws of 
the mind where everything fits together nicely. They prefer 
poetry to prose, intimation to information, and feel that full-
stops need turning into commas because, with God, everything 
is as yet unfinished. Deepeners will talk of divine revelation but 
feel more comfortable with God-talk that takes human 
experience seriously and which is as unafraid to reason as it is 
unashamed to adore. For these, the mystery of God should be 
deepened by our God-thoughts, not resolved, and revelation 
cannot be monopolised by the interpretations of religion.” 

Hugh Dawes 
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 Seeing the Light(s)! 

I have always wanted to see the Aurora Borealis 
– but it was still surprising that, at short notice, 
four friends all past 65, headed off for an “active” 
3 days deep in the arctic Circle in Finnish Lapland 
with nightly forays to try and find the elusive 
aurora.  Well, we were active and survived!   
That is another story, except to say that a husky-
drawn sledge, whether you are ‘driving’ or lying in 
state on reindeer skins, is the only way to travel!   
And, yes, we saw the Aurora.  

The varied indigenous peoples, for whom the 
aurora is part of life, interpret it in many different 
ways – warriors fighting, a running fox’s tail 
sending a trail of sparks into the sky, the spirits of 
children who have died at birth.  It invokes fear, 
awe and thoughts of evil and magic.   As well as 
simply enjoying the phenomenon and knowing 
the science behind it, I wondered if seeing it 
would have a spiritual dimension for me. 

Well in the midst of those extraordinary few 
minutes of a sky shot with neon green with 

shadows of pink and purple; of lying flat on the icy 
ground to get the best view (it was -24); of being 
utterly enchanted by the shimmering, moving, 
gauzes of light, I was taken over by the dynamism, 
fragility and beauty of that light.    

Organised religion has, so often, draped a 
cheerless veil of words and rituals over what is 
actually glorious and, where mystery should be 
allowed to shimmer, it holds the veil tight in a 
frozen and, frequently, unkind and judgemental 
fist.   I would now be labelled a heretic and I 
embrace it.  I embrace exploring alongside like-
minded people, who are not afraid to move, 
change and break free. 

There is fragility and beauty in the hopes and 
fears of all people.   When we learn to unlock it 
and risk exposing ourselves to it, we will see the 
bleeding hands of the rejected; the pleading hands 
of the victims of injustice and the empty hands of 
the hungry.  

The aims of the Progressive Christianity 
Network, Britain 
Angela is the Vice Chair of PCN. A graduate in Theology and a 
former Reader in the Church of England, she now considers 
herself a member of what Jack Spong calls the ‘church alumni’. 
A retired Ofsted and Church schools inspector with considerable 

experience in religious 
education and children’s 
spiritual development, she now 
lives in Dundee with her civil 
partner Alison. She supports 
local groups in Scotland and 
heads up the PCN Liturgy 
Project. 
At the 2012 Annual 
General Meeting held in 

York, it was proposed that there should be an 
alteration to our constitution to include a new section 
called Aims.  In the course of discussion it emerged 
that several sets of aims have been published over the 
lifetime of PCN and it was agreed that any new set 
should be adopted only after taking into account these 
previous versions.  A working party was set up 

consisting of three trustees and three non-trustees 
and was asked to come back with a revised proposal. 
Its members were trustees Paul Onslow, Angela 
Smith, and Richard Tetlow together with non-trustees 
Hugh Dawes, Paul Dawson and Maureen Foxall.  The 
PCN chair also took part ex-officio. 
Following several months of collaboration by the 
working party, the set of aims printed at the foot of 
this article was agreed and has since been accepted by 
the PCN Management Committee.  These are now 
offered to the membership at large and will be 
proposed for adoption by the AGM in London this 
April as the revised aims of PCN Britain.   
There was one unexpected footnote to this exercise 
that arose following correspondence between the 
Charities Commission and our secretary, Paul 
Onslow.  The commission said it does not approve 
the inclusion of aims (or furtherances as they prefer 
to call them) within a constitution.   What this means 
is that while the object of a charity can only be 
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changed following a vote by a quorate AGM or SGM, 
the aims can be modified without such reference.  
However, the PCN Management Committee has 
decided our proposed new aims will be referred to 
the membership at the AGM in April, as was agreed at 
the AGM last year, even though they will not now 
appear in our constitution.     
Please note that PCN’s object remains unchanged: 
‘The advancement of the Christian Religion in such 
exclusively charitable ways as the trustees in their 
absolute discretion see fit.’   
May I take this opportunity to offer many thanks to all 
those who worked so diligently and thoughtfully in 
this matter and to commend to the membership the 
acceptance of the revised aims below. 
The proposed revised PCN aims (or furtherances) 2013: 
� Promoting a way of living consistent with the 8 

points and with a progressive inclusive, open 
approach to religion.  

� Supporting groups of PCN members and non-
members, to explore a progressive understanding 
of Christianity. 

� Supporting and encouraging members of the 
Progressive Christianity Network, both those 
whose faith is lived out within the community of 
church as expressed in mainstream denominational 
Christianity and those outside of any such 
organised institutional Christian framework. 

� Networking, conferencing and providing forums 
for open debate about all aspects of Christianity, 
including interaction with people of other faiths. 

� Engaging in discussion and negotiation with 
members of different Christian denominations, 
promoting agendas and understandings that are 
both liberating and radical. 

� Developing and encouraging progressive Christian 
congregations and communities. 

� Promoting membership of PCN Britain. 

Letter from the chair 
Happy birthday! 2013 is the 
10th anniversary of the launch 
of PCN Britain as well as the 
50th anniversary of the 
publication of ‘Honest to 
God’. Possible ways of 
celebrating this special year 
were discussed at the recent 
Management Committee 
meeting held in York on 
Saturday 12th January. As 
usual there was a very full 
Management Committee 
meeting agenda ranging over 
issues such as changes to the 
present DVD library 
strategy/hire fees; finance; 
liturgy; membership; Trustees 

visiting local groups; partnership presence at 
Greenbelt, conferences, and more besides. 
If you have your diaries handy: here are details of the 
various conferences and events that are planned in 
addition to the regular meetings of local groups: 
20th April. Celebrating a 21st Century Faith at the URC 
Lumen Church in Bloomsbury, London. Members of 
St Marks in Sheffield, Carrs Lane in Birmingham and 
Southernhay URC in Exeter, will share their 
experiences of how progressive churches can and do 
work. The PCN Britain AGM will be held during the 
lunch break. 

7-9th June Summer Retreat at Glenfall House, Cheltenham. 
In response to requests from PCN members this 
weekend will focus on creating progressive liturgy. 
Sessions may include hymnody, Taizé chants, poetry, 
non-biblical readings, experimental liturgies, film, 
meditation and silence. 
19th June to 2nd July: Val Webb's tour. As detailed in my 
Letter from the Chair in December’s Progressive 
Voices, Dr Val Webb will be visiting from Australia and 
speaking to local / regional groups. The tour begins 
with speaking engagements in Dublin and Belfast 
(arranged by our sister organisation in Eire and 
Northern Ireland). Val will then be speaking at the 
following regional meetings hosted by PCN groups: 
22nd June: Dundee 
24th June: Cumbria [provisionally North Lakes] 
25th June: Cumbria [provisionally South Lakes] 
26th June: North Yorkshire 
27th June: Sheffield 
28th June: Manchester 
30th June: Cardiff / Barry 
2nd July: London. 

19th & 26th October: Adrian Alker mini-tour.  
Adrian will be bringing last year's well-received Jesus 
Shaped Church - Christian Shaped Lives lectures to 
Abingdon on the 19th and a new set of lectures based 
on the theme, ‘Let's Be Honest to’ Durham on the 
26th. 
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8th – 10th November: Being Honest to God, marking the 
50th anniversary of the publication of 'Honest to God', 
at The Hayes, Swanwick.  
The speakers include Elaine Graham (conference 
chair), James Crossley, Martyn Percy and Simon 
Barrow. In addition Richard Holloway will give an 
after dinner speech on the Saturday evening. 
Tickets for the April and November conferences and 
the June retreat are on sale via the website and the 
PCN office. Tickets for the rest will be on sale soon. If 

you wish to be notified when they are available please 
contact the PCN office or email 
info@pcnbritain.org.uk . Although being progressive 
thinkers can sometimes cause difficulties for us, we 
have much to celebrate this year! 
The next meeting of the Management Committee is 
set for Saturday 16th March 2013 at St Philip’s, 
Leicester. 
Best wishes, John 
 

Theocentricity and Christocentricity 

I am of a generation, where it is surely no 
exaggeration to say that large numbers have 
abandoned the traditional church, because it has 
ceased to speak to them in any meaningful way.  Its 
teaching remains rooted in the thought patterns and 
language of earlier times; it rarely acknowledges to its 
congregations the advances in Biblical scholarship or 
scientific knowledge, and most preaching in parish 
churches ranges from Biblical literalism to 
platitudinous. 
Yet I am sure that far more people retain a sense of 
God, or wish to, than would actually be avowed 
atheists. But church remains for them an irrelevance 
and sadly the churches seem to me in possibly 
terminal decline as a consequence.  I would very much 
like to explore ways in which that decline might be 
halted and to encourage sympathisers to find a more 
acceptable description of their faith – Fresh 
Expressions, in fact.  
I am heavily influenced by what I think is now a 
“modern” view of the accuracy of biblical texts and it 
is in the New Testament and the Gospels where I find 
modern insights are most helpful. So far from finding 
my faith undermined, I have found an enormous 
release from the burden of trying to believe what I 
sincerely doubt to be true.  
This essay was inspired by an old friend of mine, 
whose views are very similar. He was exploring the 
idea of a greater focus and emphasis on God than the 
traditional Jesus Christ of Faith and the consequent 
implications for our Christian faith. Many atheists as 
well as Christians have in different ways asked the 
same question: how can you claim to be a Christian if 
you don’t believe in the divinity of Christ and his 
Resurrection?  It is a fair question and one to which 
there is no easy answer. At the level of a sound bite, 
perhaps the simplest answer is that I believe in and 
strive to follow the example and teaching of Jesus of 

Nazareth, the Jesus of History, but not Jesus Christ, 
the so-called “Christ of Faith.” 
Christian traditionalists, but not Jews, see this Christ 
as the promised Messiah. But the associated title, Son 
of God, was a traditional title of Hebrew Kings, and 
not an assertion of their (or his) divine origin. Indeed, 
many would argue that Jesus, the Christ, is an artificial 
creation of the evolving Church, the product of 
centuries of theological argument, mystic meditation, 
and clerical imagination. The earliest Christians, who 
saw Jesus as the promised Messiah of ancient 
prophecy, wrote their gospel records in a deliberate 
attempt to reinforce, and - in the case of the author 
of St John’s Gospel - to expand and develop the 
perception that Son of God was a literal fact rather 
than a complimentary title.  
From those perceptions has developed the body of 
Christian doctrine, of which purists demand total 
acceptance as a necessary qualification for 
membership of the Christian church. One might 
suggest that in this a belief in Jesus as the Messiah or 
Christ figure of Christianity has been assimilated with 
belief in a God, who is worshipped in different 
manifestations almost everywhere. This is what one 
might call a Christocentric view, a view which often 
seems to carry the added implication that Christianity 
is “the only true faith.” That way lies the road to 
religious warfare and persecution. It always has.      
Simone Weil, the 20th century Christian mystic, is said 
to have explained once that she came to Christ 
through God, and not to God through Christ. 
Archbishop John Gregg of Armagh quoted this with 
approval, pointing out in addition that long before the 
arrival of Jesus, men had already found God by other 
means. In a sermon on Life Eternal in 1941 he 
reminded his listeners that our Lord’s teaching in 
reply to the Sadducees’ question was to assert, in a 
passage which the Jesus Seminar now regard as of 
doubtful authenticity (Matt.22.31), that “God is not a 
God of the dead but of the living.” This suggests to 
me that, in the Gospel writer’s view, Jesus himself saw 
God as separate and superior, and surely lacked any 
concept of himself as his equal, as implied by 
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Trinitarian doctrine. For me this is helpful: Jesus as a 
great prophetic figure and religious teacher is one 
thing; Jesus as God is very much more problematical.    
I wonder, therefore, if there is not a kind of illogicality 
in the conventional Christian assertion that you 
cannot be a Christian without believing in the divinity 
of Jesus. The idea that God and Jesus are one, along 
with the Holy Spirit, as implied by the doctrine of the 
Trinity, is defended by the churches as “a mystery,” 
precisely because they cannot disentangle that 
illogicality. The nativity legends and the virgin birth are 
now widely accepted as mythical; need we any longer 
insist upon tradition by seeing Jesus’ profound 
spirituality and deep relationship with God as a mark 
of his divinity. Many people certainly no longer do so. 
Is it not enough to claim to be a Follower of Jesus, as 
teacher and prophet, a follower of The Way, as early 
Christians often called it?  Is the doctrine of the 
Trinity anything more than a matter of definitions and 
the job descriptions applied to its three members?    
In some ways Gregg’s thought seems to me to have 
been ahead of his time in being similarly theocentric, 
focused on the reality of God, without of course 
denying the insights of the traditional Christian faith. 
His discussion of Eternal Life is relevant to this 
argument, because to many it must seem likely that 
belief in Eternal Life implies belief in God, and vice 
versa. In his focus on these rather than on Jesus, his 
thought differs somewhat from the conventional in a 
way that I find helpful.  
The poet tells us “truth sits upon the lips of dying 
men.” In his final words, on his deathbed, Gregg’s 
biographer records that he kept repeating the final 
line of a favourite poem, “he serveth as God’s priest 
for evermore.” Not for him the lovely lines of 
Tennyson: “I hope to meet my Pilot face to face / 
When I have crossed the bar.”   
This “theocentric” approach is a matter of emphasis, 
not dogma, but it does I think offer assistance and 
comfort to those who, like myself, find their belief in 
the Jesus Christ of Faith and Tradition undermined by 
the absurdity of some of the mythological accretions 
which are now claimed by the purists as essential 
elements of “true” Christian faith. It is not the 
question of whether an itinerant and prophetic figure 
called Jesus of Nazareth lived, taught, and died in first 
century Israel. This can be safely asserted as historical 
truth. The problem lies with the paraphernalia of 
legendary and mythical stories attached to him, not 
only in the period immediately after his death, but in 
succeeding centuries in the form of Christian dogma, 
invented by the evolving church as a means of settling 
controversy or reinforcing the faith of its adherents. 
The tacit assumption of their factual accuracy, and the 
failure of clergy to present the stories as stories, 
compounds the problems of belief presented to the 
sympathetic or interested, and perhaps increases the 

difficulties of the churches in recruiting new 
adherents.    
Gregg argues elsewhere that, “the power which lies 
behind the impact Christ has made upon men, 
drawing them upwards in the teeth of their lower 
desires, may spring in part from the teaching that he 
rose from the dead, but it springs much more from His 
Cross, His character, and His moral law.” Thoughtful but 
troubled would-be Christians could, perhaps, be 
helped by the idea of Jesus as simply one of many 
prophetic figures, whose teaching opened up new 
insights into the Way of Godliness, and whose 
example can be seen as a pathway towards a God, 
whom none of us can begin to describe or define, yet 
into whose eternal presence some of us at least may 
hope one day to enter. This for me is the appeal of 
“theocentricty.”    
Here is Gregg again: “You will believe in the Eternal 
Life to the extent that you believe in God. That is to 
say, if your belief in God is faint, your belief in the 
Eternal Life will be faint also. For Eternal Life finds its 
root and ground in God; and our grasp upon it 
depends on our vital hold upon God, “in knowledge of 
whom standeth our eternal life…. Here is the 
supremely religious argument for the life eternal. It is 
the argument from fellowship with God, from spiritual 
experience, the argument from within.”  
Is this what is implicit in Gregg’s reported speculation 
that “it may be that the true mission of the Church is 
to disappear”? It can be argued that he was simply 
giving expression to the hope that one day the 
ecumenical movement might lead to the death of the 
separated churches and their rebirth into one glorious 
unified Body of Christ. But this does not tie in with his 
view that the church was simply part of the earthly 
mechanism devised by its leadership for followers of 
the faith. In the end he believed that it was not the 
Church that can bring people to a knowledge of God. 
It is their own spiritual effort and inner conviction. In 
the opening words of that same sermon on the Life 
Eternal he said that, “I am not going to try to prove 
the reality of this (eternal) life to you – I am 
concerned rather to show you how you can – and 
must – prove it to yourselves. For the proof of the 
reality of the eternal life is offered to the heart rather 
than to the head. It is a matter of inner conviction.”  If 
he was right, then perhaps indeed the institutional 
church must die.  
Jesus, as a teacher with a profound (perhaps unique) 
sense of and relationship with God, can for every 
Christian stand as a supreme prophetic figure, an 
inspiration and guide to the God whom they seek and 
the Eternal Life which the gospels seem to promise. 
As such he can be the object of their admiration, 
intercessions, even worship. But as he himself surely 
acknowledged, he is not God. Indeed, the Jesus 
Seminar argues that none of the teaching attributed to 
Jesus in St John’s Gospel is in fact his. That is the 
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Gospel primarily advanced as evidence of his claims to 
divinity. 
However painful this argument may be to the faithful, I 
wonder whether for the would-be faithful such a 
perception may not be an enormous relief, setting us 

free to recover our belief in, even if only perhaps a 
dim sense of, God as the divinity that shapes our ends, 
and to whom - in some form which we cannot yet 
imagine - in time, and outside of time, as prodigals to 
home we shall return.   

News from local groups 
Aberdeen 
(Joan MacDonald 01224 311093 
joan.macdonald@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The recently-formed Aberdeen PCN Group is now established 
as a monthly group discussion, with numbers varying from 7 to 
10.  We meet in one of the rooms of Queen's Cross Church, 
Albyn Place, Aberdeen, and have settled on the last Monday of 
the month. 
At the last meeting of 2012 we spent an interesting time 
sharing some of our favourite writers and books that we'd 
found to be helpful on our journey, including a poem by Carol 
Ann Duffy, Cecil Cadoux's amazingly radical book for the 
1940's, called "The Life of Jesus",  and some of the books of 
Frederick Buechner: Listening to Your Life ( his daily 
meditations);Telling Secrets; Godric. So everyone was 
introduced to something that they hadn't read, and some 
lending took place! 
By the time of our first meeting of 2013 on 28th January, we 
had all bought Marcus Borg's book, "Speaking Christian", and 
had read the first few chapters, which led to some very lively 
discussion.  
The group was scheduled to meet on Monday 25th February; 
there is no meeting in March); but on Monday 29th April, when 
we will continue to explore some of this very readable and 
helpful book. 
We hope that a few of us will go down to Dundee for an 
evening in June, to meet up with the group there to hear the 
Australian writer, Val Webb.  
Abingdon 
(Cliff Marshall 01235 530480 
cliff.marshall@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
For our meetings on the first Tuesday evening of the month, 
we are continuing our discussions based on the First Light – 
Jesus and the Kingdom of God DVD sessions.  We have 
been very pleased recently to get enquiries from new-comers 
who have found us via the website.  On 10th February some 
members of the Abingdon PCN group led an evening service 
at their church which took the theme of ‘Lifting the Veil’ 
(Exodus 3:1–6, 2 Cor. 3:12-4:2). During this service, reflections 
offered by some included the fact that PCN activities and the 
work of key authors, such as Jack Spong, had enabled a clearer 
understanding of what being a Christian means. This service 
will be available in mp3 format on the church website at 
www.allsaintsabingdon.org.uk/media/ .  On the last Wednesday 
evening of every month, some members also attend Fresh 
Vision which offers a chance to explore issues, raised by 
attendees, concerning God, Jesus and faith in an open, liberal 
and non-dogmatic setting. Fresh Vision includes a brief service 
of Evening Prayer and is organised in St Ethelwold’s House, 
Abingdon by one of our members.   
In addition to the ongoing activities, the group is organising a 
regional PCN Day Conference to be held on 19th October 
2013 to which all PCN members will be most welcome.  The 
theme for the conference, to be led by Adrian Alker, will be 
‘Let’s Be Honest’. More details of the day’s activities and 
booking forms will be available later on the website and in the 
next edition of Progressive Voices.  For information on the 
group’s activities and venues please contact Cliff Marshall. 
 

Chelmsford 
(Jane Anderson 01245 466160 
jane.anderson@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
After a short break we return in March (10th) 
to look at our next discussion DVD Peace & Justice. This will 
cover 4 sessions. 
I am also hoping to hold an 'alternative' Good Friday liturgy at 
St Augustine's Church in North Springfield. For more 
information please do give me a ring or pop along to our next 
meeting. All are welcome. 6.15 pm till 8 pm. 
Driffield (Cornflakes Theology) 
(Raymond Eveleigh 01262 420062 
raymond.eveleigh@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The group continues to meet on the first Wednesday evening 
of each month at Haisthorpe Methodist Church/Community 
Centre which is near Bridlington. The chapel works well, as it 
has been tastefully refurbished to provide a coffee bar area 
separated from a traditional Methodist Chapel area by a sliding 
partition. The accommodation is ideal for our group which 
usually numbers 20 – 25 members. We have been listening to 
a recording of Bishop Spong’s talks from his Glasgow 
conference, followed by discussions. The feeling has grown 
within members that some appropriate worship element 
should be included in our meetings. The last two meetings 
have concluded with a traditional Compline. This has pleased 
most of us with one or two expressing the need for a modern 
act of worship. We are exploring this possibility and would 
appreciate advice from other PCN groups. 
We have recently started a mobile library for group members. 
Members are invited to bring books which they have found 
helpful to the meetings to be available for others to borrow.  
During Lent we intend to meet for six weekly sessions to 
follow a Lent course which has been written by me. It is an 
attempt to approach Good Friday and Easter with a Bible 
study based largely on the New Testament use of Isaiah 53 and 
Psalm 22. It faces the question of whether it is possible to 
interpret the passion of Christ without recourse to the penal 
substitution theory of atonement. 
On Wednesday of Holy Week we are spending the day at 
Wydale Hall, nr. Scarborough, for a day of Contemplation, 
focussing on the ‘Here and Now’ with readings, music and 
silence. For more details of this, see the PCN website. 
East Shropshire 
(Miriam Walton 01743 243 167 
miriam.walton@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The group continues to develop and grow, spiritually and 
socially if not numerically. Recent sessions have included an 
interesting talk and discussion on John Churcher's new book 
about St Mark's Gospel, 'Dying to Live', a lively discussion of 
'The Myths of Christmas', and an explanation of the Kairos-
Palestine document. In 2010 - led by Sabeel - a Jerusalem-
based liberation theology movement, the Christians of 
Palestine and Israel issued a united appeal to the world's 
Christians to support the struggle to bring a peaceful end to 
the Israeli occupation of Palestine.  See 
kairospalestine.org.uk/peace_kairos_palestine_4803.aspx. 
At our January meeting everyone brought a non-Biblical 
reading with which to spiritually inspire/intrigue/provoke the 
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group.  It was a wonderful evening of poems, articles, readings 
from novels and hymns. 
We are slowly getting to grips with our group website and we 
now boast no less than 6 (!) e-members who have begun to 
provide photos and profiles.  The convenor endeavours to 
keep the whole thing up-to-date and we will be adding more 
information and news from now on. 
By the time you read this we will have had our 25th February 
session led by Alan Felts-Davies on religious fanaticism (and its 
dangers) called 'Is the Earth dying of terminal religion?'  Future 
planned sessions are on Monday 25th March - Discussion:  
‘Baby or Bath water - should progressive Christians throw out 
all church traditions?’ led by Geoff Cashmore; Monday 29th 
April: Presentation and discussion: ‘The Underground Church’ 
by Robin Meyers - led by Miriam Walton. 
Our programme for the rest of the year will include 
talks/discussions on ‘What do we mean by God: what is 
divinity?’; the morality of banking, and the legalisation of drugs.  
We are also hoping to make contact with a local progressive 
Muslim group during 2013. 
Edinburgh 
(Mary Mahon 0131 441 3337 
mary.mcmahon@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The group continues to meet in the Cluny Centre on Braid 
Road, which has on-street parking, and is also accessible by bus 
to Morningside.  We meet on the last Monday of the month, 
with tea /coffee on arrival before a 7.30 start.  We aim to 
make meetings stand-alone, so it is very easy to come along to 
'taste and see'… Everyone is welcome, whether members of 
PCN or not…. 
Our February meeting will be held on 25th, with Michael 
Paterson as our speaker, on the theme of 'Radical 
Transformation - the way of Jesus…..' 
On March 18th (Please note date change because of Easter) we 
plan our by-now annual light meal, at which the emphasis is 
primarily on an opportunity to get to know one another in a 
relaxed context, but we tend to begin with some attempt to 
recreate the characters of some of those around Jesus…. Plans 
are currently in progress! 
On 29th April, we look forward to welcoming  John Churcher, 
Chair of PCN, to help us explore 'Honest to God - 50 years 
on….' 
On 27th May, the invitation is to share with the group a 
milestone on your journey to PCN…. 
Exeter 
(Liz Vizard 01392 668859 
liz.vizard@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The Exeter group met in January, despite floods, discussing 
Dave Tomlinson's talk last November when we hosted around 
70 people. Several found a lot of inspiration from his very 
grounded approach and in particular his way of relating to 
people and using these encounters to express his thinking 
about 'Bad' Christians - those who do not or will not attend 
church. Maybe as progressives we were not the intended 
audience for this new book, but most of us found it a 
refreshing message and one that helped us think differently 
about those we encounter and how we do church. Some of us 
are also enjoying Dave's other publications now. Thank you 
Dave for stimulating our thinking! 
Our next three meetings are - March 3rd; Christian Atheism'. 
Ken Thomas is a retired mathematician and former Head of 
Computer Science at Birkbeck College, University of London. 
Born in Cornwall and brought up a Methodist, but Oxford 
Christian Union put paid to his participation in organised 
religion! He never lost interest in Christianity as a cultural 
phenomenon. Ken never expected to be the partner of a 
United Reformed Church minister! (Ken is the partner of Iain 
McDonald, minister of the church where we meet.) 

April 7th. Rev Iain McDonald: Church and Life: a personal 
journey. Iain, minister of Southernhay URC,has recently 
announced his retirement next year, so this is a chance to hear 
his reflections on his experience of church and issues of 
sexuality. 
 June 9th. The Right Rev Martin Shaw, formerly Bishop of Argyll 
and The Isles speak on Spirituality. This topic came from a 
member after Dave Tomlinson's talk. Martin will be well 
known to many in the Exeter area as he was Diocesan 
Missioner here in the 1980s. Some of us also remember his 
wonderful singing voice.  Martin and his wife Elspeth returned 
to Exeter after he retired in 2009. All three meetings are at 
2.30 in Southernhay URC Church Hall Exeter. 
Harrogate Day-time Group 
(Philip Goodwin 01423 563990 
philip.goodwin@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
We meet at Wesley Chapel on the first Thursday of the 
month, 2.30pm. See the Wesley Chapel website/church 
family/journey Group for a summary of the ethos of the group, 
alongside an article on the ‘Journey’ movement by John 
Vincent, the original inspiration for starting this group in 2002. 
The following are brief extracts of two recent topics: 
‘The Purpose of Life?’ ( A brave topic, offered by Mike 
Greenberg). “Human beings have always created a faith for 
themselves to cultivate their sense of the wonder and the 
ineffable significance of life” (Karen Armstrong) “The purpose 
of life is not in the future … but the whole of it is here and 
now…” Herbert Butterfield. We were not surprised we didn’t 
find much by way of answers – perhaps the answers are less 
important than the asking of the questions.  
The Need to Redeem Christian Language. Marcus Borg, ex-
Edinburgh (offered by Jennie Goodwin). We need to move 
beyond literalism. Prior to the modern period, the 
metaphorical or symbolic meaning mattered more.  Literalism 
occurred because of the collision between Enlightenment and 
Christianity. Historical – not ‘did this happen’, but ‘what did it 
mean?’. ‘The Bible is true, and some of it happened’.’Myth is a 
story of the way things never were, but always are’. Today’s 
common meanings of words such as salvation, sacrifice, 
repentance, redeemer, etc. distort the biblical meanings:  e.g. 
salvation is about transformation.  
Harrogate Evening Group 
(Paul Onslow 07815 685047 / 01423 538798 
paul.onslow@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
After completing Richard Holloway's Between a Monster and a 
Saint we had two poetry evenings where members shared 
favourite poems and we discussed their meanings. We all 
enjoyed these evenings, even us "non-poets" but starting in 
March we are beginning to look at chapter 1 of Mark Oakley's 
The Collage of God. The book's back cover says, "Reality is 
not neatly mirrored in the recitation of any creed. Faith is 
more like a collage than a tidy system, slowly pieced together 
from a sprawling mixture of sources: ancient texts and 
contemporary experiences, prayer and poetry, silence and 
imagination." It certainly sounds promising. All are welcome, 
we usually meet the first Sunday evening at 7.30pm at my 
home - check out the website for more details. 
Hickling (Shoreline) 
(Merrie Longbottom 01692 598844 
merrie.longbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Hickling’s Shoreline has continued to meet weekly, sometimes 
to discuss a specific topic or to view a dvd; other times simply 
sharing cares, joys and concerns!  However, we recently 
viewed the Gene Robinson dvd Love Free or Die and feel it is a 
presentation that everyone (really everyone!) should watch (it is 
available from Jess Lee, the PCN librarian).  Being a trailblazer 
is never easy, and for Gene Robinson becoming the first 
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openly gay bishop in the US Episcopal Church brought harsh 
denunciations, harassment, even death threats.  But Robinson, 
looking back as he prepares to retire at the end of the year, 
says he was never deterred from his groundbreaking path. 
“There has never been a time when I didn’t feel this was worth 
it,” he says. “When you are pursuing God’s dream for a just 
society, that is worth dying for … it’s a noble thing to pursue.” 
And he takes great satisfaction from the progress his church 
and society as a whole have made on LGBT issues since he 
was elected bishop of New Hampshire in 2003. 
Our group also attended a recent lecture by Karen Armstrong 
about the need to establish empathy and altruism at the centre 
of our private and public lives.  Her latest book  Twelve Steps to 
a Compassionate Life explores this..  She’s a magnificent public 
speaker – well worth hearing. 
A final recommendation.  We read Gretta Vosper’s With or 
Without God several years ago.  In her newest book, Amen: 
What Prayer Can Mean in a World Beyond Belief she explores 
prayer arguing that it and the language used need to evolve.  
Gretta considers herself a religious non-realist who doesn’t 
believe in a “god” or supernatural being that intervenes in our 
lives. She believes that we have salvation within ourselves and 
if we want change, we have to make it happen ourselves. 
Kendal Ecumenical Group 
(Norman Burnell 01539 737432 
norman.burnell@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our only meeting in January was at the very end of the month. 
Our host and lead speaker opened by stating the personal 
conviction that all matters ‘supernatural’ are entirely natural, 
they are products of the fertile human power of imagination. A 
wide-ranging summary of scientific understanding from 
branches ranging from archaeology to psychology was later 
presented to support this conclusion.  
A question had been posed first. ‘If Progressive Christianity 
convinces the church to treat congregations as intelligent 21st 
Century adults, could the church then properly explain the 
mythology of a supernatural God?’  
The scientific material can be found by searching “born 
believers”. The essence: Religious ideas are common to all 
cultures. Like art, language and music, they seem to be part of 
what it is to be human. Human beings have a natural inclination 
for religious belief, especially during hard times. Religion is part 
of human nature, our brains are primed for it, ours is a 
religious world. Our brains effortlessly conjure up an imaginary 
world of spirits, gods and monsters. The more insecure we 
feel, the harder it is to resist the pull of this supernatural 
world. It seems that our minds are finely tuned to believe in 
gods.  
In discussion the spiritual interpretation was well aired. A 
founder member and a visiting interfaith minister both 
contributed well. As a group we readily accept this is an 
entirely acceptable, indeed amenable, situation; not a point of 
dispute. We are well past such disputes, we actively encourage 
interfaith education and practice. We have truly moved on 
from being ecumenical in the narrow modern sense found 
among churches to being much more ‘Free to Believe’.  
We ended on the proposal that any one person could come to 
the same point from loving the internal God, based on 
accumulated personal experience of life, as from loving the 
‘other’ supernatural God of revelation or spirituality.  
The group normally meets twice monthly. Contact Norman 
Burnell as meeting dates and venues change 
Manchester 
(John Ramsbottom 0161 456 5119 
john.ramsbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The group has enjoyed a varied programme of meetings 
through the autumn and winter period. Some of these have 
used the book “Speaking Christian” by Marcus Borg, which we 

had decided to make our theme for the year. By way of variety, 
the November evening looked at Science and Religion and one 
of our members gave a well researched and detailed 
presentation covering areas from astronomy to psychology. 
In December we took the customary break for Christmas, as 
the normal meeting night would fall too close to the holiday 
period. 
Meetings resumed in January with an evening led by another of 
the members, in which we considered and tried out 
meditation. 
The remainder of the programme through to June will include 
2 or 3 more chapters of the Borg book, focussing on subjects 
very relevant to the season as we will consider his 
understanding of the death and resurrection of Jesus and how 
this has been often misunderstood. 
In April we hope to welcome as a guest speaker, Paul Onslow, 
who is one of the members of the PCN committee.  Paul has 
offered to lead an evening looking at the Creeds, a topic which 
causes problems for many of us. 
Although definite arrangements have not been finalised yet, we 
hope in June to be able to host one of the meetings with Val 
Webb, who is an Australian theologian and writer visiting this 
country and carrying out a tour of several PCN groups. 
Mid Wiltshire Group 
(Janet Tanner 01380 738155 or 07772243659 
janet.tanner@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our silence in these pages for the last few editions might 
suggest that we have ‘ceased to meet’. This is far from the 
truth as we added another evening a month some time ago. 
The main meeting continues to be the first Thursday in the 
month, in Market Lavington, when we follow a DVD course 
(currently First Light with Borg and Crossan), and the second, 
more informal, is on a Friday. We fix these dates at the 
meeting, as the calendar sometimes catches us out.  The 
concept for this second evening is that anyone can offer to 
lead on anything. We are conscious that the DVDs demand 
head concentration, and stimulate our thinking, so we would 
like to balance this with a more personal, reflective and heart 
experience. It would be fair to say that we are in the early 
stages of working towards this!  
Towards the end of February the group is taking over Ivy 
House, the beautiful retreat house in Warminster for a 
residential weekend which we are conducting ourselves. The 
theme is ‘Journeying’ and we are looking forward to getting to 
know each other better in this special space.  
A third strand is that, every week, some of the group make 
and deliver sandwiches, soup and coffee to whoever comes to 
a car park in Trowbridge.  This service is run mostly by 
churches in Trowbridge and we are pleased to be able to help 
make it a daily provision. 
We are always very pleased to welcome anyone to join us for 
our evening meetings: tea/coffee at 7.30. Our members come 
from different places in Wiltshire and car journeys can be 
shared. 
North Lincolnshire  
(John Sharp 01472 509857 
john.sharp@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our group is now taking one chapter a month from Tony 
Windross’s book “A Thoughtful Guide to Faith”.  A different 
member chooses a chapter which interests him or her and 
leads a discussion on it.  While several members have been 
critical of details in the book, one particularly feeling that the 
writer is rather paranoid in his distrust of fundamentalists, I 
think all find there are aspects of each chapter which are 
illuminating.  Our last meeting on “Silence” was extraordinary.  
It finished with an unimposed and unexpected silence so 
profound that any speech afterwards seemed an almost 
blasphemous intrusion.  I just cannot predict where this group 
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will go next, but I am convinced it is in a healthy direction. 
New members are always welcome. 
North Worcestershire Group 
(Tessa Carrick 01527 873135  
tessa.carrick@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our group has about twelve members from varied 
backgrounds and we always welcome newcomers.  We think 
they will soon feel at home with us.  Our meetings are held 
bimonthly in people’s homes.  To find out more and to receive 
details of the venues, please phone or email Tessa.  
Presently, we are finishing our consideration of Adrian B. 
Smith’s Tomorrow’s Faith which we has stimulated plenty of 
discussion.  Our next two meetings are:  
Friday 15th March at 2.30pm in Stourbridge.  Topic – Adrian B. 
Smith’s Tomorrow’s Faith Part E The Church.  
Tuesday 7th May at 2.30pm in Bromsgrove: a discussion of a 
creed, our personal statements of faith, using Adrian Smith’s 
book as the starting point.  If you live in Worcestershire we 
shall be delighted to see you. 
Northamptonshire and Buckinghamshire 
(Monty Lynds 01908 543206 
monty.lynds@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
We meet on the second Wednesday of every month in 
members homes. We start with a shared meal and follow with 
a discussion presented/researched by a member, we finish with 
a short act of worship. To get further information/details of 
topic and venue of next meeting email Monty Lynds. 
The group also sponsors Monty Lynds' fifth Sunday 
alternative/progressive liturgies held at 4pm in St Nicholas 
church Potterspury Northants. The next service is actually on 
24th March (because of Easter) and is called “Triumph and 
disaster an Easter journey”.  
Norwich (Fishpond) 
(Alun Thomas 01603 488931 
alun.thomas@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The Norwich Group (Fishpond) meets, as usual on the final 
Friday of each month. In January we continued with our 
series of talks on DVD on the broad theme of science and 
religion when one of our number, a GP, introduced the 
theme, which was part of the series, “Science & Belief”, 
presented by Prof. Russell Stannard (obtainable from 
Religious Education, Birmingham.) In the presentation he 
involves sixth-formers both to contribute to, and from 
whom to derive, salient points for subsequent discussion. It 
proved so popular that we shall be continuing with them 
next time – or that was our original plan! Since the meeting 
in January, the DVD of Bishop Gene Robinson’s story, 
"Love Free or Die," has come into our possession and in 
view of its topicality we shall be postponing Prof Stannard’s 
DVD until March.  
As a group we have been running for nine years, although 
only recently have we affiliated to PCN. We are augmented 
regularly by our friends from the Shoreline Group at 
Hickling. We began in 2004 with just six people, but now, 
when we are all present we are perilously close to thirty! 
Thankfully, in this respect only, we are not all present each 
time, but we may soon have to start looking for larger 
premises on which to meet!   
As always, any PCN member passing within a few miles of 
Norwich on the last Friday of the month will be most 
welcome to join us. Contact Alun as above or Ros 
Cordiner on 01692 678682 you can be given full details of 
our next meeting. 
Nottingham 
(David Turner 0115 9764909 
david.turner@pcnbritain.org.uk) 

 We normally meet on the second Saturday of each month at 
10am for 10.30am - 12 noon at the Sherwood United 
Reformed Church, Edwards Lane, Nottingham NG5 3AA. The 
church is very generous in providing us good facilities, there is 
plenty of parking on church grounds and there are frequent 
bus services from the city centre. Most of us bring a packed 
lunch so we can carry on our discussion/conversation a little 
longer. 
In December we shared our thoughts about Advent in 
preparation for Christmas; January and February we used a 
booklet produced by St Andrews with Castle Gate URC 'God 
is a Four Letter Word' which helped us probe into the topic of 
the crucified Christ. On March 9th one of our members will 
turn our thoughts to the passion of Christ through art which 
will involve the use of slides - certainly something different. 
Richmond  
(Alan Powell 0208 878 7355 
alan.powell@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The group meets on Saturday afternoons (2.30 pm) in East 
Sheen.  The group has just started a series of discussions based 
on Dave Tomlinson’s book “How to be a Bad Christian… and 
a Better Human Being”.  The next meeting is on Saturday 9th 
March.  Please contact Alan Powell for further details. 
Rugby 
(Nicola Phelan 01788 562562 
nicola.phelan@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
In 2012 we looked at different aspects of community and 
reflected on this at our November meeting. Members had 
been asked to share something that had inspired or been 
important to them and this ranged from personal items  to 
personal stories. One member told of visits to three different 
but open and inclusive churches he  visited in the USA, one of 
them a growing Unitarian church.  I briefly talked about the 
cultural sea change that  Jim Kenney inspired us to look for 
when he spoke at the PCN conference  in Leicester, and the 
growing potential for people of all faiths and none to work 
together for the common good.  
In January there was the opportunity to listen to Karen 
Armstrong on a PCN CD with the title ‘What is religion?’. 
This was played at the Rugby Interfaith Fellowship (RIFF). This 
seemed to be well received and led to discussion and RIFF is 
now signed up to the Charter for Compassion. The February 
meeting ‘Out of a Dark Wood - God, Dante and us’, to be led 
by Tim Brooke, is in memory of one of our members Pam 
Silver who died in November. Pam was to have jointly led on 
this topic and as she was both a keen member of PCN and 
RIFF it will be a joint meeting. This will be our first meeting at 
our new venue the URC, Hillmorton Rd, Rugby and we are 
grateful to them for providing the room with no fixed charge.  
The book group also meets in February to discuss Sarah Miles 
book ‘Take This Bread’.  From March the Together in Hope 
book ‘Examining the Meaning of the Resurrection’ based on 
the essays by John Spong will be discussed in the main monthly 
meeting.  
Stoke-on-Trent 
(Ian Gregory 01782 614407 
ian.gregory@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
It is hard to imagine any other gathering at which religious 
ideas can be openly discussed, doubts expressed and beliefs 
examined as at our monthly sessions. So said one of the 15 
people present  afterwards.  It was a typical smorgasbord of 
thought which arose from Geoff Locke’s profound 
examination of the need for an open mind.  
‘Humility requires that we listen to and learn from others,’ he 
said. ‘A closed mind gets us nowhere. Open mindedness is the 
key to religious progress.’  We were soon reminded of Jesus’ 
reported words that ’nobody comes to the Father but by me.’ 
But was Jesus pointing to a ‘way of being’ rather than loyalty to 
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him as an individual?  The Christian ‘way’ of sacrificial love was 
of course helped by being focused on Jesus, but not 
necessarily. Did Jesus himself have an open mind? Many have a 
personal commitment to Jesus as Lord, but recognise saintly 
qualities in the lives of others, religious or not. Do they, too, 
‘come to the Father’? 
The urgency of open minds in inter-faith dialogue was 
indicated by religious conflicts. But how could there be 
dialogue with hard line fundamentalists? ‘If we cannot discuss 
with a man who believes that God wants him to crash airliners 
into skyscrapers, have we any alternative but to shoot him?’ 
Such dialogue could only take place between religious liberals 
of whatever faith.  The dialogue that matters most may be 
between those for whom there is little common ground.  
Teesside 
(Michael Wright 01642 851919 
michael.wright@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Currently we are discussing “How to be a bad Christian – and 
a better human being” by Dave Tomlinson.  It is described on 
its cover as “This book is written for you – for countless 
ordinary people who may cringe at organised religion, have 
little time for creeds and doctrines and churchgoing, yet who 
nevertheless attempt to live in the spirit of Christianity.” It is 
fun, challenging, undogmatic, very pastoral and down to earth.  
We meet on the second Tuesday each month at the Quaker 
Meeting House, 131 Cambridge Road, Middlesbrough, TS5 
5HL which is very close to junction A1130 on the A19.  
We are a lively and thoughtful ecumenical group of Christians, 
Quakers, Methodists, Anglicans, Catholics, and the occasional 
Baptist, URC, and member of a Christian Ashram. Several of 
us are involved in our local community in various ways with 
Fair Trade, asylum seekers and refugees, the local Food Bank, 
and other spheres.  

We are likely to explore themes later this year from the 
writings of Gretta Vosper, Chair of the Canadian Centre for 
Progressive Christianity, whose two books “With or Without 
God – why the way we live is more important than what we 
believe”, and “Amen – what prayer can mean in a world 
beyond belief” are impressive explorations of her themes.  
OCTOBER STUDY DAY - “Jesus Shaped Church – Christian 
Shaped Lives”. We are arranging  for Adrian Alker to give his 
four-part exploration of this theme, which he gave in London 
last September, on Saturday, October 26th in Durham. This is a 
joint venture with the Tyneside Group. Details and costs are 
being worked out at present, and will be available for the next 
edition of Progressive Voices. 
Tunbridge Wells Radical Pilgrims 
(Pat Churchill 01892 53154 
pat.churchill@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Everyone is welcome to our meetings which are generally on 
the last Thursday of the month. (do ring to check time and 
venue). We tend to pick topics to discuss rather than following 
a set course. 
In December Chris led the group in a wide ranging discussion 
of Power and Spiritual Leadership.  This then led on to the 
more general problems of corruption and the need for justice 
for all. 
In January Jane led us further in the discussion of the different 
types of justice and which were relevant to our faith.   The 
need for Action and Contemplation and the need for right 
relationships were also discussed. 
We meet again towards the end of February when Daphne will 
lead us in discussion about the emergent Church based on 
Ideas from Richard Rohr and Brian McLaren. We will then 
meet again on 21st March. 

“God doesn’t exist”: So what? 
The word ‘exist’ in the title is used in a positivist 
sense: anything or anybody that exists must be 
perceptible, either directly or indirectly, by our 
senses.  We perceive directly anything that ‘can be put 
in a wheelbarrow’, the memorable criterion used in 
neuro-linguistic programming to assess how closely 
our statements correspond to the world in which we 
live.  The ultramicroscopic particles that we can sense 
only through their effects, like the Higgs’ boson, are 
also said to exist. 
Of course, there are many other topics we can 
discuss.  Some are deductions from our observations, 
with words like ‘never’ and ‘always’, ‘true’ and ‘false’, 
‘fair’ and ‘unfair’ and the like.   We create abstract 
nouns like ‘truth’ and ‘justice’. We prefix them with a 
capital letter ‘Truth’ and ‘Justice’.  We then seek to 
find and comprehend them and are perplexed when 
they slide around in relation to the circumstances in 
which we live.  They don’t ‘fit in a wheelbarrow’. 
Moreover, there is something metaphysical about the 
ultimate constituents of matter.  A recent article on 
photons in The New Scientist concludes: “Sometimes 
the photon looks like a wave, sometimes like a 
particle, or like anything in between…In reality, 
though, it is none of these things.  What it is, though, 
we do not have the words or concepts to express.” 

I suggest that we are in a similar predicament when 
we talk about God.  Human beings have always had a 
perception of the sacred or ‘beyond’, but, as our 
knowledge of the universe has increased, we can no 
longer find a place there for God.  Wherever we go, 
God is there before us and at the same time ‘closer 
than we are to ourselves’.  If, like the particle 
physicist, we accept that we do not have the words or 
concepts to define God, we can use expressions from 
daily life to try to get closer to God. 
Professor Roger Haight said that God is validated by 
the religious experience of the individual.  Gerry 
Hughes, lyrically emphatic about the reality of God, 
writes that we must look for God first in ourselves: 
‘Where?’ seems an inappropriate question.  Another 
priest writes that ‘the overwhelming sense of the 
presence of God and of the absurdly prodigal love of 
God that comes upon the likes of me from time to 
time, this cannot be so easily dismissed’. 
The Bible declares heaven to be where God’s throne 
is, where he sits.  Now that heaven is no longer 
located above the skies, we come to see that there is 
no fixed boundary between heaven and earth.  We 
can say, with Angelus Silesius, that heaven is within us.  
Perhaps then it is not just women who, in Veronica 
Zundel’s words, still ‘make the same mistake/ and 
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bow to some religious snake/ who tells us we are not 
the gods we are.’ 
If having faith in God enables us to make the most of 
our lives and to leave the world a better place for our 
having passed through (not necessarily for anything we 
have done), then it seems sensible to talk about God 

and explore the ultimate mystery.  Provided I accept 
that it is my responsibility to try to discern the will of 
God, I can pray to God to help inform my life for 
good.  Equally, I can accept that others may make a 
better fist of life without God’s help.  Such people call 
themselves Humanists: perhaps they are just human. 

The Spider 
For some weeks now a “garden cross spider” (Araneus 
diadematus) has been in residence outside our kitchen 
window in its web.  Every so often, when the 
windows are cleaned, the spider loses it’s web; but 
this doesn’t deter it from starting all over again. 

Having watched the spider for some weeks now I can 
only wonder at the marvels of nature and evolution. 
How many millions of years must it have taken, from 
the first simple life forms, to something as intricate 
and awe inspiring as a spider! 
Just looking at the spider’s web I understand that the 
garden cross spider produces six different types of 
silk, for different purposes.  Some silk is not sticky, so 

that the spider can move around the web without 
sticking to it; another type has shock absorbing 
properties, so that an insect flying into the web 
doesn’t bounce off the web. Another type of silk is 
sticky, to trap the insect, and another is used to wrap 
the insect into a sort of cocoon. 
Now this is just a spider; what other marvels of 
nature will we find if we delve a little deeper! 
I believe that Charles Darwin was on the right lines 
with his theory of evolution; but to me it seems as if 
intelligence has to be in the equation somewhere.  I 
have no way of knowing if intelligence was there before 
the “Big Bang” theory of creation, but it is certain that 
intelligence has evolved as life has evolved, to where 
we find ourselves today, as human beings. 
I don’t know what God is; but it seems to me that God 
is to be found in the Big Bang, Evolution and 
Intelligence.  To me God is not A Supreme Being, but is 
in fact the whole of being; you, me and the whole of 
the Universe are all part of what God is. 
Let me round this off with some words from the 
Bhagavad Gita – 
The senses, they say, are subtle; 
More subtle than the senses is the mind; 
Yet finer than the mind is intellect;  
That which is beyond even the intellect 
Is He. 

Forthcoming events (other than PCN’s) 
Beginnings with Gerd Lüdemann 
Centre for Radical Christianity. Spring conference at St 
Mark’s, Broomhill, Sheffield. Saturday, 11th May 2013. CRC 
is extremely fortunate to be able to host one of his rare visits 
to the UK. Booking forms are available on 
http://www.stmarkscrc.co.uk or telephone 0114 266 3613 
Ask almost anyone around about Christian beginnings 
around Christmastide and they will almost certainly 
point you towards the nativity – those parabolic 
overtures (to borrow a phrase from Borg and Crossan’s 
The First Christmas) that Matthew and Luke provide as a 
means of ‘leaking’ Jesus’ significance prior to the onset of 
his ministry. Interestingly, the popular re-telling of Jesus’ 
birth is an amalgam of both versions, with contemporary 
appropriations. Be that as it may, what is important to 
recognise is that these narratives relating Jesus’ 
miraculous birth with angelic annunciation and divine 
conception, dreams, portents and programmatic 
infanticide were not intended by the evangelists to 
communicate historical fact but theological meaning. 

They bear witness to Christian beginnings, but not to the 
circumstances surrounding Jesus’ birth; instead, to the 
community of faith his ministry conceived. Or, expressed 
in another way, they are evidence of Jesus’ enormous 
impact upon those whom he encountered and, more 
remarkably, upon those who never met him and yet 
recognised his authority upon their lives. 
Two thousand years of Christian history have 
desensitized us to the profundity of this happening. 
Think about it for a moment, a first-century Galilean 
with a grass-roots vision for how God’s kingdom could 
blossom in the midst of oppression and austerity, a gifted 
teacher and minister of forgiveness, who orchestrated 
his own death through challenging the legitimacy of the 
prevailing temple cult and the sovereignty of Rome, 
becomes the founder of a world-wide movement that 
has attracted more followers than any other throughout 
human history. 
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How unbelievable is that, especially as it is unlikely that 
Jesus had much of a sense of the universal reach of his 
kingdom vision. Let’s be clear, the phenomenon of 
Christianity demands explanation. And if we’re not 

persuaded by literal readings of the virgin birth, bodily 
resurrection and Pentecost, then we need to supply an 
alternative account for the extraordinary and enduring 
impact of Jesus upon humanity. 

The Earth is the Lord’s: Renewing the Covenant of Creation 
Modern Church’s Annual Conference. High Leigh Conference 
Centre. 15 – 18th July 2013. For more information: 
modernchurch.org.uk/conference/2013.htm 
or phone Christine Alker on 0845 3451909 for a booking 
form. 
The Church needs a characteristically Christian 
approach to the current environment crisis. There is a 
danger that by repeating fashionable secular positions, 
the Church may be adopting ideas and assumptions that 
are not compatible with our core beliefs.  
This conference, chaired by Dr Margaret Barker, will 
explore what the Bible says about the creation, based on 
the most fundamental (and most neglected) idea of the 

eternal covenant which binds all creation and human 
society into one God-given system.  
The speakers include David Shreeve, Rev Helen 
Hutchison, Hylton Philipson, Tom Spencer, Michael Frye  
and  Rabbi Jeffrey Newman They will look at examples of 
breaking the covenant and the consequences for the 
environment; at some attempts to restore the covenant 
by new industrial practices and new attitudes; and at 
how this can be put into practice at a local level and 
expressed in worship which will be led by the chaplain, 
Fr Dominic White, a university chaplain who has some 
exciting and original approaches. 

Book Reviews 
Unapologetic
Faber & Faber. 240 pp. Hb. ISBN-13: 978-0571225217. £12.99 (currently £7.66 on Amazon) 

The subtitle of this very engaging and readable book is 
“Why, despite everything, Christianity can still make 
surprising emotional sense”. This jovial tone continues 
throughout the book – if you’re looking for a serious 
theological tome, then this book is not for you! 
Francis Spufford is an ordinary, liberal, Church of 
England Christian. He goes to church regularly whilst 
cringing slightly at some of the myths he is expected to 
swallow, but still feels a deep connection to his faith and 
to God. This is something that should resonate with 
progressive Christians everywhere.  
This book is his very own take on how to live life as a 
Christian in the modern world. He refers constantly to 
what he calls the “HPtFtU” or “Human Propensity to 
F*** things Up”, which he believes lies at the heart of the 
Christian message, but also at the heart of why 
Christianity has become so inaccessible today. It is a sad 
fact that the Church itself is mired in debates about 
matters such as human sexuality and the ministry of 
women. This is something which makes Christianity itself 
seem even more irrelevant in our progressive society, 
and which Spufford argues goes against the very message 
that Christ himself tried to teach us. 

He tries to get beyond all this to what lies at the heart of 
the Christian faith. He devotes a whole chapter to 
creating his own “gospel” – re-telling the story of Jesus’ 
life through a more modern lens, using the Hebrew form 
of his name, Yeshua, to further move the story away 
from the traditional gospels. By doing this, he gives the 
reader a fresh take on the message of Jesus’ ministry, 
which I found very surprising and even moving at times, 
although some of the analogies he uses did grate a little 
after a while. 
He fills the rest of the book with stream-of-
consciousness essays on prayer, the problem of suffering 
(in a chapter ingeniously entitled “Hello, cruel world”), 
the nature of God, and other such weighty theological 
issues, written in a light-hearted but extremely 
enlightening manner, unique to him. 
I found his writing refreshing and inspiring, even reading 
sections out loud to my partner and discussing some of 
the points made with other family and friends. If you 
have grown tired of the dry and dusty way the wider 
Church of England looks at all these issues, then you may 
find this book to be rather an eye-opener. 

A Drop in the Ocean
Lulu.com. 160 pp. Pb. ISBN-13: 978-1291085020. £10 (£9 on Amazon) 

Betty’s book is a personal journey and this is a personal 
review. Betty understands that our thoughts and 
reactions to a text are rooted in our individual everyday 
experience, our personal hermeneutic, and therefore I 
admit to being a 47yr old Methodist minister with long 
term progressive tendencies! 
I took Betty’s book with me on an all day train trip and it 
was like sharing the journey with a dear, creative and 
intelligent friend. The flow of the book is conversational, 

effortlessly shifting genre from biography, theology, 
autobiography, analysis and sermons.  The intimate and 
honest autobiography informs the theology, with the 
history of a church community and added service 
material being a natural progression of a lived theological 
reflection.    
I sense that Betty’s intention in writing this book is that 
her spiritual journey and her theological discoveries will 
not be lost and it certainly fell on appreciative ears. I was 
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deeply moved by her sensitive retelling of the struggles 
of a generation to make sense of rapid change and the 
horror of war (Betty’s father was a private in the Great 
War). I was encouraged to see how they bravely tackled 
the challenges to traditional dogma and this book is an 
impressive catalogue of theological trailblazers who were 
formative for Betty. This Progressive theology 
floundered at the end of the last century as economic 
boom and unjust peace allowed us to slip into 
comfortably avoiding hidden issues and our churches 
quietly emptied as Christian relevance disappeared. Betty 
reminds us that as difficult times come they will require 
cutting edge theologies that are unafraid and have the 
power to inspire.  There is such hope shining through 
this book, an optimism that my generation were born 
without, and it is catching.  
Betty’s theology is eclectic and thoroughly progressive; 
naturally so. From East to West from imperialistic 
critique to medieval mystics, her bibliography is a history 
of progressive thought in Britain and a reminder to us 
that we are not inventing the wheel but are giving it 
another crank to see if we can catch the engine this 
time. Betty talks of the negative reaction of her spiritual 
mentors to the book ‘Honest to God’ and her 

temporary disillusionment but then her joy in finding a 
newly sprouting Progressive Network to carry on the 
debate.  
So many theological books that we read have one idea 
that is padded out for endless pages and one tone of 
voice. Betty’s book is short, full of interest and never self 
indulgent: it does not presume to give answers or preach 
to us and it leaves many doorways tantalizingly open for 
us to discover ourselves.  The theology is simple, 
beautifully distilled through a real life, and as such very 
complex and deep ideas become accessible.  I would 
recommend it as an encouragement to seekers and 
‘embattled’ progressives who will be inspired by the 
heritage and can go back and re-read the ‘greats’ with an 
eye to their context. However this is not a book about 
the past, Betty also takes us forward by introducing a 
fascinating section on ritual that is  going to be a major 
factor in the relevance of faith in a post postmodern 
society and dares to tackle the ongoing ‘problem’ of 
prayer. Her conclusion is a concise summing up of her 
Progressive Christian theology that had me wanting to 
shout out ‘Yes, Yes’; but I was in a quiet carriage!  
Thank you Betty for sharing your journey and the fruits 
of your life with us you have certainly encouraged mine. 

Lost Certainties
The Memoir Club 2012 IBSN: 978-1-84104-540-5.  Pb. pp cvi + 225p £9.95 

Brian Wilson, an erstwhile member of the PCN 
Management committee, is the grandson of John Gregg, 
a former Archbishop of Armagh, a fact, I suspect, not 
without significance in the commitment to his passionate 
journey of faith.  He was well grounded in the teaching 
of the church and like so many progressives he states 'it 
never occurred to me to doubt any of it until my 
university years'. 
Central to his subsequent sense of disillusion is the 
failure of the church to adapt to the contemporary 
world, by failing to educate people into the new 
understanding of theology, too often ring-fenced in 
seminaries - understanding which largely fails (for 
whatever reason) to be shared (is the 'in' word 
'cascaded?!) with congregants…. Much of his text is a 
useful compilation of the core insights of writers such as 
Spong, Borg, Crossan etc. 
 However, he himself recognises that it's easier to 
demolish dated certainties than to create new forms.  I 
find his practical suggestions for improving worship more 
likely to improve style than content, though the inclusion 
of 'more silence and contemplation' must surely be a 
good place to start!   And I confess to not sharing his 
nostalgia for Matins! 
The section on 'Moving Forward' (P149-186) is perhaps 
most useful. In it he explores the use of language way 
beyond its literal meaning, into its ability to express 
images and metaphors, to 'speak' the language of the 
heart as well as of the mind. That opens the way into 

what has been for him a life-long love of poetry, and he 
quotes some quite lovely examples which do prove his 
point.  If, at the end of the day, faith is about loving God 
and our neighbour, somehow we need to find a 21st 
Century means of expressing it, beyond both banality 
and the certainties of childhood…. 
Because the book is a collection of letters, responses to 
talks, and reflective pieces there is inevitably some 
repetition of themes and memories, but not excessively 
so. My sense is that the author has had a real affection 
for the church and saw that as the context within which 
he would journey throughout life… 
 Disillusionment as certainties crumbled, and experience 
of the institution's failure to evolve in meaningful ways 
have been a painful process.  He mentions, but perhaps 
underplays, the balancing value that many of us in PCN 
find in the small, interactive groups as a way forward.  In 
such groups it is possible to have community, dialogue 
and growth in one package… 
The cover pictures a child facing the security of the 
shore, with the vastness of the sea behind him. This is a 
book for those who, like Brian Wilson, are prepared to 
turn around. The essence is caught in his quotation from 
Michael Ramsey: 'Cease to think of God as a definable, 
supernatural person.  Begin the other way round.  Look 
into the depths of human existence, and discover deep 
down the ultimate meaning of things. This ultimate 
reality is personal; it is love. Then we can say that love, 
the ultimate reality, is God.' 

Evolution of the Word:
Harper One. 2012 ISBN 978-0-06-208210-7. Hb 608 £16.99 Amazon. £12.99 Kindle 

Marcus Borg’s “Evolution of the Word” is a refreshing introduction to the New Testament. Drawing upon 
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meticulous contemporary research “the rule I have 
sought to follow… is to reflect consensus conclusion 
when possible and, when there is no consensus, to 
follow majority opinion.”(page 424). 
The complete 27 documents of the NRSV are set out in 
the order the ‘books’ were written, with a concise 
introduction, not a verse by verse commentary. He 
describes the evolving understanding of Jesus. In dating 
each manuscript he has some surprises, especially putting 
Luke-Acts after John’s Gospel.  In later documents the 
disciple-communities often conceded their stance to the 
prevailing standards of society. “Some of the later 
documents in the New Testament reflect a 
domestication of the radicalism of Jesus”(p2). An obvious 
example is the treatment of slaves: Compare Galatians, 
3:26-28, with Ephesians 6.5: “Slaves, obey your earthly 
masters with fear and trembling.” Written “a generation 
or so after Paul’s death” this was “part of the process of 
late first-century Christian accommodation to the 
hierarchical values of the Roman world” (p351).  For 
centuries Christian states turned to Ephesians rather 
than the earlier Galatians, or Paul’s Letter to Philemon. 
Slavery took centuries to be condemned and still 
covertly exists. 
Borg writes “The Bible as the inerrant Word of God is 
the foundation of fundamentalism and most of 
conservative-evangelical Protestantism. For these 
Protestants, the Bible as the inspired and therefore 

inerrant and infallible Word of God defines who they 
are.” (p576) There is nothing to fear in using common 
sense and academic rigor in approaching these first 
century texts. As many have said “we all look down a 
well two thousand years deep and at the bottom see our 
own reflection.” “By viewing the documents… in their 
historical context, we recognize that they were not 
written to us or for us, but to and for the ancient 
communities that produced them.”  
Just seven letters are attributed to Paul. In the later, 1 
Timothy, we read of deacons, elders and bishops. The 
communities were rapidly moving towards becoming the 
institutional church. The obvious differences and the 
contradictions of John’s Gospel compared with the 
Synoptics are explained easily enough. It makes little 
sense, to merge the four Gospels into one narrative. He 
wonderfully unpacks the meaning and development of 
“The Kingdom of God”, essentially seeing it being 
concerned with the present. “The world of the 
domination system is a world of political oppression, 
economic exploitation and chronic violence. The 
alternative is a world in which everyone has enough and 
no one needs to be afraid. The Gospel phrase for this is 
the “kingdom of God.” Brilliant. 
In an age when so many reject what they imagine 
“Christianity” to be, here is an intellectually honest 
introduction. We no longer have to cringe and expect a 
secular world to accept the absurd. 

Why Weren’t We Told?
  

Polebridge Press. 2013. ISBN 978-1598151114. Pb 296pp. £15.60 on Amazon. Kindle £6.51 

This is a helpful book to appear in the golden jubilee 
year of Honest to God. Lloyd Geering writes in the 
Foreward that the controversy sparked off by John 
Robinson’s book was a world-wide phenomenon. When 
he wrote about it at the time in New Zealand, he was 
accosted by someone who described himself as “a loyal 
churchman all my life, and I am a reasonably intelligent 
person. Why have I not been told all this before?” 
The issues Robinson raised had been part of liberal 
theological education for decades. Clergy had explored 
them in their seminaries, but it was not until Bishop 
Robinson published Honest to God, that most lay people 
began to be aware of these theological explorations.  
This book introduces the reader, in mostly small bite-
size chunks, to a wide variety of topics which are part of 
the panoply of progressive Christianity. This book shows 
us some of the range of thinking and writing available in 
New Zealand, Australia, and North America. Only one 
of the contributors is from Britain. 
It covers issues like the problem of evil, feminist 
theology, ethics, prayer, rites of passage, and classic 
Christian doctrines examined by progressive thinkers. As 
it is a collection of writings from 30 contributors, 

ordained and lay, pastoral and academic, it is not 
surprising that the styles are varied, but all are very 
readable to anyone interested in progressive Christian 
thought. 
Among pastoral aspects addressed are a progressive 
Christian curriculum for children, “Why I can no longer 
say the Nicene Creed”, being a progressive Christian, 
and being a progressive Christian in a very conservative 
Christian locality. The first part of the book is a series of 
very short cameos. The second part contains longer 
articles which are helpful for those who wish to explore 
issues in some depth. This is followed by “Living the 
progressive dream” – stories from congregations and 
groups. The final section is a resources toolbox of 
hymns, prayers, liturgy for celebrating birth, and other 
items including non-theistic prayers, and a considerable 
list of web sites worth exploring further. 
It is certainly a book from which a mine of information 
can be gathered, and is a useful book to lend to 
enquirers who want to know more about progressive 
Christianity. It is not a new catechism – just a collection 
of writings of people who think progressively, and can 
help others to do so too.  
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Don’t miss ‘Celebrating a 21st Century Faith’ 
Saturday 20th April 2013 Lumen URC 88 Tavistock Place, London, WC1H 9RS 
(close to Kings Cross and St Pancras stations) 10.30 registration, 11 o’clock start 
A day to explore and share how progressive churches 
express Christian faith ‘on the ground’.  This conference is 
open to all. It marks the culmination of a year when PCN 
Britain has been thinking about how a progressive faith can 
be practised in Christian communities.  At this conference 
there will be an opportunity to hear from three churches 
from Birmingham (The Church at Carrs Lane), Sheffield (St 
Marks Broomhill) and Exeter (Southernhay URC).  In 
particular we shall be looking at these issues: 
1. Thinking articulately and critically about matters of faith. 
2. Liturgy, prayer and worship - what do our church services 
look and feel like in a open hearted and progressive Christian 

community?  What resources and ideas can we share?  
3. Inclusion What do we mean by being an inclusive church? 
4. How can we be communities of diverse age range, caring 
for people 'from cradle to grave'? What does progressive 
Christian faith say to children and young people about their 
formation?  
The day will include breakout sessions where you can go into 
your areas of interest in more depth. 
OVER LUNCH THERE WILL BE A SHORT BUT 
IMPORTANT AGM FOR PCN BRITAIN MEMBERS 
The conference fee is £14; £10 for PCN Britain members. 
The AGM, and attendance simply for that, is of course free. 

Have you seen the Christ? 

Ann Hogan is a minister of the Uniting Church in Australia, who 
was born in Melanesia of missionary parents from New Zealand. 
Ann ministers in a multicultural context in Sydney. This poem was 
inspired by the idea of looking for the Christa (the feminine Christ 
figure) during a lecture given by Nicola Slee in the United Kingdom 
in 2011. 
Tell me, friend, has she passed this way? 
Have you seen the Christ? 

I know he’s Melanesian, but she may be in disguise 
as Aboriginal Australian protecting others’ lives. 
She may have looked like Hine, a Maori standing tall; 
Or maybe he’s just gone fishing or kicking the soccer ball. 

I saw him only yesterday walking with his friends 
they’d been eating tacos in Café Mexican. 
And then I saw her laughing as the kids sang in Urdu 
and asked her to tell stories of the God who loves them too. 

Last week I heard him speaking French, speaking to the women 
for whom the bhurka dress of choice by law is now forbidden. 
But then I saw her chattering with women from Namibia 
at once in close communion with shattered dreams and arid fear. 

I know he’s often found in Refugee camps and in prisons 
where men and women find themselves, often with their 
children, 
seeking a safe haven but finding no new life 
questioned and detained, accused of causing strife. 

I believe the Christ is sometimes seen in the shopping mall; 
she slips in and out of shadows, and may lean against the wall 
keeping company with the unemployed, the drop-outs, the 
hoipaloi,  
the people who no-one wants to know, company she enjoys. 

So tell me, friend, have you seen the Christ? 
has she passed this way? 
Please keep a look out for him – 
Familiar or incognito - expect the Christ today! 
© Ann Hogan  9/5/11

PCN CONFERENCE RECORDINGS 

currently in stock 

Marcus Borg Edinburgh conference 2010  

“Being a Christian in the 21st Century”  

1.  CD set  £9.50 

Jack Spong Glasgow conferences 2011  

“Last Tour of the UK” 

2. CD set of the Orchardhill, Glasgow talks £9 

3. CD of the Cairns, Glasgow talk £3.99 

4. Rom CD of MP3 files, both venues  £7 

Dominic Crossan Leeds conference 2011 

“What the Gospels Really Teach about the Birth 

and Death of Jesus” 

5. CD set  £10 

6. Rom CD of MP3 files  £7 

All three  Borg, Spong and Crossan  

7. Rom CDs of MP3 files covering all three  £14 

Adrian Alker, London conference 2012 

“Jesus Shaped church, Christian Shaped lives” 

8. CD set  £7 

Brian McLaren Harrogate conference 2008 

“A tale of two gospels, spiritual formation, 

whole hearted” 

9. DVD set, special price  £9  

Items may be purchased by cheque 

through the PCN office. Prices exclude 

P&P.  Add £1.35 for one purchase.  £2.45 

for two and £3.80 for three.  These 

recordings are also available through the 

online shop on the PCN website. 

Copy date for the June issue is Friday 17th May. The cover colour for this issue was chosen – with birdsong  
waking the editor – that spring might be on its way. So hopefully June holds the promise of a sunny summer, and 
holidays for some, and the challenges but also the opportunities of generational coexistence. This issue witnesses 
to the diversity of progressive faith understandings. Reponses are welcome. So too, as I say regularly, are stories of 
the living out of progressive faith. And brevity helps. Once you’ve written, take a pause; then edit it! Hugh Dawes. 


