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Welcome
The theme of this edition of Progressive Voices is that 
of 'events past and future'. The lead item is a follow 
up to the article by Hugh Dawes  printed in Issue 9: 
June 2014. The full text of Brian Thorne's tribute to 
Jim Cotter,  given at the Memorial Service held at St 
Martin-in-the-Fields [25 June 2014] is included here. 
Jim had a charismatic personality and was a great 
friend and encourager of PCN Britain but some 
readers may be surprised to read that Jim suffered 
from mental illness and the challenge of being gay 
within a national Church that felt unable to deal with 
such issues of sexuality at that time. That makes Jim's 
contribution all the more extraordinary.

This is followed by Jill Cooper's report on the 
Gladstone’s Library Symposium: "The Essence of 
Christian Liberalism" in which the tantalising question
was asked: "Does Liberal Christianity have a future?" 
You will notice a number of well known contributors 
offering interesting insights!

Jack Dean's article "Tell me the stories..." questions 
not only the memories of 'halcyon days' long gone, 
but asks pertinently, "What of the hopes?" Janet 
Tanner offers some thoughts on arranging a local 
group weekend retreat.

There is an update on PCN Britain's involvement with 
the Charter for Compassion - some interesting 
developments as the Charter begins to grow across 
the world and various faith groups.

Amongst other items there is a reflection on the First 
World War that raises important questions for us as 
progressive Christians. Also, there is a report on the 
PCN Britain 2014 retreat weekend held in June. 
Greenbelt 2014 also features. 

In addition to the regular Chair's Letter and the usual 
informative Group Reports there are Letters to the 
Editor and a book review. The final item is a 'slightly 
serious poem on the journey to progressive 
Christianity'! Please note that the copy deadline for 
December's PV is Friday 14th November.

John Churcher [Editor pro tem, Issue 10 September 2014]

Jim Cotter [1942–2014]
Brian Thorne
An address given at the memorial Service held at St 
Martin-in-the-Fields [25 June 2014]

Jim relaxing in the Ty Newydd after Church

Words from the Anima Christi: "Deep in Thy wounds, 
Lord, hide and shelter me. So shall I never, never part 
from Thee".

We are here today to mourn the passing of an 
exceptional human-being but also to give thanks for 
the life and work of an intrepid explorer who risked his 
reputation and his very sanity in his quest for a God 
who demanded of him utter authenticity and a refusal 
to be anything other than himself – even when, as on 
some occasions, he no longer quite knew who he was.

 In 1994 this pilgrim for all seasons broke down under 
the accumulated baggage of his arduous journey. At 
the beginning of a remarkable account of his psychotic 
illness, 'Brainsquall', Jim wrote:

"I was bearing a heavy load,
angry but not expressing it,
grief-stricken but stuck with it,
afraid but burying it,
hurt by those with power,
and by those who appeared to have none.
I broke under its weight.
I was helpless,
wordless,
stripped to nothing".

The complete vulnerability, the total helplessness that 
these stark words express convey the immense cost 
that Jim paid for being scrupulously honest in the           
embracing both of his strength and of his weakness – 
in the offering of his gifts and in the acknowledgement 
of his needs. Perhaps the anguished cry that he was 
rendered 'wordless' will find the deepest resonance 
among many of us here, especially those who              2 



perhaps knew Jim only though his prolific writings for 
he was a supreme wordsmith, one of the few labels he 
was happy to accept. 

For Jim to be locked into an impotent wordlessness 
was for him one of the darkest possible prisons. But 
somehow he bore it. He did not succumb to the lure of 
self-destruction and when he eventually emerged from
the depths of what was diagnosed as a ‘severe re-
active depression’ he found himself in a strangely 
transformed terrain where time no longer seemed so 
tyrannical and death had lost its sting. 

For me, some of the most moving words he ever 
penned come near the end of Chapter 2 of 
'Brainsquall'. In many ways they constitute a manifesto
for the last quarter of Jim's life and they give a glimpse 
of his greatness:

"Let me be as personally vulnerable as I can 
when I speak, but let me also take care not to 
be a doormat nor to throw pearls before swine. 
The less power I exert, the less afraid others will
be of me and the more they will trust their 
story to me. Without dialogue there is no 
discovery of truth, without story I will never 
hear other people’s truth, and without humour,
truth will be distorted by solemnity and self-
righteousness. There will be no conversation, 
no conviviality, no communion". 

Those three words – conversation, conviviality and 
communion – tell us much about Jim's life. They also 
give insight into the nature of his charisma. There was 
nothing he loved more than lively conversation over a 
meal and in that context he could give full reign to his 
gift for anecdote, his insatiable and often quirky sense 
of humour, his delight in discussing music and drama 
and his joy in relating. His availability and his 
accessibility were enhanced by good food and good 
wine and not infrequently guests at this table 
discovered that in the course of a highly enjoyable 
meal they had – effortlessly it seemed – entered into 
discussion of matters of profound existential and 
spiritual importance. 

Often, too, as a result of Jim's ability to put people at 
ease, they found fascination and delight in each other's
company. This was communion indeed with Jim 
presiding at a kind of home-spun eucharist which drew 
out the very best from those participants lucky enough 
to find themselves around the table. When I last met 
face to face with Jim not long before he died he 
accepted with alacrity my invitation to take him out to 

dinner. Within minutes a taxi was summoned and a 
table booked at the best hotel in Llandudno. 

Despite his diminished energy, Jim was determined 
that this would be a meal to remember. We ate 
splendidly from an extensive à la carte menu, enjoyed 
the chandeliers, the plush furniture and the deep pile 
of the carpets, feasted our eyes on the sea and 
twinkling lights and discussed death, more particularly 
Jim's own. No solemnity, no false piety, much laughter 
and the meeting of minds in a glorious timelessness. It 
was also evident that Jim took great pleasure in my 
paying a rather hefty bill.

I live in a city imbued with the spirit of perhaps 
England’s greatest mystic, the Lady Julian of Norwich. 
Jim was no stranger to Julian's amazing book, 'The 
Revelations of Divine Love' and I came to see that, like 
Julian, Jim's ability to communicate and to relate was 
rooted in his love of silence, his embracing of solitude 
and his wrestling in prayer. Much of his writing is 
devoted to a refashioning and a reinvigorating of 
liturgy and to the creation of new expressions of 
prayer and worship. 

This marvellous work, which included the beloved 
'Night Prayer' in its various best-selling editions, 
springs from the experience of many hours of solitary 
seeking, of walking the hills or the coastline alone, of 
intense inner commitment to God. When Jim in the 
closing years of his ministry came to North Wales he 
knew that he had found a context which could not 
have nourished his soul more and whose beauty and 
history proved to be a resource beyond compare for 
his creative energy. 

There was first the little church of Saint Tecwyn at 
Llandecwyn near Talsarnau, high in the hills between 
Porthmadog and Harlech, which Jim transformed into a
pilgrims' place and where he offered quiet prayer, 
simple hospitality and what, charmingly, he called 
'thoughtful conversation'. For a period of seven years, 
hundreds of people – often singly or in twos or threes –
found their way to or stumbled on St Tecwyn’s and 
were enabled to reflect, to slow down, to ponder, to 
listen to the silence and to breathe in the stunning 
views. 

A band of volunteers helped Jim to keep the little 
church open daily during the summer months and 
those who attended candlelit prayer on Sunday 
evenings in July and August are likely never to forget 
the experience. St Tecwyn's, Llandecwyn became the 
prototype for a whole network of small pilgrim          3    



places and Jim's vision has resulted today in the 
existence of over 30 such sanctuaries in different parts 
of this country and beyond.

And then in 2008 there came the unexpected invitation
from the Bishop of Bangor to become part-time priest-
in-charge of the parish of Aberdaron and Jim, after an 
interval of more than twenty years, found himself once
more on the payroll of an institutional Church. 

The fact that one of his 
recent predecessors as the 
incumbent had been R.S. 
Thomas proved to be 
providentially fitting and 
inspirational. Jim loved 
Thomas's stark, at time, 
almost brutal verse and his 
commentaries on many of 

Thomas's poems found their way into the beautiful 
book 'Etched by Silence' which, in its first edition, was 
so appropriately published by the P.C.C. of Aberdaron 
and today still sells to swell the funds of St Hywyn's 
Church there. 

It is difficult to imagine a more fitting environment for 
Jim to spend what was to prove the final period of his 
ministry. The proximity of Bardsey Island gave rise to 
many an inspirational homily and stirred the creativity 
of many of Jim’s visitors including Bernard Kane 
[musician and composer whose "Bardsey Sound" and 
"St Cuthbert (Dunraven Bay)" were both performed 
during the Memorial Service] to whom Jim gave his first
commission and whose work adds such beauty to this 
service.

If Julian of Norwich served as a model for Jim of 
deepening solitude and profound communication, 
there was another aspect of Julian's life and work 
which spoke to him. Julian saw that most of us are 
sorely wounded souls but it was in those very wounds 
that she glimpsed our glory and the primary reason for 
God's infinite and unquenchable love for us. Our 
wounds, she said, could become our medals. 

Jim certainly saw himself as wounded. The fact that he 
spent the best part of his ministry as what he called "a 
free-range priest" (he disliked the term 'free-lance') 
was not only because of his uncomfortableness with 
institutions and his desire to live on the margins but 
because  he frankly believed himself to be, in the final 
analysis, unemployable. From the early 1970s he chose
to bear the stigma of being openly gay (he was Co-
founder and Secretary of the emerging Gay Christian 

Movement from 1976 to 1978) and then twenty years 
later he collected the additional stigma of being 
mentally ill, of being sectioned no fewer than three 
times. Such stigmas, he joked in 'Brainsquall', do not 
exactly help a career structure in most of the 
organisations in this country which aim to serve 
people. Later he was to face another stigma – that of 
the so-called cancer victim suffering from leukaemia. It 
was through these stigmas, however, that Jim crafted 
his unique identity and found the material for much of 
his writing. 

 Books like 'Good fruits', 
'Pleasure, pain and passion', 
'Quiverful', 'The service of my
love' draw directly on the 
experience of being 
stigmatised but much of the 
inspiration permeating the 
books of prayers and the re-
working of liturgical material 

owes its power and originality to the ability of the 
writer to draw on his woundedness and to transform it 
into pure gold. 

Wounds indeed became medals through the work of a 
supreme literary alchemist. Born in Stockport, student 
and subsequently chaplain at Caius College, 
Cambridge, his subtle work of alchemy continued in 
Lincoln, Manchester, on the St Albans training course, 
Watford, Exeter and most notably in Sheffield where 
perhaps the mixture of happiness and suffering 
reached its zenith before the final move to North 
Wales.

The free-range priest did indeed range far and wide. 
Jim's itinerant ministry over a twenty year period saw 
him preaching, lecturing, broadcasting, retreat 
conducting and offering what he termed 
'godfriendship' in many parts of the United Kingdom 
and on frequent trips to the United States, Canada, 
Australia and New Zealand. In Australia his close 
involvement with the Community of the 
Transfiguration – a Baptist foundation with an 
ecumenical membership – came to be of great 
significance to him and he was thrilled towards the end
of his life to be invited into membership of the 
community and to earn the name "Brother Jim-Jim", a 
title which he accepted with great joy and no little 
emotion. It reminded him of his youthful exploration of
the monastic life which had come to an abrupt end 
when a hot-water bottle given him by a novice  master 
to ward off the ascetic chill of a spartan cell, burst in   4 



his bed causing him such embarrassment that he could 
not acknowledge his misfortune but spent a sleepless 
night in soggy sheets – a literal case of dampened 
enthusiasm. 

I am glad that Jim was a monk manqué. If he had 
disappeared into a monastery we should have been 
deprived of the free ranger and the international 
traveller. We should not have witnessed either those 
well-honed entrepreneurial skills which make self-
employment possible (Jim believed he owed them to 
his commercial ancestors) nor would we have 
marvelled at the astonishing output of the remarkable 
Cairns Publications which despite moving its offices 
from Watford to Chesham to Exeter, to Sheffield, to 
Harlech, to Aberdaron and finally to Llandudno 
continued over 32 years to provide its readers with 
books of the finest quality and to employ 
administrative staff (notably a certain Jim Cotter) of 
rare efficiency. Canterbury Press have taken over a 
phenomenal publishing venture and they will be hard 
pressed to match the elegance of its publications or 
the unfailing courtesy of its service.

Leaving Aberdaron

Dear Jim, we miss you enormously. We miss your 
exquisite mastery of language, we miss your 
passionate love of music and drama, we miss your wit 
and restless intelligence, we miss your affectionate 
greetings and your heart felt hugs, we miss those facial
expressions of wry reflection, we miss your breath-
taking honesty and your resolute refusal to pretend. 
But above all we miss your courageous example of 
what it means to trust in God's unconditional love even
at those times when life’s wounds seem insupportable.
I have no doubt that such trust is now amply rewarded.
May our love for you and our gratitude for your 
inspiration be at least a reflection, however pale, of 
that divine abundance. 

St Maelrhys, Jim's final resting place
[Photos courtesy Hazel Gibb]

Brian Thorne [Emeritus Professor of Counselling,
University of East Anglia, Co-founder of the Norwich

Centre and Lay Canon of Norwich Cathedral] 

____________________________________________

Letter from the Chair 
September 2014

 As I write I am conscious that Hugh   
Dawes will not be the one who 
receives my copy for this edition of 
Progressive Voices.  Hugh has been 
integral to the life of PCN Britain since 
its inception and his role as quarterly 

magazine editor has been exceptional.  He has 
conscientiously brought his wisdom, insight, 
experience and devotion to detail to the editorial 
content of every issue to date.  With Hugh’s dedicated 
oversight, the quality of the newsletter, or Progressive 
Voices as it is now known, has been a stimulus for 
readers to take up membership of PCN and inspired 
many to explore the progressive journey.  Please bear 
with us pending the appointment of Hugh's successor, 
and I am grateful to John Churcher for stepping in as 
temporary editor during this period of transition.

I am looking forward with anticipation to our two 
major conferences this autumn:  "With or Without 
‘God’" led by Gretta Vosper in September, and "Godly 
Mayhem" with Peter Rollins, Katharine Sarah Moody 
and George Elerick of the Emerging Church movement 
in November.  Questions will be asked at both about 
the way in which we think and talk about God and 
church.  With these in mind, I have been reflecting on 
how I see PCN as a growing movement well attuned to 
the cultural conditions and moral sensibilities of 
contemporary Britain.  But, if this is the case, then why 
is it that comparatively few people actively engage     5 



with progressive spirituality or participate in any form 
of progressive Christianity. 

I am indebted to the insights found in Gordon Lynch's 
2007 book, 'The New Spirituality, An introduction to 
Progressive Belief in the Twenty-first Century', in 
contemplating this conundrum.  One explanation may 
be that whilst progressive Christianity is supportive of 
certain cultural and religious trends in our society, our 
organizational base generally remains weak, whereas 
the traditional institutional denominations continue to 
be relatively strong.  Despite much progress, 
progressive Christianity is still marginalized and for the 
most part rather fragmented in terms of overall 
structure and organization.  

PCN Britain operates with limited human and financial 
resources, which means that our activities are often 
fewer and less expansive than our membership would 
wish.  One outcome of this is that the balance of 
'power and popularity' inevitably continues to be with 
the major institutional churches along with their 
traditional teachings and doctrine.  However, together 
with partner organizations, PCN is working hard to 
raise awareness of the alternatives offered by the 
progressive movement through contemporary thought 
and recent biblical scholarship.

Another factor proposed by Lynch is that, for many 
people, the effort needed to negotiate and maintain 
any kind of personal religious identity is simply too 
much.  Maybe this has always been true.  But the good 
news is that PCN, through its publications and network 
of groups provides a source of collective identity and 
support for those who may be feeling marginalized 
within their own churches, or who are now journeying 
beyond 'church'. 

Attending conferences when and wherever possible, 
such as those we have planned for this autumn, would 
therefore seem to be crucially important.  They offer 
great opportunities for engaging in contemporary 
debates and keeping abreast of the current trends and 
thinking, as well as meeting other travellers on the 
Way.  Whether we agree with what is suggested or 
not, these conferences can inspire and resource our 
own journeys by challenging us to re-imagine what we 
understand, for example, by 'God', or the role of the 
church, or how we live our faith.  

Progressive Christianity has a significant voice with a 
growing public profile within the British religious scene.
The number of people taking an active interest in the 
Progressive Christianity Network is swelling in a way 
that traditional churches might envy as they struggle to

survive amidst falling congregations. The progressive 
and questioning spirit is now firmly part of the religious
landscape within our society.  

As I conclude this letter, may I remind you that we 
continue to search urgently for a new treasurer to take
up post next Spring.  Please contact either Andy Vivian,
Andrew Burrell or me if you are interested in finding 
out more about this position.  

Best wishes, 

Angela

_____________________________________________
                                

 Gladstone’s 
 Library
 Symposium
 "The Essence of
 Christian  
 Liberalism"

Jill Cooper
The first weekend in July saw a gathering of 3 dozen 
liberal Christians at Gladstone’s Library in Hawarden, 
North Wales to chew the fat over whether Liberal 
Christianity has a future, or is a concept that has had its
time.  Among this group were 8 high-profile academic 
speakers (mainly theologians, but including a 
sociologist of religion and a political historian), half a 
dozen US academics or ministers, a couple of Anglican 
clergy, and several retired clergy (CofE or Methodist). 
And a handful of members of PCN or Modern Church.

Peter Francis, formerly Provost of St Mary’s Cathedral 
Glasgow, and since 1997 Warden of Gladstone’s 
Library, explained its Christian liberal tradition and 
introduced the weekend.  Gladstone was, of course, 
the pre-eminent political Liberal of his day, and the 
bequest of his theological library has been added to 
over the years, making it one of the best theological 
libraries in the UK. Larry Siedentop (formerly lecturer 
in political thought at Oxford, and a distinguished and 
penetrating political historian) argued that the Pauline 
belief in the equality of souls in the eyes of God 
transformed the meaning of 'society' and undercut     
traditional inequalities of status.  Not everyone agreed,
but perhaps they were looking with the eyes of today 
at the structure and culture of society in Paul’s time?

         6



'Complexity, Ambiguity and the Essence of Christian 
Liberalism' was addressed by Michael Wheeler, who 
examined 19th century conversations inside and 
outside the Church.  The distinction was drawn by 
Michael and others between 'small L' and 'capital L' 
liberalism and the interplay between them.

An old friend of PCN, Keith Ward's subject was 
'Liberalism, Philosophy and Christianity'. Fellow of the 
British Academy and former Regius Professor of 
Divinity at the University of Oxford, he was as always a 
stimulating and entertaining speaker. He looked at 
some early 20th century figures and argued that an 
Incarnational or 'embodied Ideal' philosophical view, 
such as they held, is a good basis for Christian thought. 

From the USA, Gary Dorrien, a theological historian 
and Reinhold Niebuhr Professor of Social Ethics at 
Union Theological Seminary, spoke at length about 
many US theologians of whom I had never heard – I 
suspect I was not alone.  His argument was that 
Christian theology is necessarily idealistic, especially in 
its liberal mode. The comment which remains with me 
from his talk is that in the USA nobody (he repeated it: 
nobody) would claim to be a liberal. It remains a 
pejorative term since Lyndon Johnson, that self-
proclaimed liberal Texan, sent thousands of soldiers to 
Vietnam. The equivalent term is progressive. Hence 
PCN.

Gladstone's Library

Peter Francis spoke thoughtfully and movingly about 
the end of orthodoxy, arguing that there is no 'One' - 
instead there are 'Many'.  In his talk entitled 'The 
Widening Circle of ‘Us’' he drew attention to the 
extension of the circle of 'real human beings' since the 
birth of Gladstone. We know that humanity is damaged
when we start seeing other people as 'less-than-
people.'  I value the insight that there are many 
theologies in the New Testament. He reminded us also 
that the only way to speak of the 'unknowable' (aka 
'God') is to use metaphorical language.  We need more 

metaphors for our current contexts, he suggested - a 
'bio-diversity' of theologies - because we are subject to
many different cultural influences. ' Christians acting 
together have power and influence to use for human 
flourishing, to support left-behind people, the 
'precariat'.

As a professor of the sociology of religion at Lancaster 
University, Linda Woodhead is the media’s 'go-to' voice
on such matters. Her paper entitled 'Kicking Into an 
Open Goal' addressed the question of why liberal 
Christianity appears to have done so badly, given that 
the vast majority of people in societies like ours are 
liberal, and have respect for individual freedom of 
choice, as shown by her recent YouGov poll on both 
personal values and morality, and social and economic 
values. The results, she said, were not welcomed by 
the Church of England. She proposed that liberalism 
implies equality, at least of choice regarding an 
individual’s life, and the opposite of liberalism is not 
conservatism but paternalism.  

Is liberal Christianity the creed of the comfortable? A 
paper entitled 'Towards a Liberal Spirituality' was given
by Ian Bradley, academic, theologian, minister in the 
Church of Scotland, Chaplain to St Andrews University, 
and a broadcaster and writer. Arguing that it may be 
time for liberals to move beyond theological 
articulations of their faith, he offered some tentative 
thoughts towards developing a distinctive liberal 
spirituality around the areas of openness and 
mindfulness. Ian pointed out that, in Scotland at least, 
conservative evangelicals were more politically liberal, 
and stronger on social justice. Others made the point 
that in 19th century England, liberal Christians were 
active and restless, and also did great work among the 
poor and needy in the cities. Ian drew attention to the 
long tradition of Christian mystics and attentive 
mindfulness, which is deeply liberal and non-
judgmental, resting in clear awareness of the present 
moment, and he quoted from the 'Cloud of 
Unknowing': "God may be loved but not thought." We 
must be clear that there should be no preference 
between mind and heart, but contemplate instead 'the
mind descending into the heart which pastors the 
whole being.'  

The stimulating weekend closed with a moving 
Eucharist in the chapel, on the theme of Thomas the 
Apostle. The preacher was The Rev Canon Professor 
Martyn Percy who is soon to move from being Principal
of Ripon College, Cuddesdon, to become Dean of Christ
Church Cathedral, Oxford.  He introduced us to the    7 



idea of Thomas’s characteristic not as 'doubt' but as 
'bold hesitancy'. Thomas, he suggested, needed the 
evidence of his own eyes, but sight is not necessarily 
the prime sense (especially for the physically blind) and
touch may be required for confirmation, and for 
leading those without sight. There is much in the NT 
about light and darkness, sight and blindness, but this 
can also be a metaphorical reference to insight. (My 
own mother, who became totally blind, would still 
respond to a clear explanation:  'Ah, I see!')

It emerged from this weekend of papers and 
discussions that 'liberalism' is a slippery word, and has 
meant different things to different people at different 
times over the past 300 years. However, none of the 
speakers was prepared, at the final panel session, to 
offer a definition of 'Christianity'.  How liberal of them! 
I believe a Christian should be self-defined. On the 
other hand …

If you have never been to Gladstone’s Library, or 
perhaps have never heard of it, do look at the website: 
www.gladstoneslibrary.org . I cannot recommend it 
highly enough for its peace and comfort, friendly 
hospitality, and above all for spiritual and intellectual 
stimulation.

Jill Cooper is convenor of the Market Harborough PCN Group

_____________________________________________

The experience of planning a 
weekend away  
Janet Tanner

Ivy House Retreat Centre

The Mid-Wilts group has enjoyed two weekends away 
– February 2013 and 2014. We led and planned them 
ourselves, and used Ivy House retreat centre in 

Warminster, now, unfortunately, closed. Next year we 
will be in Glastonbury Abbey House, further away.

From very early days our group has had a strong 
cohesion, so we discovered quickly many of the great 
strengths of experience and expertise (very varied) 
among our members. The different opportunities that 
are thus available to us often seem to be amazing.  We 
count these qualities, among others – administrative 
skills, leading worship, love of literature and music, rich
Biblical knowledge, wide reading and, perhaps pre-
eminently, the ability to listen and a willingness to 
share ourselves. 

Knowing something about each other enabled us to 
delegate responsibilities for planning the weekends 
without much discussion at all, there being a kind of 
mutual assumption about who should work on the 
structure and content. A founder member, with the gift
of quietly getting on with things, made all the 
arrangements with the Retreat House and dealt with 
monies, diets and deadlines as well as the necessary 
electronics for TV and computer.

However, the original strategy for planning did not 
work so easily. Two members were tasked with 
working on an outline for the w/e and they offered the 
theme ‘Journeying’, with (by and large) each session 
building on the previous one. When this was shared 
with others in the planning group there was some 
concern that the style might not suit the considerable 
variety of personality or Christian experience among 
us.  Discussion about this was conducted primarily by 
e-mail but despite the inherent dangers there was 
graceful acceptance of the concern – everyone was 
careful and generous as well as honest. The first 
session on Saturday was retained and in fact proved to 
be very powerful in introducing ourselves to each 
other in a new and moving way.

The subsequent strategy was to ask members of the 
group if they would like to lead a session, on whatever 
issue they chose, although we identified people to lead
the opening and closing gatherings. There were many 
ad hoc conversations among people in this process, 
and the creation of a good balance of these diverse 
offerings so that interest and energy would not flag 
took some effort; even so, each Saturday evening saw 
us very weary by the end of the film which concluded 
the day. It was an aim to give Sunday a special quality 
of reflection and the morning concluded with a wide-
open Eucharist.          

          
We learn more when we contend with a problem than 
if everything goes like clockwork;  the experience of    
coming up against differences between us as people   8 
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(although we thought we knew enough about them) 
was, paradoxically, something of a blessing, wrestling 
with ourselves and the ‘other’ to find a new route 
together.  

But probably the biggest blessing for those involved 
with the planning was the ready commitment of 
everyone who led a session: their preparation, the 
honesty and integrity in their presentation and/or 
challenge, and their trust in, and of, the rest of us. 
We recommend such weekends!
_____________________________________________

Tell me the stories
Jack Dean

We came home from a most tedious     
service at the small church, slumped into
our chairs and said to each other: "What
was that all about?" Having flogged our 
voices through 10 outdated hymns from 
our Sunday school days, we very senior 
citizens had nearly reached the point of 

collapse. This 'songs of praise' marathon had been 
anything but uplifting, with all its allusions to 'washing 
in blood' and little children waiting in heaven for all the
other little children. To crown it all, my wife the 
organist, chided me for singing a wrong note, which I 
reminded her was not a bad score (pun intended) for a 
failing 70 year old memory. 

The hymns sung by an almost full congregation were 
delivered as lustily as could be expected for all those 
aged vocal chords. There appeared to be as much 
conviction as there would have been when they were 
sung last century and I could not help thinking if those 
singing even now realised what the words actually said.

The presiding minister gave a talk called 'Memories 
and Hopes' recalling halcyon days of Sunday Schools 
attended by hundreds of eager children, of anniversary
services with their pageants and re-enactments of 
Bible stories, of summer outings for children of a 
bygone age where living standards could not stretch to 
provide family holidays. My mind returned to my own 
Sunday School wherein we had 'pupils' who were well 
into their twilight years. The teacher of the men's class 
was a local J.P!

So much for the memories, but what of the hopes? We
were told that presently there were flourishing Messy 
Churches for the children and their parents, as well as 
a sort of Sunday School held on an evening in the week

- a religious version of evening classes. The minister 
wondered what had happened to all those old pupils, 
why were they not present in our churches today? He 
obviously hoped that this current re-run of the old days
might bring forth fruit in tomorrow's church.

He mentioned one of his mentors, the eminent 
theologian Karl Barth who, when asked about the 
essence of his faith simply quoted our next hymn: 
"Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so." 
It occurred to me that this is pure sentimentality, a 
thought re-inforced by his concluding statement that, 
as a child, he himself had not grasped the reason for 
Jesus' life and that it was only now, as a practising 
minister that he realised that Jesus died for our 
personal sins, a fact that we as children had accepted. 
Today, the doctrine of Atonement is generally rejected.

I sensed that the preacher had encapsulated the 
predicament of today's church. Most adherents accept 
the Bible as the inerrant Word of God, rather than a 
collection of human attempts at discovering the 
meaning of life. Its contents are too often regarded as 
historical records. Even those who seldom, if ever, 
attended Sunday School have heard of Jonah's sojourn 
in the 'whale' and have a passing knowledge of Noah 
and his ark, when a cursory look at Genesis chapter 8 
should raise some doubts about its authenticity. Did it 
rain for 40 days or 150 days? Why, after obeying God's 
command to preserve from extinction a breeding pair 
of every bird and beast, did Noah proceed to sacrifice 
at least one of all the species upon reaching dry land?

In the New Testament, some of the stories about Jesus 
stretch our credulity. Was he really able to walk on 
water, calm the storm at sea by oral command, turn 
water into wine, recover sight and restore to life one 
whose corpse was already decomposing? I suggest that
the mistake the Sunday Schools made in the past was 
not in telling the stories but in not subsequently 
explaining them.

Still attending Sunday School at the age of 16, I with 
three other youths of a similar age formed a class of 
questioning tearaways. Luckily we had a teacher, fresh 
from university, who was perhaps more enlightened 
than the average. He understood that in order to 
maintain our interest, it was essential to move beyond 
the normal Bible study prescribed. We began by 
reading the Rev. Dr. Leslie Weatherhead's 'It happened
in Palestine' which explores the stories behind the    
Gospel accounts, revealing a man behind the              
mysteries. We progressed to Weatherhead's  various  9 



books on Psychology and Life, Religion and so on. We 
discovered the connection between Christianity and 
daily life in community. Two of our group went on to 
preach and form Christian groups in widely dispersed 
areas later in life. In relating this to the minister, I 
realised that he did not accept modern theology and 
the results of Biblical scholarship. Thus, if the trained 
clergy are unable to satisfactorily link religion to the 
needs of modern society, what hope is there for 
teachers of the church children and indeed for the 
future church?

Surely we must continue to tell the stories of Jesus, but
we should recognise that they are stories about Jesus, 
told in a Jewish way. As far as we know, he never 
preached a sermon in his life. However, he did call the 
common folk to challenge the dominating powers who 
stunted their lives.

Will we ever hear that call again?

Jack Dean attends the Maidenhead PCN Group

_____________________________________________

Letters to the Editor

  From Carol Palfrey

I have just finished reading the latest issue of 
Progressive Voices, courtesy of Andy Vivian, who 
provided a complimentary copy in connection with the 
advert for the Sea of Faith Conference.

 
I have been an observer of PCN from 
the sidelines for a number of years, 
mainly through my role as a Trustee of
the Sea of Faith Network and by 
occasional attendance at an informal 
local group in Norfolk.   In September 

last year I attended the PCN "Honest to God" 
Conference in Swanwick and have already signed up 
for this year's November Conference as well as the 
Gretta Vosper event in Oxford organised jointly by PCN
and Sea of Faith. Nonetheless, although I am by nature 
a "joiner", I have felt so far somewhat reluctant to add 
PCN to the list of organisations to which I belong.

However, Progressive Voices has finally convinced me 
to join the ranks of PCN and to support its many and 

varied activities financially through payment of a 
subscription.

As Hugh Dawes passes on the mantle of Editor, I would
like him to know that it was the quality of June's 
edition which proved to be the "tipping point", making 
me feel that I am missing out by failing to take up 
membership. In his Farewell Reflections Hugh 
downplays his title of Editor, modestly referring to his 
contribution to the magazine as merely “putting it 
together”.  I feel sure that this assessment greatly 
underestimates his role, as evidenced by the quality, 
range and relevance of the articles selected or 
commissioned.

The title of this year’s Sea of Faith Conference was 
“Making Connections” and I believe that the more 
connections the Sea of Faith Network can make with 
like-minded organisations, the more beneficial it will 
be to our mutual aim of making religion more relevant 
to the citizens of the twenty first century.

Carol Palfrey 
Happisburgh, Norfolk 

  

 From Liz Vizard

Following the great news of the C of E Synod’s decision 
about women bishops, the Guardian online comments 
section http://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/jul/
14/church-england-general-synod-approves-female-
bishops#comment-38159555 received the following: 

 
"Now for Step 2 - stop believing in made 
up deities; to which the reply came: 
There's already a movement doing just 
that within the church - just Google 
'progressive christianity network'. Might 
take a while to kick God out of the 

church for good, mind you. Maybe they just need to 
change the locks while he's out intervening in the 
works of humankind..."

My brother, an ‘open evangelical’ and lay reader in the 
C of E asked me what I thought of this. I replied: "This 
isn't true of the Network or its 8 points. It is true of 
some members' positions, but it is a very crude and   
silly way of describing that position…" I went on to say 
where I stood and that the network is a very broad    10 



and inclusive one. …"There are days when I believe 
God is a human-created concept for a presence within 
and between us and other days when I feel that we 
need and that there is something/someone outside us 
and eternal. I hope the latter is true but I am not 
consistently sure of that… "

My brother then responded on the Guardian comment 
thread (see the link above: he is ‘ayjay’), having read 
the eight points and citing some of what I had written, 
asking respondents to think more deeply: "Your 
comment is a very crude approximation of what PCN 
think… Can we not be a bit more intelligent in our 
responses and see that there is no sense of such black 
and white positions on these things?..."

After this I forwarded the emails and link on to Andy 
Vivian (with brother’s permission) and a chain ensued 
with Andy, Angela Smith our chair and John Churcher, 
former chair and temporary editor of this newsletter 
joined in. The consensus seemed to be that this was an
important glimpse of the views of some Christians or 
others, and something we need to take on. John said in
his reply: "…the future of PCN needs to be broad and 
welcoming - there is no longer a place for theological 
supremacy in which one understanding is more 
important than any other…"

My brother wrote later to Andy: "Having read your 8 
points I felt you needed to explain yourselves less 
formally with maybe more warmth and a hint of 
humour!"

So how do we respond? It seems that our committee is
thinking about the future of PCN with an awareness of 
the need to be open and understanding about all 
theist/non-theist positions and (like me) somewhat 
confused mixtures of both. I have chosen to be a 
member of PCN and not of Sea of Faith, though I know 
some PCN members belong to both. We need to 
recognise and live with this tension in ourselves and 
between us in a creative way. Evangelical Christians are
a varied bunch (like PCN) and our ‘progressive’ label 
must not suggest that we are better or more 
intelligent. A discussion earlier this year with a (Baptist)
member from another area raised this last concern 
with some of our group, and I am sure this is 
something to be thought about as we seek to develop 
and grow as a network.

Liz Vizard    
Exeter 

Book Review
"God Needs Salvation: A New Vision of 
God for the Twenty-First Century"
Author: Hugh Rock
This is a well-researched scholarly book that every 
body who is concerned for the future of the God of the
Church in our times needs to read. One does not have 
to agree with the exploration but engaging with the 
issues raised by Rock is undoubtedly rewarding - even 
if the reader is angered as many precious shibboleths 
are demolished along the way. Ecumenism, humanism,
liberation theology, the lessons of Auschwitz, pacifism 
are just some of the many important issues that come 
under Rock's incisive gaze. Fundamentalists to 
progressives, and every shade of Christian thinking in 
between, will feel uncomfortable but perseverance will
pay immense dividends as one's own prejudices are 
challenged.

 As a progressive non-theist myself I felt that the 
author was misrepresenting this approach to 
explaining my experience of that which I call 'God', and
I am sure that many fundamentalists also will have 
problems created by Rock's approach to their 
understanding of their 'God' experience. Often I found 
myself thinking, "I don't agree with this" but concluded
that this was precisely what the author was trying to 
do - to engage the reader to think again about their 
own theological understandings.  

Context is always important 
and the reader needs to 
know that Rock writes from 
the perspective of having 
been raised a Catholic and 
sometimes his comments 
show a disregard of other 
ways of viewing these 
things: for example, seven 
sacraments are cited when 
Protestant readers would 
identify with only two of 
them. 

Rock's equating the Church with the Kingdom of God 
rather than seeing the Church as but part of that 
Kingdom seems to me to be a flaw in the argument. 
Also it probably will be perceived as a weakness by 
those progressive Christians who seek to follow a Jesus
life style but who have now gone beyond the 
traditional and institutional Church because they       11 



perceive that that organisation is getting in the way of 
the individual's spiritual progression. However, 
perseverance again with Rock's argument may lead the
reader to explore in greater depth what it means for 
them as individuals to be 'the Kingdom present yet still 
to come'.                                                                              

Also, at times there is a tendency for Rock's style to 
appear to be too quickly dismissive of two centuries of 
theological development. However, one of the 
strengths of this book is that the author builds upon 
the past and leads the reader towards the conclusion 
that appears to have been the intention from the start.
The bibliography is impressive and stretches from 
Plato, through the Gospel period, Justyn Martyr, the 
mystics and into the more recent including Armstrong, 
Borg, Bultmann, Crossan, Cupitt, Dodd, Durkheim, Fox, 
Freeman, Geering, Goulder, King, McFague, MacIntyre,
Raphael, Schleiermacher, Spong, Tillich, Whitehead, 
etc. If there is a criticism it is that the bibliography was 
skewed too much towards a masculine interpretation 
of the issues.

The work is set within a theological, sociological and 
political framework that contains explorations and 
explanations of concepts that may be new and off-
putting to some readers, for example, 'monosocial 
relationship' and 'polysocial relationship'. As such, a 
glossary of terms might have been useful to the non-
sociologist and the non-professional theologian.

When I reached the end of the book for the first time I 
thought that Rock could have expanded his idea of his 
new vision - it all ended somewhat abruptly. But then, 
after a second reading and reflecting upon the 
conclusion I realised even more forcefully that the 12 
chapters were all pointing very helpfully and hopefully 
to Rock's vision of a God fit for the Twenty-First 
Century. 

This review may seem nit-picking and negative but the 
book is both productive and helpful, especially upon a 
second reading. It is not a book for bed-time reading 
but one for serious study. It is timely and highly 
recommended. Without giving away his conclusion 
[although it is for all to see in the title of chapter 12!] 
this book needs to be taken seriously by every body 
who is concerned about the future of God, the 
Kingdom and the Church. 

Reviewed by John Churcher
Publication date: 28th November 2014

Charter for Compassion Update

Lisa Hill
Why the world needs compassion now
At the Royal Opera House in July the UNESCO Director 
General Irina Bokova and Karen Armstrong FRSL, 
internationally renowned scholar on comparative 
religion held a conversation to discuss religion and 
conflict in the world today. The energetic discussion 
centred on how we contend with a global environment
that is increasingly multi-polar, unpredictable and 
ravaged by conflicts driven by ethnic and religious 
divides. 

The following day brought together UK and Northern 
European city organizers and partners [including PCN 
Britain] at Initiatives for Change to further discuss 
global compassion and the afternoon session focused 
on a workshop developing a UK 'hub'.

This 'hub' will be led by Professor Patrick Pietroni DSc 
(hon), FRCP, FRCGP, MFPH and current UK charter 
members will be contacted over the next few weeks to 
identify what is their existing and desired activity and 
what they would want from a UK 'hub'. The UK 'hub' 
will map the activity under the main themes of 
compassionate communities/cities, compassionate 
businesses, compassionate faith, compassion and the 
environment, compassionate healthcare, 
compassionate education, compassionate science and 
compassionate peace. The aim is to develop networks 
to share resources and experiences and link globally to 
other countries to share experiences and connect. 
There is also an opportunity to share what they are 
doing either with a poster or at a workshop at the first 
UK COMPASSION Conference due to be held on the 
26th and 27th March 2015 in Shrewsbury the home of 
Darwin, or attend and meet fellow compassion 
‘champions’ to share experiences and further develop 
the campaign for UK compassion.  
[Contact: Lisa.hill9@btinternet.com]                       12



World War One
Notes from PCN Birmingham meeting, 
August 4th  

Liz Blakey, Brian Parr & Richard Tetlow

There were 10 of us. No one took minutes. What 
follows are casual notes intended to convey 
impressions of specific reaction to the day of the 100th 
year since WW1 began. 

The subject was to be 'What are our priorities 
regarding worship for progressive Christian theology 
about warfare and combating peace?' However, we all 
agreed to change this to 'What are our priorities ….. …
about war and peace?', the earlier proposal was seen 
to beg a few questions before we had even started. 

In May 1917 California Plateau, Aisne, France, was the scene
of a tremendous battle involving mine shafts and explosives

dug under the German positions on top of the plateau.
Thousands died in a single day. There now stands Haim

Kern's imposing memorial sculpture  at the top of the ridge.
It has a simple caption that reads 'I did not choose to die in

this place'. 

We spent 10 minutes or so thinking to ourselves. We 
had been slow to realise the significance of the day and
so had only 24 hour's notice of the change to our 
agenda.  

The first point raised was about PCN itself: PCN is 
about 'asking questions' knowing too well the danger 
of offering easy answers. Why is the Church involved at
all today with the monarchy, and what is their 
respective roles? Why was a service at Westminster 
Abbey featuring so centrally on T.V?  The Roman 
Catholic twin cathedral was today holding Masses for 

the souls of the dead, though why not? Perhaps it was 
because of location, the establishment, accepted 
leadership and involvement with death, new life and 
ritual? Back in 1914-18 Roman Catholic bishops in 
Germany and the Archbishop of Canterbury and Bishop
of London joined in the claims to be on God’s side.  

We recognised the power of the street, its emotion 
and excitement and how quickly sides were taken then 
and now. We remembered the rapid jingoism 30 years 
ago surrounding the Falklands War. In August 1914 The
Manchester Guardian wrote passionately against 
Britain going to war. Reality struck at 11pm and loyalty 
took over. Previous years had prepared the ground and
even expectation of war though, a few years before it 
might have been Britain versus Russia or France.   

One observation was that PCN would naturally be 'non-
violent': that was Jesus’ way (1). Justice and Peace was a
Christian agenda as was contesting the Arms Trade and
Western powers' hypocrisy in selling arms to Russia 
and Syria.  War in Syria and Iraq encouraged us to think
of connections. Present hideous Middle East wars and 
mayhem make the subject savagely bitter.

It is hard to keep to the topic over such a stirring 
matter. We naturally had different awareness of 
history with such a massively difficult agenda. We 
ignored reasons for the war (2). We appreciated the 
different expressions of emotion used now in churches 
through the War poets like Wilfred Owen and paintings
by such as Paul Klee, the German painter and war 
diarist.  The strange use of the Cross to symbolize 
violence as well as peace was recognised. The 
monstrous power of 'bad decisions' was horrific, a 
recast of Owen's 'monstrous anger of the guns'.   

Finally we came to our own churches (us?) 100 years 
later, their confusing or merely variegated theology 
and their mixed responses to war and peace out there. 
What would appear to be a rather basic topic and 
connection between progressive Christianity and 
worship, namely God, was left to the last. The timing 
was interesting.  We had no time to ask about their 
role potentially connecting worship and war and 
peace, nor for reference to prayer or perhaps 
questionable traditional liturgy. These were our 
spontaneous reactions to the question and the 
regurgitating horror. Perhaps  more on God another 
time? 

[Editor's Recommended reading: (1) Reza Aslan's 
'Zealot', and (2) Margaret MacMIllan's 'The War That 
Ended Peace' .        13



 Join PCN friends to hear two 
inspiring speakers   

Gretta 
Vosper:
With or Without God

London Lecture: Wednesday 24th September, 
Bloomsbury Central Baptist Church, 7.30pm, £10

Oxford conference: Friday 26th September, 7pm, to 
Sunday 28th, 1pm, Quaker Meeting House, £20

What would be the purpose of the church if belief in 
God was side-lined?  This is the question that Gretta 
Vosper will be considering.  ‘It’s time for the church to 
step beyond religious doctrine.  Churches should be 
theologically barrier-free communities in which 
individual, communal and global well-being are the 
primary goals.’  At Oxford, Gretta will lead a non-theist 
liturgy on the Sunday. 

Places are still available at both events.  Please call 
01594 516518 or email info@pcnbritain.org.uk or 
Google PCN Britain events. 

Peter
Rollins: 
Godly Mayhem

Weekend Conference: Friday 14th November, 6.30pm, 
to Sunday 16th, 2pm at Swanwick, £195 for members.

Peter Rollins will suggest we are expecting the wrong 
things of God.  He will critique the church for selling 
God as the answer to uncertainty and dissatisfaction.  

The weekend will be supported by Katherine Sarah 
Moody and George Elerick.   They will challenge old 
orthodoxies and embrace doubt, complexity and 
ambiguity.   The age old distinctions between theism 
and atheism, spirituality and materiality will be broken 
down.

Peter  Rollins  founded the Ikon community  in  Belfast.   He
describes himself as part of the Emergent Church dialogue.
With  SCM,  we  are  offering  a  limited  number  of  student
places at just £70.  Day places are also available.  Contact the
PCN Britain office to  have a flyer put  in  the post  to you:
01594 516528, info@pcnbritain.org.uk or Google PCN Britain
Events.                                                           

News from local groups
Abingdon
(Cliff Marshall 01235 530480 
cliff.marshall@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
The group is steadily growing with new members 
coming to us from neighbouring communities as well 
as from Abingdon itself. Two new members travel 
nearly 20 miles to be with us! Typically, a meeting 
attracts about 16 people drawn from an active pool of 
about 24. Recently we have been looking at how 
church services might be re-formed to reflect a 
progressive Christian approach. We have used Gretta 
Vosper's book 'With or Without God: Why the way we 
live is more important than what we believe' as a 
starting point to focus on different elements within 
religious gatherings. Music, non-biblical readings and 
prayer have all been considered and in August and 
September we are discussing the nature of worship 
and how it might be structured to be meaningful, 
especially to 'outsiders'. We are looking forward very 
much to Gretta Vosper and Scott Kearns' visit to Oxford
on 26-28 September and anticipate that this 
conference will give us much to discuss in future 
meetings. New members are always very welcome. 
Details of our group meetings and their location, on 
the first Tuesday of the month at 7.30pm, are on the 
PCN Britain website or can be gained by contacting Cliff
Marshall.

Birmingham   
Richard Tetlow, 0121 449 4892 
richardtetlow@btinternet.come)

Our last meeting took on reflections on 
World War 1, meeting as we were 100 
years to the day after war was declared 
(see article on page 13). Next time is 
‘Summer Reflections’ from us all, followed 

by a further look at Jeffrey John's 'The Meaning of 
Miracles'.  We number 10-16 every time. New 
members are very welcome. Please contact the 
convenor first.

Bolton
(Jim Hollyman 01204 456050 
jim.hollyman@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our next meetings will be at 1.30.pm on Wednesdays 
10th September and 12th November. We are reading 
Karen Armstrong’s 'Twelve Steps to a Compassionate 
Life', published by Bodley Head - ISBN 978184 7921 
581. We will be looking at the chapters entitled 'How 
Little We Know' in September and 'How Should We    14 
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Speak To One Another?' in November. Karen argues 
that compassion is hardwired into our brains, yet is 
constantly restrained by our more primitive instincts 
for selfishness and survival …. all faiths insist that the 
Golden Rule is the test of true spirituality – 'Always 
treat others as you wish to be treated yourself'. 
Meetings are usually held at 1462, Junction Road West,
Lostock, Bolton, BL6 4EG. Newcomers always welcome.
It helps if you let us know you hope to come by 
contacting Jim Hollyman. 

Driffield [Cornflake Group]
(Raymond Eveliegh, 01262 420062
raymond.eveleigh@pcnbritain.org.uk)
In the last three monthly meetings we have been 
studying the development of the theology of the Holy 
Spirit, first in the Old Testament, then in St. Paul and 
St. Luke. The next meeting will focus attention on the 
Holy Spirit in the Fourth Gospel.

Exeter
(Liz Vizard 01392 668859
liz.vizard@pcnbritain.org.uk)
The Exeter Group’s recent meetings: in June with Dr 
Chris Southgate, a senior lecturer in theology at Exeter 
University on 'Hard thoughts about God's glory'. Chris 
is also a poet and his concept of glory was concerned 
with the darkness of God as well as the light. Chris gave
the Sarum lectures in Salisbury Cathedral this year and 
writes: "To understand divine glory as a sign of what is 
most deeply real opens the possibility of glimpsing 
glory in silence, in absence, in pain, as well as in 
blinding beauty. This helps us face the ambiguities in 
created reality – its beauty, its struggle and suffering." 
Then on July 27th, another foray into mystical things 
with Bishop Michael van Buren of the Liberal Catholic 
Church with his 'pearls of great price': The priceless 
pearl of mysticism. Michael told me: "The Liberal 
Catholic Church formed around 1919, coming out of 
the Old Catholic Church, but is entirely independent. 
Its theology is fairly distinctive in its emphasis.... Its 
keynote is that each person is of the Divine nature, the 
Christ within, and part of the purpose of the spiritual 
journey is consciously to rediscover this." [web site 
lccgrail.org] Maybe these topics are not typical PCN 
fare because we have made a point as a group of 
looking beyond our natural comfort zone to explore 
other faith journeys and perspectives. On October 5th 
at 2.30 in the Southernhay URC Hall Exeter, another 
excellent speaker Dr Anastasia Somerville-Wong 
author of 'For Every Season: Reflective Liturgies for 
Worship' (Pilgrim Press) will lead us into discussion 
about 'Progressive Christianity and Progressive 

Spiritual Communities: A Global Movement'. We look 
forward to stimulating discussion and exercises led by 
her, as we look at ways forward for our group. We 
welcome all to our meetings on Sunday afternoons 
every two months or so.

Hertfordshire Group
(Diana Reddaway
diana.reddaway@pcnbritain.org.uk)

 September's meeting [21st] will be 
looking at the impact of 'new 
economics' upon individuals, 
families and mental health. In 
October [19th] we will discuss 
Izzeldin Abuelaish's challenging 
book 'I Shall Not Hate' that speaks 
from a Palestinian perspective but 
one that seeks reconciliation rather 
than revenge following the killing of

his daughters in an Israeli bombing of Gaza. The 
November meeting [16th] will discuss Reza Aslan's very
different view of Jesus as one who was far from 'gentle
meek and mild' - his book is 'Zealot'. We continue to 
meet at the Backhouse Room, Handside Lane, Welwyn 
Garden City [4 p.m.]

Hickling Shoreline (Norfolk Broads)
(Julia Morris  01692 598538
julia.morris@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We are a core group of five people- sometimes joined 
by members of Fishpond (Norwich).   We meet every 
Thursday at 2.00 p.m. in a member's house.   Between 
us we attend various Churches and none. We are 
grateful for, and frequently use PCN’s library of DVDs 
and tapes as well as attending conferences and 
weekends when we can.  We have completed watching
'Painting the Stars' and enjoyed the latter sessions 
particularly. 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. We join in with Fishpond 
Meetings in Norwich  on the last Friday  of the month 
and have enjoyed discussion on the Millennium Prize 
and ageing amongst others! 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 welcome visitors and 
enquirers.   
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Maidenhead & Windsor
(Malcolm Stebles 01628 630699
malcolm.stebles@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We meet every 3rd Wednesday evening of each 
month. We generally use a book to provide a focal 
point for discussions; however, one-off issues are 
always welcome. Recently we have looked at human 
consciousness, and various aspects of a scientific view 
of the world and how mind and spirit work (God does it
by Chemistry). The September and October meetings 
will be looking at Dietrich Bonhoeffer's book 'The Cost 
of Discipleship' because it looks at aspects of faith 
which liberal thinking tends to ignore. We have a 
handful of regular members and are very much in need
of new members as numbers have diminished through 
a combination of factors including 'other Christian 
activities' and 'not being progressive enough'. The 
group exhibits a fine balance between those who wish 
to contribute through their church community and 
others who have left the church behind because it 
cannot let go of its past.

Manchester
(John Ramsbottom 0161 456 5119  
john.ramsbottom@pcnbritain.org.uk) 
Our most recent meeting discussed the future of the 
group and the format we should adopt going forward.  
This was particularly with regard to varying 
attendances and the fact that we had to pay for hire of 
the room used. One option would be to move 
elsewhere or consider meeting in people's homes. 
However, I am pleased to report that the 
overwhelming feeling of the members was that the 
group should continue along the present lines, as it 
was felt to be important that we provide a Progressive 
presence in the area and that other considerations 
were really secondary. Several people expressed their 
appreciation of the benefit they gained from meeting 
together. Accordingly, suggestions were taken for a 
varied programme for the autumn session, and 
subsequently other ideas have come forward for topics
taking us into 2015. The September meeting will look 
at the Greenbelt festival as one of our members 
attended. Then for October we have an offer to 
consider responses to the environment and Christian 
attitudes to issues of global warming. The final event 
for this year will be in November when we hope to 
think about medical ethics and especially the issues 
around assisted dying. As usual, we have a break in 
December, but intend to resume in the New Year 
where there are already a couple of speakers lined up, 
so we can look forward to an interesting programme. 

All past members of the group are encouraged to 
support the meetings if they possibly can, and of 
course, welcome anyone new. We meet generally on 
the 4th Wednesday of the month at Heaton Moor 
United church in Stockport.  Further details from the 
group co-ordinator.

Market Harborough
(Jill Cooper  01858 433865
jandpcooper@yahoo.co.uk)
Following a thoughtful introduction by Trevor, based 
on his reading of 'The Go-Between God' by John Taylor,
we shared our understanding of what (not 'who', 
surely? for that would be gendered and therefore 
probably male!) the term 'The Holy Spirit' means to us. 
Our July meeting was one of our most successful – 
members were invited to bring a piece of writing, 
music, or visual art with a special meaning for them 
and speak about it for 5 or 10 minutes.  The sheer 
variety was stunning and many of the short talks were 
very moving.  At the end of August Steph's reflection 
was on Rest and Relaxation in Spirituality – I wonder if 
we are too busy, too intense, too demanding in our 
spiritual lives?  Our meetings always close in silence, 
and the period of silence we can sustain is growing. We
are in contact with the Oadby group of Questioning 
Believers with a view to organising an open Val Webb 
event next year, probably in Leicester.  We always 
welcome new members, or visitors.

North Lincolnshire
(John Sharp, 01472 509857
john.sharp@pcnbritain.org.uk)

 Our group has continued to find 
discussion based on chapters of Tony 
Windross's book, 'The Thoughtful Guide 
to Faith', very fruitful. We publish a 
summary of our discussion each month 
on the PCN web-site. We are getting to 
the point of exhausting this rich source 
which has kept us occupied for well over

a year. In October, we shall be welcoming a local priest 
to discuss some of his experiences in Israel and 
Palestine where he spent a 3 month sabbatical and in 
November and December, we are inviting members to 
bring along a piece of Scripture, a poem, extract from 
book, piece of music or hymn (to sing together) which 
means something very special to them.  We meet on 
the first Saturday of each month. We always welcome 
new members. Even though we are now at the 
maximum membership for one group, we have the 
resources and will to divide and become two smaller 
groups if anyone else locally expresses interest.          16

mailto:malcolm.stebles@pcnbritain.org.uk


North Worcestershire Group
(Tessa Carrick 01527 873135  
tessa.carrick@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We welcome new members from the North 
Worcestershire area and from as far as Worcester. Our
group is friendly and allows everyone freedom to 
express their own views. We meet in our own homes, 
bimonthly, usually in afternoons, for an hour and a half
of discussion on a wide range of topics but frequently 
the group lingers on for general discussion. During our 
next few meetings we are following the DVD "Living 
the Questions Series 2", which concentrates on the 
subjects of Journey, Reconciliation and Transformation
(including social justice). Meetings have been arranged
for Monday 6th October at 2.30 pm. in Stourbridge 
and Thursday 27th November at 2.30 pm – venue to 
be arranged. We enjoyed and were stimulated by the 
first series of "Living the Questions" and are eager to 
hear more of what the team of theologians has to say 
on these new topics. For further information, please 
contact Tessa on 01527 873135 or by email.

Norwich Fishpond 
(Alun Thomas 01603 488931
alun.thomas@pcnbritain.org.uk)
In our usual manner, one of our group led us off on a 
topic that emerged during the previous meeting's 
discussion. Tackling the subject of 'Old Age' was in one 
sense an easy discussion to engage in because most of 
us are over the 70 watershed! However, when we 
heard a quote from Suffolk author Ronald Blythe (e.g. 
'Akenfield' which was made into a TV film) that age is 
seen no longer as something to be proud of but rather 
a 'condition' the discussion came alive! Views varied 
from simple acceptance of the facts and increasing 
limitations of getting older to the more positive view, 
expressed in the quotation we heard, 'We don’t stop 
living because we get old, we get old because we stop 
living!' We resumed our more usual themes at our 
meeting in August when one of our number started us 
off on the theme "Would we have any morality 
without religion?" As usual anyone within striking 
distance of Norwich will be most welcome to join us. 
We meet on the last Friday of each month, starting at 
10.00am and finishing promptly at 11.30am.  

Newcastle upon Tyne
(Pat McCullock 01670 519800
patricia.mccullock@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We meet at St Thomas the Martyr’s Church, 
Haymarket, Newcastle, sharing food and conversation. 
Usually each session is introduced by one of our own 

members on a subject the group chooses. It could be a 
book someone is interested in or an ethical situation 
or how to hold on to integrity in the different churches
we belong to. The group is a safe space to voice 
thoughts and concerns that may be difficult to raise 
within our own churches or struggles that keep people 
out of mainstream church. We make a contribution to 
the cost of using the church. We meet on the second 
Tuesday of each month at 7.30pm and we each bring a
small amount of finger food to share. On September 
9th Liz Temple introduced Gretta Vosper's book, ‘With 
or Without God'. It is likely that the October meeting 
will continue the same theme. In November we will 
take the theme of Remembrance and how and if it 
contributes to peace and justice. In December we 
hope to consider Christmas within a radical theology. 
We also hope to try out some liturgies that may work 
alongside progressive theology and would be grateful 
for any resources that other groups have tried, 
especially those that members have written 
themselves.

Nottingham
(David and Avril Turner tel: 0115 9764909
david.turner@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We are following John Churcher's course 'A Journey of 
Faith: Moving On' and looked at Week 3 at our last 
meeting, and will continue with Week 4 in September, 
concluding Week 5 in October. We are finding the 
course stimulating and look forward to the next two 
sessions. Usually we meet on the second Saturday of 
the month, but because some members were away we
met a week earlier - on Sept 6th. Our following 
meeting will be October 12th. There will be no 

meeting in November at our
usual venue as several  of us
will be travelling to St 
Mark's, Sheffield to the CRC 
conference to hear Rowan 
Williams. Our monthly 
meetings are held at 
Sherwood United Reformed 
Church, Edwards Lane, 
Nottingham, NG5 3AA. 

There is plenty of parking on church premises, and bus 
services to the church are frequent from the City 
centre. We gather from 10.00am for coffee/tea, ready 
to start at about 10.30am. 

Oadby Leicester
(Gerald Gardiner 0116 2713869
gerald.gardiner@pcnbritain.org.uk)       
Our meeting on Sept. 1st brought to a conclusion      17  



our discussion based on John Churcher's course 'A 
Journey of Faith: Moving On'. The final session went to 
the heart of progressive theology concerning life's 
purpose without an interventionist God. We hope to 
move on to the DVD series by John Dominic Crossan 
'The Challenge of Jesus'.  We are a house-based group 
but we are thinking about moving to a room in our 
local Methodist Church where most members of the 
PCN group worship. We might lose some home 
comforts but perhaps other folk from the church family
or beyond with some interest in progressive thinking 
might find it easier to join us? It is worth an 
experiment anyway. Some of our group are going to 
the Gretta Vosper lecture on Sept 24th. In early 
September the local Methodist Church welcomed a 
'brand new' young minister for his first ministerial 
appointment. We will kindly share our style of living 
the questions of the Faith!

Pontprennau, Cardiff
(Bob Charnley
bob.charnley@pcnbritain.org.uk)
We have had a quite successful number of meetings 
since the last magazine. We are very lucky in that our 
membership includes John Henson, Tom Arthur and 
Ray Vincent, each able and willing to lead in discussion 
of progressive topics, and to take us off in a new 
direction. But, alongside these three, our members 
from Pontprennau Church are introducing new people 
to the group, and these people are taking an active 
part in proceedings. We are hoping to have at least one
joint meeting with the Vale of Glamorgan group during 
the autumn. We have, on a few occasions, had no set 
topic and just chatted. These meetings have also been 
very productive, and again, have brought up 
unexpected subjects which might otherwise have been 
ignored. Usually, we have something to eat on the 
table with our tea/coffee, and thus 'break brioche'. We
are sometimes joined by Kylie, the dog, who usually 
sleeps through all proceedings, except when the 
brioche is passed around. It is a great relief and 
pleasure to be able to bring along thoughts and topics 
which we might feel, however mistakenly, would not 
be welcome in the more usual church meeting. This 
has given greater depth to our understanding of the 
Christian faith. It is interesting that there is frequently 
agreement on progressive views.

Richmond [London]
(Alan Powell 0208 878 7355 
alanepowell@blueyonder.co.uk)
The next meeting of the group will be on Saturday 10th

October at 2.30 pm, when the topic for discussion will

be the first three chapters of Marcus Borg’s 'Heart of
Christianity'.  The group will be revisiting a book, which
they  found  very  helpful,  when  they  first  studied  it
some eight years ago.

Rugby Group
(Nicola Phelan 01788 562562
nicola.phelan@pcnbritain.org.uk)
General Group: since the last report we have met three
times bi-monthly. We have explored thoughts about 
Prayer with reference to the article by Ros Cordiner 
(December 2013 Progressive Voices) and in particular 
the alternative for ACTS. One member commented 
that his wife still finds this approach to reflecting on 
life helpful even though she no longer participates in 
organised religion or prays in any orthodox way. The 
group shared thoughts about the importance of 
silence, words, liturgy and art. As a link to the next   
meeting the point was made that if we pray it is helpful
to be informed about issues A group of 10 met in May 
to discuss 'assisted dying'. The topic was introduced by 
a member who had prepared a paper and an open and 
honest sharing and discussion followed during which 
differing points were expressed. At our July meeting 
we listened to each other as we attempted to 
articulate what we each understand God to mean or be
and this format seemed to lead to helpful sharing. The 
plan for September is to follow the same format in 
relation to the question, "What is the Good News?" 
The book group met in April and August and several 
books were discussed but Dave Tomlinson's 'How to be
a bad Christian... and a better human being' is proving 
to be very inspiring, grounded as it is in the lives of 
those he meets at church and within the community. 
Monica Ali's 'Brick Lane' and John Steinbeck's 'To A 
God Unknown' are also circulating. World events 
caused us to reflect as did WW1 centenary events and 
we shared insights from TV documentaries and local 
events. Group Members attended Greenbelt and we 
plan to meet again in October.
_____________________________________________

URGENTLY NEEDED
Can you help? Andrew Burrell will be retiring
as PCN Britain Treasurer at the 2015 AGM. If 
you have the skills and commitment to take 
on the role of Treasurer then Andrew would 

like to be shadowed to ease the new Treasurer into 
post at the coming AGM. Please contact  
andrew.burrell@ pcnbritain.org.uk or  
andy.vivian@pcnbritain.org.uk or 
angela.smith@pcnbritain.org.uk for more details.     18
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PCN Members Residential Weekend  
13th – 15th June, 2014 at the  Windermere Centre

"Slow Down to the Heart’s Time."

‘A wonderful weekend – 
challenging, thought-provoking, 
teetering between language 
and silence. Thank you.’ These 
words, written by a PCN 
member attending this year’s 
residential weekend at the URC 
Windermere Centre, seems to 

sum up what the weekend retreat meant to many of us
who attended.  The weekend was led by Janet Morley 
whose gentle facilitation helped everyone to be 
included in the experience of considering poetry and 
spirituality. The giving of herself in the sessions, the 
way she read the poetry so beautifully, her absorption 
of the poems and her way of communicating offered 
us a chance to be open to each other. We were able to 
listen and share words and silence in equal measure. 
There developed a real honesty and acceptance of 
each other, even in the short space of one weekend.

Her first session was about considering poetry as a 
‘finding place’ and whether poetry had a part in our 
spiritual life so far.. Then we looked at poetry and 
experimental prayer and we read Kei Miller’s poem 
‘Speaking in tongues’ and one of Kerry Hardie’s poems 
about introducing God to a typical day in our lives. The 
third session was called ‘Making the Familiar Strange’ 
and where we began tentatively to write our own 
poetry. Janet provided examples of techniques that 
poets often use and we were asked to choose one that 
appealed to us.  It proved to be a privilege to be part of
such a caring and inclusive group which accepted our 
stumbling attempts so generously. Janet’s session on 
‘Making Difficult Things Bearable’ invited us to 
consider death by reflecting on various poems. She 
pointed us to poems which she thought would be 
helpful in considering our own deaths. It was probably 
the riskiest session but one which contained so much 
depth and feeling. It enabled us to focus on the 
‘second half of life’ experiences. I know that many of 
us found this moving session very rewarding.

Sandra Griffith’s contribution to the weekend was 
greatly valued. Sandra was the general organiser and 
led the evening epilogues and also the Sunday 
Worship. This latter service was compiled by our 

National Chair of PCN Britain, Angela Smith. Although it
had been arranged for a different occasion it worked 
so well and at least two of us wept gentle tears 
because of its prayerful sensitivity. Those members 
who could not come surely missed a real opportunity 
to take a spiritual walk with poetry and silence. The 
Windermere Centre was a comfortable place to stay 
and the food was delicious. I came away feeling I had 
been given a gift, a treasure, beyond price. Thank you 
Janet and Sandra and everyone who gave so 
generously of themselves.

Pat McCullock, Newcastle PCN
_____________________________________________

From the Editor Pro tem
My thanks to all who have contributed to this edition 
of Progressive Voices. Apologies to those who have 
had articles heavily edited or, owing to lack of space, 
did not 'make it' this time.   Much has been said over 
recent months about the enormous contribution that 
Hugh Dawes has made to the development and well-
being of PCN Britain. I am personally grateful to Hugh 
for his support and encouragement and also for his 
editing of the original Newsletter and then through the
change of presentation as it morphed into Progressive 
Voices. 
And now I look forward to handing on the editorship of
PV to others who will produce the December edition. 
PV really is the voice of members - challenging, 
encouraging, informative, pushing boundaries - and 
that should be its role as it continues to develop.

John
_____________________________________________

Progressive Voices is the magazine of the 
Progressive Christianity Network Britain [Registered 
Charity No. 1102164] and is published quarterly in 
March, June, September and December. PCN Britain is 
itself part of a wider international network of 
progressive Christian organisations. We are on line at 
www.pcnbritain.org.uk  You can email us at 
info@pcnbritain.org.uk, or phone us on 01594 516528,
or mail us at PCN Britain, 26 High Street, Newnham, 
Gloucestershire, GL14 1BB. 

Further information, including details of publications 
and conferences is available at www.pcnbritain.org.uk
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Greenbelt Report 2014 
Tanya Ralph

I write this sitting
at the PCN 
Britain stall next 
to Modern 
Church in the G 
Source tent at 
Greenbelt. G 
Source is an 
eclectic 
collection of 

organisations loosely connected with a religious slant; if 
you can call Divine chocolate religious! Delicious certainly 
but Divine?!

 'Travelling light' is this year's
Greenbelt theme and I'm not
sure how this should be
interpreted, certainly there
are many discussions on this
theme across the festival. I
think however that this is the
year Greenbelt got back to
its roots, as a volunteer said
to me a few minutes ago it's
put the 'Green' back in
Greenbelt. Everything is more natural from the fields and 
woodlands to the fact that the car parks are miles from 
the camp site and the festival. 

 We are here to be a 
presence and to spread the 
word that progressive, liberal
Christianity exists and is a 
strong(ish) voice in a sea of 
other voices; to engage 
people in conversation, not 
always agreeing but 
hopefully with good humour,
respect and a shared 
common view of how to live 

in this world. It is a privilege to be a part of something 
that is at essence about a Jesus inspired way of living and 
community, and to be with thousands of other people 
who are sharing that journey. 

We are handing out bags of leaflets, copies of 
'Progressive Voices' and for the children, or the child at 
heart, we have lollipops. These are important as it brings 
the children and behind them, the parent who stays a 
little longer as their child chooses a sweet, some times 

long enough to browse or 
pick up a leaflet or magazine.
We sow the seeds..........

We've slowed down for the 
weekend to listen to talks 
and music, and in the case of
Simon to participate by 
playing 1/2 an hour of 
contemporary folk music on 
the open mic 'Roots' stage. 

My favourite thing? The 'Bethlehem Unwrapped' in the 
Big Top which was entertaining as well as very moving 
and inspiring.  Who knows what 2015 brings for any of us 
but certainly Greenbelt will be back here at Boughton 
House for at least one more year and I hope so will I.

___________________________________
A slightly serious poem on the journey to 
progressive Christianity
Gerry Gardiner

Sunday school with Scripture exams
Memory passage, religiously crammed.
Choruses sung to a thumping piana **
Love wide as the ocean, sing another hosanna.
Words still in the mind, often returning
To illustrate even new radical learning
From Borg or from Spong or Honest to God
Reminders of the pilgrimage trod.
No Chosen people unless everyone's in,
No purchase of blood or Original Sin.
Jesus can be your spiritual LORD
But there is no written infallible WORD.
Hindu or Muslim, Buddhist or Jain
All deal with the mystery though not all the same.
The human family shows us how we belong
Love blended with reason guides us along.
No fixed final definitive creed,
Experienced discovery can answer your need
Let the ‘God’ of diversity help you to grow
Compassion, integrity seeking to know
The grace to enquire of the person within.
Enjoy the uncertainty of never quite knowing
As a dancing quest to keep on growing.
Don’t look for miracles sent from above
Act on the premise – you are loved, you can love.

** That’s what we called it, and it had to rhyme with 
Hosanna !        20




